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Essay Nr. 79:  On Music of the Ancient Military
The armies of the Persian Empire (600 – 330 BC) began their battles 

by lifting their trumpets and playing a “war hymn.”

Georges Kastner, Manuel General de Musique Militaire
For the above reference, Kastner did not give further detail or provide any examples of such military hymns played before battle by the Persian military trumpeters.   The references in ancient Greek literature to the role of trumpets associated with the beginning of battle seem more like descriptions of functional signals.   One account of a 4th century BC battle involving one of Alexander the           Great’s most trusted generals, Ptolemy, reads,

At approximately the fourth watch the Indians, just as Alexander’s informants had said they would do, opened the town gates which led to the lake and made their way with all speed towards it.  Ptolemy and his guards were ready for them.  At once the trumpeters sounded the alarm, and Ptolemy led his men fully armed and in good order against the enemy; their way of escape was already blocked by the carts and the new section of palisade, and when the trumpets sounded and they found Ptolemy’s troops on top of them, cutting down every man who managed to struggle through between the carts…. 
     
In reading of Alexander’s armies going into battle we were struck by descriptions of the coordinated swinging movements of the soldier’s spears just like we have all seen in modern marching bands with their trombones and sousaphones movements, not to mention the “intricate movements” of the army as a whole.

Then Alexander gave the order for the heavy infantry first to erect their spears, and afterwards, at the word of command, to lower the massed points as for attack, swinging them, again at the word of command, now to the right, now to the left.  The whole phalanx he then moved smartly forward, and, wheeling it this way and that, caused it to execute various intricate movements.  Having thus put his troops with great rapidity through a number of different formations, he ordered…the attack.
  
As curious as it may seem to our eyes, these “intricate movements” of the armies included geometric figures, as we see in Machiavelli’s discussion of battle technique or in the case of the ancient Persians going into battle in the formation of a giant figure of a crescent!
                                            

To begin with, the ancient Greek armies used music and dance as a basic form of physical training.  One of these dances, for example, was the pyrrhiche, danced to the aulos.  The first part consisted of very fast feet movement, needed to chase the enemy, or escape its pursuit.  The second part was a simulated combat and the third part consisted of leaping movements, as might be needed to leap over walls and ditches.
   It is no doubt for this reason that Socrates is quoted as having said, “The best dancer makes the best warrior.”
   One of the earliest historians, Xenophon (427 – 355 BC) provides a more complete picture of how dancing and music would have been of benefit to the soldier.  While only his first example is specifically military, the rest have a certain martial arts quality about them.
After they had made libations and sung the paean, two Thracians rose up first and began a dance in full armor to the music of an aulos, leaping high and lightly and using their sabers; finally, one struck the other, as everybody thought, and the second man fell, in a rather skillful way.  And the Paphlagonians set up a cry.  Then the first man despoiled the other of his arms and marched out singing the Sitalcas, while other Thracians carried off the fallen dancer, as though he were dead; in fact, he had not been hurt at all.

After this some Aenianians and Magnesians arose and danced under arms the so-called carpaea.  The manner of the dance was this: a man is sowing and driving a yoke of oxen, his arms laid at one side, and he turns about frequently as one in fear; a robber approaches; as soon as the sower sees him coming, he snatches up his arms, goes to meet him, and fights with him to save his oxen.  The two men do all this in rhythm to the music of the aulos.  Finally, the robber binds the man and drives off the oxen; or sometimes the master of the oxen binds the robber, and then he yokes him alongside the oxen, his hands tied behind him, and drives off.

After this a Mysian came in carrying a light shield in each hand, and at one moment in the dance he would go through a pantomime as though two men were arrayed against him, again he would use his shields as though against one antagonist, and again he would whirl and throw somersaults while holding the shields in his hands, so that the spectacle was a fine one.  Lastly, he danced the Persian dance, clashing his shields together and crouching down and then rising up again; and all this he did, keeping time to the music of the aulos.

After him the Mantineans and some of the other Arcadians arose, arrayed in the finest arms and accouterments they could command, and marched in time to the accompaniment of an aulos playing the martial rhythm and sang the paean and danced, just as the Arcadians do in their festal processions in honor of the gods.

