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Preface

It takes the average adult about four minutes to read and absorb a thousand words of text, so if you try to read this book from cover to cover without a pause, it will keep you busy for just under seven hours – almost a whole working day. In that time you’ll have delved back through more than three million years, criss-crossing the known world; you’ll also have had a brief brush with the future and you’ll even have soared out into distant regions of outer space. But as any traveller knows, even a simple journey demands careful preparation, and if it’s to be anything more than a whistle-stop tour, it also requires a leisurely pace, giving you time to absorb and find meaning in new experiences and surroundings. So as we set out to voyage back through time in search of music’s origins, you may be pleased to hear that leisure is one of the principles at the heart of Sound Tracks.

Navigation is another. The path we’re about to take, from the twenty-first century back to the dawn of humankind, is in very large parts untrodden. And like any expedition into the unknown, we’re going to need a map and some kind of itinerary to help us negotiate the terrain, to avoid hidden pitfalls and to draw our attention to important features that we might otherwise miss. For our particular journey, that guide is going to be provided by archaeology, which will supply the material framework and inform our understanding of the things and the people we’ll meet. As we engage with the astonishing diversity of our material musical heritage, some encounters, like the dazzling assemblage of chimes from the tomb of Marquis Yi in China, will speak eloquently for themselves. Despite the passage of two and a half thousand years, their magnificence and near-perfect state of preservation will leave us open-mouthed at the sheer audacity of their engineering, and the splendour of the music and drama that they served. A rusted fragment of perforated steel from the Alamo in Texas, on the other hand, will seem so small and insignificant that we might easily have trodden on it, or kicked it out of the way. Yet it will prove to bear witness to a common aspect of life on the front line of conflict: making music to pass a weary soldier’s spare time. And somewhere in between these two extremes will be the spectral trace of a once-cherished lyre found in an Anglo-Saxon royal burial-mound in Essex, a dark shadow being almost all that remains of a magnificent instrument that’s been slowly turning to dust over the last fifteen hundred years.

Archaeology is a curious practice. It’s also a practice for the curious. It’s nosey, it’s never satisfied, and it’s messy. It operates in mud, in graves, under the sea and at scenes of natural disasters and human-made calamities. It inevitably has to deal with a certain randomness: its objects of study are thrown up by chance and are subject to all the vicissitudes of time. It investigates them with a cool and clinical eye; but it also takes into account their contexts which, when interrogated carefully, can tell us as much about their origins and uses as the material objects themselves. Many of the magnificent musical relics we see in museums have been detached from their original circumstances. To gain a more intimate view of the people who loved and used them, and to discover how they played them, we need to place them back within their social settings.

With music’s origins as our theme and archaeology as our guide, the book takes an unusual direction: we go backwards rather than forwards in time. A more conventional treatment of musical history might have started at the beginning and worked forward to the present day. But that’s not how archaeology works. When we excavate a many-layered deposit, we naturally begin at the top, with the layer that’s closest to the surface; from there we proceed downwards, which means reversing the order of time. What’s more, to begin at the beginning rather presupposes that there is a beginning to start from, as well as a coherent and even purposeful direction of travel; it may suggest that our present-day world is the journey’s destination. But in terms of music’s evolution – and perhaps even our own – that’s not the case: it’s just where we are now.

Going backwards in time also happens to be the way that I myself joined the quest, first by exploring the world’s music today and the rich archaeological finds of the medieval and post-medieval world, before applying what I’d learned to the more remote and in some ways less well-evidenced archaeologies of Classical Greece, Rome and Egypt. Only then did I dare to venture into Prehistory. Yet before we begin to probe first the brighter and then the dimmer reaches of music’s dreamtime, we need to gain some sense of what music looks like when it’s become archaeology. Or to put it another way: if archaeology is to be our lens, then first we have to understand its optics.




Prologue:The Present and Remembered Past

It’s a fine, calm summer’s evening during a warm spell in the last Ice Age, and someone is sitting in the mouth of a limestone cave in southern Germany, fingering elaborate tunes on a long slender pipe of swan bone. The haunting sounds drift out across the valley, to lose themselves among the trees and the birdsong, and the endless clamour of the river far below. Fast forward around thirty-seven thousand years and in central China a gorgeously attired crowd circles a huge open tomb, looking on as the body of their dead king is solemnly lowered into his grave. The year is 433 BC, and amid the splendour of the equipment that’s going to be buried with him we see drums and stringed instruments and flutes of various kinds, while a vast lacquered timber scaffold supports a carillon of sixty-four magnificent heavy bronze bells. We skip another two thousand years, and see a beautiful violin sink to the bottom of the Baltic Sea, where it joins the other wreckage of a naval battle that erupted in the late morning of 1 June 1676. And today, still shrouded in the deep cold darkness beneath the ice of the Weddell Sea in western Antarctica, rest the instruments and gramophone records abandoned by Sir Ernest Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition, when their ship Endurance, crushed by the pack ice, foundered on a November evening in 1915.

Shackleton’s musical memorabilia are still to be recovered, but all these other instruments have been excavated, and form parts of an extraordinary musical jigsaw puzzle that archaeologists are now piecing together around the world.

Music’s archaeological records are a uniquely human achievement. It’s true that animals also make music, or patterns of sound that we hear as music, and that their sound-making may sometimes leave a material trace. A hollow tree branch or a telephone pole may bear the scars where a woodpecker has been drumming. A rainforest floor may briefly preserve the performance space, or ‘court’, of a Wilson’s Bird-of-Paradise. But for the most part the sounds that animals make are transitory. If the songs and performances of birds have any physical substance of their own, it’s embodied in their anatomies: in the syrinx within a songbird’s airway that allows it to sing, in the whistling wing feathers of a flying swan, in the buzzing tail feathers of a sky-diving snipe. Storks clatter their beaks together. Cranes dance. Anatomical and cognitive adaptations have enabled the elaborate calls and gestures of lemurs, howler monkeys, wolves, whales, frogs and cicadas. But while all these forms of communication are intense and, to our minds, deeply redolent of the beauty and drama of the natural world, they exist entirely in the moment. When the song or dance is over, it’s over.

We humans are different. We’ve evolved ways of giving our voices, our words and our music a more permanent physical existence: through the ingenious systems we’ve devised to record and recreate them, and through the elaborate hardware we’ve developed to express our musical abilities and preferences. Through time this materiality has left behind a distinct archaeological trail; and to begin to make sense of it we could do worse than start with some instructive examples from our most recent past.

