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Banner image: Detail from a garden painting, from the House of the Golden Bracelet, Pompeii (VI.17.42), collection of the 
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Introduction
In ancient cultures, instrumental and vocal music was 
a fundamental component of cult practices.1 Even 
Philodemus of Gadara, who criticised the use of music 
in all other social contexts, reluctantly acknowledged its 
indispensability for worship (de Mus. 2; 22). It has often 
been observed that within the framework of ritual 
activities, musical performance served as a means of 
communication between worshipper and deity (Bellia 
& Bundrick, 2018, pp.15, 89). As an act of offering from 
a worshipper to a deity, it validated their symbiotic 
relationship, itself acquiring a sacred character in return. 
Thus, ritual songs composed of sacred formulas sung 
to the accompaniment of musical instruments are 
frequently perceived as a form of ritualised speech – a 
religious ‘language’ in which every sound, word and 
noise has a ritual significance. Meanwhile, instrumental 
accompaniment often creates a distinct nonverbal code, 
which is assembled not only from pitches aligned with 
rhythm, but also from components of time and place. 
From the perspective of worshippers, the combination 
of all these performative aspects shapes the experience 
of the sacred. This combination, often referred to as 
‘soundscape’, is intrinsically related to the performance 
of sacred rituals (Jiménez, Till & Howell, 2013; Bellia, 
2014).

Pompeii and its environs are uniquely well-suited 
for an exploration of the links between ancient music 
and ritual, on account of the sheer volume of evidence 
that was preserved by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE. 
Firstly, the site has yielded a vast inventory of musical 
instruments which may be studied as everyday use 
objects, material reminders of lost cultic soundscapes 
in their native environment. Secondly, in Pompeii it 
is possible to identify with a considerable degree of 

1 We would like to thank Laura Noviello, a local activist 
of the Vesuvian area, for providing us with great photos 
of Pompeian monuments. We are also grateful to Anna 
Pizza of the photographic archive in the Naples National 
Archaeological Museum for her help in obtaining images 
from the archive to illustrate our article. Last but not least, 
we wish to express our gratitude to Jessica Hughes who 
generously assisted and guided us throughout the entire 
process of creating this contribution.

certainty the venues in which ritual performance 
occurred. Finally, on the basis of the abundant 
iconographic evidence of wall paintings and sculpted 
reliefs, not only can we reconstruct some of the ways 
in which the instruments were employed in ritual 
practices, but also appreciate their symbolic meanings. 
All of this brings us closer to understanding the overall 
significance of musical accompaniment for ancient 
religious experience, despite the irretrievable loss of 
the music itself.2

This essay will be organised thematically around 
three main ritual contexts: sacrifices, processions 
and mystery cults. The musical accompaniment used 
in each of these contexts differed in terms of the 
instruments it involved and the character of music 
that was produced. The first section of the essay will 
evoke the soundscape of sacrifices at the altar in the 
temple of the Genius of Augustus (also known as the 
Temple of Vespasian), while the second section will 
address the solemn atmosphere of ritual processions. 
The last section will explore the ‘ecstatic’ music which 
characterised the cults of Bacchus and the goddess 
Cybele (the ‘Magna Mater’ or ‘Great Mother’).

Sacrifices
Many studies of ancient music begin, not with the 
material evidence, but with literary texts. One 
frequently invoked passage is Pliny the Elder’s 
discussion of ‘sacrificial sound’ in Book 28 of his Natural 
History. In this passage, Pliny considers the question of 
whether the pronunciation of certain words could have 
a concrete effect on material things, that is, ‘whether 
words, charms, and incantations, are of any efficacy, or 
not’ (polleantne aliquid verba et incantamenta carminum, 
28.3.10). In order to exemplify contemporary Roman 
beliefs about the power of words, Pliny turns to the 
procedures for animal sacrifice. The passage that 
follows in Pliny’s text is one of the most complete and 
detailed sources about Roman sacrificial ritual. It also 
contains a wealth of information about the role of 
sound in cult practice. We hear, for example, about how 
the correct pronunciation of words is a matter of vital 
importance: a wrongly pronounced word or an ill-timed 
whisper could make the whole ritual invalid, and might 
(even worse) cause offence to the recipient deity (cf. 

2 The foremost scholar of ancient Roman music was 
Roberto Melini. His seminal research, which focused 
primarily on the Vesuvian sites, was sadly interrupted by his 
early death, but not before he had established a frame of 
reference for music archaeologists. For a broad survey of 
music in Pompeii, see in particular Melini (2008a). A summary 
with some specific case studies can be found in Mungari 
(2018a).
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Ov. Fast. 1.179–82). We also hear that a double-pipes 
player (tibicen) was often present in order to exclude 
noises and unwanted sounds by producing a continuous 
musical accompaniment (28.3.11). Overall, the text 
clearly shows how the soundscape of rituals was 
carefully constructed, both through a deliberate choice 
of sounds, and through the exclusion from the ritual 
space of unwanted, extraneous noises.  