The aulos is described in the earliest accounts of the Greek armies, as for example in the 12th century BC battle when the Heracleidae defeated Eurystheus of Argos, claiming the Peloponnesus Island.  Tradition says it was the aulos players marching in front of the troops, playing a “rhythmic chant,” which enabled the soldiers to keep their ranks and defeat the enemy.
  The aulos was probably nearly as loud as the narrow bore trumpet, but its great advantage, of course, was its ability to play melodies.  Exactly as Xenophon wrote in his last paragraph, above, an eyewitness of the troops of Lycurgus (9th century BC) marveled,

It was a magnificent and terrible sight to see them marching to the tune of the aulos, with no gap in their lines and no terror in their souls, but calmly and gaily led by music into the perilous fight.  Such men were not likely to be either panic stricken or over-reckless, but steady and assured, as if the gods were with them.
 

Indeed the gods were with them, or at least so an oracle informed the Spartans -- so long as they marched to the sound of the aulos.   In their famous battle of Leuctra, in 371 BC, against the Thebans, they failed to use the aulos, for they had traditionally recruited these players from Thebes itself.  They lost this battle and while modern historians speak only of the greater tactics of the Thebes, for the ancient historians the failure to use the aulos was sufficient reason to explain the defeat.
 

More rare are references to the troops singing at the moment of battle.  Thucydides (460 – 400 BC) describes a military engagement involving the Spartans during which their foes, the Argives, “marched on with vehement impetuosity,” 

The Lacedaemonians meanwhile, man to man, and with their war-songs in the ranks, exhorted each braver comrade to remember what he had learnt before; well awasre that the long training of action was of more saving virtue than any brief verbal exhortation, though never so well delivered.

After this…the Lacedaemonians slowly, and to the music of many aulos players stationed in the ranks by military law, and not for any religious reason, but in order that, stepping in time [to the music], they may advance evenly, and their ranks not be disordered, as is usually the case in large armies, in their approaches.

With regard to this use of music, Plutarch adds,

If one studies the poetry of Sparta, of which some specimens were still extant in my time, and makes himself familiar with the marching songs which they used, to the accompaniment of the aulos, when charging upon their foes, he will conclude that Terpander and Pindar were right in associating valor with music.  The former writes thus of the Lacedaemonians:


Flourish there both the spear of the brave and the


Muse’s clear message,


Justice, too, walks the broad streets....

And Pindar says:


There are councils of Elders,


And young men’s conquering spears,


And dances, the Muse, and joyousness.
The Spartans are thus shown to be at the same time most musical and most warlike;


In equal poise to match the sword hangs the sweet art of the 


harpist,

as their poet says.
 

Although we have very little musical description, there are additional references to the Greek soldiers singing.  One form they sang seems to have been a traditional “Paean,” which is mentioned by Thucydides in a description of the use of music in a religious-cult ceremony involving the blessing of ships before they sail.

When the ships were manned, and every thing was put on board which was to be taken with them, silence was ordered by the sound of the trumpet, and the usual prayers directed by law were recited, not by each ship separately, but all together, the whole multitude responding to the voice of the heralds; cups of wine, too, were mixed throughout the whole armament, and the officers and soldiers made libations out of golden and silver goblets....  And after the singing the Paean, and completing the libations, they put to sea....

Xenophon mentions on two occasions the military troops singing “the paean” just before the commencement of battle.
 
In an account of Alexander in India we read of his trumpets signaling for the departure of the fleet after another ceremonial blessing.

After a libation to Heracles his ancestor and to Ammon and the other gods it was his custom to honor, Alexander ordered the trumpets to sound the signal for departure and the whole fleet, each vessel in her proper station, began to move down-river.

In a world where one very rarely heard music of other cultures, foreign music was always considered strange.  We find such an example in this same account, as Alexander’s fleet moves down the river they heard the music of the Indians,

The natives…followed [the fleet] down the banks for miles…singing their barbaric songs.  For the Indians, be it said, are an extremely musical race and have loved dancing ever since the days when Dionysus came with his wild revelers to their country.
Ancient literature also suggests that during lulls in battle, music was used as a form of entertainment while the soldiers rested.  We believe this is what is implied at the beginning of Book X of The Iliad by Homer. 

So often as [Agamemnon] gazed toward the Trojan plain, he marveled at the many fires that burned before the face of Ilios, and at the sound of aulos and pipes, and the din of men....