Capturing sound

The first must be the humble piano-roll. It wasn’t by accident that our ancestors developed the means of harnessing sound and preserving its memory: it was quite deliberate. Many centuries ago, they began to represent music in words by attaching names to lengths and pitches of notes, and by writing them down as symbols on parchment, papyrus and bamboo, or engraving them in stone. Dots and undulating lines would sometimes be traced to capture the rise and fall of melodies. And then, much more recently, we began to develop mechanical means of capturing the physical sound directly onto wax cylinders, or by recording a keyboard player’s keystrokes and stamping their shapes into punch-cards. To play back these old, fossil-like recordings today on a wind-up Phonograph or a Player-piano is to eavesdrop on history in a particularly magical and intimate way.

A wax cylinder of the sort that Thomas Edison devised and produced is an extraordinarily tactile object. The original sound waves, collected and focused by a cone-shaped microphone, have been transferred directly to a sharp cutting stylus. The stylus has then scored the rotating wax surface, leaving behind an undulating analog groove that, when it’s played back, will recreate (more or less) the original sound. You can even play it with your fingernail.

By contrast, the Phonograph’s competitor, the Player piano, uses a ‘digital’ system, first developed in the early eighteenth century to speed up the industrial weaving of textiles. When the roll is fed into the mechanism and it’s set in motion, its perforations interact with a vacuum pressure system to cause selected hammers to strike the strings in the order in which they appear on the recording, sustaining each note for exactly the right length of time. Its unique attraction as a playback system is not just that it reproduces an echo of the original performance, it’s that it does so with an authentic piano sound. In spite of its complex playback mechanism, a Player piano is still a real piano, with hammers and strings. It therefore replays without any of the surface noise, rumble or hiss that besets the wax cylinder. To all intents and purposes it sounds exactly like a live performance.

Today the piano roll’s remarkable technical possibilities have been largely forgotten, but briefly, for a period of just thirty-five minutes on 17 September 1988, the technology once again came under the spotlight. That evening, the BBC’s ‘Last Night of the Proms’ featured a live but decidedly ghostly performance by the Australian pianist Percy Grainger, playing Edvard Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A Minor. It was by then twenty-five years since Grainger had died, but the motions of his fingers lived on in the piano roll. Accompanied by the BBC Symphony Orchestra and masterminded by Rex Lawson, a champion of the piano roll, the performance astonished and thrilled Promenaders and viewers around the world.

We take solid-state memory of this sort for granted these days, but little more than a hundred years ago it must have seemed nothing short of magical that voices and music could be preserved and manipulated in that way. For the first time in human history, people could listen to a musical performance or a speech that wasn’t being delivered in the present. It may have taken place hours, weeks, months, even years before.

We’re often told, in an attempt to define it, that music, like the other performance arts, is essentially transitory and ephemeral. It’s certainly true that for the casual listener it passes leaving only a memory. It can’t be held in our gaze in the way that a painting or a sculpture can. But that doesn’t mean that it’s always disembodied. As the cutting stylus of the Phonograph recorder follows its helical path around the surface of a fresh wax cylinder, it leaves behind a sound recording, for sure, but it’s also a track. Like the tyre trails of a Jeep travelling across desert sand, or a snowmobile in winter, the sound has imparted the invisible character of its passing, the shape of its past journey, into the visible matrix of wax. Unwind a typical piano roll and you’ll find a similar passage of time stretching out before you. The first movement of the Grieg concerto would probably extend for about thirty metres, the rectangular perforations wandering across the width of the unrolling paper like so many little footprints.

The power of amplification

Another example has to be our fascination for loudness. One of the great technological advances of our time has been the invention of signal amplification. In the twentieth century the development of the thermionic-cathode valve and the semiconductor transistor allowed the creation of the electronic amplifier, and gave us the ability to harness the power of music and amplify it to previously unimaginable levels. As we begin our search for music’s ancient origins, it might seem a little improbable that a modern electronic device like that could provide a clue to the route we should take, but in a roundabout way it may. The clue lies not so much in the electronics that provide the power, impressive though they are, but in the effects such systems have on us, and what they tell us about our musical habits and preferences.

In particular they seem to reveal something about our appetites for three strong musical forces: for high levels of resonance, for very high- and low-level frequencies, and for extreme volume of sound. Since time immemorial, reverberation has held a constant allure, from the six-second echo in the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris to the smoothing effect of the piano’s sustaining pedal. The high notes of a coloratura soprano and the deep rumble of a sixty-four-foot organ stop provide their own powerful frissons. And at least as far back as 600 BC, thunderous blasts from Bronze Age trumpets were already shaking the forests and plains of Northern Europe. While we often imagine loudness to be a modern musical preoccupation, it clearly isn’t. But what exactly is its attraction?

We sometimes use volume of sound to display our status and power, whether as individuals or as groups and institutions. With the aid of ever larger loudspeakers we broadcast our voices and music in attempts to impose ourselves on our environments. Football crowds chant at the tops of their voices to express their collective identities and intimidate their opponents. In the sixteenth century, one of the things that most impressed the Aztecs about their Spanish invaders was the sound of their muskets and cannons; and we still witness cannonades on state occasions like the 124-gun salute that marked the Platinum Jubilee of the late Queen Elizabeth in 2022. It seems that loudness and power often go hand in hand.

But it’s equally capable of giving pleasure. It’s not to everyone’s taste, of course, but to many people part of the joy of being exposed to loud music, especially dance music, seems to be the feeling of immersion that it can bring, and the sense of separation from everyday normality that comes with it. Sometimes that separation can be quite extreme. Its power can best be exemplified in experiments by surgeons in the eighteenth century, which showed that the sudden beating of drums and the violent discharge of firearms could benefit a patient during dental extractions and other painful procedures – provided that the drum beats and the discharges were sufficiently close and unexpected to shock and distract the patient’s wits (and provided, of course, that the surgeon was able to work quickly).

Green music

At the other end of the spectrum of technology, another core element of music can be found among a group of the most insubstantial of all musical instruments in use today. They come under the general heading of ‘tree-bark flutes’. If you’ve never seen one in a music shop, there’s a very good reason for it. It’s a question of biology: they can only be made at a particular time each spring when, with the warmer weather, the sap begins to rise in deciduous trees. Throughout the cold months the bark on each of last year’s new twigs has been stuck firmly to its wooden core, but now in certain species it loosens its grip and for a short time it can be slid off in one piece, as a length of thin, leathery tube. With the addition of a small sounding-hole at one end, and a short piece cut from the core to create a mouthpiece, the result is one of the sweetest, most magical instrument sounds you’ll ever hear.