Another literary source that is commonly invoked 
in studies of ritual music comes from the first-century 
BCE historian Livy (History of Rome 9.30). Livy records 
how, during the fourth century BCE, the Roman 
censors banned the city’s tibicines from celebrating 
their traditional banquet in the temple of Jupiter. 
As a consequence, the musicians decided to strike, 
and moved to the nearby town of Tibur (modern 
Tivoli), a decision which effectively impeded all ritual 
celebrations, including sacrifices. This situation was 
so dangerous that the Senate sent ambassadors to 
persuade the striking tibicines to come back to Rome, 
where they were allowed to celebrate their usual 
banquet, and to institute a new annual celebration to 
commemorate their return to the city (a different 
version of this event is narrated in Ov. Fast. 6.657–92).

These literary passages are often cited in studies of 
Roman religion, and indeed, both are useful reminders 
of the centrality of music to the performance of 
sacrifice and other rituals. However, material culture – 
and particularly that of Pompeii – can add a great deal 
to our understanding of ancient ritual soundscapes. 
As already mentioned above, at Pompeii it is possible 
to study the sonorous aspects of public rituals in their 
original spatial settings, while also comparing the many 
depictions of rituals, not to mention the unique finds of 
musical instruments.3

For a striking example of how much we can 
learn from the material record by means of a 
joint examination of sites, visual depictions and 
archaeological discoveries of instruments, we can turn 
to the Temple of the Genius Augusti (also known as 
the Temple of Vespasian), which is located on the east 
side of Pompeii’s Forum (Fig. 5.1). This sacred space 
consisted of a small cella (enclosed chamber) on a 
podium surrounded by a wide courtyard and a porch; 

3 Depictions of sacrificial rituals with tibicines are numerous 
in Pompeii: extant images include a wall painting in the 
lararium of the House of the Ephebe (I, 7, 10), a similar one in 
the House of Sutoria Primigenia (I, 13, 2), a strange depiction 
of a tibicen playing tibiae frigiae in a sacrificial context in VIII, 
2, 1 and another depiction in the lararium of the house IX, 
6, 3. Other depictions – now lost – are documented in the 
wide corpus of excavation diaries composed in the last three 
centuries.

the altar was located in the centre of the court, directly 
in front of the cella. Rituals took place in the courtyard, 
which was surrounded by a high wall that delimited the 
sacred space and divided it from the other public open 
spaces around it (the Forum, the Eumachia building, the 
Lares temple), which would have undoubtedly impinged 
on the acoustics of the rituals performed within the 
enclosed area.4

The altar at the centre of the courtyard is richly 
decorated (Fig. 5.2). The relief on the front depicts a 
sacrificial scene, which would have provided a visual 
model for the ‘real’ sacrifices that took place around 
the altar (see Dobbins, 1992, for detailed discussion 
of the altar). In the centre of the scene, we see a small 
tripod-shaped altar (foculus) on which lighted embers 
are visible; in the background, the front side of a temple 
with four Corinthian columns (perhaps the Pompeian 
temple itself?) is adorned with a garland. On the upper 
side of the relief a sort of curtain (velum) is depicted, 
with a round oscillum hung in the middle; the fabric 
seems to be tied to the upper corners of the slab and 
to lie on the roof of the temple in the background (a 
probable hint at the dedicatio of the sanctuary; Dobbins, 
1992, p.254). Around the altar, a group of ritual 
participants is gathered: each one has a part to perform, 
like actors on stage. On the right side, a majestic bull – 
the unwitting protagonist of the ceremony – is brought 
to the altar by two victimarii; one of them wields a big 
hammer (used to stun the victim immediately before 
killing it). The left side of the scene appears more 
crowded: in the centre, close to the altar, is the lead 
celebrant (a sacerdos or a magistrate in charge of the 
public cult), dressed in a formal toga whose hem covers 
his head (velato capite), indicative of the Latin character 
of the sacrifice. He is followed by a young acolyte 
(camillus) who brings patera (a libation plate) and urceus 
(a jug for pouring a libation of wine), while another 
attendant brings some incense. In the background, we 
see two lictors, whose presence was customary at 
public sacrifices, and – most importantly for the current 
study – a young tibicen, whose inflated cheeks indicate 
that he is in the act of playing.

