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Essay Nr. 57:  Banquet Music in the Ancient World
Old age lacks the heavy banquet, the loaded table, and the oft-filled cup; 

therefore it also lacks drunkenness, indigestion, and loss of sleep.

Cicero

The banquet with music and dance was the primary form of indoor entertainment in the ancient world and this essay will focus on the entertainment music heard on such occasions.  But we must also point out that ancient literature often mentions a special moment at the end of banquets when music was performed which was expected to be listened to.  These moments, always described in the literature as occurring “after the table was cleared,” were the earliest performances which had the characteristics of art music concerts as we know them.
There exists a 2,000 year old papyrus contract from Egypt which calls for a musician to play for the delight of those who cried, “Let there be music and singing!”
   Perhaps this contract was for the kind of banquet scene represented in a fresco now in the British Museum, which is described as follows.

A number of guests, men and women, are seated on chairs, while women servants are handing wine to them, and female musicians, sitting on the ground, play to them, and women dance before them.  Many of the guests hold a lotus flower, and one man a handkerchief as a mark of refinement.  The servants and dancers are unclothed with the exception of a slight band.
 

Such banquet scenes with music are frequently seen in the paintings made for the tombs of ancient Egypt.    The distinguished scholar of Egyptian life, Lise Manniche, summarizes the elements seen in these paintings.

Although the banquet scenes in which the ensembles are depicted appear to be secular -- feasts like those which must have taken place in real life -- they represent the “idea” of a feast rather than any specific event.  Right up to the New Kingdom the basic components change little: men and women in their finest outfits; food and drink; music, song and sometimes dance.  In the New Kingdom, and in the 18th Dynasty in particular, there is a marked change of character in these scenes, which begin to show a wealth of detail with a distinctly erotic significance: lotus flowers, mandrake fruits, wigs, unguent cones, semi-transparent garments, and the gestures of the participants.  It is clear that the underlying intention is to create a climate propitious to the rebirth of the tomb owner.  Music played a vital part in this process: in the New Kingdom it accompanied songs which expressed the possibility of renewed life explicitly; in the Old Kingdom we can trace a similar message in the gestures of dancing girls moving to the music.
 

The few texts which survive together in tomb paintings with the singing pictured in these banquet scenes clearly identify the entertainment nature of the music.  Two examples will suffice.

Can it be the goddess Maat

in whose face there is a desire for getting drunk?

.....

The beauty of your face shines, you appear, you come in peace.

One gets drunk by looking at you,

You who are as beautiful as gold, O Hathor.

May I be given a fresh mouth with the water you have provided.
 

As one would expect, there is little attention given in the Old Testament to banquet music, but here and there are hints that the ancient Semitic aristocracy may have enjoyed the same kinds of entertainments found in Egypt, Greece and Rome.  One of the passages they never read in church, for example, has the wise King Solomon admitting,

I also gathered for myself silver and gold and the treasure of kings and provinces; I got singers, both men and women, and many concubines, man’s delight.
 

We may be sure these are the same kinds of singers referred to when we read such scriptures as,

Use not much the company of a woman that is a singer, lest thou be taken with her attempts,
 

…..
...and one rises up at the voice of a bird, and all the daughters of song are brought low....
 

Psalm 149 also has an unmistakable reference to the couches that we usually associate with ancient Rome, upon which the guests reclined during banquets.

Sing to the Lord a new song....

Let them praise his name with dancing, 


making melody to him with timbrel and lyre!....

Let them sing for joy on their couches....
 

One interesting Old Testament reference to banquet music describes a scene similar to a Greek symposium.
 

The mirth of the timbrels is stilled, the noise of the jubilant has 


ceased, the mirth of the lyre is stilled.

No more do they drink wine with singing....

And speaking of the similarity with Greek life, there is a very interesting passage in one of the books left out by the redactors of the Old Testament which reminds us of Aristotle’s complaint that the musical entertainers at banquets prevented good conversation.  Here, however, it is the reverse, for we are told: don’t talk while the music is being performed for the music is the highpoint of a good banquet.

If thou be made the master of a feast, lift not thyself up, but be 



among them as one of the rest, take diligent care for them, and 


so sit down.