In one of the plays by Euripides we find what appears to be an account based on the Homer reference above,

A very weariness of joy

Fell with the evening over Troy:

And lutes of Afric mingled there

With Phrygian songs: and many a maiden,

With white feet glancing light as air,

Made happy music through the gloom:

And fires on many an inward room

All night broad-flashing, flung their glare

On laughing eyes and slumber-laden.
 

A similar description by the early lyric poet, Alkman, of soldiers at rest gives a hint of the nature of the music,
Eating and singing and the soldiers

Nearby begin a hymn to Apollo.

Most references of a military nature in the Old Testament only mention the use of trumpet signals.  There are however two attractive stories which are familiar to all readers.  The first tells of blowing down the walls of Jericho.
And seven priests shall bear seven trumpets of ram’s horns before the ark; and on the seventh day you shall march around the city seven times, the priests blowing the trumpets.  And when they make a long blast with the ram’s horn, as soon as you hear the sound of the trumpet, then all the people shall shout with a great shout; and the wall of the city will fall down flat....
  

The second is the story of Gideon’s famous surprise attack when, at night, he surrounded the enemy and gave them the impression that a much greater army was accompanying him.  As it was, he had 300 trumpet players.

So Gideon and the hundred men who were with him came to the outskirts of the camp at the beginning of the middle watch, when they had just set the watch; and they blew the trumpets and smashed the jars that were in their hands.  And the three companies blew the trumpets and broke the jars, holding in their left hands the torches, and in their right hands the trumpets to blow; and they cried, “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon!”  They stood every man in his place around about the camp, and all the army ran; they cried out and fled.  When they blew the three hundred trumpets, the Lord set every man’s sword against his fellow and against all the army; and the army fled....

Aside from the functional use of trumpets for signal purposes during battle, we can assume the effect of this music also instilled in the soldiers a raised sense of excitement, as the story of Gideon suggests.  We also get an indirect allusion to this heightened state of readiness in a description of the effect the trumpet had on the horses.

His majestic snorting is terrible.

He paws in the valley, and exults in his strength; he goes out to meet 

the weapons.

He laughs at fear, and is not dismayed; he does not turn back from 


the sword.

Upon him rattle the quiver, the flashing spear and the javelin.

With fierceness and rage he swallows the ground; he cannot stand 


still at the sound of the trumpet.

When the trumpet sounds, he says “Aha!”
He smells the battle from afar, the thunder of the captains, and the 


shouting.
 

For the period before the Republic Period of Rome (before 240 BC) our knowledge of military matters comes primarily from the extant portions of the History of Rome by Titus Livius, known as Livy.  Writing in the 1st century BC, Livy was concerned mostly with political events and only rarely does he mention music.  However, his first reference to music is quite revealing.  The king Servius Tullius (c. 6th century, BC) created a formal organization of society, based on wealth, which would be used for the assessment of taxes and military obligation.  In this social order we can see that the only represented musicians, trumpeters, were valued rather low, in the fifth of six classes.  What this meant, at least in human terms, can be seen in how the various levels were equipped for defense.  The first class was equipped with helmet, round shield, greaves, breast-plate and armed with sword and spear.  The fourth class had only spear and javelin and the fifth class, which included the musicians, had only slings and stones.
 

His most interesting references to music and the military involve the songs sung by soldiers.  His descriptions, however, always seem to carry an uncomplimentary tone, as in the case of the “rough soldiers’ songs,” sung by the troops who entered Rome in a procession with Quintus Fabius.
   

His most colorful descriptions are of the songs of the enemy, the Gauls.  A very intriguing reference, for the period c. 403 - 390 BC, only makes us wish we could hear the music itself.

All too soon cries like the howling of wolves and barbaric songs could be heard, as the Gallic squadrons rode hither and thither close outside the walls.
 

Perhaps his choice of language here only reflects his feelings for the enemy, whom in another place he pictures in one of their moments of victory.

Some Gallic horsemen came in sight, carrying heads hanging from their horses’ breasts and fixed on their spears, singing their customary song of triumph.
 

Another reference to Roman soldiers singing is found in Virgil, who mentions the songs of soldiers.