4 The analysis developed in this essay introduces the 
complex topic of soundscapes. Although this is not the 
central topic of the essay, a brief review of the debate about 
the definition and critique of this concept may be useful 
here. The term ‘soundscape’ was coined and explained by 
Raymond Murray Schaefer (1977) and has been widely 
accepted and used by other scholars; however, over the past 
decade a lively debate has yielded new useful definitions and 
points of view. A rich overview can be found in Vincent (2015, 
pp.10–29) and in Zerouali (2015, pp.42–53); see also the 
short treatment in Vendries (2015, pp.210–14).
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Figure 5.1: Temple of the Genius Augusti, VII 9.2 Pompeii. Looking towards the east wall with cella and podium. (Photo 
courtesy of Laura Noviello with permission of the Ministero della Cultura – Parco Archeologico di Pompei)
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This scene raises several questions. First of all, 
is the whole depiction itself a precise, realistic 
representation of a moment of the ritual or is it a 
symbolic, compendious narration of the whole event? 
Related to this, is the tibicen (whose role in Roman 
sacrifice was essential) a ‘real’ actor who was present 
at this particular rite or does he symbolise the aural 
dimension of the rite more generally? Thinking more 
broadly about Roman depictions of sacrifice, we might 
also ask why the musician depicted most frequently 
in these scenes is a tibicen? Does this mean that tibiae 
were indeed the favourite instrument to accompany 
sacrifice – and if so, why?5 How were they played?

5 Tibicines were the most requested – and represented – 
musicians at sacrifices, but not the only ones: fidicines (lyre 
players) and tubicines (lip-reed instrument players) were 
also employed during rituals (see Podini, 2010, pp.178–82); 
however, as discussed above, tibicines seems to be more 
essential than other musicians.

Figure 5.2: Altar in the Temple of the Genius Augusti, VII 9.2 Pompeii. Sacrificial scene on the West side of the altar. (Photo 
courtesy of Laura Noviello with permission of the Ministero della Cultura – Parco Archeologico di Pompei)

The first of these questions has been addressed 
by a strand of research, which began in the 1990s, 
investigating the nature of symbolic representation 
in Roman art. In his seminal 1993 study of Römische 
Bildsprache als Semantisches System, Tonio Hölscher 
demonstrated that the Roman artistic language was 
based on a specific ‘semantic system’ which transmitted 
precise meanings to its viewers; his conclusions can 
be profitably applied to the analysis of scenes in which 
musicians were involved in particular sacrifices (for 
previous discussions of this issue, see Fless & Moede, 
2007, pp. 249–53; Podini, 2004, pp.224–31). Adopting 
this semantic approach, we might propose that the 
Pompeian altar relief (Fig. 5.2) depicts, not a frozen 
image of a single moment of the ritual, but rather an 
incisive diachronic summary of the entire ritual – one 
which is focused on its first phase (the celebration of 
the praefatio by the priest, who offers wine and incense 
and declaims the required prayers), but which includes 
a symbolic narration of the later stages, too – for 
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example, through the depiction of the three victimarii 
in the background of the relief, who stun and slaughter 
the victim (see Podini, 2004, pp.224–5).

Turning to the representation of the tibicen, we 
might note that he is depicted as a younger boy 
gazing off to the right, while diligently blowing into his 
double instrument (cf. Podini, 2004, pp.227–31; Fless, 
1995, pp.79–84). His presence can be interpreted as 
a face-value representation of a real situation,6 but it 
simultaneously has a deeper semantic function – that of 
communicating to the viewer the particular soundscape 
that characterised the ceremony. The penetrating 
voice of the two double reeds of the tibiae has been 
reconstructed in some pioneering recent studies, 
based on archaeological evidence (cf. Hagel, 2008; 2012; 
Sutkowska, 2012). Pompeii has provided the greatest 
volume of relevant finds, ranging from small fragments 
of tibiae to complete instruments. As first recognised 
by Roberto Melini, we have approximately seventy finds 
from Pompeii which can be related to tibiae, including 
fifteen complete instruments (Melini, 2008a, pp.22–7; 
Fig. 5.3).

Roman tibiae (their Greek name – auloi – is 
often used as a technical term) were double-reed 
instruments. To get an idea of their sound we might 
turn to the oboe, English horn, bassoon or the 
Armenian duduk with its cylindrical shape and velvety, 
penetrating timbre. Tibicines probably often used 
circular breathing, a technique which allows players to 
obtain a continuous sound without stopping to inhale 
air, by using their cheeks and mouth. This technique, 
which is still used to play some traditional reed 
instruments (Sardinian launeddas, Armenian duduk, 
Turkish zurna), results in a smooth and pulsating 
sounding background, moved by the rhythmic phrasing 
of the two pipes, possibly alternating static drones and 
wavy melodies.