And when thou hast done all thy office, take thy place, that thou 


mayest be merry with them, and receive a crown for thy well-


ordering of the feast.

Speak, thou that art the elder, for it becometh thee, but with sound 


judgment; and hinder not the music.

Pour not out words where there is a musician, and [thus] show not 


forth wisdom out of time.

A concert of music in a banquet of wine is as a signet of carbuncle 


set in gold.

As a signet of an emerald set in a work of gold, so is the melody of 


music with pleasant wine.
 
A final Old Testament reference to banquet music is found in the course of a warning: 

Woe to those...who tarry late into the evening till wine inflames 


them!

They have lyre and harp, timbrel and flute and wine at their feasts; 


but they do not regard the deeds of the Lord....
  
In the extant literature of ancient Greece we have a description of banquet music in one of the very oldest books of that language, The Odyssey by Homer, which pre-dates the modern written form of the language.  This is a very important passage, for the descriptions here of the listeners crying as they listened to this singer with his lyre made a significant impression on musical thinkers of the 16th century in Italy and France.  They said, in effect, “Why doesn’t our music have this effect on listeners?”  By “their music” they meant the medieval heritage of Church created mathematical music.  The rediscovery of the works of the ancient writers, which the Church had attempted to burn, led to Humanism in music, which means, basically, putting the emotions back into music.  And that was why opera was created, to create a new medium of theater in which music communicated the emotions of the plot.

In The Odyssey the setting is a banquet, but, as this extraordinary passage makes clear, this is not the usual banquet music -- this is music to be listened to.  Indeed, we are told that only when everyone stopped eating and drinking did the singer begin to play and sing.  In this case the singer is the blind Demodocus, “to whom above all others has the god granted skill in song.”  He is requested to “give delight in whatever way his spirit prompts him to sing.”
For him, the herald, set a silver-studded chair in the midst of the banqueters, leaning it against a tall pillar, and he hung the clear-toned lyre from a peg close above [the singer’s] head, and showed him how to reach it with his hands.  And beside him he placed a basket and a beautiful table [of food], and a cup of wine, to drink when his heart should bid him.  So they put forth their hands to the good cheer lying ready before them.  But when they had put from them the desire of food and drink, the Muse moved the minstrel to sing of the glorious deeds of warriors....
 

A listener, Odysseus [Ulysses], is moved to tears.

This song the famous minstrel sang; but Odysseus grasped his great purple cloak with his stout hands, and drew it down over his head, and his his comely face; for he had shame [that his guests, the Phaeacians, should see him] as he let fall tears from beneath his eyebrows.  Yea, and as often as the divine minstrel ceased his singing, Odysseus would wipe away his tears and draw the cloak from off his head....  But as often as he began again, and the nobles of the Phaeacians bade him sing, because they took pleasure in his lay [song], Odysseus would again cover his head and moan.  Now from all the rest he concealed the tears that he shed....

Later, Demodocus is sent for again, for the purpose of having him play music for a dance.  When the artist arrives however, he “struck the chords in prelude to his sweet lay and sang of the love of Ares and Aphrodite,” forcing the guests to listen rather than dance.
 

A third time
  Demodocus is brought before the guests to perform and again Homer notes that the performance waited until the eating had stopped.  Because of the impact Odysseus received from the first performance, he now begs the singer to “change thy theme” and sing no more of the fate of the Achaeans, but rather of the “building of the horse of wood.”  This request the singer complies with, but apparently in such a way that Odysseus was again moved to tears.

This song the famous minstrel sang.  But the heart of Odysseus was melted and tears wet his cheeks beneath his eyelids.  And as a woman wails and flings herself about her dear husband, who has fallen in front of his city and his people, seeking to ward off from his city and his children the pitiless day; and as she beholds him dying and gasping for breath, she clings to him and shrieks aloud, while the foe behind her smite her back and shoulders with their spears, and lead her away to captivity to bear toil and woe, while with most pitiful grief her cheeks are wasted: even so did Odysseus let fall pitiful tears from beneath his brows.  Now from all the rest he concealed the tears that he shed, but Alcinous alone marked him and took heed, for he sat by him and heard him groaning heavily.