Sadly, it’s only ever a matter of days or even hours before a bark flute dries out, shrinks and cracks. But in that brief moment it reveals one of music’s deepest and most universal characteristics. It’s embodied in the instrument’s simple, economical form. There are no finger holes to help shape its tuning. Instead the length and narrowness of the tube, the ‘air column’, enables an altogether different way of playing. It invokes what’s called the ‘harmonic series’: a precise sequence of notes, or overtones, that forms a very particular gapped scale. The harmonic series is a phenomenon that answers only to the laws of physics and it comes to life spontaneously whenever air is excited within a tube. The rising scale of notes produced by increasing the air flow through the tube is always the same, and it’s quite immutable. It’s always been and will always be with us. It emerges as if by magic from the very fabric of the physical universe; and it carries with it a powerful implication.

If you’ve ever wondered how or why humans more or less agree to make and share our tunes within octave frameworks, based on intervals more or less the size (and sum) of tones and semitones, here’s a first clue: they represent elements of the harmonic series. And the bark flute has one more surprise in store for us. Place a fingertip over the further end of the tube while you blow into the mouthpiece, and a second series of overtones will emerge, different from the first. By alternately opening and closing the tube a new combined scale is formed, which is both more tuneful and more versatile. It’s not one of our usual major or minor keyboard scales, or modes; it has a raised fourth note and a lowered seventh. But it’s wonderfully expressive, and it’s a scale that’s well known from traditional musics the world over. We may well begin to wonder for how long humans have been exposed to its influence.

Because by its very nature tree bark quickly decays in humid earth, almost no trace of these flutes has ever been found by archaeologists. But what we do know is that making them was once widespread. Indeed, from Scandinavia to Scotland, and from Siberia to Turkey, it’s persisted at least until the twentieth century, so that in our grandparents’ day it was not unusual in an Anatolian village in springtime to hear a chorus of willow whistles echoing like birdsong from the waterside places where children were playing. So, on the one hand, the bark flute, with its simple elegance and economy, remains an object lesson in how a primitive-seeming tool might unlock unexpected beauty and creative potential; on the other, it leads us to consider how the influence of even a childhood pastime may have contributed to our ancestors’ developing perceptions of sound and music.

The bark flute traditions of the world are just one example of what my Swedish colleague, the prehistorian Cajsa Lund, calls Grön Musik or ‘Green Music’. Such living traditions may not be able to tell us directly how music was made in our remote past, but their fragility offers us a timely warning: that the treasures that we’re going to encounter in this book, astonishing as most of them are, may represent no more than a small part of humanity’s lost music – no more than the exposed tip of a vast metaphorical iceberg. It’s a simple matter of survival. Most of the objects that we find have been made from tougher, more resilient materials such as stone and pottery, metal and bone, antler and ivory. To understand those deeper and potentially more representative layers of our ancestors’ musical lives, we’re going to explore the objects that we have, naturally; but we must also understand their limitations.

Origins and invention

Another kind of evidence that we’re going to need to weigh carefully is evidence for the origins of musical ideas and traditions. When we think of innovation in past music technologies, there’s a natural temptation to imagine their gradual improvement through time. Prehistorians in particular are so used to charting slow changes occurring in tiny increments through thousands, even millions, of years, that it can almost seem to be the normal, natural order of things. But this is by no means always the case. The modern world shows us that a musical idea may take only a few decades to graduate from conception to becoming one of the world’s most popular musical instruments.

In the 1930s, on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, the British colonial administration sought to suppress the popular drumming tradition of Tamboo Bamboo, on the grounds that it threatened public order, particularly during Carnival. When the bamboo drums were eventually banned, Carnival goers were forced to look elsewhere for an alternative. By chance a solution lay on their doorstep. Trinidad, famous for its asphalt lake, was already a major oil producer, and in the 1940s was playing a vital part in the British and American war effort. As a result, vast numbers of empty steel oil drums were piling up and, being so obviously resonant whenever they were moved or knocked, they now naturally invited musical experiments. Musicians found that the sawn-off end of such a drum could make an excellent, if slightly unusual-sounding tambour, and that it could be made to resonate even better if it was first tempered. Before long they noticed that by stretching the metal into discrete depressions and domes, they could achieve different musical pitches from different parts of just one drum head. From this modest beginning further refinements followed, including the development of different kinds of beater and ways of fine-tuning, giving us the unique steel-drum sound that’s now so familiar.

All of this took place within living memory. The first time a steel band appeared in the United Kingdom, as far as I know, was in 1951 when the newly formed Trinidad All-Steel Percussion Orchestra made a sensational debut at the Festival of Britain. From there the pans’ rise to prominence and global popularity was little short of meteoric. It seems that although we might expect gradual, quiet change to be the norm in traditional musics, there’s also plenty of room for the occasional Big Bang.

Understanding the evidence

There’s also room for time and circumstance to play their part in the way we experience and interpret music’s physical presence, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the tragic pianos of Pripyat. I don’t suppose a calamity like Pripyat can ever be said to be fortunate, and yet the lamentable consequences of disaster can sometimes offer lessons in how music’s materiality may make the transition into archaeology. Worryingly, they reveal that not everything can be taken at face value.

When an explosion happened in the early hours of 26 April 1986 at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant, most of the residents of the neighbouring town of Pripyat were asleep. Since the blast itself caused obvious damage only to the plant, some thirty-six hours elapsed before people were told to evacuate their homes. But once they’d left they never returned, and Pripyat became just another human settlement abandoned as a consequence of a sudden and unforeseen change of circumstance. In this case it was the dark shadow of toxic radiation. But a unique feature of Pripyat, and one that makes it different from many other abandoned sites, is that we can now piece together precisely what happened and some of the things that continue to happen there. And there is a strange musical dimension to the story.

It seems that when a city is deserted by its residents, it may not simply be left to nature to do its work. Certainly nature has the major part to play; but so do looting, vandalism and, astonishingly, even tourism. On the face of it, Pripyat would seem a rather unlikely tourist attraction, but right up until the Russian army’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, officially sanctioned tours were on offer to anyone who wanted to see the disaster site from the comfort of a luxury minibus. Photographs and reports of visitor experiences are still to be found on Tripadvisor. And among the most arresting and haunting images on the Internet are photographs that show the ruined and desecrated interior of Pripyat’s music school.

