
Ancient music is music that developed in literate cultures, replacing prehistoric music. Ancient music refers 

to the various musical systems that were developed across various geographical regions such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, 
Persia, India, China, Greece and Rome. Ancient music is designated by the characterization of the basic notes and scales. 
It may have been transmitted through oral or written systems. 

Mesopotamia 
In 1986, Anne Draffkorn Kilmer from the University of 
California at Berkeley published her decipherment of a 
cuneiform tablet from Nippur dated to about 2000 BCE. She 
demonstrated that they represent fragmentary instructions for 
performing music, that the music was composed in harmonies 
of thirds, and that it was also written using a diatonic scale. 

The notation in that tablet was not as developed as the notation in the later cuneiform tablet dated to about 1250 
BCE. The interpretation of the notation system is still controversial, but it is clear that the notation indicates the 
names of strings on a lyre, and its tuning is described in other tablets. These tablets represent the earliest 
recorded melodies, though fragmentary, from anywhere in the world. 

The harps of Ur 

In 1929, Leonard Woolley discovered pieces of four harps while excavating in the ruins of the ancient city of 
Ur, located in what was Ancient Mesopotamia and is contemporary Iraq. Some of the fragments are now 
located at the University of Pennsylvania, in the British Museum in London, and in Baghdad. They have been 
dated to 2,750 BCE. Various reconstructions have been attempted, but none have been totally satisfactory. 
Depending on various definitions, they could be classed as lyres rather than harps. The most famous is the bull-
headed harp, held in Baghdad. The second Iraqi War led to the destruction of the bull-head lyre, and attempts 
are being made to play a replica of it as part of a touring orchestra. 

Harps from Assyria and Egypt 

Assurbanipal (705–681 BCE) was king of Assyria. At his capital at Nineveh is a bas-relief showing the fall of 
the Judean city of Lachish. In the procession is the Elamite court orchestra, containing seven lyre-players and 
possibly a hammer-dulcimer player. The lyres appear to have seven strings. Harps are shown in murals from the 
time Ramesses III of Egypt, about 1200 BCE. "The Tomb of the Harpists" contains a bas-relief with two blind 
musicians. James Bruce described it in 1768 and it is sometimes known as Bruce's Tomb.[citation needed] 

Hurrian music 

Among the Hurrian texts from Ugarit are some of the oldest known instances of written music, dating from 
c.1400 BCE and including one substantially complete song. A reconstruction of this hymn is presented at the 
Urkesh webpage.  To hear one interpretation of this hymn, go to: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ZatnTPhYWc 

Ancient China 

 
 

Musical eras 
 Prehistoric  

Ancient (before 500 AD) 
Early (500–1760) 
Common practice (1600–1900) 
Modern and contemporary (1900–present) 
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A famous Tang Dynasty qin, "Jiu Xiao Huan Pei" 《九霄環佩》. 

The history of the Guqin, an ancient Chinese musical instrument, is a long one. It is mentioned in Chinese writings dating 
back nearly 3,000 years, and it is the most prestigious of all Chinese musical instruments. Chinese legend says the qin 
originally had five strings, but then two were added around 1000 BCE. 

Ancient Persia 

Little is known of the music during the ancient Persian period except for the fact that various instruments, such as lutes 
and flutes, were created and played. Instruments such as the "barbat" (a precursor of the lute, the modern form commonly 
referred to as oud or ud in Arabic countries and in Turkey) are said to have originated in this period, probably around 800 
BCE. 

Ancient Greece 

 
 

Symposium scene, c. 490 BCE 

Ancient Greek musicians developed their own robust system of musical notation. The system was not widely used among 
Greek musicians, but nonetheless a modest corpus of notated music remains from Ancient Greece and Rome. The epics of 
Homer were originally sung with instrumental accompaniment, but no notated melodies from Homer are known. Several 
complete songs exist in ancient Greek musical notation. The Seikilos epitaph is the oldest surviving example of a 
complete musical composition, including musical notation, from anywhere in the world. Three complete hymns by 
Mesomedes of Crete (2nd century CE) exist in manuscript. In addition, many fragments of Greek music are extant, 
including fragments from tragedy, among them a choral song by Euripides for his Orestes and an instrumental intermezzo 
from Sophocles' Ajax. Romans did not have their own system of musical notation, but a few Romans apparently learned 
the Greek system.  A line from Terence's Hecyra was set to music and possibly notated by his composer Flaccus. 

Ancient Rome 

The music of ancient Rome borrowed heavily from the music of the cultures that were conquered by the empire, including 
music of Greece, Egypt, and Persia. Music was incorporated into many areas of Roman life including the military, 
entertainment in the Roman theater, religious ceremonies and practices, and "almost all public/civic occasions." 

 

Prehistoric music (previously primitive music) is a term in the history of music for all music produced 
in preliterate cultures (prehistory), beginning somewhere in very late geological history. Prehistoric music is 
followed by ancient music in different parts of the world, but still exists in isolated areas. 

Prehistoric music thus technically includes all of the world’s music that has existed before the advent of any 
currently-extant historical sources concerning that music of the early stage of development of the human. 
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However, it is more common to refer to the "prehistoric" music which still survives as folk, indigenous or 
traditional music. Prehistoric music is studied alongside other periods within music archaeology. 