Finally this Alcinous says, “Let the minstrel cease, that we may all make merry....”
Historians call this singer an “epic poet,” one who sang of great epic, or historical events.  Musicians call this singer by a name found in Ion, by Plato, which consists of a conversation with one of them.  We call them “Rhapsodists” and when they sang for banquets there was also a certain educational purpose in their performance.  According to Athenaeus (fl. c. 200 AD), the noble guests depended on these singers to restore balance in their character.

It is plain that Homer observes the ancient Greek system when he says, “We have satisfied our souls with the equal feast and with the lyre, which the gods have made the companion of the feast,” evidently because the art is beneficial also to those who feast.  And this was the accepted custom, it is plain, first in order that every one who felt impelled to get drunk and stuff himself might have music to cure his violence and intemperance, and secondly, because music appeases surliness; for, by stripping off a man’s gloominess, it produces good-temper and gladness becoming to a gentleman....  It is plain, therefore, that while most persons devote this art to social gatherings for the sake of correcting conduct and of general usefulness, the ancients went further and included in their customs and laws the singing of praises to the gods by all who attended feasts, in order that our dignity and sobriety might be retained through their help.  For, since the songs are sung in concert, if discourse on the gods has been added it dignifies the mood of every one....  It is plain, therefore, in the light of what we have said, that music did not, at the beginning, make its way into feasts merely for the sake of shallow and ordinary pleasure, as some persons think.
 

There are several other descriptions of banquet music in Homer which are lacking only the emphasis on the attentive audience, thus we presume these to be characterizations of entertainment music.  One such scene, at the beginning of The Odyssey, also gives us the name of another poet-musician.

Now after the wooers had put from them the desire of food and drink, their hearts turned to other things, to song and to dance; for these things are the crown of a feast.  And a herald put the beautiful lyre in the hands of Phemius, who sang perforce among the wooers; and he struck the chords in prelude to his sweet tale.
 

In The Iliad there are two banquet scenes of the gods.  In one Apollo plays the lyre while the Muses sang, “replying one to the other with sweet voices,”
  and in the other they sing and dance.
   Hesiod, a poet of the same general time as Homer, in his Theogony, also has a banquet of the gods with “enchanting song.”
 

Pindar (522 – 443 BC), perhaps the greatest of the lyric poets, gives us an example of a private dinner during which the guests sing light music.

In Sicily, land of rich flocks, and culls

Of all things excellent the noblest fruit;

Made glorious too by the fine flower

Of music’s utterance--

Such strains as men will often blithely sing

Where we sit round the table of a friend.

Come then, take from its peg the Dorian lyre....
 

Plato (427 – 347) also makes a passing reference to the lowest forms of the use of music in entertainment, drinking songs
 and the infamous prostitute “flute-girl,” who played for male banquets.
   Regarding the latter, he could not understand why a group of cultivated men would not find greater pleasure merely in intelligent discussion among themselves.

To talk about poetry would make our gathering like the symposia of common and vulgar men.  For being unable, through lack of cultivation, to amuse one another in company at a symposium, by their own resources or through their own voices and conversation, they raise high the market-price of flute-girls, hiring for a large sum an alien voice -- that of the flutes -- and for this they come together.  But wherever men of gentle breeding and culture are gathered at a symposium, you will see neither flute-girls nor dancing-girls nor harp-girls; on the contrary, they are quite capable of entertaining themselves without such nonsense and child’s play, but with their own voices, talking and listening in their turn, and always decently, even when they have drunk much wine.
 

  Athenaeus attributes much of the idea of having entertainment music at banquets to Epicurus (who indeed said, “The beginning and the root of all good is the pleasure of the stomach.”
 ) and his followers, “those who walk with eyebrows uplifted,” whom he says believed that “pleasure is the highest Good.”
   Certainly we may take as an illustration of the Alexandrian Epicurean, Athenaeus’ account of one, Caranus of Macedonia (died 329 BC), and the banquet he gave for twenty of his friends to celebrate his marriage.
   

We are told that as the guest arrived they received as gifts gold tiaras and silver cups.  The first course included duck, ringdove, chicken, and a goose; the second course featured rabbit, more geese, young goats, pigeons, turtle-doves, partridge, and other fowl.  The custom was for the guest to merely sample this and then pass the rest back to their servants behind a curtain.  More gifts followed and then drinks.

