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Essay Nr. 49:  On Ancient Singers
Voice is a kind of sound characteristic of what has soul in it;
nothing that is without soul utters voice….

Aristotle

This essay is concerned with the solo voice.  A separate essay will discuss the choral organizations which were so much a part of the ancient world and were also associated with the solo singers.  The earliest period for which we have a body of information about the solo singer is the 7th and 6th centuries BC and a group of poets who are known as “lyric poets.”  The name lyric poet is coined to reflect the fact that this poetry was sung.  We must remember that even though we speak here of a very ancient period, the late Bronze Age, in the long span of man this is still a very recent period.  The true origin of this type of sung literature is too distant to be known.  Gregory Nagy, in his brilliant book on the work of these lyric poets, gives a lengthy hypothesis on the development of both poetry and prose from earlier song forms.
   He also makes the interesting suggestion that the retention of melody with poetry, as in the case of these lyric poets, may have been in part for the purpose of aiding the memory of the performer.

Melody can be an important feature in the mnemonics of oral tradition in song, as we know from the studies of folklorists who scrutinize the transmission and diffusion of song: melody helps recall the words.
 

Our knowledge of these lyric poets is frustrated by the fact that the extant body of their work is very incomplete.  For Archilochus, for example, we have not a single complete poem and for all of them we have numerous fragments, sometimes fragments consisting of only a single word.  A large number of these fragments survived in the wrappings of mummies, resulting in the irony of our debt to the dead, not the living, for their preservation, as Davenport points out.

We have brief quotations by admiring critics; and we have papyrus fragments, scrap paper from the households of Alexandria, with which third-class mummies were wrapped and stuffed.  All else is lost.  Horace and Catullus, like all cultivated readers, had Archilochos complete in their libraries.  What the living could not keep, the dead and the dullest of books have preserved.
 

The most important of these poets are:

Archilochus, of the first half of the 7th century, BC, was a very creative person.  He invented the iambic verse, wrote the first animal fable and is the author of the oldest fragment of a love lyric in Greek.
   A professional soldier (his name means, “First Sergeant”), we are not surprised at the barracks eroticism of some of his poetry.
 

Sappho, c. 640 - 550 BC, is said by Plutarch
 to be the first to introduce the mixolydian, which the ancients heard as melancholic.  An early writer said she was a harp player from Mytilene in Lesbos.  An early writer says she was the first to use the pectis.
 

Alkman, c. 640 - 600 BC, was a slave and choral conductor.  Chamaeleon says Alkman “led the way as a composer of erotic songs.”
 

Alcaeus, c. 640 - 550, together with Sappho and Ibycus, specialized in lyric love poetry.

Stesichorus of Himera, c. 610 - 550 BC, was the creator of the epic hymn.

Anacreon of Teos, c. 550 - 500 BC, was surpassed only by Sappho in the lyrical quality of his poetry.
 

Ibycus of Rhegium, c. 550 - 500 BC, specialized in choral odes.

Simonides, born c. 556 BC, was considered by Pindar to be a mere imitator.
  

Pindar, born c. 518 BC, wrote the largest variety of forms
 among these poets and is widely respected as the most talented.

Bacchylides, a contemporary of Pindar, and nearly as talented.  He was known to ancient writers for his erotica.

This body of literature was performed in public by the solo singer with lyre (kitharoidos), the solo singer with aulos
 (auloidos) and by both professional and non-professional choirs (khoros).  According to Athenaeus, these singers traditionally had few facial expressions, but were more active with the feet, “both in marching and in dance steps.”
 

Although contests in instrumental and vocal music were more ancient, it was the festivals held in connection with the Olympiad for which most of the extant lyric poetry was composed.
  These particular festivals began in 582 BC when the traditional Python festival in honor of Apollo was transformed into one given in the third year of each Olympiad.  Two years later the Isthmian festival of Poseidon, in celebration of Spring, began to be held in the second and fourth year of each Olympiad.  During these years the festival of the Neiman Zeus was also held.  The fourth of these festivals, and the most ancient, dating from 776 BC, was the Olympian festival of Zeus, held each four years according to a lunar cycle.
   The honoring of the athletes through the music of these lyric poets seems to have preceded somewhat the tradition of their being honored by statues, the earliest sculptors being documented from about 520 BC.
  In these public athletic festivals the performance of music centered in competition, called krisis, judged by adjudicators called, kritai.  

We have a glimpse of the rigid training the professional singer/lyre players received as boys in The Clouds by Aristophanes.  Those were the days, he says, when students were quiet and had discipline.  They studied only the best music and the student who showed disrespect for the music by improvising was repaid for his efforts with lashes from the whip!


Chorus.  Applaud the discipline of former days,

On your I call; now is your time to show

You merit no less praise than you bestow.


Dicaeologos.  Thus summon’d, I prepare myself to speak

Of manners primitive, and that good [old] time

Which I have seen, when discipline prevail’d.

And modesty was sanctioned by the laws,

No babbling then was suffer’d in our schools;

The scholar’s test was silence.  The whole group

In orderly procession sallied forth

Right onwards, without straggling, to attend

Their teacher in harmony; though the snow

Fell on them thick as meal, the hardy brood

Breasted the storm uncloak’d: their lyres were strung

Not to ignoble melodies, for they were taught

A loftier key, whether to sing the name

Of Pallas, terrible amidst the blaze

Of cities overthrown, or wide and far

To spread, as custom was, the echoing peal.

There let no low buffoon intrude his tricks,

Let no capricious quavering on a note,

No running of variations high and low

Break the pure stream of harmony; no Phrynis

Practicing wanton warblings out of place --

Woe to his back that so was found offending!

Hard stripes and heavy would reform his taste.
 

The tradition of singing with the aulos, on the other hand, is credited by Plutarch to Clonas, “an elegiac and epic poet” who also invented the Prosodia, a processional song sung with the aulos.  He also mentions that some writers give credit, instead, to Ardalus the Troezenian.  Finally, to be thorough, Plutarch passes on the opinion of some that it was a mythical player called Olympus, to whom this credit should go.

