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Preface
This volume constitutes the proceedings of the conference entitled Sounds from 
the Past: Music in the Ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean Worlds, which was 
held at the Bible Lands Museum Jerusalem (BLMJ) on 7 and 8 January 2008. The 
conference and the present volume are the fruits of the collaboration between the 
Department of Musicology and the Jewish Music Research Centre (JMRC), both 
at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and the BLMJ. The conference was held 
in conjunction with the opening of the exhibition Sounds of Ancient Music on 
Monday, 7 January 2008. This innovative exhibition, curated by Joan Goodnick 
Westenholz, was the springboard that led to the conference and this subsequent 
volume. Sounds of Ancient Music was open until December 2008 and viewed by 
thousands of visitors. We would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the 
help and support we received from all members of the museum staff, its founder, 
Batya Borowski, and its director, Amanda Weiss, in creating this exhibition and 
initiating the conference. 

A basic and universal element of human culture, music was one component 
of the cultural continuum that developed in the contiguous civilizations of the 
ancient Near East and of Greece and Rome. Along this continuum, musical ideas 
and systems moved westward, while being reformulated in each culture along 
the path from the plain of Mesopotamia to the shores of the Aegean and Adriatic 
Seas. The main objective of the exhibition was to survey the range and gamut 
of this symbiosis, as well as to scrutinize specific geographical areas along this 
continuum. The primary importance of ancient Hebrew, Near Eastern, Egyptian, 
Greek and Roman civilizations to the development of later musical cultures (espe-
cially Persian, Arabic and Western European) has been repeatedly acknowledged 
throughout history from the early Church Fathers, through medieval philoso-
phers and music theorists, to the beginnings of modern music historiography in 
the eighteenth century. The exhibition had as its goal to present these ancient 
musical cultures with all their resonances and reverberations in order to provide 
the public with a vivid impression of the rich soundscapes of ancient civilizations.

Sounds of Ancient Music opened with an overview of the typology of musical 
instruments, inspired by the first reference to music in the Bible in which the 
invention of musical instruments is placed in the dawn of time, in the antedilu-
vian period: “His brother’s name was Jubal, he was the ancestor of all who play 
the lyre and the pipe” (Gen. 4:21).1 This was followed by a survey of the place and 

1 The translation given here can be found in Tanakh, The Holy Scriptures, The New JPS Transla-
tion (The Jewish Publication Society 1998); The Koren Jerusalem Bible (Fisch 1992); and the 1971 
Revised Standard Version. The musical instruments, kinnor and uggav were previously identified 
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2   Preface

function of music in the royal court. Various ancient kings prided themselves on 
their musical skills. As the ancient king of Ur from the late third millennium bce 
proclaims: “I, Šulgi, king of Ur, have also devoted myself to the art of music” (A 
praise poem of Šulgi, Šulgi B 154f.) and “May my hymns be in everyone’s mouth; 
let the songs about me not pass from memory” (A praise poem of Šulgi, Šulgi E 
240f.). From the royal court, the exhibition looked at various villages and towns 
of different periods, where music was an essential part of daily life in the home 
and the workplace, as entertainment and as lamentation. The next subject was 
music in mythology, for in the ancient pagan world, music was believed to be 
a gift given by the gods to humanity. This much was acknowledged in numer-
ous accounts, such as in the following Greek Homeric Hymn: “It is through the 
Muses and Apollo that there are singers upon the earth and players upon the 
lyre” (Hymn. Hom. 25.2f.). The final section examined the temples of yore. The 
culmination of the exhibition was to the Second Temple of Jerusalem; here we 
attempted to evoke the period when the sounding of a trumpet from the Temple 
Mount ushered in the Sabbath.

The goal of the conference was to examine the formation and function of 
ancient musical instruments, their sounds and their place and purpose in the 
lives of the diverse peoples in the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean worlds, 
including Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece and Rome. It consisted of two days of lec-
tures and presentations by scholars working in the fields of Musicology, Assyriol-
ogy and Archaeology, and included keynote lectures given by Prof. Anne Kilmer 
and Prof. John C. Franklin.

Several sessions of the conference were devoted to the role that music played 
in temple cults and in the theology of ancient societies. The power to move the 
human spirit has always been attributed to music and it was thus of considerable 
importance in the liturgy of the temple service. In every temple in the ancient 
world, from Sumer to Jerusalem and beyond, communication with the divine 
was expressed through music, song and dance. The sacredness of music is exem-
plified by the deified instruments of the ancient Mesopotamian worship. In the 
Greek world, the philosophical system built on the music of the spheres, credited 
to Pythagoras, became the foundation on which most cosmological systems were 
built for the next two thousand years. 

One session was devoted to music in ancient Israel, from both an archaeolog-
ical and a textual perspective. This session bridged the gap between the papers 
on ancient Near Eastern music and those on the classical world. It was a major 

as the “harp and the organ” (cf. King James and Douay-Rheims). On the kinnor-lyre, see Braun’s 
(2007a: 15) discussion in the catalogue Sounds of Ancient Music, and for the uggav-pipe, see 
Braun 2007b: 17.
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 Preface   3

goal of our conference to compare and contrast the music of the Israelites and the 
Temple with that of the ancient world.