The images reveal the particular fate of two of its grand pianos. One has been brought crashing to its knees, another brutally eviscerated. Together with many of their other moving parts, the keyboards have fallen foul of looters and vandals, leaving the iron frame with some metal strings attached, and an assortment of hammers and dampers. The question for an archaeologist of course is: what lessons should we draw from these once beautiful and cherished instruments? And what can they tell us about our approach to music’s more ancient past? Quite a lot, it seems.

Prior to the disaster, professors and students would have touched the smooth ivory and ebony keys each day in exactly the manner for which they were designed. Today it’s very different. What little is left of them can still make sounds. Indeed snatched recordings of them have been exploited as a raw sound source by composers of electronic music. Other visitors have tried to play the strings like harp strings, or in the modern tradition of ‘prepared piano’. But while these anguished twangs are undoubtedly atmospheric, they bear almost no discernible resemblance to an original piano sound, and they reveal almost nothing of the kinds of music that the instruments could once have served. And this may be one of Pripyat’s most unlikely musical legacies. Here we can compare a familiar musical instrument before its demise with what it’s subsequently become: comparing the state of a thing as we encounter it with its known historical past. For music’s archaeologists the lesson is a powerful one. Interference is always a risk.

Tombs, treasures – and chance

There’s another way too in which unseen hands can put their seal on a musical phenomenon: and that’s by burying it. In this book we’ll often be focusing on the more random aspects of archaeological preservation and discovery – on objects which have been lost or abandoned and even deliberately destroyed. These are a large part of the modern archaeologist’s stock in trade. But in our search for music’s origins we’ll also need to take into account musical objects that may have been deliberately buried or entombed, becoming in effect archaeological time capsules. This will come with its own benefits, and its own special challenges. The biggest and richest of these ‘capsules’ are provided by tombs, whether the graves of ordinary people or the burial chambers of royalty, and they preserve some of the greatest and certainly the most dramatic of our discoveries. But such things always come with a caveat. An object that’s been accidentally lost is probably an honest witness to the way things once were, but objects that we find in tombs have been sent down to us for a purpose. So we must always ask who put them there – and why.

And this is why, on the pilgrimage we’re about to make, we’re going to be including simple, marginal and forgotten musical acts as well as those of ceremony, within our working definition of ‘music’. It’s not that we need to draw every last fragment into our purview, or that we need to make the subject relevant to particular communities and interest groups. It’s simply a matter of common sense. If we’re hoping to answer that most fundamental question, ‘where does music come from?’, we’ll need to come to some appreciation of what exactly music is, and to do that we’ll need to keep an open mind.

Like every archaeological museum in the world, this book curates and presents a collection of archaeological evidence. I’ve selected some of the finds that I’ve encountered in a lifetime spent trying to make sense of our musical past, and which I think make important contributions to the archaeological story of music’s deep origins. Other objects could have been chosen, and other storylines followed: we’re spoilt for choice. But I hope that this particular collection will help point the way and in the process offer a new perspective on our ancestors’ humanity.




Part One



THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF FAMILIAR THINGS:The Nineteenth to the Seventeenth Century

A grand piano and an early phonograph; a child’s home-made flute and a set of Caribbean steelpans. These and so many other physical expressions of music’s diversity still bring joy and meaning to our lives in the twenty-first century. But sooner or later, being material things, they will come to form parts of the archaeology of our time. Becoming an archaeological relic is always just round the corner. And the likely fates of these twentieth- and twenty-first-century objects hold clues that will help us make sense of music’s more distant past, even of its ultimate origins. So far we’ve traced musical traditions and technologies as they stand on the threshold of an archaeological future. Now it’s time to step across that threshold and down into archaeology’s first layer: the earth immediately below our feet.

This surface layer might be called ‘the archaeology of familiar things’: archaeology because in spite of the modernity of the objects, their evidence emerges directly from archaeological excavation, and familiar because the time frame that they occupy is, to all intents and purposes, within our own remembered and recorded traditions. Being familiar in no way detracts from an object’s archaeological value or historical interest. In fact it rather adds to it. Certainly, the sense of shared experience that familiarity brings adds a very special dimension, and brings with it important clues to some of the deeper mysteries that lie ahead.

Recent musical traditions reveal something else too. They allow us to see just how environment affects different materials, shapes, surfaces and structures, over known periods of time. It’s the vital next step on this journey. If the first step was to address how everyday things become archaeological objects in the first place, the second will show how they are changed and transformed by their surroundings, and how the processes of ageing can preserve – or disguise – their true musical character.




CHAPTER ONE

Music on the move: lost instruments from a shipwreck and a famous siege:England and Texas, nineteenth century

In 2017, about fifteen kilometres off the coast of Sussex, divers recovered a strange musical object from the sea bed. Searching through the wreckage of an unnamed sunken steamship, around twenty-five metres beneath the waters of the English Channel, they noticed a curved, tapering plate made of thin metal, about a metre long, with rows of small neat holes drilled into it. Once they’d carried it to the surface and were able to examine it more closely, they realised it was the brass facing from the neck of a large pedal harp, the kind of harp you might see today on any concert platform.

All the wooden parts had vanished: exposed to seawater they would have decayed soon after the ship sank. But an inscription delicately engraved on the brass plate identified it as the product of the well-known London harp-maker, Érard. It even carried a serial number: 5331. This was the clue archaeologists had been searching for as they tried to put a name to the ship. It led them to Érard’s sales ledgers preserved in the Royal College of Music in London, and against number 5331 they found a handwritten note. It told them that the instrument had been made of satinwood, and offered two further snippets of information. It had been built in October 1839 and sold in September 1840 to a customer in Ireland: Samuel J. Pigott’s music shop in Dublin. The wreck site was exactly on the course a ship would take when sailing between London and Dublin.

There are still examples of Érard’s harps in playing condition, so it’s possible to imagine the instrument despite the loss of its wooden parts. The more immediate benefit that the plate provided was to maritime history. When the date in the ledger was checked against records of ship losses, the shape and location of the wreck showed it to be the SS Ondine, of Waterford, on the south coast of Ireland. The ship regularly plied between Ireland and London, until 19 February 1860 when she collided with another vessel and sank. There’s a twenty-year gap between the sale of the harp and the sinking of the Ondine, but instruments were often shipped back and forth for repairs and servicing.