Apparently the performance skills of the aulos players gradually began to usurp the attention of the public, as we notice several writers, Plato among them, vigorously complaining over liberties being taken by the aulos player.  Pratinas, in 500 BC for example, reminded his listeners that the Muse had ordained that the song should be the mistress and the aulos the servant, and not the other way around!
  

We regard most of the Odes written for the Olympiad festivals as being art music.  Excepting the processional works, they do not seem functional in nature and neither do they seem to have entertainment for their aim.  We believe these works were listened to.  Pindar mentions the listener in a poem in which he also comments on his work being carefully written.

And touched your ears with fine-wrought melody....

We read several times of the importance of the poet being inspired.  In Pindar for example,

...Pisa too enjoins

My speech, for from her bidding come to men

The songs inspired of heaven....
 

Pindar drew a distinction between original genius and imitation.  He accused Simonides of imitation, observing the true poet has a fertile mind, whereas those who have only learned chatter like crows.
 

Regarding the musical nature of the odes, Plutarch writes that it was Archilochus who invented the idea of playing interludes on the lyre during a song, whereas the ancients played only during the singing.
   Pindar suggests that his odes had an instrumental prelude for the purpose of giving the singers the pitch.

And the singers heed your bidding,

When on the vibrant air your prelude strikes,

To guide the harmonies of choral song.
 

The adjectives most often used by the poets to describe this lyric poetry are “rich” and “sweet.”   Pindar, on five occasions, even calls the effect “honey-sweet,” as in the following example.

...and if some spell to charm his soul

Lay in the honeyed sweetness of my songs....

In another poem in which Pindar uses this description, he adds the important qualification that the serious composer is not one who composes for money nor is a mere hired craftsman.

For then the Muse had not yet bowed to love of gain,

Or made herself a hireling journeyman;

Nor in the market clad in masks of silver

Did honey-tongued Terpsichore barter

Her gentle-voiced and sweetly-sung refrains.

But now she bids us pander to that word

The Argive spoke, too sadly near the truth:

“Money, money makes [the] man” said he

By goods and friends alike deserted.
 

We know from these odes that the lyre or aulos player did not merely accompany note for note the vocal part, but rather played an independent role.
   The independent instrumental and vocal parts argue for some form of harmony, an argument strengthened by several descriptions of the result being “blended.”  Pindar, for example, writes,

Not for him sounds the blended harmony,

Under the roof-trees echoing to the lyre,

Of children’s lips in soft refrain.
 

And certainly harmony must have been what Bacchylides meant when he described the music as,

the blended strains of flutes and lyres....
 

Finally, Chappell points out several early Greek harpists who were known to play chords on their instrument.
 

Interestingly enough, we even find in one of these early poets an awareness of the irony that art composed for posterity may not enjoy wide popularity with the masses.

And this is what everyone will say: “These are the words of Theognis of Megara, whose name is known among all mortals,”

But I am not yet able to please all the townspeople.
 

In conclusion, we find in these odes all the important characteristics of art music which one would find in any age: music which is inspired, carefully written, for the common joy for mankind and listened to by a receptive audience.  
There are rare references to solo singers who officiated in the ancient Greek religious cult ceremonies.  The 5th century BC historian, Thucydides, in describing the ceremonies in honor of Apollo by the Ionians mentions women singing and dancing and includes some verses in which the old singer wishes to be remembered.

Well, may Apollo keep you all! and so, 

Sweethearts, good-bye – yet tell me not I go

Out from your hearts; and if in after hours

Some other wanderer in this world of ours

Touch at your shores, and ask your maidens here

Who sings the songs the sweetest to your ear,

Think of me then, and answer with a smile,

“A blind old man of Scio’s rocky isle.”

Another great 5th century BC historian, Herodotus, recalls a tale of a ghost singer at the time the armies of Xerxes were devastating the countryside of Attica.

They saw a cloud of dust, such as might have been raised by an army of 30,000 men on the march, coming from the direction of Eleusis, and were wondering what troops they could be, when they suddenly heard the sound of a voice.  Dicaeus thought he recognized the Iacchus song, which is sung at the Dionysiac mysteries, but Demaratus, who was unfamiliar with the religious ceremonial of Eleusis, asked his companion whose voice it was.  “Sir,” Dicaeus answered, “without any doubt some dreadful disaster is about to happen to the king’s army.  There is not a man left in Attica; so the voice we heard must clearly be a divine voice coming from Eleusis to bring help to the Athenians….
While Demaratus was speaking, the cloud of dust, from which the mysterious voice had issued, rose high into the air and drifted away towards Salamis, where the Greek fleet was stationed.  By this the two men knew that the naval power of Xerxes was destined to be destroyed….

The philosophers who came later appear to have associated musicality with the lyric poets, as we can see in three anecdotes.
Theocritus (3rd century BC) reveals an acute awareness of the qualities of fine musicianship.  In “Idyll VII,” he has a singer confess,

Everyone says, the best singer, although I am slow to believe them

Truly, for in my opinion I cannot begin to compete with

Noble Sicelidas, who is from Samos, or even Philetas,

Not in Musicianship!  Sooner a bullfrog might rival a cricket.

Another epigram suited for a statue, now in the form of a memorial to the Muses by a lyric poet named Xenacles, also emphasizes musicianship.

Goddesses, on pleasing all nine of you intent,

Xenacles erected this marble monument.

The title of musician nobody refuses

Him.  Respected for his wit, he thanks the Muses.

Finally, Diogenes Laertius tells an anecdote about Arcesilaus which mentions work songs sung unmusically by brick makers.

A certain dialectic, a follower of Alexinus, was unable to repeat properly some argument of his teacher, whereupon Arcesilaus reminded him of the story of Philoxenus and the brickmakers.  He found them singing some of his melodies out of tune; and so he retaliated by trampling on the bricks they were making, saying, “If you spoil my work, I’ll spoil yours.”
 

