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Music in Ancient Israel and Egypt


There are many aspects of the ancient culture that can be explored with great interest, one being the role of music in Ancient Israel and Egypt.  Music served many of the same purposes as it did in those times, as well as in the present  - all over the world.  Music can be used for religious purposes, special occasions, funerals, celebrations, and the embellishment of daily life. Expressions of joy or sorrow can be portrayed through music in various different ways.  A mixing of culture and incorporation of influences can be observed throughout the Ancient Near East from the times of Abraham in Israel, and the Old Kingdom in Egypt..


The rise and development of music in Israel followed the rise and establishment of kingdom between 1800 BCE and 535 BCE.  However, before the monarchy, there was little organization in music.  The tribes of Israel were wanderers who migrated to and settled in lands where the soil was good, therefore, there was little opportunity for the shepherds and farmers to create a system of music.  During those times of wandering, the people were found singing, piping songs, and strumming lyres to entertain themselves. Little is known about the musical instruments and pastoral poetry and song of early Israel.  There were no pictures or written music during those times, so we rely on comparisons with neighboring countries and cultures, and early books of the Bible to tell of the music within early Israel.


The oldest record of musical system and organizations can be provided through investigating Sumerian and Egyptian culture.  The ancient Sumerian civilization shows that in the Sumerian temple, an appointed officer trained professional singers and players, and music schools were founded (and later kept by the Babylonians.).  Records show that several instruments were used. Such clappers, cymbals, bells, rattles, drums, some horns and trumpets, but mostly the lyre, harps and lutes (Gradenwitz, 27).  Surprisingly, the same instruments were found in the musical archaeology of Egypt in the Old Kingdom, even though there was no contact between Sumeria and Egypt between 2700 B.C.E. and circa 2000 B.C.E.  As a result of later interactions with Sumerians and Egyptians, Ancient Israel served as a mediator between nations, absorbing the cultural influences of both.


The beginnings of music in Israel came from foreign civilizations that can be studied through the Bible.  The Hebrews considered the inventor of music to be Jubal, son of Lamech and Ada, who was said to be “father of all who play the harp and flute”(Gen. 4:21).  The story concludes that Jubal is the inventor of instrumental music because his name in Hebrew – “yovel” means “ram”, and the ram’s horn was the first ancient Hebrew instrument that was used during solemn festivals.  The Bible is filled with many references to musical instruments, songs, and dance in the life of the people.  There are twenty-five or so instruments that are mentioned in the Bible, a few of them being: ugab – shepherd flute; kinnor - stringed instrument; lyre, tof – frame drum; pa’amon – bell; shofar - ram’s horn; and hazozra – loud trumpet.  The different instruments served different purposes – the flute, lyre, and drum were usually used in accompaniment with singing; horns and trumpets were used to worship the Lord, reminding God of his people in worship and war; the bell was considered to have magical powers that protected the priests against evil spirits; and the shofar as mentioned before was used for formal, holy days of danger and repentance.  This instrument was deemed sacred, covered and denied to the people (Gradenwitz, 35).


Music was believed to be a gift from God, and played an important role in worship of God.  Many of the songs of the people were prayers or praises to the Lord of their land.  The most outstanding examples were David’s psalms.  David’s poetry depicted his times of trial, and triumph, showing much emotion.  This form of music served in religious activities as a highly exalted form of speech.  The sounds of prayer were equivalent to the tunes of the shepherds – the sounds not becoming definite forms of singing until Israel returned from Egyptian rule. 


Similar to ancient Israel, there was also a lack of records kept of Egyptian music.  Painters and sculptors who etched representations of musical scenes onto the tombs and monuments of individuals depicted the most prominent evidence of music in ancient Egypt.  The pictures depicted feasts, funeral, hunting, and harvesting scenes – events where music played an important role.  Music was related to the daily life and work of ancient Egyptians.  The life of farm workers sowing seeds and harvesting is illustrated through pictures, which show individuals playing the flute and singing about their work.  There were songs and rhythms that encouraged and kept the steady beat of work – the rowing of boats, the plough of farmers, and marching of soldiers.  Rhythm was kept either by clappers, rattles, sticks, drums, and mostly voice.  These instruments were also used by women to scare away birds on their fields, and also on joyous occasions such as the grape harvest.  The music and movements of the harvesters were represented through the hieroglyphics and figures of ancient artists.  Even though the pictures don’t show evidence of musical instruments, music can be implied because there are dance movements depicted.  Sometimes, the text of songs was also included with the pictures – for example, the “Oxen Song”(Polin, 31) which the oldest Egyptian working song known:

“Thresh for yourselves, Oxen!

Thresh for yourselves!

Straw for your fodder,

Corn for your masters;

Give yourselves no peace!”


In contrast with ancient Israel, music theory and organization did exist in Egypt.  There was a rigid system and laws, which can be suggested by the poems and hymns also written on tombs.  Patterns may be assumed by looking at the repeated lines of text and forms of singing can also be deduced by examining the hymn’s wording.  However, before text was written down, music traditions were passed on from musician to musician.  The traditions, though, were broken and lost without documentation. Therefore, the notation and organization of Egyptian music was developed. 


Ancient Egyptian music began in the fields and delved into the Pharoanic period of ceremonies and feasts, during which there was food, drink, music, song and dance.  These ceremonies used music to express the joy in the beginning and ending of certain tasks, such as the cut of the first trench for a new building, or a completion of one. As expected, music was also used for religious processions, rituals, and funerary rites.  The trumpets and drums played for the gods.  The gods of music included Merit – who was a goddess considered to be the personification of music; Bes and Hathor who were both musicians.  Many of the songs were dedicated to the deities of ancient Egypt.  These praises to the deities can be compared to David’s psalms; as well as the wisdom writings of Egyptians called the teachings of Ptah-Hotep may be paralleled to Proverbs; and the non-religious, lyrical writings of Egypt which include love poems, can be compared to the Song of Songs in the Bible (Polin, 30).


Briefly looking at the history of Egypt, it includes the decline of the Old Kingdom in 2181 BC, which resulted in a stage of disorganization of music, and the disappearances of visual representations for music for a period of time. As the Middle Kingdom began, art and literature began as well.  Though there was less tomb decorating, artists depicted musical scenes from the ancient models rather than using those of the contemporary.  After losing control of Egypt to foreigners, there was a renewed appreciation for music and new influences from the cultures of Canaan and Phoenicia and the Hyksos.  The new instruments, including the boat-shaped harp, from the Hyksos brings the music history into the New Kingdom and the Amarna period.  During this period, King Akhenaten (1367-1350BC) moved to el-Amarna which marked the break with music traditions in the past – musical activities changed from ensembles to soloists. Finally, at the end to the Ramesside Period, no records of contemporary ensemble music were available for 600 years (Manniche, 53).


As music continued to change in Egypt, Israel began to experience the effects of Egyptian rule.  Biblical narrative and poetry illustrate how Israel’s music is affected and changed between the Egyptian exile and building of the Temple.  Definite forms of singing and playing was more evident after Israel’s return from Egypt.  Israel’s music went from quiet and mild to noisy and exciting as it did in the Egyptian kingdom.  The Egyptians provided Israel with a basis for music theory and systematization, as well as new instruments and melodies (Polin, 55). Although Israel lost power and control to foreign civilizations such as Egypt, they gained much more through the sharing and mixing of cultures.  Even so, Israel learned to take those new influences, improving and personalizing them in order to make music of their own.
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