A fruitful ethnomusicological comparison can be 
made here with the zampogna – the Italian bagpipes 
often used in sacred music (cf. Baines, 1957, pp.200–8; 
for a detailed organological description of the variety 
of zampogna bagpipes, cf. Baines, 1960, pp.95–102; 
more thoroughly, Guizzi, 2002, pp.224–51, and Ricci & 
Tucci, 2004, pp.21–5 for Calabrian zampogna). Like the 
tibiae, the zampogna is also a double-reed instrument, 
which has two chanters (the right one for melody, the 
left one for bass accompaniment). In the zampogna, 
the smooth, constant sound of droning is produced by 

6 The question of whether we are watching a depiction 
of a real ritual rather than an imaginary representation 
of an ideal one, is closely connected with the semantic 
interpretation of iconography, see Podini (2004, pp.223–4).

air from a large leather sack. When played in a group, 
these instruments generate a dense sound mass, thick 
with the uninterrupted sound of the drones and moved 
by the rhythmic pulse of the chanters. This sort of 
‘sound cloud’ defines a precise space and an excluding 
soundscape; in other words, playing a bagpipe in open 
space creates a sounding situation in which an in-out 
dynamic takes place. For example, in several small 
villages in Calabria during the Christmas period, it is 
quite common to see bagpipers (zampognari) playing 
and walking through the streets at night. When a player 
is invited to enter a house and crosses the doorstep, 
the inner space becomes suddenly and completely 
filled by the strong sound cloud of the instrument; this 
transformation in the quiet soundscape of the house 
is felt to be akin to a blessing. When the player exits 
the house, he is still surrounded by this ‘divine sound 
cloud’, and every thing and person included within it 
is considered as blessed. In Roman ritual, the music of 
the tibicen would have provided a similar sound cloud 
– a delimited space in which every inauspicious noise 
was avoided. Within this ‘safe’ sound environment, 
the sacerdos could declare the correct prayers and 
formulas, avoiding any extraneous sounds which might 
jeopardise the whole ritual (cf. Pliny, cited above). While 
sacrifices often took place in an open and public area, 
the comparison with the zampogna suggests that these 
rituals may nevertheless have made use of a sound 
barrier, which circumscribed the space of the ritual 
using the sense of hearing. To return to our case study 
of the temple of the Genius of Augustus, we might note 
that the wall which surrounded the courtyard of the 
sanctuary separated it from the other public spaces 
(the Forum, the Sanctuary of Lares, the Eumachia 
building) in much the same way as the music played by 
the tibicen separated the sacred space from the noises 
of the crowded places around.

Processions
Nowadays, a walk around the site of Pompeii offers 
a variety of auditory events. Within a generally soft 
soundscape, the visitor might hear the bustle of groups 
of tourists, the occasional raised voice of a tourist 
guide and perhaps the noises of building restoration in 
progress (for a thorough discussion of the soundscape 
of Pompeii, cf. Melini, 2012, pp.361–5). The ruined city 
is, we would argue, an immobile cadaver, and nothing 
of its original voice is preserved and, mostly, only 
imaginable. It might, then, appear overly ambitious to 
try and reconstruct the sound dimensions of one of 
the complex and loud events of Roman public life: the 
pompa (procession); nonetheless, if we combine all our 
different types of evidence, we can start to make some 
valid observations.
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Roman parades took place on several types 
of occasion. In a small town like Pompeii, public 
processions were enacted during festivals, before 
public sacrifices or when magistrates took their office; 
processions were also frequently organised for upper 
class funerals, and also public celebrations and festivals 
(ludi) were usually opened by a procession (pompa 
circensis) (see van der Graaff & Poehler and Campbell 
in this issue). In Pompeii every procession might have 
been a prominent event for the audience, in which 
the rather monotone soundscape of the streets was 
suddenly filled with the bright, strong timbre of the 
aenea (wind instruments made of bronze). Bronze 

wind instruments (tubae, cornua, buccinae, litui7) were 
employed in military contexts, public games and official 
events (Podini, 2004, pp.231–42). They always had 
a strong symbolic meaning, as markers of a precise 
ritualised situation: far from an amphitheatre or a 

7 The discussion about the right nomenclature of these 
instruments is still open. Apart from lituus, the identification 
of cornu, tuba and bucina as distinct instruments or, in some 
cases, the synonymousness of some of them (in particular 
cornu and bucina) is an unsolved matter. In this paragraph 
the interpretation given by Melini, who described tuba as a 
straight trumpet, and cornu and bucina as two possible names 
of a bent bronze horn, is assumed as the most plausible 
(2008a, pp.56–7).