The musical accomplishments of many of the more recent Roman emperors is surprising.
   Caligula (12-41 A.D.) received an education which included both vocal and instrumental music and used to perform in private concerts before the aristocracy.  Caligula once asked a famous singer, Apelles, whether he considered himself or Jupiter the greater.  When the singer unfortunately hesitated in his answer, Caligula had him scourged, but complimented his voice as being attractive even in his cries of pain!  We are also told that “if anyone made even the slightest sound while his favorite was dancing, he had the person dragged from his seat and scourged him with his own hand.”
 

But the cruelty of Caligula was nothing compared to Nero (37 - 68 AD), the most debauched and cruel of the emperors.  Nero murdered his own mother -- after numerous attempts, three times by poison; once by having constructed a special bed which would collapse on her; once by urging her to go for a boat ride in a boat that would sink and, when all these failed, by paid assassin -- when age twenty-two!  Suetonius provides a long list of other people Nero murdered among whom was his wife Poppaea.
  Tacitus suggests it may have been because she had a lover who was a flute player and singer from Alexandria.
  
But he loved music, poetry and the theater and in addition to playing the water-organ and bagpipe, he also played the kitharode, giving concerts on the Tiber and in Naples, and composed some comic songs.   But mainly, he thought of himself as a singer and in order to be able to accompany himself as a singer, he studied the lyre with the foremost teacher of his time, Terpnos, as is described by Suetonius.

Having gained some knowledge of music in addition to the rest of his early education, as soon as he became emperor he sent for Terpnus, the greatest master of the lyre in those days, and after listening to him sing after dinner for many successive days until late at night, he little by little began to practice himself, neglecting none of the exercises which artists of that kind are in the habit of following, to preserve or strengthen their voices.  For he used to lie upon his back and hold a leaden plate on his chest,
  purge himself by the syringe and by vomiting, and deny himself fruits and all foods injurious to the voice.  Finally encouraged by his progress, although his voice was weak and husky, he began to long to appear on the stage, and every now and then in the presence of his intimate friends he would quote a Greek proverb meaning, “Hidden music counts for nothing.”  And he made his debut at Naples, where he did not cease singing until he had finished the number which he had begun, even though the theatre was shaken by a sudden earthquake shock.  In the same city he sang frequently and for several successive days.  Even when he took a short time to rest his voice, he could not keep out of sight but went to the theater after bathing and dined in the orchestra with the people all about him, promising them in Greek, that when he had wetted his whistle a bit, he would ring out something good and loud....

Nero also entered contests in singing with lyre and Suetonius’ account of his participation provides rare information about these contests.

Nero was greatly taken too with the rhythmic applause of some Alexandrians, who had flocked to Naples from a fleet that had lately arrived, and summoned more men from Alexandria.  Not content with that, he selected some young men of the order of knights and more than five thousand sturdy young commoners, to be divided into groups and learn the Alexandrian styles of applause (the called them “the bees,” “the roof-tiles,” and “the bricks”), and to ply them vigorously whenever he sang....

Considering it of great importance to appear in Rome as well, he repeated the contest of the Neronia before the appointed time, and when there was a general call for his “divine voice,” he replied that if any wished to hear him, he would favor them in the gardens; but when the guard of soldiers which was then on duty seconded the entreaties of the people, he gladly agreed to appear at once.  So without delay he had his name added to the list of the lyre players who entered the contest, and casting his own lot into the urn with the rest, he came forward in his turn, attended by the prefects of the Guard carrying his lyre, and followed by the tribunes of the soldiers and his intimate friends.  Having taken his place and finished his preliminary speech, he announced through the ex-consul Cluvius Rufus that “he would sing Niobe”; and he kept at it until late in the afternoon, putting off the award of the prize for that event and postponing the rest of the contest to the next year, to have an excuse for singing oftener....

Not content with showing his proficiency in these arts at Rome, he went to Achaia, as I have said, influenced by the following consideration.  The cities in which it was the custom to hold contests in music had adopted the rule of sending all the lyric prizes to him.
   These he received with the greatest delight, not only giving audience before all others to the envoys who brought them, but even inviting them to his private table.  When some of them begged him to sing during dinner and greeted his performance with extravagant applause, he declared that “the Greeks were the only ones who had an ear for music and that they alone were worthy of his efforts.”  So he took ship without delay and immediately on arriving at Cassiope made a preliminary appearance as a singer at the altar of Jupiter Cassius, and then went the round of all the contests.

To make this possible, he gave orders that even those which were widely separated in time should be brought together in a single year, so that some had even to be given twice, and he introduced a musical competition at Olympia also, contrary to custom.  To avoid being distracted or hindered in any way while busy with these contests, he replied to his freedman Helius, who reminded him that the affairs of the city required his presence, in these words: “However much it may be your advice and your wish that I should return speedily, yet you ought rather to counsel me and to hope that I may return worthy of Nero.”

While he was singing no one was allowed to leave the theatre even for the most urgent reasons.  And so it is said that some women gave birth to children there, while many who were worn out with listening and applauding, secretly leaped from the wall, since the gates at the entrance were closed, or feigned death and were carried out as if for burial.  The trepidation and anxiety with which he took part in the contests, his keen rivalry of his opponents and his awe of the judges, can hardly be credited.  As if his rivals were of quite the same station as himself, he used to show respect to them and try to gain their favor, while he slandered them behind their backs, sometimes assailed then with abuse when he met them, and even bribed those who were especially proficient.

Before beginning, he would address the judges in the most deferential terms, saying that he had done all that could be done, but the issue was in the hands of Fortune; they however, being men of wisdom and experience, ought to exclude what was fortuitous.  When they bade him take heart, he withdrew with greater confidence, but not even then without anxiety, interpreting the silence and modesty of some as sullenness and ill-nature, and declaring that he had his suspicions of them.