Now the single-pipe girls entered, together with other entertainers.  “To me,” goes the account, “these girls looked quite naked, but some said that they had on tunics.  After a prelude they withdrew.”  Another round of gifts followed:  jars of gold and silver, perfume, and a great silver platter with a roast pig, filled with a variety of small fowl.  Again gifts were distributed: more perfume, more gold and silver, and breadbaskets made of ivory.

Next more entertainers appeared, including naked female jugglers who performed tumbling acts among swords and blew fire from their mouths.  This was followed by more gifts: a large gold cup for each guest, a large silver platter filled with baked fish, a double jar of perfume and gold tiaras twice the size of the first ones.  

After a round of drinking a chorus of one hundred men entered, “singing tunefully a wedding hymn; then came in dancing girls, some attired as Nereids, others as Nymphs.”  Now a curtain was drawn back revealing statues of Cupids, Dianas, Pans, and Hermae holding torches in silver brackets.  While they were admiring this, “veritable Erymanthian boars” were served to each guest, on square platters rimmed with gold and skewered with silver spears.

The sounding of a trumpet announced the end of the banquet and the enriched guests all went out to look for real estate agents!

As the reader might expect, the accounts of banquets in ancient Rome include many references to entertainment music.  Two extant poems by the first century poet, Lucilius (180 – 130 BC), suggest that banquet music ranged from solo lyre singers to choral-dance ensembles.  In his case, he was not favorably disposed to either.

You know the rule of my little banquets.  Today, Aulus, I invite you under new convivial laws.  No lyric poet shall sit there and sing, and you yourself shall neither trouble us nor be troubled with literary discussions.

…..

I never knew, Epicrates, that you were a tragedian or a choral flute-player or any other sort of person whose business it is to have a chorus with them.  But I invited you alone; you, however, came bringing with you from home a chorus of dancing slaves, to whom you hand all the dishes over your shoulder as a gift.  If this is to be so, make the slaves sit down at the table and we will come and stand at their feet to serve.
 

In the smaller, private banquets, the solo performer was often invited to join the guests in a round of drinking before the music began.  One such performer, Antipater of Thessalonica (1st century BC) sent his host a song as a thank-you note for his generosity.

A little dew is enough to make the cicadas tipsy, but when they have drunk they sing louder than swans.  So can the singer who has received hospitality repay his benefactors with song for their little gifts.  Therefore first I send thee these lines of thanks, and if the Fates consent thou shalt be often written in my pages.
 

We may imagine that the banquets of the emperors had lavish entertainment, including music.  Suetonius wrote of the banquets of the Emperor Augustus.

He served a dinner of three courses or of six when he was most lavish, without needless extravagance but with the greatest good fellowship.  For he drew into the general conversation those who were silent or chatted under their breath, and introduced music and actors, or even strolling players from the circus, and especially story tellers.
 

A banquet given by another emperor, Nero (37 – 68 AD), as described by Tacitus (56 – 117 AD), is particularly interesting because we see here already many of the characteristics of the allegoric entertainments of the later Middle Ages.

Nero, to win credit for himself of enjoying nothing so much as the capital, prepared banquets in the public places, and used the whole city, so to say, as his private house.  Of these entertainments the most famous for their notorious profligacy were those furnished by Tigellinus, which I will describe as an illustration, that I may not have again and again to narrate similar extravagance.  He had a raft constructed on Agrippa’s lake, put the guests on board and set it in motion by other vessels towing it.  These vessels glittered with gold and ivory; the crews were arranged according to age and experience in vice.  Birds and beasts had been procured from remote countries, and sea monsters from the ocean.  On the edge of the lake were set up brothels crowded with noble ladies, and on the opposite bank were seen naked prostitutes with obscene gestures and movements.  As darkness approached, all the adjacent grove and surrounding buildings resounded with song, and shone brilliantly with lights.
 

Even private banquets might have extensive music, as is perhaps the point of a satire, “The Banquet of Trimalchio,” by Petronius (27 – 66 AD), which describes the use of music for bringing in the food, carving it, and even to provide rhythm for the cleaning of the tables.  He felt he was in a theater, not a private home!  