Fine though they are, expensive concert harps like Érard 5331 represent only the very top end of Victorian music technology, and reflect only a small part of the musical experience of their times. At the other end of the scale, so to speak, another category of finds stands out, if not for their beauty then at least for their quantity. At first sight they seem to be no more than bits of rusty iron, without obvious purpose or significance. To the untrained eye their shapes don’t seem in the least bit musical. But you’ve almost certainly been entertained by the charming, sometimes soulful tones of the instrument they belonged to. It’s vital to several celebrated musical repertoires: from the folk ballads of Bob Dylan and the electric blues of Little Walter to the concert performances of Larry Adler, John Sebastian and Tommy Reilly. These rusty bits are parts of a mouth organ, a diatonic harmonica, one of the great pocket instruments of the world. And they are important precisely because of their ordinariness. They all belong to the same type of instrument, most likely from the same country of manufacture – Germany – and yet they’ve ended up at widely separated points around the globe. One of the first came to light in the 1970s at a famous site in San Antonio, Texas.

During the winter of 1835–6, Mexican forces under General López de Santa Anna laid siege to an old Spanish mission known as the Alamo, which had been occupied by a force of Anglo-American rebels fighting for the independence of Texas. Having taken the mission and killed all the rebels inside it, the Mexicans destroyed much of what remained; only the church escaped. Through the Mexican War of 1846 and the Civil War of 1861–5 the United States and Confederate armies continued to use the site as a military base, and with the return of peace commercial development followed. In 1970 excavations began to establish the site’s architectural history, and in 1977 archaeologists found a small piece of rusty metal along with a variety of other objects in a layer of yellow sandy earth to the north of the church. These other objects could be dated to the ‘Anglo-American’ period of occupation and were probably deposited there around 1836. The metal fragment was rectangular and about the size of a matchbox, with parallel slots of slightly different lengths. It didn’t take long for a practised eye to make the musical identification: it had been broken off the reed plate of a harmonica.

In vibrating systems, different lengths generate different resonant frequencies, and the fragment seemed to be from the lower end of the instrument’s range, as they were progressively longer towards the plate’s unbroken end. In the laboratory, the fixture points for the reeds, which had long since corroded away – they would have been wafer-thin – became visible.

The way a harmonica is constructed is ingenious. Having punched out the reed slots with a cutting tool, the maker fixes two tiny leaf springs to one end of each slot, so that their free ends can vibrate up and down within the space. They are rather like tiny springboards, mounted above and below a trapdoor. The fit has to be sufficiently precise to close the trap when stationary but still allow the spring free movement up and down. Forcing air around it will make it rise and fall, creating the harmonica’s reedy buzzing sound. For the instrument to be playable, though, three further elements have to be added, to form a kind of sandwich. Above the reed plate sits an open casing of thin pressed metal, to protect the reeds from accidental damage, while below the plate there’s a thin wooden board and a second flat metal plate. The wood has slots cut into it, resembling a comb, and once sandwiched between the metals the slots become air ducts, in effect pipes, corresponding to the positions of the reeds and opening along the leading edge of the instrument. Blow into one, or draw a breath through it, and you will activate one or the other reed, making it sound its particular note.

The resulting design is a wonderfully compact little instrument, a diatonic reed organ small enough to travel anywhere with you. Its standard ten pipes enable a series of twenty different notes, and are so closely spaced that it’s possible to play two or more at a time to form rudimentary harmonies. But of course this offers only the first hint of the instrument’s musical potential in skilled hands.

What kind of music might the Alamo harmonica have played in its day? I guess it could have been practically anything: traditional ballads, popular dance tunes, religious hymns, military marches, well-known operatic arias, sentimental airs – whatever people wanted, in fact. It could have been played either privately, for fun, or for more formal entertainments. In time it would become a signature feature of that ultimate professional entertainer, the one-man band. And of course, it would play an important part in the blues. But most of all, its discovery at the Alamo and at other military sites suggests that it was the instrument of choice for people on the move.

Archaeological finds generally possess two valuable attributes: their immediate local context – the place where they were found and the other things found with them – and the wider background provided by similar objects from other sites. One well-preserved example has been excavated almost intact at a place called Ploegsteert (known to British Tommies as ‘Plug Street’) in Hainaut, Belgium, lost or abandoned by a soldier of the First World War. Another was unearthed recently at the riverside site of a burnt antebellum mansion at Bluffton, South Carolina. Indeed, the instrument’s association with war is a common feature. There’s another from Gettysburg and two more on or close to the Civil War battlefield of Antietam. Two virtually intact examples have been recovered from the Wilderness battlefield in Virginia and from Fort McCoy in Wisconsin. By some miracle of preservation, the Virginia find has all its reeds still in place, while the upper cover of the Wisconsin instrument carries the mark of Friedrich Hotz & Co. of Knittlingen, Germany (a firm later acquired by the great Matthias Hohner).

The preponderance of nineteenth- and twentieth-century harmonica finds doesn’t mean that the underlying technology is a Victorian invention. Its principles draw on a much wider global technology that powers a number of familiar mechanical instruments: the concertina, the piano accordion, the harmonium and the reed organ, and even (although voiced in a different way) the mouth harp. But that’s far from all. More than two thousand years ago, instrument-makers in East Asia were already making the Chinese mouth organ or sheng, which produced a closely similar sound. There the reeds were made of slit bamboo but the principle was broadly the same.

The fact that many of the places where bits of harmonicas have been found witnessed dramatic and violent events has facilitated their discovery. If the siege of the Alamo hadn’t occupied such an iconic place in US history, historians would have been less likely to enquire and archaeologists to excavate. Indeed, it’s remarkable how many advances in music’s archaeology have been linked with warfare in one way or another. Outrageous fortune (and the Alamo is surely a case in point) plays a crucial part in the way everyday objects become archaeological relics, and lends them a randomness that contributes so much to their value as historical evidence of our musical past.

So at the end of the day, perhaps the most important lesson that the Alamo fragment brings to music’s archaeological table is that, after all, drama and spectacle aren’t everything. Finds like the Érard harp and the great musical discoveries in ancient tombs that will be encountered later in this book are undeniably magnificent: the spectacular gold and silver lyres of Ur, the glittering trumpets of Tutankhamun, the towering bells and chimes of Zeng Yi. But the threads that connect such treasures to their everyday past realities are made up of myriad small and largely unexceptional fragments that lie scattered across the world’s landscapes or have already found their way into the storerooms of museums. It’s the human networking that the little things reveal by small increments which in the end will paint our most compelling portraits of ancient musicianship – which is to say music as ordinary people made and experienced it. In fact, perhaps paradoxically, scattered fragments will be of interest to us precisely because they’re not exceptional. They are part of the archaeological background. They are the physical remains not so much of music’s celebrity as of its grass roots. And the grass-roots story that they tell is going to be the story of all our music.