In competition he observed the rules most scrupulously, never daring to clear his throat and even wiping the sweat from his brow with his arm.  Once indeed, during the performance of a tragedy, when he had dropped his scepter but quickly recovered it, he was terribly afraid that he might be excluded from the competition because of his slip, and his confidence was restored only when his accompanist swore that it had passed unnoticed amid the delight and applause of the people.  When the victory was won, he made the announcement himself; and for that reason he always took part in the contests of the heralds.  To obliterate the memory of all other victors in the games and leave no trace of them, their statues and busts were all thrown down by his order, dragged off with hooks, and cast into privies….
 

Returning to Rome, Nero organized an appropriate welcoming procession in honor of his victories in the singing contests.

He entered that city with white horses through a part of the wall which had been thrown down, as is customary with victors in the sacred games.  In like manner he entered Antium, then Albanum, and finally Rome; but at Rome he rode in the chariot which Augustus had used in his triumphs in days gone by, and wore a purple robe and a Greek cloak adorned with stars of gold, bearing on his head the Olympic crown...while the rest were carried before him with inscriptions telling where he had won them and against what competitors, and giving the titles of the songs....  His car was followed by his claque....  All along the route victims were slain, the streets were sprinkled from time to time with perfume, while birds, ribbons, and sweetmeats were showered upon him.  He placed the sacred crowns in his bed chambers around his couches, as well as statues representing him in the guise of a lyre player; and he had a coin too struck with the same device.  So far from neglecting or relaxing his practice of the art after this, he never addressed the soldiers except by letter or in a speech delivered by another, to save his voice; and he never did anything for amusement or in earnest without an elocutionist by his side, to warn him to spare his vocal organs and hold a handkerchief to his mouth.  To many men he offered his friendship or announced his hostility, according as they had applauded him lavishly or grudgingly.
 

Nero’s musical activities after he returned to Rome are covered extensively by Tacitus.  It seems apparent that Tacitus considered the performance of music to be something done by slaves.  Therefore, in all his accounts of Nero’s performances he points over and over to the disgrace associated with an emperor engaging in such public performances.

He had long had a fancy for driving a four-horse chariot, and a no less degrading taste for singing to the harp, in a theatrical fashion, when he was at dinner.  This he would remind people was a royal custom, and had been the practice of ancient chiefs; it was celebrated too in the praises of poets and was meant to show honor to the gods.  Songs indeed, he said, were sacred to Apollo, and it was in the dress of a singer that that great and prophetic deity was seen in Roman temples as well as in Greek cities....

Still, not yet wishing to disgrace himself on a public stage, he instituted some games under the title of “juvenile sports,” for which people of every class gave in their names.  Neither rank nor age nor previous high promotion hindered any one from practicing the art of a Greek or Latin actor and even stooping to gestures and songs unfit for a man.  Noble ladies too actually played disgusting parts, and in the grove, with which Augustus had surrounded the lake for the naval fight, there were erected places for meeting and refreshment, and every incentive to excess was offered for sale.  Money too was distributed, which the respectable had to spend under sheer compulsion and which the profligate gloried in squandering.  Hence a rank growth of abominations and of all infamy.  Never did a more filthy rabble add a worse licentiousness to our long corrupted morals....  Last of all, the emperor himself came on the stage, tuning his lute with elaborate care and trying his voice with his attendants.  There were also present, to complete the show, a guard of soldiers with centurions and tribunes, and Burrus, who grieved and yet applauded....

In the year of the consulship of Caius Laecanius and Marcus Licinius a yet keener impulse urged Nero to show himself frequently on the public stage.  Hitherto he had sung in private houses or gardens, during the Juvenile games, but these he now despised, as being but little frequented, and on too small a scale for so fine a voice.
 

In another place, Tacitus explains how the Senate, in an attempt to keep Nero off the stage, voted to award him first prize in a singing contest in advance of the contest itself.

The Senate, as they were now on the eve of the quinquennial contest, wishing to avert scandal, offered the emperor the “victory in song,” and added the “crown of eloquence,” that thus a veil might be thrown over a shameful exposure on the stage.  Nero, however, repeatedly declared that he wanted neither favor nor the Senate’s influence, as he was a match for his rivals, and was certain, in the conscientious opinion of the judges, to win the honor by merit.  First, he recited a poem on the stage; then, at the importunate request of the rabble that he would make public property of all his accomplishments (these were their words), he entered the theater, and conformed to all the laws of harp playing, not sitting down when tired, nor wiping off the perspiration with anything but the garment he wore, or letting himself be seen to spit or clear his nostrils.  Last of all, on bended knee he saluted the assembly with motion of the hand, and awaited the verdict of the judges with pretended anxiety.  And then the city populace, who were wont to encourage every gesture even of actors, made the place ring with measured strains of elaborate applause.  One would have thought they were rejoicing, and perhaps they did rejoice, in their indifference to the public disgrace.

All, however, who were present from remote towns, and still retained the Italy of strict morals and primitive ways; all too who had come on embassies or on private business from distant provinces, where they had been unused to such wantonness, were unable to endure the spectacle or sustain the degrading fatigue, which wearied their unpracticed hands, while they disturbed those who knew their part, and were often struck by soldiers, stationed in the seats, to see that not a moment of time passed with less vigorous applause or in the silence of indifference.  It was a known fact that several knights, in struggling through the narrow approaches and the pressure of the crowd, were trampled to death, and that others while keeping their seats day and night were seized with some fatal malady.  For it was still worse danger to be absent from the show, as many openly and many more secretly made it their business to scrutinize names and faces, and to note the delight or the disgust of the company.
 

Tacitus also mentions examples of Nero behavior toward his rival artists.  He tried to prevent the publication of the poems of Lucanus
    An aristocrat who sang at some games instituted at Nero’s birthplace was actually murdered by Nero.
  Near the end of his reign he also had murdered a popular actor, Paris, whom he thought might receive too much of the applause at a planned festival.  Once, after giving the order that only he could wear a special dye of purple, he saw a lady in the audience of one of his recitals dressed in this material, pointed her out to his agents, who dragged her out and stripped her on the spot.
  