Some private entertainments at the aristocratic level were no doubt more elegant.  One of the extant letters of Pliny the Younger is written to a friend who failed to appear for a private dinner.  After gently scolding his friend, Pliny tells him what he missed that evening and in so doing provides us with a brief view of a more refined private entertainment.

I had prepared, you must know, a lettuce apiece, three snails, two eggs, and a barley cake, with some sweet wine and snow (the snow most certainly I shall charge to your account, as a rarity that will not keep).  Olives, beet-root, gourds, onions, and a thousand other dainties equally sumptuous.  You should likewise have been entertained either with an interlude, the rehearsal of a poem, or a piece of music, whichever you preferred; or (such was my liberality) with all three.
 

There are also a few surviving objections to the music at banquets during the 1st century in Rome.   The continuous banquet music so annoyed the writer, Martial (86 – 103 AD), that he said the best way to arrange a good banquet was to eliminate the singing of the choir and its accompaniment!
   Judging by Quintilian (35 – 95 AD), perhaps part of Martial’s objection lay in the low quality of the music as well.  Quintilian, speaking of the bad influence of their environment on the education of children, observes,

We have no right to be surprised.  It was we that taught them: they hear us use [profane] words, they see our mistresses and minions; every dinner party is loud with foul songs, and things are presented to their eyes of which we should blush to speak.
 

Needless to say, objections to the banquets and their entertainment become much stronger in the commentary by the early Church fathers.  Clement of Alexandria (c. 50 – 216 AD) believed it was the music which inspired most of the evils he saw in banquets.  Therefore, in an extraordinary attack on music entitled, “How to Conduct Ourselves at Feasts,” he urges the Christians to have “rational entertainment” and rid themselves of the music.

Let revelry keep away from our rational entertainments, and foolish vigils, too, that revel in intemperance.  For revelry is an inebriating pipe, the chain of an amatory bridge, that is, of sorrow.  And let love, and intoxication, and senseless passions, be removed from our choir.  Burlesque singing is the boon companion of drunkenness.  A night spent over drink invites drunkenness, rouses lust, and is audacious in deeds of shame.  For if people occupy their time with pipes, and psalteries, and choirs, and dances, and Egyptian clapping of hands, and such disorderly frivolities, they become quite immodest and intractable, beat on cymbals and drums, and make a noise on the instruments of delusion; for plainly such a banquet, as seems to me, is a theater of drunkenness....  Let the pipe be resigned to the shepherds, and the flute to the superstitious who are engrossed in idolatry.  For, in truth, such instruments are to be banished from a temperate banquet, being more suitable to beasts than men, and the more irrational portion of mankind.
 

It is obvious that it was the character of the banquet music which Clement objected to.  One regrets that he did not go into more specific detail regarding both this music and the music which he recommended for the Christian banquet, hymns and “temperate harmonies.”
Among the ancient Greeks, in their banquets over the brimming cups, a song was sung called a skolion, after the manner of the Hebrew psalms, all together raising the paean with the voice, and sometimes also taking turns in the song while they drank healths round; while those that were more musical than the rest sang to the lyre.  But let amatory songs be banished far away, and let our songs be hymns to God....  For temperate harmonies are to be admitted; but we are to banish as far as possible from our robust mind those liquid harmonies, which, through pernicious arts in the modulations of tones, train to effeminacy and scurrility.  But grave and modes strains say farewell to the turbulence of drunkenness.  Chromatic harmonies are therefore to be abandoned to immodest revels, and to florid and meretricious music.

St. John Chrysostom (347 – 407 AD) makes a similar recommendation that the Christian teach his family to sing sacred music instead at the table.

This I say, not only that you may yourselves sing praises, but also that you may teach your wives and children to do so...especially at the table.  For since Satan, seeking to ensnare us at feasts, for the most part employs as allies drunkenness, gluttony, immoderate laughter, and an inactive mind; at this time, both before and after table, it is especially necessary to fortify oneself with the protection of the psalms and, rising from the feast together with one’s wife and children, to sing sacred hymns to God....

What if drunkenness or gluttony does make our minds dull and foolish?  Where psalmody has entered, all these evil and depraved counsels retreat.

And just as not as a few wealthy persons wipe off their tables with a sponge filled with balsam, so that if any stain remain from the food, they may remove it and show a clean table; so should we also, filling our mouths with spiritual melody instead of balsam, so that if any stain remain in our mind from the abundance, we may thereby wipe it away....