CHAPTER TWO

All that glisters is not gold: a metal horn from Suffolk:England, nineteenth century

One spring afternoon in 1985 I took a phone call from the curator of a museum in Suffolk. A couple of hours earlier, she said, a member of the public had walked in off the street carrying something tied up in brown paper. It was a large, delicate object that he’d found while metal-detecting in a wood, not far from the coast. Although it was badly damaged, it looked almost certain to be a horn or a trumpet – it seemed to be the funnel-like part that brass players call the ‘bell’. She thought it looked extremely old. Its thin sheet metal was coated in a greyish-green crust, and she was curious to discover its true age and likely origin. Could it be prehistoric? Suffolk had already produced its fair share of ancient musical finds, and in the last two centuries, metallic horns and trumpets had been turning up all over Europe. In Britain they included a long, curved horn from Anglesey in North Wales, and a straight trumpet dredged from the River Witham in Lincolnshire. Both instruments could be dated back to the pre-Roman Iron Age, around two thousand years ago. Might this new piece be the beginning of a new adventure in music’s prehistory?

The following morning I drove across to the museum to see the object for myself. I was immediately struck by just how badly damaged it was. It was surely a trumpet of some sort, but a large part of it – the slender tube leading to the mouthpiece – was missing, crudely snapped off. The surviving portion had been beaten flat by someone, quite deliberately. They had then tried to roll up the flattened remains. Who would have attempted such a thing and why? It was very difficult to make out the instrument’s original shape and decide what kind of trumpet it might have been. Back in those days before laser scanning and virtual 3-D modelling the only sure way to reimagine the original instrument was to take careful measurements and then plot them on a sheet of graph paper; so this is what I did. It took some time, but when at last the work was done, the instrument’s original profile leapt off the page.

There have been many magical moments in archaeology, when a new find has led to a breakthrough and opened up a new and unexpected direction for fresh exploration. This, sadly, wasn’t one of them. The drawing revealed that the find was a modern conical-bore instrument of the kind known as a flugelhorn: a bandsman’s valved horn popular from the middle of the nineteenth century. Its grey-green crust was a consequence not of millennia underground but of mere decades.

To say that this was a disappointment would be an understatement. And yet, as it turned out, the find wouldn’t be entirely without value. It came with some interesting features, and in an oblique way it offers an object lesson for anyone setting out to explore music’s deeper roots.

In archaeology, first impressions can so easily deceive. Damage and decay take many different forms, because the human, chemical and biological influences that bring them about vary enormously. Different materials respond in different ways and at different speeds to wear and tear, to use and abuse, and to various underground environments: warm or cold, acidic or alkaline, airy or airless, wet or dry. So if we’re to extract useful information from an object’s surfaces – information about how it’s been made and used, and for how long and by whom – it’s first necessary to form some estimate of how far those surfaces may have changed through archaeological time, and how far the changes have enhanced or compromised them as sources of evidence. There’s a name for its particular study: taphonomy – the study of the way buried things age. Of all the methods used in modern archaeology today, taphonomy is one that most closely resembles the work of forensic science; and as it happens, it’s going to hold the keys to more than a few musical mysteries.

The ageing of metals is an area of special interest to archaeologists. It’s a complicated business, requiring patience and diligence; but as taphonomists pull together fresh case studies they can begin to build up a picture of how particular metal alloys degrade when they are subjected to different forms of chemical and biological attack. Some of the effects can be surprisingly beautiful. One of the most striking transformations occurs when marine and freshwater silts, low in oxygen, impact old brasses and bronzes over time. When they are first found, still moist from their immersion, their surfaces can seem so bright and perfect that many finders wonder if they’ve struck gold. Sadly, they haven’t: the brightness is merely a wafer-thin coating of pyrite crystals. But it can still preserve a lot of the surface details that are needed in order to understand how the objects were originally handled and used. In common topsoils like sand and loam, on the other hand, the processes are very different, especially if there’s been air and moisture in the mix, as there most often is; and the corrosion on the Suffolk trumpet turned out to be typical for this kind of earth.

Nevertheless, there was still something odd and unsettling about the instrument: something mysterious about its deliberate destruction and the manner of its concealment. It was hard not to wonder just how and why it came to be buried in the first place. For archaeologists it’s a familiar puzzle. There’s always a buzz of excitement when we uncover something that someone in the past has deliberately buried; but whenever we sense deliberation we also need to ask why – and how it might affect the way we read it. In this case it came with a hint of an answer. Why dispose of something like a flugelhorn? And why destroy it first? Let’s be clear: there was nothing casual or accidental about it. Whoever smashed it would have needed to use deliberate force. They then had to dig a hole, or at least find a suitable rabbit hole, and fill it in afterwards. Somehow this didn’t feel quite right; and it was to offer us a cautionary message.

Coming across a similar find from the distant past, a prehistorian, classicist or medievalist might be tempted to imagine some ritual or at least some symbolic dimension. In other words, that the deposition was enacted as part of some rite, to satisfy a spiritual need, for instance, or to contribute to a formal religious ceremony. ‘Ritual’ is a label that was once widely applied in archaeology to make sense of all manner of mysteries. But at a guess, this instrument could have been buried at any time up until the middle of the twentieth century; and as far as I’m aware there’s nothing in the records of English brass band music that would lead us to expect any such ritual. So might we be looking at a prank, or malice, or the deliberate concealment of evidence?

When we consider the possible differences in meaning that can flow from different kinds of deposition, and the various motives they might reflect, we begin to realise what an important, indeed vital, role archaeological context is going to play in our scientific understanding of much older musical finds. In this case, regrettably, the finder noticed no clues in the surrounding soil and, because some considerable time had elapsed, he was no longer even certain of the precise find-spot. Objects lacking those kinds of details immediately lose much of their historical significance, becoming at a stroke mere curiosities or at best objets d’art. Our horn was in this sense orphaned, separated from any of the background information that might have accrued through the application of due archaeological process. So maybe it’s just as well that it was after all no more than a piece of Victorian or Edwardian local history. Had it been something more precious, we might now be wringing our hands.