During the great fire in Rome in 64 AD, a fire which Tacitus infers Nero may have had set in order to create a new city named for himself, Nero,

at the very time when the city was in flames, appeared on a private stage and sang of the destruction of Troy, comparing present misfortunes with the calamities of antiquity.
As he faced his own death, his sorrow was not for Rome.  Rather, through his tears he muttered, “Dead!  And so great an artist!”
  He died at age 31.
While first-hand accounts of solo art singer are rare from the early centuries of the Christian era, there is an occasional clue which suggests this form of music may have still been widely practiced.  In one 1st century poem, for example, we read of such a poet-singer who, upon his death, left a library of 25 cases of music!

Eutychides the lyric poet is dead.  Fly, ye people who dwell under earth; Eutychides is coming with odes, and he ordered them to burn with him twelve lyres and twenty-five cases of music.  Now indeed Charon has got hold of you.  Where can one depart to in the future, since Eutychides is established in Hades too?
 

Some of the extant 1st century poems offer insights into the musical practice of these solo art singers.  An anonymous poem of the 1st century, found on the statue of a famous lyre player, Eunomus, is particularly interesting for its reference to the performance of “an elaborate piece” on the lyre.  This poem relates a charming story of a cricket which plays a role in the poet’s performance.

Thou knowest, Apollo, how I, Eunomus the Locrian, conquered Spartis, but I tell it for those who ask me.  I was playing on the lyre an elaborate piece, and in the middle of it my plectron loosened one chord, and when the time came to strike the note I was ready to play, it did not convey the correct sound to the ear.  Then of its own accord a cicada perched on the bridge of the lyre and supplied the deficiency of the harmony.  I had struck six chords, and when I required the seventh I borrowed this cicada’s voice; for the midday songster of the hillside adapted to my performance that pastoral air of his, and when he shrilled he combined with the lifeless chords to change the value of the phrase.  Therefore I owe a debt of thanks to my partner in the duet, and wrought in bronze he sits on my lyre.
 

Aside from that nice fable, we have a number of additional poems which provide very interesting insights regarding the performance of early Roman singers.  According to Juvenal, professional singers were sometimes employed by aristocratic wives to come to their homes for private recitals.

    If your wife has musical tastes, she’ll make the professional

Singers come when she wants.  She’s forever handling

Their instruments, her bejeweled fingers sparkle

Over the lute, she practices scales with a vibrant

Quill once employed by some famous virtuoso -

It’s her mascot, her solace, she lavishes kisses on it,

The darling object.

    A certain patrician lady,

Whose lutanist protege was due to compete in

The Capitoline Festival, made inquiry of Janus

And Vesta, offering wine and cakes, to find out

If her Pollio could aspire to the oakwreath prize

For the best performance.  What more could she have done

If her husband was sick, or the doctors shaking their heads

Over her little son?  She stood there at the altar,

Thinking it no disgrace to veil her face on behalf of

This cheapjack twangler.  She made the proper responses

In traditional form, and blanched as the lamb was opened.

Tell me now, I beg you, most ancient of deities,

Old Father Janus, do such requests get answered?  There must

Be time to spare in heaven.  From what I can see

You Gods have nothing on hand to keep you occupied.
 

In another place, Juvenal mentions the singer who performs recitals describing and praising the exploits of former leaders and generals.  Juvenal starts to tell the story of one of the earlier Greek battles, and then says, “O well, the rest,”
You can hear when some tame poet, sweating under the armpits,

Gives his wine-flown recital.
 

Calpurnius Siculus has left us a lengthy poem, rich in musical detail, which is an example of an ode in honor of, and intended to please, one of the emperors -- in this case, Nero.

Meliboeus
Why, Corydon, the silence and that frequent frown?

Why sit in an unusual place, beneath this plane-tree

By which a noisy brook chatters?  You like the moist

Bank?  And the nearby river’s breath freshens the day?

Corydon
For long, O Meliboeus, I have been pondering songs

Not of the woodland note but such as can proclaim

A golden age and celebrate the God [Nero] himself

Who governs nations and cities and toga’d peace.

Meliboeus
Sweet is your music nor does contrary Apollo

Despise you, young man, but great Rome’s divinities

Are fit for no such ballad as Menalcas’ sheepfold.

Corydon
Such as it is, although it smacks of the backwoods

To sharp ears and is famous only in our village,

Still my uncouthness, if not for the polished art

Of song, at least wins credit for its dedication.

Beneath this same rock which the mighty pine-tree shades

My brother Amyntas practices the same as I,

Whose time of life brings our two birthdays close together.

Meliboeus
Do you no longer stop the boy from joining reeds

And ties of fragrant wax, whom often you’ve forbidden

With fatherly concern to play on the light hemlock?

Corydon, more than once I’ve heard you saying this:

“Break your reeds, boy, and turn your back on empty Muses.

Instead go gather beechnuts and red cornel-cherries;

Drive flocks to milking-pails and loudly through the town

Cart milk for sale.  Whatever will your pipe bring in

To ward off hunger?  Certainly there’s no one hums

My songs but windy echoes among yonder crags.”
Corydon
I did say that, Meliboeus, I own, but long ago.

Now times are different and we have a different God.

Hope smiles more....

I’d surely now be lodging cheap at the world’s end -

Ah, grief! - and as a hired hand with Iberian flocks

Whistling useless on a pipe of seven reeds,

No one among the thornbrakes there would care at all

For my Muse.  Perhaps even God himself would never lend me

A ready ear to hear, I fancy, the far-distant

Lengthy murmur of my prayers at the world’s end.

But if no better tune has claim upon your ears

Or other songs than ours perhaps attract you more,

May today’s page of verse be polished by your file?....

So, if you can forgive my nervousness, I’ll try

Perhaps those reeds which skilled Iollas yesterday

Gave me and said, “This panpipe can propitiate

Wild bulls and play the sweetest tunes to our Faunus.