 
Research on the evolutionary origins of music mostly started in the second half of the 19th century, and was 
much discussed within Music Archaeology in the 20th Century. After the appearance of the collection of 
articles "The Origins of Music" the subject was a debated topic of human evolutionary history. There are 
currently many hypotheses (not necessarily conflicting) about the origins of music. 

Some suggest that the origin of music likely stems from naturally occurring sounds and rhythms. Human music 
may echo these phenomena using patterns, repetition and tonality. Even today, some cultures have certain 
instances when their music intends to imitate natural sounds. In some instances, this feature is related to 
shamanistic beliefs or practice. It may also serve entertainment (game) or practical (luring animals in hunt) 
functions. 

Even aside from the bird song, monkeys have been witnessed to beat on hollow logs. Although this might serve 
some purpose of territorialism, it suggests a degree of creativity and seems to incorporate a call and response 
dialogue. 

Explanations of the origin of music depend on how music is defined. If we assume that music is a form of 
intentional emotional manipulation, music as we know it was not possible until the onset of intentionality - the 
ability to reflect about the past and the future. Between 60,000 and 30,000 years ago humans started creating art 
in the form of paintings on cave walls, jewelry and so on (the "cultural explosion"). They also started to bury 
their dead ceremonially. If we assume that these new forms of behavior reflect the emergence of intentionality, 
then music as we know it must also have emerged during that period. 

A possible origin of music is motherese, the vocal-gestural communication between adults (usually mothers) 
and infants. This form of communication involves melodic, rhythmic and movement patterns as well as the 
communication of intention and meaning, and in this sense is similar to music. Motherese has two main 
functions: to strengthen bonding between mother and infant, and to help the infant to acquire language. Both of 
these functions enhance the infant’s chances of survival and may therefore be subject to natural selection. 

Prehistoric musical instruments 
It is likely that the first musical instrument was the human voice itself, which can make a vast array of sounds, 
from singing, humming and whistling through to clicking, coughing and yawning. (See Darwin’s Origin of 
Species on music & speech.) The oldest known Neanderthal hyoid bone with the modern human form has been 
dated to be 60,000 years old, predating the oldest known Paleolithic bone flute by some 20,000 years; but the 
true chronology may date back much further. 

Most likely the first rhythm instruments or percussion instruments involved the clapping of hands, stones hit 
together, or other things that are useful to create rhythm and indeed there are examples of musical instruments 
which date back as far as the paleolithic, although there is some ambiguity over archaeological finds which can 
be variously interpreted as either musical or non-musical instruments/tools. Examples of paleolithic objects 
which are considered unambiguously musical are bone flutes or pipes; paleolithic finds which are open to 
interpretation are pierced phalanges (usually interpreted as "phalangeal whistles"), objects interpreted as 
Bullroarers, and rasps. 

Music can be traced to prior to the Oldowan era of the Paleolithic age, the anthropological and archaeological 
designation suggests that music first arose (among humans) when stone tools first began to be used by 
hominids. The noises produced from work such as pounding seed and roots into meal is a likely source of 
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rhythm created by early humans. There have been musical performances found that depict the Greek 
instruments Salpinx and Aulos, around 3rd century BC in Ancient Greece. 

Flutes 
The oldest flute ever discovered may be the so-called Divje Babe flute, found in the Slovenian cave Divje Babe 
I in 1995, though this is disputed. The item in question is a fragment of the femur of a juvenile cave bear, and 
has been dated to about 43,000 years ago. However, whether it is truly a musical instrument or simply a 
carnivore-chewed bone is a matter of ongoing debate. In 2012 some flutes, that were discovered years earlier in 
the Geißenklösterle cave, received a new high resolution carbon dating examination yielding an age of 42,000 
to 43,000 years.  

The oldest known wooden pipes were discovered in Wicklow, Ireland, in the winter of 2003. A wood-lined pit 
contained a group of six flutes made from yew wood, between 30 and 50 cm long, tapered at one end, but 
without any finger holes. They may once have been strapped together.  

In 1986, several gudi (literally "bone flutes") were found in Jiahu in Henan Province, China. They date to about 
6000 BCE. They have between 5 and 8 holes each and were made from the hollow bones of a bird, the red-
crowned crane. At the time of the discovery, one was found to be still playable. The bone flute plays both the 
five- or seven-note scale of Xia Zhi and six-note scale of Qing Shang of the ancient Chinese musical system. 

Cycladic culture 

 
 

Cycladic statues of a double flute player (foreground) and a harpist (background) 
Further information: Music of ancient Greece and Cycladic culture 

On the island of Keros (Κέρος), two marble statues from the late Neolithic culture called Early Cycladic culture 
(2900-2000 BCE) were discovered together in a single grave in the 19th century. They depict a standing double 
flute player and a sitting musician playing a triangular-shaped lyre or harp. The harpist is approximately 23 cm 
(9 in) high and dates to around 2700-2500 BCE. He expresses concentration and intense feelings and tilts his 
head up to the light. The meaning of these and many other figures is not known; perhaps they were used to ward 
off evil spirits or had religious significance or served as toys or depicted figures from mythology. 
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