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musical texture, scale, structured, ritualistic practice; through a rigorous re-interpretation of
heterophony, iconographic and archaeological evidence, a viable reconstruction of this ancient
monophony, tritone musical heritage is achieved.
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1. Introduction

The Elamite civilization, strategically situated in the western Zagros and southwestern Iran,
served as a pivotal crossroads between the Iranian Plateau and Mesopotamia. This geographic
position fostered a continuous, bidirectional cultural synthesis with neighboring polities. Such
intricate relationships—characterized by both profound influence and stylistic overlap—
necessitate an investigation of Elamite music within a broader regional context, utilizing both
indigenous records and comparative data from contemporary civilizations.

Despite Elam’s significant historical standing in the Near East, it remains a domain fraught
with scholarly challenges (Hinz, 1996:1). The paucity of direct textual documentation,
coupled with the ephemeral nature of musical instruments—often crafted from degradable
organic materials—has limited the physical archaeological record. Nevertheless, fragmentary
evidence, including ceramic motifs, glyptic arts (seals), reliefs, and inscriptions found across
the Zagros, allows for the tracing of musical antiquity in these regions back to the prehistoric
era.

Pottery shards from the 6th millennium BCE, particularly those recovered from western Iran,
depict rhythmic communal scenes: human figures engaged in dance, standing shoulder-to-
shoulder. These motifs, often rendered in stark geometric polychrome, represent the dancing
figure through stylized, quasi-geometric forms (Hole et al., 1969:157). Given the intrinsic link
between dance and sonic performance, these ceramic findings push the origins of music in the
Iranian Plateau and Mesopotamia back to the 6th millennium BCE. However, tangible
instrumental remains in Mesopotamia only materialize in the 3rd millennium BCE, beginning
with rudimentary idiophones.

Morphological parallels between FElamite and Mesopotamian instruments justify a
comparative methodology. While primary sources for Elamite music are sparse, these
typological similarities facilitate reconstruction through the archives of neighboring cultures.
For instance, at Kish and Ur, early Mesopotamian strata yielded thin, curved copper blades—
usually found in pairs. Initially misinterpreted as weaponry, they are now identified as
"clappers" (idiophones), originally secured to leather grips. Such clappers are vividly depicted
on a cylinder seal from Ur, dating to approximately 2700 BCE (Galpin, 1937/1997:14).

The 3rd millennium BCE witnessed the emergence of arched harps in the western Zagros (ca.
3300-3100 BCE), representing some of the earliest complex chordophones; Mesopotamian
examples followed shortly thereafter (ca. 3000 BCE). Due to the temporal proximity of these
dates and the scarcity of iconographic evidence, the precise geographic provenance of the
arched harp remains debated (Lawergren, 2009). Conversely, the vertical harp materialized in
the first half of the 3rd millennium, whereas the large lyre gained prominence in the latter
half, with specimens evidenced as early as 2800 BCE. Notably, the horizontal harp (sabitum)
appears to have an Iranian origin, with its earliest evidence found at Adab (Sabum) in
northwestern Iran; it did not appear in Mesopotamian iconography until after 2000 BCE
(Krispijn, 2008:141).

By the 2nd millennium BCE (Old Babylonian period), the "angular harp" was introduced—a
form that subsequently spread throughout the Near East, eventually appearing in Egypt during
the reign of Amenhotep II. These instruments were played either vertically with both hands or
held horizontally, with strings struck by a plectrum. Statistical analysis of iconographic
remains indicates a prevalence of seven-stringed angular harps, a tradition that persisted into
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Ist-millennium Babylon. Scholars suggest that by 1900 BCE, arched harps had largely been
supplanted by these angular variants across the Near East (Lawergren and Gurney, 1987: 51).
The lute (long-necked Iute) entered the historical record during the Akkadian period,
confirmed by both glyptic evidence and Neo-Sumerian literary texts (Volk, 1994: 179). While
the first lutes appeared in Mesopotamia around 2300 BCE, they became the dominant stringed
instruments in Iran a millennium later (Lawergren, 2009). Figurines from the Sukkalmah and
Kidinu periods in Elam confirm the presence of both short-necked and long-necked lute
variants during the 2nd millennium BCE.

The shared instrumental and cultural heritage between Elam and Mesopotamia suggests a
potential commonality in theoretical frameworks, including intervals, tuning systems, and
tonal structures. Comparisons with Mesopotamian music may thus illuminate the "obscure
zones" of Elamite theory. The hypothesis that Pythagoras derived mathematical ratios for
musical intervals from Babylonian precedents (Abraham, 2001:55) further underscores the
existence of a codified theoretical structure in ancient Near Eastern music. Therefore, any
rigorous analytical study of Elamite music—whether examining organological evolution or
ritualistic functions—demands a profound, comparative exploration of the Mesopotamian
cultural milieu.

Scholarship on Elamite music remains nascent due to the aforementioned scarcity of primary
sources. Existing literature is predominantly descriptive, focusing on organology through the
lens of iconography. Key contributions include Dehnad and Zafarmand’s (2015) comparative
study of the Kul-e Farah reliefs and Aliee et al.’s (2019) thematic interpretation of music in
ancient Iran. Furthermore, Sepideh Khaksar’s (University of Tehran) archaeo-musicological
thesis provides a comprehensive organological survey. While Francis William Galpin’s The
Music of the Sumerians remains a foundational text for Mesopotamian intervals and scales, it
addresses Elam only tangentially. Finally, Javier Alvarez-Mon’s The Art of Elam (2020)
offers high-resolution visual data essential for the comparative identification of Elamite
musical elements.
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