CHAPTER THREE

Music in miniature: a pipeclay whistle from Trondheim:Norway, nineteenth century

One of the most satisfying ways to get involved in archaeology has always been through the simple act of finding and collecting buried treasures. You only have to dig a small hole somewhere, or watch carefully while someone else is digging, and you never know what might turn up. At any rate, this was how I caught the bug. I made my first discovery when I was about twelve, in a freshly dug rose bed. Most of my treasures were just fragments of old glass and china, but buried with them were some small pieces of delicate white pipeclay tubing. They looked about the size, shape and colour of a discarded cigarette, and in fact they were the Victorian equivalent: broken stems of old clay tobacco pipes, dropped by farm workers perhaps in the days before the houses were built and the land was still open fields. Collecting them became a hobby. Wherever I noticed anyone digging holes I’d go and take a look, and everywhere I looked there seemed to be more of these fragments. Now and then I’d find one that wasn’t just a plain tube: it had letters embossed on it, spelling out a maker’s name or a motto. Sometimes, with a little luck, it might have the mouthpiece or the bowl still attached. These came with such a variety of fascinating shapes and commemorative designs that they felt instantly collectable. I naturally wondered how old they were. Might their different and distinctive shapes and decoration provide the key?

From flower beds in the local park, my collecting friends and I graduated to construction sites in fields around the edge of town – when the builders had gone home – and as our collecting became more ambitious, we’d cycle further out into the countryside, to see what local farmers had turned up with the plough. We were getting a first taste of some of the essential processes of archaeology: first the washing and inspecting, then sorting things into families of types. Some shapes of clay pipe felt older than others. They had longer, thicker stems and smaller, plainer bowls. From school history lessons we knew that tobacco had been introduced to Europe from America as long ago as the sixteenth century; we also knew from books of old Flemish paintings that pale-coloured pipes of similar shape were popular in the seventeenth. Could our finds really be that old? Our local museum staff told us that, indeed, some of them could. What I didn’t dream was that one day I would encounter a clay pipe that was not only very old but had a musical story to tell.

The discovery came some years later, in Norway. By then my attention had shifted from clay pipes to musical finds. I was a graduate student sifting through museum stores in search of small pieces of medieval musical equipment, pieces that had so far escaped their eagle-eyed curators. In this kind of search it makes sense to focus on places where archaeologists have been most active and where they’ve found the best soil conditions for preserving things, and Bergen and Trondheim ticked both of these boxes. The two cities had historic waterfronts and origins that stretched right back to Viking times. Their deep deposits of foreshore silts and clays preserved soft organics like wood; and by the time of my visit in 1980 they had each hosted large-scale archaeological excavations.

I was hunting especially for fragments of stringed instruments, but in the course of my search I necessarily inspected thousands upon thousands of other objects, of all kinds. In the museums they’d all been cleaned and lovingly set out on open sliding trays in tall moving stacks, and to my delight they were arranged not by material or by type but by context: things that had been found together were grouped together regardless of what they were or might be. This placed familiar domestic items like hair combs and sewing pins alongside large numbers of unidentified objects, and it was these ‘mystery objects’ that seemed most promising.

The first to catch my violinist’s eye was a circular spool of steel wire that looked very much like a fiddle string, and in fact it turned out to be exactly that. There were flutes and whistles of wood and bone, and there were small bells by the score. Then, suddenly, I noticed an old familiar friend: a length of white clay tobacco pipe. Like all clay pipes it had been used and eventually broken, but this one had a surprise in store: some unknown hand had turned it into a tiny penny whistle. It came from the site of the new Trondheim public library, close to the historic waterfront. It was just over four centimetres long, and when I turned it over I saw that close to one end there was a little oval voicing hole, like that of a tree-bark flute. Along the rest of its length were four tiny finger holes, all of them delicately bored with the tip of a sharp knife.

Repurposing is something that’s always happened in musical history. In Chapter One we’ve already encountered Caribbean steelpans made from oil drums. Today, most makers of fine instruments work only with fresh materials, for which they pay a great deal, but in the past few could afford that luxury. Reclaimed wood, bone and metal would be reused wherever possible. Old instruments would be cannibalised. Later in the book there’s an encounter with flutes and pipes sourced from animal bones retrieved from cooking hearths and kitchen middens: the long, slender wing bones of large birds such as swans and cranes, or the stronger, stouter shin bones of sheep and goats. People will always find new uses for discarded things.

It so happens that this little clay whistle bears more than a passing resemblance to those earlier bone flutes and whistles – with one notable exception: it’s tiny. I found the holes much too close together for my fingertips to manipulate, and the bore was so very slender that I doubted that it could even have worked. If it made any sound at all, it would surely have been a high-pitched whistle. So why make such a thing? Was it just a one-off experiment, a trial piece perhaps? Or could it be something else?

There were some clues. A piece of delicately turned wooden tube found in Norwich, not far from where I’m now writing, appears to be part of another miniature pipe. And from the same part of England we have several very small medieval flutes made of goose wing bone, sharing that same curious anomaly: their finger holes are too close together for an adult’s hands. Could this little clay whistle from Trondheim have been made for or by a child? Music has played an important part in childhood throughout the ages, so why shouldn’t some archaeological finds turn out to be children’s musical toys?

In Norway another charming musical tradition of childhood has left a distinct archaeological footprint: it’s the humble ‘buzz-bone’. Like the tree-bark flute, buzz-bones were quickly and easily made, usually by children. When we find them we can see that they’ve been shaped from a small bone extracted from the pot after cooking pig’s trotters, a traditional delicacy in Scandinavia. The cooking was generally done in midwinter, when it was customary to slaughter the family pig. We know from Bremanger in the western fjords that on the Sunday before Christmas the children would be given the bones to play with. The ones they preferred were between five and seven centimetres long. The game was to bore a hole through the narrow waist of the bone and thread a length of twine twice through it to form two loops like a figure eight. Holding one loop in each hand, the bone could then be spun round and round so that when the loops were pulled tight it would spin rapidly and make a fine humming or buzzing sound. It was this sound that gave the toy its onomatopoeic folk name: snørle. Bones of the same sort have been found in excavations all over north-western Europe. Archaeologists have usually described them as ‘toggles’, endowing them with a more prosaic purpose, as handles on the ends of cords which they believe were used for binding and carrying bundles. Well, this may be so. But in Norway their traditional musical properties are well understood. Their other dialect names, snurre and hørre, hurre and klotr, echo some of the variety of buzzing, humming and clattering sounds they can be persuaded to make.

But could our small whistle from Trondheim have offered the same kind of reward for the effort of making it? Would it have been capable of making music of even the most childish kind? Might it not be just a token miniature or part of a toy? We know that in some traditional cultures diminutive instruments aren’t always meant to be played: they are made to be attached to toy figures and figurines of musicians. There’s only one way to solve a puzzle of this kind: you have to try for yourself. You can’t play the original instrument, of course, because you might compromise the archaeological evidence. So you have to make and test accurate replicas.

