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Essay Nr. 59:  Funeral Music in the Ancient World
And when Jesus came to the ruler’s house and saw the aulos
 players 

and…said, “Depart, for the girl is not dead….
Matthew 9:23

There is more than meets the eye in this occasion when Jesus throws out the aulos players before he performs one of his earliest miracles.  There was an ancient and influential Greek myth regarding dying, two divisions of Hell and the role music played in one’s destiny.  The earliest explanation of this myth which we know of is found in Philetaerus (4th century BC) who explains this myth relating to the two divisions of Hell.  If one goes to Hell, but is a recognized lover of good music, one is permitted “to revel in love affairs,” whereas “those whose manners are sordid, having no knowledge of music,” are condemned to spend eternity carrying water in a fruitless effort to fill “the leaky jar.”
   Thus Philetaerus exclaims, “Zeus, it is indeed a fine thing to die to the music of the aulos!”  By this he meant arranging to have these musicians playing around one’s bed as one dies so as to demonstrate to the gods that one truly appreciated good music, thereby insuring his transportation to the more attractive of the two divisions of Hell.  

It is in this context that the aulos is called for to aid in the mourning of a recent death in an earlier play by Euripides (480 – 406 BC). 

Ah me! what piteous dirge shall I strive to utter, now that I am beginning my melody of bitter lamentation?  What Muse shall I approach with tears or songs of death or woe?  Ah me! ye Sirens, Earth’s virgin daughters, winged maids, come, oh! come to aid my mourning, bringing with you the Libyan flute or pipe, to waft to Persephone’s ear a tearful plaint, the echo of my sorrow, with grief for grief, and mournful chant for chant, with songs of death and doom to match my lamentation....
 

We assume the “Libyan flute” to be an aulos not only from numerous references to it in the literature, but from a definition by Isidore, bishop of Seville (560 – 636 AD), in his encyclopedia, Etymologiarum, which specifically associates it with funerals.

They were long used only in funerals, and afterward in the sacred rites of the heathen.  It is thought that they are called tibiae because they were first made from the leg bones of deer and fawns.

It is also this ancient myth that gives meaning to a line in Menander’s (342 – 291 BC) play, Old Cantankerous.  The character, Getas, enters the stage from a shrine as an aulos player begins to play for him.  Getas tells the aulos player to stop playing, “I’m not ready for you yet!”  And this is precisely the meaning of the passage,  Matthew 9:2.  When Jesus confronts the aulos players at the house of the aristocrat he tells the players the girl is not dead yet.  
The committee in the 4th century AD who put together the New Testament hurried by this passage without elaboration because they had made the decision to eliminate all references to instrumental music in the service.  Unlike the Old Testament, with its rich discussion of instrumental music in the service, in the New Testament there is not a single reference.  Vocal music they had to permit, due to the tradition of the angels singing at the birth of Jesus and the one account of Jesus himself singing.  Consequently, with respect to the ancient Greek myth, we wonder if among the early Christians vocal music replaced the aulos as the music of choice to perform as one was dying (just in case the old myth was true!).  We notice, for example, that pope Gregory the Great (540 – 604 AD), who was a contemporary of the quotation by Isidore of Seville, writes of the brothers’ singing psalms as one of their own was actually dying.
 

One might assume that the faithful of Europe were hesitant to give up the old traditions of using instruments as part of their funerals.  Indeed, in 1237 a group of the faithful in Eichstadt rebelled against an interdict by bishop Friedrich III which forbad them to continue to bury their dead with the accompaniment of instruments.
  

The music most often mentioned in ancient accounts of funerals was the dirge.  This is the music one finds in the ancient dramatic literature in funeral scenes.  Aeschylus (525 – 456 BC) speaks of the profound emotions associated with the dirge when the Chorus in The Supplices sings,

As I speak there comes a crying

From within that checks my breath:

Tis a music full of tears

For some terror that it hears,

As a dirge over the dying;

For this life I count as death.
 

One finds a similar passage in Euipides (480 – 406 BC) when the Chorus in Iphigenia in Tauris sings, 

To thee thy faithful train

The Asiatic hymn will raise,

A doleful, a barbaric melody,

Responsive to thy lays,

And steep in tears the mournful song, --

Notes, which to the dead belong;

Dismal notes, attuned to woe.
 

There are also two quite unusual passages in Euripides which fall in the context of the dirge.  One is a reference to dancing as part of the mourning ceremony
  and the other is a curious appeal to a bird to accompany the dirge.

Thee let me invoke, tearful Philomel, lurking ‘neath the leafy covert in thy place of song, most tuneful of all feathered songsters, oh! come to aid me in my dirge, trilling through thy tawny throat, as I sing the piteous woes of Helen....
 

Later references to the dirge range from Seneca’s (4 BC – 65 AD) Trojan Women (I, 77) to the late medieval poems known as the “Elder Edda,” where we find,

Din arose from the benches,

Dread song of men was there

Noise ‘mid the fair hangings,

As all Hun’s children wept....
 

The procession also had an ancient association with funerals.  Cornu and lituus players can also be seen in funeral processions in the tombs of Bruschi and Tifone, near Tarquinia.  Professional aulos players also performed during the lying-in-state,
 an excellent example of which is an aulos player we see performing for the lying-in-state in the fragment of a tomb stone from Chiusi, now in Rome, Barracco.
The use of the aulos in funeral processions in ancient Rome was so popular during the Republic period of Rome (240 – 27 BC) that the city issued an edict in the 5th century BC limiting such processions to only five players.
   There were also professional mourners, called Praefica (“praise-leader”) who were hired to sing the praises of the deceased in front of his house.  In mentioning this, Varro also quotes a fragment from Claudius.
A woman who praeficeretur “was to be put in charge” of the maids as to how they should perform their lamentations, was called a praefica.
 

The above mentioned edict limiting the number of aulos players to five seems to have been ignored, for during the Augustan Age (27 BC – 14 AD) Ovid tells us that a government regulation at this time limited the number of aulos players for such occasions at ten.
   The principal funeral song was the Nenia, which praised the deceased in song with aulos accompaniment.

The Christian church again substituted vocal music for the funeral procession.  The seventh century writer, Adomnan, recalls the service for St. Columba in Ireland,
After the departure of the holy soul, when the matin hymns were ended, the sacred body was carried back from the church, with the brothers’ tuneful psalmody, to the lodging from which alive, he had come a little while before.
 

We conclude the subject of the funeral procession, and our brief look at ancient funeral music, with a perfectly reasonable plan which we recommend to our academic colleagues.  The 1412 will of Ludovico Cortusi, a professor of canon law at the University of Padua, stipulated that his funeral procession should include fifty musicians, performing on trumpets, string instruments and organs, together with twelve virgins singing and rejoicing.
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