Figure 5.3: Pipe of an aulos made of bone and bronze (MANN 129589) at the National Archaeological Museum of Naples. 
(Courtesy of the Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli)
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circus, the sound of a cornu could only mean that a 
battle was happening or a procession coming.8

Although these events were ephemeral, they did 
leave some material traces. For example, the long 
funerary inscription of the duumvir A. Clodius Flaccus, 
who lived in the Augustan period, celebrates three 
sumptuous Ludi Apollinares (public games for the feast 
of Apollo) with a careful list and tally of how many 
gladiators, actors, players and animals were employed 
(and paid) in each ludus:

Aulus Clodius Flaccus, son of Aulus, from the 
tribus Menenia, duumvir iure dicundo for three 
times, quinquennalis, tribunus militum for people’s 
will, to celebrate his first duoviratus for the Ludi 
Apollinares provided in the Forum a procession, 
bulls, bullfighters, succursores, three couples of 
pontarii, pugiles, catervarii and pycti  [different 
types of gladiators], musical entertainment and 
theatrical plays with Pylades, and distributed 
ten thousand sextertii; to celebrate his second 
duoviratus for the Ludi Apollinares provided in 
the Forum a procession, bulls and bullfighters, 
succursores, pugiles and catervarii, the following 
day, by himself, in the amphitheatre thirty couples 
of athletes, five couples of gladiators and then 
more thirty-five couples, and hunting games 
with bulls, bullfighters, boars, bears, and another 
hunting game together with his colleague, and to 
celebrate his third duoviratus provided high class 
theatrical performances with music together 
with his colleague.

A. Clodius A F Men IIvir i.d.ter.quinq.tri.mil. a populo 
primo duoviratu apollinarib.in foro pompam tauros 
taurocentas succursores pontarios paria III pugiles 
catervarios et pyctas ludos omnibus acruamatis 
pantomomisq.omnibus et Pylade et HS N CCIƆƆ 
in publicum pro duomviratu secundo duomviratu 
quinq.apollinaribus in foro pompam tauros taurarios 
succursores pugiles catervarios poster die solus in 
spectaculis athletas par.XXX glad.par.V et glad.par. 
XXXV et venation.tauros taurocentas apros ursos 
cetera venatione varia cum collega tertio duomviratu 
ludos factione prima adiectis acruamatis cum collega

(CIL X 1074d; Gregori & Nonnis, 2017, p.246).

8 A clue of the double nature of ‘brass’ instruments is in 
Ov. Fast. 1.716: Canteturque fera nil nisi pompa tuba! ‘may the 
fierce trumpet blare for nothing else but a solemn pomp’ (all 
translations of Latin are based on the Loeb editions, unless 
otherwise stated). A parody of the official use of cornua and 
tubae is in the famous Coena Trimalchionis (Petron. Sat.78.5) 
where they are employed to simulate a solemn funeral.

This detailed epigraphic document served to exalt 
the memory of the deceased by commemorating 
his generosity; it also provides a short but colourful 
summary of the typical ingredients of the Ludi 
Apollinares as they were celebrated in a small town 
like Pompeii. Significantly, for each ludus the first event 
recalled in the list is the pompa, the opening procession 
in which all the performers would have paraded in 
front of the population, together with the sponsor (the 
magistrate himself) and the aeneatores. Like most of the 
subsequent events of the Ludi Apollinares in Pompeii, the 
procession would have taken place in the Forum and 
in the adjacent sanctuary of Apollo, and it is relatively 
easy for us to imagine the boisterous soundscape of 
this crowded procession. It would have been framed by 
shouting people; and punctuated by the bright sounds 
of cornua, tubae and bucinae that opened the parade. 
As in triumphal processions, the players were able to 
produce different melodies, suitable either for solemn 
walking or for military purposes (cf. Plut. Vit. Aem. 32). 
Their sounds both marked and created space, as well 
as indicating the beginning of the parade (Podini, 2004) 
and announcing the presence of a magistrate.

Contrary to the stereotypical idea popularised by 
Hollywood films, the archaeological evidence suggests 
that aeneatores were able to modulate quite complex 
melodies on their instruments, using a wide range of 
notes and dynamics. During the nineteenth-century 
excavations, five beautiful and well-preserved cornua 
were found in Pompeii at an unrecorded location 
(Fig. 5.4). These magnificent instruments are now 
stored in the Archaeological Museum of Naples, and a 
playable replica based on them has been made for the 
European Music Archaeology Project (Melini, 2008a, 
pp.56–8).9 When played by professional musicians, the 
replica demonstrates the full potentiality of a melodic 
instrument, with a malleable and controlled dynamic 
and timbre. Assuming that cornicines and tubicines were 
professional players, educated within the context of 
the collegia, it is reasonable to imagine the musical 
frame of Clodius’ pompae as more akin to a horn solo 

9 The European Music Archaeology Project is a 
multidisciplinary research project which aims to reconstruct 
ancient Pompeian instruments, see www.emaproject.eu.