Fortunately, blank clay pipe stems aren’t hard to find – especially if, like me, you spent much of your childhood collecting them. With the tip of a sharp knife – preferably not one from the kitchen knife drawer – it’s perfectly easy to bore a sound hole and finger holes. Lightly fired, the smooth pipeclay cuts like chalk; and with a small piece of twig inserted to represent the block or ‘fipple’ of a bark flute, the instrument is complete. All that’s needed is a volunteer with suitably small hands, and the rest is, quite literally, child’s play. My volunteer, a small cousin, had no trouble articulating the notes. Of course the roughness of the scale made it hard to pick out ‘God Save the King’ in any form the King would recognise, but the result was a surprisingly pleasing musical sound.

What all this goes to show is that it’s never a good idea to leave children out of our archaeological calculations. But it also highlights something else: that we need to remember how easily the identities and purposes of physical objects can shift, and how blurred distinctions can become between types of things. Transformations and ambiguities of this and other sorts have often proved a challenge to museums and scholars alike. Collections depend on careful, systematic storage, and in order for it to function, any system demands definitions. But if something has begun life with one identity or purpose, and later attracted quite another one, in which drawer should we put it? Questions of this kind, questions of attribution and identity, are going to resonate throughout this book. Definitions, especially commonsense definitions, can so easily go on to distort the way we read the past. And the challenges this poses find further echoes in the next chapter, as the focus moves across the Atlantic Ocean to an indigenous community on the lower Mississippi.




CHAPTER FOUR

Improving on Nature: a cache of metal jingles from the Natchez Grand Village:Southern Mississippi, c.1700

Around three hundred years ago, the country we now call the United States was home to thriving indigenous communities. Among the most prominent of these groups was a nation whose appreciation of music and dance has left us a distinct archaeological footprint: they were the Natchez of southern Mississippi.

Like most indigenous people through the ages, the Natchez were farmers. Maize was their principal source of food, supplemented with occasional hunting and gathering. They made pottery and wove textiles. But the simplicity of their day-to-day routines masked a complex culture that had evolved through millennia of independent development, in complete isolation from Europe and Asia and uninfluenced by Old World technologies, fashions and ideas. They’d adapted their domestic arrangements to the peculiarities of their geography and climate; and when they came together as a community their prosperity and social organisation enabled them to indulge in some surprisingly ambitious projects. The most impressive of these were architectural. Tucked away in their forests and swamplands along the vast Mississippi River were clusters of large mounds, some with wooden temple structures at their summits – the Mississippian equivalents of the great pyramids of Mexico and Central America. But among the most intriguing objects to have emerged from archaeological digs in their precincts are caches of little tinkling amulets.

The amulets don’t look much today, but they must have been important to the Natchez and their neighbours across the southern and south-western United States because they’ve been found deposited at the sites where they invested much of their cultural capital. One of them was the place that early French explorers called the grand village of the Natchez, evidently their most important tribal and religious centre. In the late eighteenth century the Natchez would find themselves evicted from their lands, sold into slavery or forced to seek refuge among their neighbours and beyond; but their abandoned Grand Village or ‘Fatherland Site’ would survive, albeit forgotten for the time being. It was rediscovered in the late nineteenth century, near the banks of a creek on the southern outskirts of what is now Natchez City. When excavations were carried out between 1930 and 1972, one of the three large mounds, ‘Mound C’, produced thirteen little brass jingles and thirty-five small spherical bells, thirty-three of them made of brass and two of silver. The brass indicates that they can only have come from the Old World.

Until the arrival of Europeans, seashells had been the Amerindians’ first choice for tinkling ornaments. They often chose those of the Conus marine snail, attractive little objects that were traded upriver from the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

But by the end of the seventeenth century, new materials were entering the lives of North America’s indigenous peoples. Metals were being brought across the ocean by European merchant adventurers to be bartered for the native produce that European markets craved, especially furs. One of the earliest and boldest of these travellers was a Frenchman from Rouen named René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle. In the spring of 1682, after some years exploring the Great Lakes, La Salle made his way down the Mississippi by canoe, reaching what would later become Louisiana. After securing a sea passage home to France, he returned to America in the three-mast sailing barque La Belle. He and his sponsors, who included the Sun King, Louis XIV, hoped to establish a new French colony somewhere along the Gulf Coast, but when the expedition unaccountably overshot its intended landfall, the mouth of the Mississippi River, the enterprise began to fall apart. Arguments broke out and in 1687 La Salle was murdered by his compatriots. To complete the disaster, while lying at anchor in Matagorda Bay, between modern Corpus Christi and Galveston, La Belle was caught in a severe storm and sank.

For the next three hundred years the remains of the ship lay undisturbed on the seabed, until 1995, when divers discovered it not far out, lying in the shallow water of the bay. Excavation began the following year, behind a coffer dam of steel pilings. Among the cargo in the forward part of the hold were many European goods, including metal pots and pans, but also a large consignment of small ‘pellet bells’, very similar to those found in the Grand Village. Shaped from sheet brass and ranging in size from a large pea to a small tomato, each has a loose iron ‘pellet’ inside it, which made it tinkle.

Bells of this sort were common in Europe in the seventeenth century, where they were worn as dress accessories, attached to animal harnesses and collars, or fitted to waggons and sleds: they are the ‘jingle bells’ of the popular Christmas song. Now Europeans brought them along to America. Some thirty years after the Matagorda disaster, in the 1720s, when the French engineer Antoine-Simon Le Page du Pratz went to live among the Natchez, he reported seeing them wearing French bells on their belts. Might some of them have come from La Salle’s expedition? It’s perfectly possible. The excavation of La Belle recovered vast numbers of them, more than fifteen hundred in all. There were five broad types, each identified by a different maker’s stamp and each with its own distinct frequency range. Between them, they covered a couple of octaves, up among the tinkling notes at the top end of a modern piano keyboard.

If bells of this kind were much valued by the Natchez, so were European pots and pans – and not always for cooking. Like the Trondheim clay pipe and the Trinidad steelpans, they repurposed some of them, cutting them up and using the metal to make other things. Among these were the conical jingles found in Mound C.

The imported bells clearly delighted the Natchez. But what fascinates archaeologists is the way they used the new metals to transform their native jingles, manipulating the brass and silver to mimic and even improve on their existing seashell forms. The technical term for this
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