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Basalt relief orthostat showing musicians playing tambourines and lyres.
From the palace of
the king Barrekup.
Dates from the
late Hittite period:
8th cent. B.C.
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ESEARCH INTO THE
music of biblical times
ends in a mass of frustrating conjecture. Reputable musical
and biblical scholars disagree with
each other, and sometimes with
themselves as they write at different times. It is not their fault. The
inspired writers were engrossed in

more important matters, and they
assumed that their readers knew
what the music sounded like, how
it was used for social and religious
purposes, what the instruments
looked like, and how they sounded.
There are other factors contributing to our ignorance. There was
no musical notation, so the music

traditions have not been communicated to us. There are no “Dead Sea
Scrolls” of music. Musical instruments made of wood, reeds, skin,
and gut do not survive the centuries to be excavated and studied by
modern archaeologists.
We know something of early
musical cultures other than Jewish
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Above: Shofar,
found at Banias
(Caesarea Philippi)
made from an ibex
horn.
Right: Two bronze
cymbals, inscribed
with the owner’s
name ‘Oata’;
Greek; 4th–2nd
centuries B.C.
Below: Pair of
bronze flutes;
Roman; 1st–2nd
centuries A.D.
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Even before Solomon constructed the temple, David put the temple service into precise order. First
Chronicles 15–16 tells us that David
established the Levites as the official
musicians of the temple and that, in
addition to singers, there were classes of instrumentalists who played
upon plucked-string instruments,
cymbals, and trumpets.
What did the music sound like?
We do not know, except that it is
unlikely that it was “part-music”;
that is, in harmony. The pluckedstring instruments probably were
tuned in pentatonic scales (five
instead of eight pitches to an
octave) which gave a characteristic Oriental flavor. These were
played to accompany singing. The
cymbals would give some percussive effect, but likely were used at

interludes in the vocal music.
The trumpets were singaling
instruments, used by priests rather
than musicians. These instruments
were limited to only a few notes,
much like modern bugles. Since
they were not as long as bugles,
they may not have had even the
five pitches available to the modern
instrument.
When Solomon completed the temple, as recounted in 2
Chronicles 5, he carried on the
practices established by his father.
It must have been an affair of great
splendor–imagine 120 priests blowing trumpets!
The plucked-string instruments
were evidently in two sizes, and
are translated variously as harps,
lutes, and lyres. Opinions among
authorities vary, but apparently the
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through wall
paintings, vase
decorations, and friezes. The Jews
had strong feelings against graphic
representations. These other civilizations can give us some hints,
however, because of the influences
that they brought to bear upon the
Jews. Certain musical terms in the
Bible have parallels in other languages, and we do have some information from these other cultures.
Music has always been woven
into the fiber of Jewish life and customs. When the Israelites crossed
the Red Sea, the Bible records
the song of Moses and the song
of Miriam, the prophetess, with
the indication that accompanying
instruments were used (Ex. 15).
Jephthah’s daughter, little guessing her fate, went to meet her
victorious father with instruments
and song (Judg. 11:34). Among the
Jewish people, music has reflected
their comings and goings, their
defeats, and their triumphs.
Even today in modern Israel, folk
music and dancing pervades Jewish
society. Jewish composers and performers have been outstanding in
the development of Western music.
We know that the music of the
courts of David and Solomon,
especially the latter, was extensive,
with instrumentalists and singers
of both sexes. The Talmud reports
that, when Solomon took the
daughter of Pharaoh as his wife,
she brought with her one thousand
kinds of musical instruments.
However, worship music, especially the music of the various
temples, was something special.
Established by David and Solomon,
efforts were made to keep it pure
from the encroachment of pagan
influences.

Lyre restored from
remains said to
have been found
in Athens, Greece;
dates to 5th or
4th cent. B.C.

kinnor (lute, lyre) is a smaller, more
sophisticated instrument. It was
normally played witha plectrum
(pick), and a special note was made
that David played it without the
plectrum (“with his hand”) when
he played for Saul.
The nevel was evidently the larger, harplike instrument, perhaps

not as fully developed as the kinnor. It may have supplied a low,
reiterated support instead of doubling a vocal melody. This is pure
conjecture. There is the possibility
that the two plucked-string instruments were similar and similarly
used, but with the nevel lower in
pitch.

The cymbals (metziltayim) were
made of brass or copper, probably
much smaller than the large orchestral cymbals of our day. They may
have been deeply cupped, of relatively soft metal, which would give
a different effect than the loud climactic clash that we associate with
this instrument.
The English translation “trumpet” actually takes in two different
instruments. The metal instrument
(chatzotzerah) was about eighteen
inches long and is first described
in Numbers 10. The shofar was
made by steaming, straightening,
and hollowing out a ram’s horn.
This was the instrument involved
in flattening the walls of Jericho,
and it has a most sacred history
among the Jews.
There are numbers of other
instruments mentioned in the
Bible, but they were not brought
by David and Solomon into the
temple worship. Flutes were
instruments of love and had been
used by pagans as sexual symbols.
Oboes had been used by pagans in
orgiastic rituals. It is worth noting that the Greeks also allied the
harp with purity and the oboe with
sensuality. The halil (flute or pipe)
was used on occasion in the last
temple. The timbrel or tamborine
is mentioned seventeen times in
the Old Testament, but it was not
permitted in the temple.
Of all these instruments, the
most primitive and nonmusical one remains. The shofar is
still used in the synagogues on
New Year’s Day and the Day of
Atonement. Just as it was used by
the priest and not by the Levite in
David’s day, today it is blown by
the rabbi, not the cantor.
i
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