Unfortunately, the find context of these beautiful instruments 
is unknown; for sure they belong to a type of bronze 
instruments employed in military contexts as well as in 
official parades, high-class funerals and gladiatorial games in 
the amphitheatre. Significantly, in Pompeii there is only one 
depiction of a lip-reed instrument player, a cornicen playing 
during a ludus gladiatorius, portrayed on a now-lost wall 
painting from the amphitheatre (Melini, 2008a, p.57).

http://www.emaproject.eu
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Figure 5.4: Fragments of a cornu at the National Archaeological Museum of Naples (MANN 5652).  (Courtesy of the Ministero 
dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli)

of the Mannheim orchestra rather than the Ben Hur 
soundtrack. Curiously, this experimental statement 
seems to differ from the usual description of the sound 
of aenea found in the written sources: for example, 
Virgil (Aen. 8.1–2) describes the voice of a cornu as 
‘husky’: ‘When Turnus raised a war banner on the 
Laurentine fortress, and the trumpets roared with a 
husky sound’ (‘Ut belli signum Laurenti Turnus ab arce / 
extulit et rauco strepuerunt cornua cantu’). In general, 
however, cornua, bucinae, tubae and litui are used in Latin 
literature as symbols of war and battle signals (Tintori, 
1996, pp.46–53). Again, their presence is strongly 
symbolic, and connected to their use for signals and 
giving orders to soldiers. When they are mentioned in 
the context of a parade (as in the above-mentioned 
passage by Plutarch, Aem. Paul. 32), their capacity to 
produce different types of tunes is emphasised; some 
of these tunes are apt for military purposes, while 
others are more suitable for processions and other 
solemnities. 

Mystery cults
When we look across all our ancient visual and literary 
evidence for musical performances, the so-called 
‘Mystery Cults’ loom large. The cults of Dionysus and 
Cybele (the ‘Magna Mater’, whose cult is referred to 
here both as ‘Cybelan’ and ‘Metroac’) are particularly 
prominent.10 In some ways, this wealth of evidence is 
surprising, since mystery cults by definition were usually 
practised away from the public eye, by worshippers 
who were systematically overlooked in the state 

10 In order to avoid all pitfalls of having to define which 
Roman cults may be classified as mystery ones, we have 
approached this classification from the perspective of music. 
Dionysian and Magna Mater cults are characterised by means 
of fairly similar musical imagery, both in iconography and 
literature, while hardly any references to music of other 
mystery cults survive. Isiac worship, although certainly 
often considered a mystery cult, involved a different kind of 
music which, in turn, has already been a subject of extensive 
archaeomusicological research, see Mungari (2018b).
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religion – women, slaves and foreigners. In this section, 
we will give some background for the mystery cults as 
described in literary sources, before moving to look at 
some of the evidence for the Dionysiac and Metroac 
cults in Pompeii.

The evidence of the Cybelan cult and its form in 
this region is ambiguous. According to some scholars, a 
potent matriarchal cult previously thriving in Campania 
might at some point have been identified with that of 
Magna Mater, but the extent of this identification eludes 
us (Virgili, 2008, pp.76–82). Suffice it to say that the 
few extant iconographic depictions seem to imply the 
Roman version. One of the best-known examples is 
a fresco from the Via dell’Abbondanza (IX, 7, 1, in situ) 
which depicts what is often interpreted as a Megalesian 
procession (Fig. 5.5). Since the fresco is situated on 
one of the main streets, and since the surrounding 
area has yielded several finds related to the cult of 
Cybele (Vermaseren, 1978, no.25–9), it is tempting to 
conclude that Magna Mater pompae might have taken 
this route (cf. Cicirelli, 1995, pp.13–14). But these 
iconographic depictions of the deity cannot be treated 

Figure 5.5: Procession bearing a statue of Cybele, formerly at Pompeii IX 7.1. (Photo courtesy of Laura Noviello with 
permission of the Ministero della Cultura – Parco Archeologico di Pompei)

as a firm proof of her in situ worship, particularly since 
the presence of the Cybelan cult in Pompeii – unlike 
in Herculaneum and Puteoli – is not attested by any 
epigraphic finds (cf. CIL X 1406; on Metroac cult in the 
Bay of Naples, cf. CIL X 3698, 3699, 3700, 1786).