Tityrus owned it, who was first among these hills

To sing a modulated tune on Hybla’s oat.”
Meliboeus
By striving to be Tityrus you’re aiming high,

Corydon.  He was a sacred bard who could on oaten

Pipe outsound the lyre, at whose music wild beasts

Would fawn and frisk....

.....

Then please begin; I’m with you.  But be careful that

No high-pitched pipe of frail boxwood blows the notes

It’s used to voicing for you when you praise Alexis.

These, rather, are the reeds to go for.  Finger now

The tenor pipes that sang woods worthy of a consul.

Begin and don’t wait.  Look, here comes your brother Amyntas.

He shall sing second, alternating with your verses.....

Corydon
With Jove he should begin, whoever sings of heaven,

Whoever shoulders Atlantean Olympus’ weight....

Amyntas
There’s peace by his permission on my hills, and thanks

To him, look, no one stops me if I like to sing

Or foot the slow grass thrice, and I can ply for dances

And I can keep my songs in writing on green bark

And snarling trumpets no more deafen our reed-pipes....
 

With the expectation for such formal praise imposed on court poets, one can understand that Statius (45 - 96 AD) wondered if he were up to the task, when invited to perform for the first time at the table of the emperor Domitian.

But I, on whom Caesar has now for the first time bestowed

The joy of a sacred dinner, to mount to my Prince’s table,

How can my lyre make known my devotion, discharge

My gratitude?
 

This same poet has left two rather dark poems, which nevertheless have interesting musical content.  First, the 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.
 

Another dark, but beautiful, poem, Statius wrote on the occasion of the death of his father.

Father, grant me yourself from Elysian springs

A dour command of grieving song, the beat

Of an ominous lyre.  It is not permitted to stir

The Delian caves or initiate Cirrha’s accustomed work

Without you.  Whatever Apollo lately ordained

In Corycian shade, or Bacchus upon Ismarian hills,

I have unlearned.  Parnassus’ woolen band has fled

My hair, I have been aghast at defunctive yew

Stealing among the ivy, the bays - unnatural! - parching.

Yet I, inspired, had set myself to extol the deeds

Of great-hearted kings, to equal in singing lofty Mars.

Who makes my barren heart decay?  And who, the Apollo

In me quenched, has drawn cold clouds before my lacking mind?

The goddesses stand dismayed about the seer, and sound

No pleasant music with fingers or voice.  Their leader leans

Her head on her silent lyre....

.....

Only Apollo’s choir would be there; I would duly

Praise you, father, and bind on you the poet’s leafy prize.

I myself, as priest of the shades and of your soul,

With wet eyes would lead a dirge, from which neither Cerberus

With all his mouths nor Orpheus’ spells could turn you away.

And there, as I sang your character and deeds, perhaps

You had not rated mine lower than Homer’s mighty speech....

.....

I shall not bring to my father’s pyre as tribute

The funeral music the swan transmits when surer of his doom;

Nor that with which the winged Tyrrhenian Sirens tempt

The sailors most sweetly from dismal cliffs; nor Philomela’s

Groaning complaint, her lopped murmur, to her cruel sister:

Bards know these things too well.  Who, by the grave has not

Recounted all the Heliads’ boughs and their wept buds;

And Phrygian flint; and him who ventured against Apollo,

When Passas rejoiced that the boxwood flute deceived his trust?

Let Pity, that has forgotten man, and Justice, recalled

To heaven, and Eloquence in twofold language lament,

And Pallas, and learned Apollo’s Pierian escorts;

Those who draw out their epic verse in six-feet meter;

And those who find their toil and renown in the lyre....
 

Relatively little Greek poetry is extant from the early Christian era, much of it being merely epigrams or material collected from tombstones.  Among this fragmentary literature we can still find poems commemorating the lyric poets, the great poet-musicians of the 7th and 6th centuries, BC.  This tribute to Alcman, by Antipater of Thessalonica, is interesting for its suggestion that such material was internationally known by an early date.

Do not judge the man by the stone.  Simple is the tomb to look on, but holds the bones of a great man.  Thou shalt know Alcman the supreme striker of the Laconian lyre, possessed by the nine Muses.  Here resteth he, a cause of dispute to two continents, if he be a Lydian or a Spartan.  Minstrels have many mothers.
 

Another tribute to the same lyric poet is somewhat more humorous.

Alcman the graceful, the swan-singer of wedding hymns, who made music worth of the Muses, lieth in this tomb, a great ornament to Sparta, 

or perhaps at the end he threw off his burden and went to Hell.
 

A few poems from 1st century tombs have preserved for us the names of performers, as in the case of this flute player.

Orpheus won the highest prize among mortals by his harp, Nestor by the skill of his sweet-phrased tongue, divine Homer, the learned in lore, by the art of his verse, but Telephanes, whose tomb this is, by the flute.
 

One poem honors a 1st century lyre player named, Plato, who seems to have been a specialist in the performance of earlier music.

When Orpheus departed, perchance some Muse survived, but at thy death, Plato, the lyre ceased to sound.  For in thy mind and in thy fingers there yet survived some little fragment at least of ancient music.
 

We have a tragic poem of the 2nd century which refers to the suicide of a musician, but also provides interesting detail of the several musical instruments he played during his career.

Clytosthenes, his feet that raced in fury now enfeebled by age, dedicates to thee, Rhea of the lion-car, his tambourines beaten by the hand, his shrill hollow-rimmed cymbals, his double-flute that calls through its horn, on which he once made shrieking music, twisting his neck about, and the two-edged knife with which he opened his veins.
 

As everyone knows, the final centuries of the Roman Empire were characterized by a general decline in culture.  One 4th century AD writer, Ammianus Marcellinus, apparently held music as partly to blame, for he reports,

the Roman palaces, formerly famous for disseminating sciences, now resound with the singing and playing of instruments.  Where formerly the philosophers were welcome, there are now singers and music teachers in their place; everywhere one could hear music, but the libraries, the depositories of knowledge, were silent as the graves.
 

