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Music in Remote Antiquity

 Dirk Campbell

A presentation by professional composer and instrumentalist on the music of ancient times, with performances on a variety of instruments dating back thousands of years.  The connection of present-day instrumental traditions to earliest known instruments.  Vibration, natural amplification and the harmonic series.  Origin and geographical spread of instruments, rhythms and pitch systems.  Monophony and heterophony.




We can have a good idea of what music was like thousands of years ago by plotting certain triangulation points: pitch systems, instrumental techniques, and instrumental designs of the present day that are similar or identical to those of ancient times.  One example is the famous Silver Pipes of Ur, discovered in a grave in the excavation of Ur in 1927. They are a pair of parallel-holed pipes, designed to be played simultaneously by one musician, exactly as we see in the iconography of Greece and Egypt.  They have been dated to 2,500 BCE. The finger holes are equidistant and of similar dimensions to reeded pipes of that part of the world in use at the present day.  We can fairly reliably assume that, as the instruments have not changed much in the last 4000 years, the type of music played on them has not changed much, although there are distinct variations in regional style today as it is reasonable to assume there were then. The ancients knew of the cosmic significance of vibration. Many creation myths equate primordial chaos with a liquid state within which there emerges 'sound' or 'vibration', i.e. waves. It so happens that the Egyptian word for 'waves of the sea' is 'waw', a vocalisation of a wave form from closed to open harmonics and back. This fundamental understanding of the nature of the universe from microcosm to macrocosm is expressed pictorially as the 'Eye of Osiris' hieroglyph. I was born in Egypt in 1950 and lived in Kenya till 1961, experiencing two ancient cultures before westernisation took over.  This probably drew me to study ancient musical traditions, predominantly from the countries of the near East, the Balkan Peninsula and East Africa, with some study of India, Indonesia and the Far East.  I have acquired skills on flutes, shawms, reed pipes and bagpipes, and to some extent stringed instruments and percussion.  I have made a special study of the wind instrument music of Ireland and Scotland, the uilleann pipes, highland pipes and flute, and the close structural relationship of this music with Celtic knot work. (See www.dirkcampbell.co.uk)
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