The fresco’s current state of preservation prevents 
us from perceiving some of the details that were still 
visible at the beginning of the twentieth century. For 
instance, the statue of Cybele seated on a ferculum on 
the right-hand side of the fresco has almost entirely 
decayed (cf. Melini, 2008b, p.2; 2014, pp.354–5). The 
section on the left, however, was restored during 
the conservation works of 2004–6 (Concina, 2007, 
pp.237–41), enabling us to identify the instrument 
played by a piper in the goddess’s train as a Phrygian 
aulos (De Crescenzio & Fantini, 2007, p.134). Amongst 
the devotees – both men and women – there seem 
to be tympana and cymbala players as well as singers 
and dendrophori (tree-bearers) or cannophori (cane-
bearers). The barely visible figure of a syrinx-playing 
boy in the bottom left corner of the scene is perhaps 
a reference to Attis, as it is unlikely that syrinx players 
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participated in the procession. The scene depicted on 
the fresco closely corresponds to Ovid’s account of the 
Megalesian festival (celebrated 3 – 4 April) in the Fasti 
(4.181–4), which conveys many important details of 
the rites (cf. Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 2.19.4–5; cf. Borgeaud, 
1996, pp.95–100). On the basis of Ovid’s text, we are 
able to reconstruct what the visual representation 
fails to record, namely the character of music that was 
produced by the three instruments which accompanied 
the procession. The passage opens with references to 
music that announced the beginning of festivities: first, 
a signal was given by the Berecyntia tibia cornu inflexo 
which was then followed by a procession of semiviri 
accompanied by the thumping sounds of frame drums 
and clinking cymbals:

Straightway the Berecyntian tibia will blow a blast 
on its bent horn, and the festival of the Idaean 
Mother will have come. Eunuchs will march and 
thump their hollow drums, and cymbals clashed 
on cymbals will give out their tinkling notes.

protinus inflexo Berecyntia tibia cornu / flabit, et 
Idaeae festa parentis erunt. / ibunt semimares et 
inania tympana tundent, / aeraque tinnitus aere 
repulsa dabunt

(Ov. Fast. 4.181–4)

Importantly, this very trio of instruments – the tibia, 
drum and cymbals – are frequently connected to both 
the Cybelan and Dionysian cults in written sources and 
iconography from the Late Republican period well into 
the Imperial times. It is therefore perhaps interesting 
to have a closer look at each of the instruments. Their 
musical characteristics can be envisioned primarily on 
the basis of descriptions found in contemporary texts, 
which variously describe the frame drums (tympana) 
as ‘tense’ (tenta), ‘hollow’ (inania), ‘harsh’ (saeva, rauca) 
and ‘deep’ (gravia), using verbs like ‘resound’, ‘thud’ and 
‘roar’ (reboant, tundent, tonant). Meanwhile, the sound 
of concave ([con]cava) cymbals (cymbala, aera) is usually 
described as ‘jingling’ or ‘ringing’ (tinnitus, recrepant) 
(cf. FPL [Morel–Büchner] 71.10; Varro, Sat. Men. 132; 
Lucr. 2.18–19; Catul. 63.21, 29; Hor. Carm. 1.18.13–14; 
Ov. Ib. 456; 4.391–3; Apul. Met. 8.30.19; cf. Wille, 1967, 
p.57). These contrasting tone qualities produced by 
ringing cymbals and thumping drums are joined by an 
entirely different sonority – the one produced by the 
Phrygian aulos (in the text called Berecyntia tibia) – the 
most elusive and exciting of the trio. Many aspects of 
this instrument are puzzling to modern scholars, in 
large part because there are no archaeological finds 
that allow us a glimpse into its peculiar construction 
(cf. Bélis, 1986, pp.24, 28-9; Vendries, 2001, p.203). 

Apparently, its most prominent feature was a flared 
extension, often perceived as a horn, at the distal end 
of the left pipe, (Phrygiús per ossa córnus, tibia curva/
lotos adunca, adunco/inflexo/Berecyntio tibia cornu, curvo 
grave calamo – ‘Phrygian horn made of bone; bent tibia, 
Berecyntian tibia of a curved horn; deep-sounding 
hooked pipe’; cf. Varro, Sat. Men. 132; Catul. 63.22; Hor. 
Carm. 1.18.13; Tib. 2.1, 86; Ov. Met. 3.533; Fast. 4.190, 
392; Stat. Theb. 6.120–1). The addition was no doubt 
responsible for acoustic effects seen by the ancients 
as a hoarse, deep, roaring tone (cf. Catul. 63.22; [Sen.] 
Ag. 689; Stat. Theb. 6.120). Interestingly, many, though 
not all, depictions of the instrument portray it as 
furnished with mysterious mechanisms that might have 
enabled modulations between modes, thus extending 
the instrument’s harmonic capacity (cf. MANN 8905, 
also mentioned below). Many scholars believe that 
the trance (or enthousiasmós) associated with mystery 
cults was induced by the mystifying low drones that 
were emitted from the horn on the left pipe. However, 
this view is not confirmed by the ancient evidence, 
which instead suggests that the ritual music primarily 
stimulated the worshippers, while spectators uninitiated 
in the rites did not respond in the same way (cf. e.g. 
Prop. 2.22a.15–16; Mart. 11.84.3–4; Sen. Ep. 108.7; Ov. 
Fast. 4.189–90; Liv. 39.8.8). In this respect, Christophe 
Vendries’ (2001, pp.213–14) doubts about the ecstatic 
character of this music seem entirely legitimate, as 
does his remark that the Phrygian aulos was not an 
inherently ecstatic instrument – an argument which 
finds support in its depictions, albeit rare, in contexts 
unrelated to mystery cults; for instance, sacrificial 
scenes depicted on Pompeian frescoes (MANN 8905, 
Pompeii I, 8, in situ).