Similarly, the music of the Israelites in their historical context within antiq-
uity has been a priority of the JMRC since its founding in 1964. It was only natural, 
then, that when the BLMJ approached the JMRC with the idea of sharing the orga-
nization of the academic conference associated with the exhibition Sounds of 
Ancient Music, the response would be a most positive one. Following the confer-
ence, the BLMJ and the JMRC agreed on a joint publication of a collection of arti-
cles based on the conference. Albeit most studies included in this volume do not 
offer any direct insights into the music of ancient Israelites/Jews, it was decided 
that they would be published as a volume of Yuval — Studies of the Jewish Music 
Research Centre — for they illuminate the background against which Israelite and 
Jewish musical cultures developed in early and late antiquity. 

Perceived today from a critical perspective, the inclusion of the music of the 
ancient Israelites in the original plans of the JMRC can be interpreted as an accep-
tance of a grand narrative, fueled since the late nineteenth century by modern 
Jewish nationalism, comprising a unilinear history of “Jewish music.” This nar-
rative endorsed the continuity of transmission of certain musical patterns among 
Jews from antiquity into the contemporary period, applying this concept mostly 
to liturgical practices and embodied in the reading patterns of Scripture.

An intellectual force behind the study of musical antiquity among the Isra-
elites was Bathja Bayer, one of the first researchers of the JMRC and former Head 
of the Department of Music of the Jewish National and University Library (JNUL). 
Bayer envisioned an innovative contextual approach to the study of the music of 
ancient Israel/Palestine, juxtaposing scholarship on biblical philology with the 
then-incipient field of musical archaeology. She articulated her ideas in very few 
publications, of which the most succinct ones are the short articles titled Biblical 
Period and Second Temple that constitute the first section of the entry “Music” in 
the 1972 edition of the Encyclopedia Judaica (see also the 2007 edition, volume 14: 
pp. 640–643, available online). Bayer suggested that all musical data transmitted 
by the biblical text had to be examined vis-à-vis the non-Israelite cultures in the 
midst of which the people of Israel resided.

Mesopotamian civilization was of particular importance for the understand-
ing of the musical pageantry around the Jerusalem Temple as it provided the 
context in which biblical texts about music were written. To this topic, Bayer 
dedicated a full monograph titled Mesopotamian Theory of Music and the Ugarit 
Notation on which she worked for most of her scholarly career. The monograph 
was intended to be published as the second volume of JMRC’s monograph series 
— Yuval, founded by Israel Adler in 1974. After the monograph was completed 
and as it was being prepared for publication, Bayer withdrew it for further revi-

Brought to you by | The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
Authenticated

Download Date | 12/26/19 1:07 PM



4   Preface

sions and updates, which, unfortunately, were never completed when she died in 
1995. The whereabouts of her manuscript were unknown, and it was only several 
years later that it resurfaced at the JNUL in a box containing more of her written 
materials. Finally, it was the conference Sounds from the Past that provided us 
with the appropriate opportunity to publish Bayer’s manuscript and do justice to 
her pioneering contribution while filling a thirty-year-old gap in the inventory of 
publications of the JMRC.

The decision to publish Bayer’s manuscript was not simple. In addition to the 
problems created by the physical state of a pre-computer era manuscript type-
written on deteriorating paper, there were manifold additions and modifications 
made by Bayer that were added on manuscript notes, as well as on tiny pieces 
of paper cut and pasted over the text or stapled to it. We assume that several 
of these pieces of paper fell off the manuscript once the glue was dry and were 
lost. In editing this manuscript, there was also the issue of language. Bayer wrote 
this work in her sophisticated English, which, nevertheless, was heavily influ-
enced by her mother tongue, German. Furthermore, her work became outdated as 
research in the field of music from ancient Mesopotamia developed impressively 
in the past two decades. An updated version was needed, and Prof. Anne Kilmer 
graciously agreed to take on the task of revising the new Assyriological sources 
and addressing the recent publications on this subject. The result of this editing 
process is a historiographic summary of the development of the study of musical 
documentation from ancient Mesopotamia. It presents Bayer’s search to uncover 
and comprehend the earliest cuneiform sources that reveal an orderly organized 
system of diatonic scales, depending on the tuning of stringed instruments in 
alternating fifths and fourths. These sources extend our knowledge of the history 
of the diatonic scale back over a thousand years.

Faithful to Bayer’s contextual and multidisciplinary approach, this volume 
of Yuval endorses the idea that a better understanding of biblical and post-bib-
lical evidence about the music of the Israelites/Jews of early and late antiquity 
is possible only by reading it against the music of the surrounding cultures, as 
suggested by recent research (Braun 2002; Burgh 2006). Thus, while the mandate 
of the JMRC to investigate the music of the ancient Israelites remained steadfast 
since the work initiated by Bayer in the mid-1960s, the present publication rep-
resents a step forward.