They marched to even rhythms and they sang

To praise their king....
 

Suetonius also mentions the fact that soldiers sang songs while marching and also relates an extraordinary tale of a ghost trumpeter.

On a sudden there appeared hard by a being of wondrous stature and beauty, who sat and played upon a reed instrument; and when not only the shepherds flocked to hear him, but many of the soldiers left their posts, and among them some of the trumpeters, the apparition snatched a trumpet from one of them, rushed to the river, and sounding a war-note with mighty blast, strode to the opposite bank.
 

This ghost story reminds us that the common people were never far from the primitive and superstitious origins of their quasi religious cults.  Tacitus, for example, tells of an occasion when, upon the occurrence of a lunar eclipse, the soldiers in the field became frightened and immediately lapsed into a cult ceremony directed at the god in question.

Suddenly in a clear sky the moon’s radiance seemed to die away.  This the soldiers in their ignorance of the cause regarded as an omen of their condition, comparing the failure of her light to their own efforts, and imagining that their attempts would end prosperously should her brightness and splendor be restored to the goddess.  And so they raised a din with brazen instruments and the combined notes of trumpets and horns, with joy or sorrow, as she brightened or grew dark.  When clouds arose and obstructed their sight, and it was thought she was buried in the gloom, with that proneness to superstition which steals over minds once thoroughly cowed, they lamented that this was a portent of neverending hardship, and that heaven frowned on their deeds.
 

The early Roman military strategists were very much aware of the effective use made by music by the ancient Greeks.  This is clear in a reference by the historian Polybius (203 – 120 BC).  He departs from his description of the internal wars of the period 220 - 216 BC to give a fervent testimonial to the role music plays in shaping the character of entire peoples and a plea that the Cynaetheans return to this use of music to save themselves.  In the course of his argument he mentions the military music of the Greeks.

…we should not think that the ancient Cretans and Lacedaemonians acted at haphazard in substituting the aulos and rhythmic movement for the bugle in war, or that the early Arcadians had no good reason for incorporating music in their whole public life to such an extent that not only boys, but young men up to the age of thirty were compelled to study it constantly, although in other matters their lives were most austere.
 

Cicero also seems to have known of and admired the discipline supplied by music among the Greeks.

As for military affairs -- I mean ours, not the Spartans’, whose line advances to a musical measure and the aulos, and every cry of encouragement is expressed in the anapaestic meter.
 

We do not know if the Romans were as active as the Greeks in the use of music and dance for the physical training of their soldiers, but one reference to these military musicians, during the Jugurthine War, suggests that the military musicians were in pretty good shape.  When Marius needed a small group to climb a rock wall to spy on an enemy fortress, he turned to “five of the most agile men he could find among his trumpeters and hornblowers, and four centurions....”
 

In the Roman literature of this period there are frequent references to the use of the trumpet for playing military signals.  They must always have been heard at the beginning of battle and in one such case
 Livy captures the quality of their sounds when he writes of the 7th century BC, “The trumpet s blared.”   Tacitus recounts trumpets signaling during a surprise night attack.

Day dawned, and with the sound of trumpets and fierce shouts, they were on the half-asleep barbarians….  The enemy utterly surprised, without arms, order, or plan, were seized slaughtered, or captured like cattle.

It is likely that there were some trumpet signals used in battle which were in common usage and would have been recognized by the enemy.  Livy, in his account of the war with Hannibal, mentions an occasion during the siege of a city when upon hearing the trumpets the defenders concluded the city was lost and gave up.
   This same presumption of the common understanding of the trumpet signals would have been the background in a case where the trumpet playing made no sense.
A further cause of confusion was a trumpet-blast from the theater: it was a Roman trumpet, furnished by the traitors for the purpose, and the fact that it was blown by a Greek who was naturally unfamiliar with the instrument made it impossible to tell clearer knowledge….

Polybius, apparently referring to this same incident, suggests the confusion was deliberate and with more dramatic results,

Meanwhile Philemenus and his companions had provided themselves with some Roman trumpets and some men who had learned how to blow them, and stood in the theater and sounded the call to arms.  The Romans rallied to the summons carrying their weapons, and according to their usual custom ran towards the citadel, which was exactly what the Carthaginians had intended.  They came on to the streets in groups that were scattered and too small to take up a formation.  There they encountered the Carthaginians and the Celts, and in this way many of them were killed.