For the musician, one of the most interesting aspects of the New Testament is how remarkably different it is in its description of music from that found in the Old Testament.  Reflecting the stern attitudes of the early Church fathers and their warnings against pagan entertainment, in particular the theater, we find in the New Testament as well the admonition, “Let there be no...silly talk, nor levity....”
  Thus, it is no surprise that there is only one reference to any kind of entertainment music, and this is connected to the important moral story of the prodigal son.
 

The distinction between the Old and New Testaments is particularly noticeable regarding the use of music in the religious service.  The Old Testament has numerous references to the role of singers in the Jewish service, but the vocal form, “Hymn,” appears only in the New Testament.  There are a number of recommendations that hymn singing should be a part of the future observances of the Christians.
  In one of these cases, singing is specifically recommended when the singer himself feels cheerful.
   But there are only two instances in the New Testament of persons singing hymns in the present tense.
  One of these is Jesus, which is very significant.  But for this reference, together with the singing of the angels at Jesus’ birth, the early church fathers might have left music out of the New Testament entirely.  It has been widely remarked that while the Old Testament is filled with accounts of instruments in the service, there are none whatsoever in the New Testament.

The writings of the Church philosophers of the first five centuries generally speak of the purpose of hymn singing as simply for praising God, in the manner of the language of the Old Testament.  Among the extant works of a man known as Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite we find two new explanations which are quite interesting.  The first is a variant of the “divine connection” numerous early philosophers attributed to music in large part, we believe, because of similarities music shares with religion, but not the other arts.  In the case of both religion and music, the principal mysteries cannot be seen,
 but the effect on the observer is apparent to all.  Dionysius writes that the first purpose of hymn singing is to create a kind of divine connection, to prepare the participant to be able to communicate with God.  The second purpose, he seems to suggest, is that the singing unison hymns brings a unity, a “consensus,” in the congregation itself.

The sacred description of the divine songs, whose purpose is to praise all the divine words and works of God and to celebrate the holy words and works of godly men, forms a universal hymn and exposition of divine things, conferring on those who recite it in a divine and holy fashion a power capable of receiving and distributing all the mysteries of the hierarchy.

Thus, when the chant resuming most holy things has harmoniously prepared the faculties of our souls for the rites to be celebrated a little later, and when it has established through the unison of the divine songs a consensus regarding divine things, ourselves, and others, as if in one harmonious chorus of sacred things....
 

From the 6th century we begin to read of a much broader use of hymns and psalms outside the Church by the faithful.  Gregory of Tours mentions the singing of hymns during meals, replacing the traditional entertainment music.
   He also recalls that after a great flood, Gregory the Great ordered the faithful to sing psalms for three days, including in the streets, as a means of asking the forgiveness of God.
  Adomnan also describes singing hymns and praises as they led a visitor through the streets.
 

There are several references during this period to the singing of hymns throughout the night.  Once, for example, during a vigil accompanying the placing of the relics of St. Julian on an alter, “They passed the night by singing the sacred  Mallulf, Bishop of Senlis, “passed the night singing hymns....”
   Gregory the Great writes of the brothers’ singing psalms as one of their own was actually dying, recalling the ancient Greek myth of the importance of departing to music.
 

One of the factors which helped establish the new Church during the first centuries was the retelling of the miracles of Jesus, stories such as the restoring of life to persons, accomplishments which no pagan god could claim.  Thus, perhaps to keep the momentum continuing, one encounters numerous stories of miracles during the subsequent years.  By the period of which we speak these tales of miracles begin to include music.  Adomnan, for example, tells of an occasion when the singers were spared, but the non-singers were killed.

This also seems to be a thing that should not be passed unnoticed: that certain lay people of the same blessed man [Columba], though they were guilty men and blood-stained, were through certain songs of his praises in the Irish tongue, and the commemoration of his name, delivered, on the night in which they had sung those songs, from the hands of their enemies who had surrounded the house of the singers; and they escaped unhurt, through flames, and swords, and spears.  A few of them had refused to sing, as if valuing little the singing of the holy man’s commemoration, and miraculously those few alone had perished in the enemies’ assault.
 

This same writer tells of another miracle by which St. Columba, a man with a normal speaking voice, could, when he sang a hymn, be heard more than a mile away, “so clearly that they could distinguish every syllable in the verses that he sang.”
  The Venerable Bede tells of an occasion when St. Cuthbert spent the entire night, standing up to his neck in the sea, singing hymns, two otters came to his rescue.

When daybreak was at hand, he went up on to the land and began to pray once more, kneeling on the shore.  While he was doing this, there came forth from the depths of the sea two four-footed creatures which are commonly called otters.  These, prostrate before him on the sand, began to warm his feet with their breath and sought to dry him with their fur....
 

Isidore (560 – 636 AD), Bishop of Seville, is the only writer known today representing Gothic Spain.  His 20 volume Etymologiarum, which is really the first encyclopedia, has the goal of presenting all the information a Christian needs to know 
The performance of music, Isidore organizes into three types: harmonica, organica, and rhythmica.  By harmonica he means vocal music, and he reminds us that singing still belonged as much to the actor as to the singer.

Harmonica is the modulation of the voice, it is the affair of comedians, tragedians, and choruses and all who sing.  It produces motion of the mind and body, and from this motion sound.  From this sound comes the music which in man is called voice.
 

He also introduces the word Symphonia here, by which he means harmony in the modern usage.  He also maintains that “melody” comes from the Greek, mel [honey] reflecting the “sweetness” of music.  
Finally, he presents the most extensive discussion of texture by any early writer to this date, in a catalog of the various qualities of the human voice.

Sweet voices are fine, full, loud, and high.

Penetrating voices are those which can hold a note an unusually long 


time, in such a way that they continuously fill the whole place, 


like the sound of trumpets.

A thin voice is one lacking in breath, as the voice of children or 


women or the sick.  This is as it is in string instruments, for 


the finest strings emit fine, thin sounds.

In fat voices, as those of men, much breath is emitted at once.

A sharp voice is high and thin, as we see in strings.