And as those who bring comedians, dancers, and harlots into their feasts call in demons and Satan himself and fill their homes with innumerable contentions (among them jealousy, adultery, debauchery, and countless evils); so those who invoke David with his lyre call inwardly on Christ.
 

Apparently among the nobles there was a popular tradition during banquets to pass a lyre around the table for each guest to sing in turn.  Bede (672 – 735 AD) mentions this custom in reference to the poet, Caedmon, whose serious approach to poetry prevented him from participating.

Others after him attempted, in the English nation, to compose religious poems, but none could ever compare with him, for he did not learn the art of poetry from men, but from God; for which reason he never could compose any trivial or vain poem, but only those which relate to religion suited his religious tongue; for having lived in a secular habit till he was well advanced in years, he had never learned anything of versifying; for which reason being sometimes at entertainments, when it was agreed for the sake of mirth that all present should sing in their turns, when he saw the instrument come towards him, he rose from the table and returned home.
 

We have only a few secular accounts of banquet music which was contemporary with the early Christian church, because of the latter’s control of books.  One of the most extraordinary accounts of an early banquet with music was described by Marcellinus (c. 325 – 391 AD).  Here the guest of honor, a young king, is actually murdered while the musicians played!

The king came, fearing no hostility, and took his place in the seat of honor granted him.  And when choice dainties were set before him, and the great building rang with the music of strings, songs, and wind instruments, the host himself, already heated with wine, went out, under pretense of a call of nature.  Then a rude barbarian, fiercely glaring with savage eyes and brandishing a drawn sword, one of the class called scurrae, was sent in to kill the young man, who had already been cut off from any possibility of escape.

At this sight the young king, who, as it happened, was leaning forward beyond his couch, drew his dagger and was rising to defend his life by every possible means, but fell disfigured, pierced through the breast like some victim at the alter, foully slain by repeated strokes.
 

Another secular account, by Sidonius, a French born writer of the 5th century, describes the dinner music of Theodoric, a contemporary king of the Goths.  While Roman literature always refers to the Goths as “barbarians,” here we have the descriptions of a highly discerning taste in music.

Withal there is no noise of hydraulic organ, or choir with its conductor intoning a set piece; you will hear no players of lyre or flute, no master of the music, no girls with cithara or tabor; the king cares for no strains but those which no less charm the mind with virtue than the ear with melody.
 

On the other hand, in chronicling the fall of Rome, Gibbon paints a rather grim scene in describing banquets c. 590 AD.
The restoration of Chosroes was celebrated with feasts and executions; and the music of the royal banquet was often disturbed by the groans of dying or mutilated criminals.
 
In one reference to a court banquet given for Louis I of France (814 - 840), we find the later medieval custom of serving food with music already clearly established.

Of the service there must be no question; All of the possible meats to be found were in abundance, and served between trumpets and clarions; and minstrels, lutes, psalterons and followers were many.
 

As one comes to accounts from the end of the Middle Ages, the range of stories told of banquets and music is quite broad.  One passing reference to dinner music, in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s (died 1216 AD) Parzival, does mention, “At the foot of his table sat his minstrels....”
   In the case of art music, we may assume that a performance at such a banquet was given “after the tables were cleared,” a common description indicating music to be listened to, rather than to eat by.  Indeed, such a phrase is used in the account of an outdoor banquet in the anonymous 13th century Romance, “Laurin.”
After they had eaten and drunk and the tables had been cleared, the princes sat there and listened to the singing and recitation that was performed before them.  This was followed by music from so many stringed instruments that the entire mountain resounded.
 
In the early 13th century German heroic epic poem, Nibelungenlied we read of a minstrel who was most unfortunate.  Playing for a banquet, he was caught in a scene of slaughter.

He saw a minstrel sitting at Etzel’s table, and sprang at him in wrath, and lopped off his right hand on his viol: “Take that for the message thou broughtest to the Burgundians.”
“Woe is me for my hand!” cried Werbel.  “Sir Hagen of Trony, what have I done to thee?  I rode with true heart to thy master’s land.  How shall I make my music now?”
Little recked Hagen if he never fiddled more.
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