In one case the blare of the Roman trumpets frightened Hannibal’s famous elephants,

Hannibal was still addressing his Carthaginian contingent, and the various national leaders of their own countrymen – mainly through interpreters because of the admixture of foreign troops – when from the Roman side the horns and trumpets blared out and so tremendous a cheer was raised that the elephants panicked and turned against their own men, especially against the Moors and Numidians on the left wing.

No doubt in the confusion of battle perhaps one heard trumpets from all sides, as in a conflict of 190 BC described Livy in which, “a hubbub of indistinguishable shouts, almost drowned by the blare of trumpets....”
 
Livy also wrote of trumpets playing to assemble the troops and in one case they were up very early for this purpose,

Next morning when the trumpets began to sound, these men were the first to assemble, all prepared and in formation, at headquarters.  After sunrise Gracchus drew up his battle-line….

We also find accounts of the trumpets giving the signal to begin a march,
 to call for a retreat,
 to begin an assault,
 to signal the time to sail after the blessing ritual
 and even to “blare” for silence so a leader can speak.

Trumpets signals were also used in the navy, sometimes for the purpose of establishing rhythm for the oarsmen.
  The musicians of the army were noncommissioned officers, while the musicians of the navy were slaves.
 

Pollux mentions specific signals for attack, for encouragement during the battle, for retreat and for setting up camp.
   Josephus writes that in camp the Roman trumpets gave the signal to wake, a second to prepare to march, and a third for departure.
   There are accounts of having some trumpet players placed far behind the troops for the purpose of misleading the enemy regarding the location of the Roman armies.                                                       
The Greek writer, Aristides Quintilianus (3rd century AD), provides very interesting detail regarding these musical signals.

As to war, in which Rome was and is outstandingly glorious (and, let me add, may it so remain), the fact that drill exercises “in pyrrhic style” are done to music hardly needs mentioning, since everyone knows it quite well.  What most people do not know is that in the perils of battle itself they often avoid the use of verbal commands, since damage would be done if they were understood by those of the enemy who speak the same language.  Instead they signal by musical means, using that martial and rousing instrument the salpinx [trumpet], and each command is assigned a specific tune.  Thus frontal attacks and flanking advances, for instance, have each been given their own particular melodies; another sounds the retreat; there are special calls for wheeling to left or to right.  Thus they can go through all these maneuvers one after another, using signals which are incomprehensible to the enemy but perfectly clear to their own side, and which are understood the moment they are given.  The signals are not heard first by one section, then the next; the whole army acts at a single sound.
 

Aristides suggestion here that every soldier knew these signals seems to be confirmed by an occasion when Hannibal attempted to confuse the Roman soldiers by having his trumpeters play false signals, but was unable to confuse them.
  Athenaeus gives some extraordinary instances where an enemy was defeated by a spy learning the aulos melodies to which the enemy’s horses responded.

Such a system of signals being so vital to the progress of the battle, it was important, of course, that the correct signals be played at the correct time.  In one famous instance when this failed to happen, Hirtius, in his History of the War of Africa, reported hearing the cornus pass on the order for attack, while Julius Caesar was still making up his mind to attack or not!
 

Polybius in his account of the musical signals heard during a battle between the Romans and the Celts, speaks of “the dreadful din, for there were innumerable cornu blowers and trumpeters.”
 

Less frequently mentioned are the letter “J” shaped instrument, the lituus, 
which was apparently assigned to the cavalry, and the letter “G” shaped instrument similar to the cornui, the buccina.  This last instrument, made from an animal horn, was used for giving signals during the night, when the louder trumpet might prevent sleep entirely.
 

There is not sufficient extant information to know how many trumpet and cornu players were used with a Roman army of a particular size.  There is one extant listing of players in the 3rd Augustan Legion in Lambaesis (Numidia) which gives a surprisingly large contingent of 39 trumpet players and 36 cornu players.
   Plutarch, speaking of the sounds of the trumpets, “coming from every direction,” also seems to confirm such large numbers of players.

Moving stealthily over the ground between, they charged the camp about midnight, and with loud shouts and blasts of trumpets from every direction, by their din threw the Gauls...into complete confusion.
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