A hard voice is one which emits sound violently, like thunder, like 

the sound of an anvil whenever the hammer is stuck against

the hard iron.

A harsh voice is a hoarse one, which is broken up by minute, 



dissimilar impulses.

A blind voice is one which is choked off as soon as produced, and 


once silent cannot be prolonged, as in crockery.

A pretty voice [vinnola] is soft and flexible; it is so called from 



vinnus, a soft curling lock of hair.

The perfect voice is high, sweet, and loud: high, to be adequate to 


the sublime; loud, to fill the ear; sweet, to soothe the minds of 


the hearers.  
If any one of these qualities is absent, the voice is not perfect.
 

The most interesting comment in this list is the last -- that the high voice is associated with the sublime, closer to Heaven, as it were.  But we must remember that instrumental music of the entire Middle Ages was characterized by high sounds, for it was only in the 16th century that the technology became available to produce the bass instruments.  Thus, for these people it is possible that the most aesthetically pleasing register was one placed higher than that which we would find pleasing today.

The second category of performance, by the way, organica, includes all instrumental music, except percussion.  “Organ,” he says, “is the generic name of all musical vessels.”
   The third category, rhythmica, is the percussion instruments.

By the 9th to the 11th centuries one begins to find music treatises which include some interesting observations on early singers.   Aurelian of Reome in the preface to his Musica Disciplina  [c. 843 A D] refers to St.  Bernard as “the archsinger of the entire Holy Church.”  Aurelian makes the interesting observation that present day singers know the rules, but are nevertheless lacking as musicians.

I know that very noble singers are found, but I confess that I have seen none skilled in this art save you alone; for some of our musicians know many rules of music, yet nowhere, I think, is a musician found like the old ones.
 

Aurelian, in another place, gives a much more detailed explanation of the role of Reason in good musicianship.  We must observe that some of these thoughts, faulty logic and all, are voiced even today and continue to obscure the fact that the real essence of music has nothing to do with Reason.  He begins by asking the question, “What is the difference between a musician and a singer.”
There is as much difference between a musician and a singer as there is between a grammarian and a mere reader, or between physical skill and intellect.  For physical skill obeys like a servant, but reason rules like a mistress, because the hands of the worker labor in vain, unless work grows out of the intellect.  Every art and discipline has naturally a more honorable character than a handicraft, which is performed by hand and toil.  For it is a much greater thing to know what someone does than to do what someone knows….  
Musician and singer seem to differ as much as teacher and pupil.  For example, the former creates poems, the latter analyses them; and the least little thing that the pupil accomplishes with time-consuming labor, the teacher discusses and empties of difficulty in the space of a single moment through the skill of his aptitude.  And the singer seems to stand before the musician like a prisoner before the judge.  Whoever has any notion of music, however small it may be, can understand this fairly well.  As we have said in the foreword, very noble singers are found, yet nowhere, in my opinion, is a musician found like the old ones.
 

Aurelian discusses the aesthetic quality of the human voice, based on the model of Isidore of Seville which we have presented above, but now extended to 15 classes.

The first of the voices is the hyperlydian kind, which is the newest 


and the highest; the hypodorian is the second and is the lowest 


of all.

The third kind is song and it is an inflection of the voice.  The sound 


is simple and sound precedes song.

The fourth is arsis, that is, a lifting up of the voice, i.e., a 



beginning.

The fifth is thesis, which is a putting down of the voice, i.e., and 


end.

The sixth kind is where there are sweet voices.  Sweet voices are 


those that are thin and intense, loud and high.

The seventh is where there are clear voices, which sustain fairly 


long, so that they fill all the place around, like a trumpet.

The eighth is where there are thin voices, as are those in infants or 


of strings.

The ninth is fat [pinguis], as are the voices of men.

The tenth is where the voice is sharp, thin, and high, as in strings.

The eleventh is where there is a hard voice that is emitted violently, 


like hammers on an anvil.

The twelfth kind is where the voice is rough; a rough voice is one 


that is hoarse and is dispersed through minute and dissimilar 


sounds.

The thirteen kind is that in which the voice is blind; a voice is called 


blind when it stops as soon as it is emitted.

The fourteenth kind is where the sound is tremulous [vinnola]; a 


tremulous voice is a flexible voice; it is called vinnola from 


vinno, that is, a lock of hair gently curled.

The fifteenth kind is where the voice is perfect; a perfect voice is 


high, sweet, and loud.  
If any of these qualities is lacking, the voice will not be perfect.
 

John, formerly known as “John Cotton,” wrote a treatise, On Music, c. 1100 AD, intended for a choir school.   In this treatise there are two very interesting reflections.  First, he observed that the physical status of the singer can affect the performance, pointing to “singers weighed down by weariness” singing flat and those of “high spirits” singing sharp.
 

Second, we find a curious observation on the relationship of the character of the singing voice with scale-steps.  It is a regret that he does not elaborate on this idea which he calls “obvious.”
It is obvious that men with harsh and intractable voices avoid semitones as much as possible, while those who have flexible voices relish them greatly -- so much so that they sometimes produce them even where they should not be made....
 

The 12th century Romances of Marie de France contains several references to the jongleur, the medieval proto-type of the minstrel.  The “Lay of the Dolorous Knight” begins, “Listen now to the Lay that once I heard a minstrel singing to his harp.”
   Another, the “Lay of Gugemar,” which she recalled as, “fair is that song and sweet the tune,” contains some interesting information about these singers.  She describes these songs as being sung by the fireplace and she makes the aesthetic observation that “the singer must be wary not to spoil good music with unseemly words.”
   Then she digresses to speak of criticism, observing that the best singers are the most criticized.

But this is the way of the world, that when a man or woman sings more tunably than his fellows, those about the fire fall upon him, pell-mell, for reason of their envy.  They rehearse diligently the faults of his song, and steal away his praise with evil words.  I will brand these folk as they deserve.  They, and such as they, are like mad dogs -- cowardly and felon -- who traitorously bring to death men better than themselves.
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