The studies included in this volume further clarify the context in which the 
music of the Israelites in biblical times as well as the emergent post-biblical 
Jewish music culture in the Greco-Roman milieu of late antiquity were embed-
ded. Attitudes toward music in the Mishnah and later in the Talmud cannot be 
detached from Greco-Roman (pagan and Christian) and Safavid Persian musical 
practices. The issue at stake is not always the “influence” of these cultures on the 
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 Preface   5

music of the Jews but rather the consolidation of various Jewish musical selves 
in dialogue with and in contrast to the soundscapes of the surrounding societies. 
Separating the Jewish soundscape from that of the gentiles engendered diverse 
attitudes in early rabbinical Judaism, ranging from the embracing of the sounds 
of the other to their flat rejection. For example, Jewish attitudes to instrumental 
music and to the voice of women in post-biblical rabbinical literature can now be 
reconsidered against the Greco-Roman musical practices well known to the Jews, 
and the quest for differentiating the Jewish soundscapes from those of the pagan 
temples and places of entertainment of the late Roman Empire (Friedheim 2009). 
The article by Mira Waner included in this volume continues this line of inquiry 
with special focus on the findings of the impressive excavations in Sepphoris, 
an article in which she expands earlier discussions in this field by her and other 
scholars (Waner 2007; see also Weiss 2005).

Another objective — also promoted and informed by Bathja Bayer (1968a, 
1968b, 1981) — the identification and description of the musical instruments 
mentioned in biblical and post-biblical texts, finds extensive expression in this 
volume. Modern studies have been prolific in expanding the study of this sub-
ject.2 Bayer’s work on the biblical musical instrumentarium is echoed in several 
studies included in this volume: Annie Caubet on the musical instruments in 
Ugaritic culture, Uri Gabbay on the balaĝ in ancient Mesopotamia, Michael Lesley 
on the instruments of the Persian orchestra mentioned in chapter 3 of Daniel,3 
Sam Mirelman on the ala and Dahlia Shehata on musical instruments in ancient 
Near Eastern religious contexts.

Other studies appearing in this volume address a wide spectrum of issues. Ora 
Brison examines the relation between music and seduction, Mariella de Simone 
discusses the problem of Orientalism, John Franklin contextualizes the epic in its 
musical environment, Roberto Melini relates the role of music in religious cults 
and mysteries, and Antonietta Provenza evaluates music therapy.

Finally, the successful realization of this volume is the result of the input of 
three persons without whom it would not have seen the light of day. We would 
first like to express our heartfelt indebtedness to Carolyn Budow Ben-David who 
organized the myriad details of this publication, oversaw all the logistics of the 

2 These identifications are based on linking the biblical names to the contemporary musical 
instruments of the areas in which the scholars lived. See, for example, the identifications of 
musical instruments by Saadia Gaon in his Judeo-Arabic translation of the Bible (Shiloah 2004), 
those in a Moroccan Judeo-Arabic translation of the Bible (Bar-Asher 1998) and the identifica-
tions in Maimonides’ commentary of the Mishnah (Seroussi 2003). Besides the works by Braun 
(2002) and Burgh (2006) mentioned above 2, see also Jones 1986, 1987; Mitchell 1992; Škulj1998.
3 Probably one of the most studied biblical texts describing musical instruments. See, for exam-
ple, Dyer 1990; Avalos 1991; Mitchell 1999.
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6   Preface

communication between authors and editors, kept us all working on schedule and 
provided unceasingly of her energy to the project. We also must give due credit for 
the indispensable help provided by Inbal Samet who edited and reviewed all the 
English text for this volume and whose efficiency and accuracy have been most 
valuable. Furthermore, we would also like to acknowledge the arduous work of 
Tali Shach on converting the typed manuscript of Bathja Bayer’s article into a 
digital article.

Work on the editing of this volume started in 2008 in the aftermath of the 
conference Sounds from the Past: Music in the Ancient Near Eastern and Mediter-
ranean Worlds. The process of preparation of the final manuscript was lengthy 
and complex; for this reason Music in Antiquity reflects the state of scholarship 
on the pertinent subjects up to 2010. Further bibliographical updates would have 
delayed the publication unnecessarily.

We would like to express our profound appreciation to all those who made 
the publication of this volume possible. To the staff of the Jewish Music Research 
Centre of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, the editorial board of Yuval: Studies 
of the Jewish Music Research Centre and to the staff of Magnes Press we are grate-
ful for their dedication and support. Grants from the Faculty of Humanities of the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem and from the Cases-Hirsch Fund at the Jewish 
Music Research Centre facilitated the completion of the editing of this book. 
Finally, the publication of this volume could not have been possible without the 
enthusiastic and highly professional support of De Gruyter and its staff, in partic-
ular Bettina Neuhoff and Andreas Brandmair.

Joan Goodnick Westenholz, Yossi Maurey, Edwin Seroussi, editors
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