While the locations of the Cybelan cult are unknown 
to us, one centre of Dionysian worship has been 
identified with a considerable degree of certainty – that 
is, the extra-urban sanctuary in the Sant’Abbondio 
quarter (cf. CIL IV 3508; D’Alessio, 2009, pp.90–8, 
105; cf. DeMone & Hughes in this issue). Beyond this 
shrine, the popularity of the cult is also attested by the 
ubiquitous Dionysian motifs which are found around 
the city, in domestic houses and gardens. Just as in the 
Metroac cult, the instrumental trio of drum-cymbals-
tibia also featured in various Dionysian rituals. Not only 
did these two cults employ the very same instrumental 
ensemble, but their musical accompaniment also 
provoked similar reactions in Roman audiences (cf. 
Ov. Met. 3.528–37; Catul. 64.261–4; cf. Fantham, 1998, 
p.127). Moreover, instances of joint representations 
combining elements of both traditions are not 
uncommon both in Rome and Pompeii (e.g. MANN 
8845; cf. Vermaseren, 1977, no.338), and in many cases 
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Figure 5.6: Pompeii V 4.11a: The triumph of Dionysus, fresco from the house of M. Lucretius Fronto. National Archaeological 
Museum of Naples (MANN 26424). (Photo: ©Manuel Cohen/Scala, Florence)

it is impossible to distinguish between the musical 
attributes of the two cults. This may be an indication 
that from the Roman perspective their music sounded 
all the same: Phrygian, which might have meant 
dauntingly unfamiliar (e.g. Eur. Bacch. 123–34; Lucr. 
2.620; Tib. 1.4.70; Ov. Ib. 454; Fast. 4.214; Ars. am. 1.508; 
cf. Melini, 2008b, p.5, Hagel, 2019, p.101).

The wealth of iconographic representations of 
drums, cymbals and double-pipes in Pompeii gives us 
some important insights into their different functions. 
These instruments were used in three main ways: (1) 
as actual sound-producing objects, (2) as ritual objects 
(that were often not played) and (3) as hermeneutic 
signs, which were sometimes only tenuously linked to 
the first two functions (cf. Mungari, 2018b, p.82; Saura-

Ziegelmeyer, 2013, pp.380–1). With regard to the role 
of the instruments as soundtools (1), we must rely 
on the literary descriptions of their sound qualities, 
since – at least in the case of drums and the Phrygian 
aulos – no archaeological finds have yet emerged. 
Within the ample MANN inventory of aulos fragments, 
none may be firmly identified with a religious context, 
let alone with a specifically Dionysian or Metroac 
ritual. Fortunately, the Pompeian sites have yielded a 
considerable number of cymbala – six pairs and three 
separate instruments, to be precise. On this basis it is 
possible to conclude that most pairs took the form 
of two concave discs cast in bronze, with the larger 
finds having a diameter of c.10cm, and the smaller 
finds – a diameter of c.5cm. Interestingly, most of the 
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preserved pairs are linked by a chain, which led Melini 
(2014, p.342) to interpret this fact as indicative of 
their symbolic, most likely votive function (on votive 
musical instruments in antiquity, cf. Bellia & Bundrick, 
2018). This is a valid remark, especially in the face of 
iconographic evidence that usually includes depictions 
of concatenated cymbala in use, not as soundtools, 
but rather as part of symbolic object compositions, 
pointing to a more figurative signification. One 
extremely interesting fresco depicting the triumph 
of Dionysus from the House of M. Lucretius Fronto 
(MANN 26424; Fig. 5.6) shows cymbala being used in 
two different ways: both as an instrument played by a 
maenad accompanying the thiasos, and as a votive gift 

Figure 5.7: Fresco depicting ritual paraphernalia, MANN 8795. Found most likely at Pompeii II 4.2, the House of Julia Felix. 
(Courtesy of the Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli)

suspended together with a tympanum from Silenus’ belt. 
Melini (2014, p.342) also records another meaningful 
discovery context: a pair of cymbala (MANN 10159) 
found in the House of Julia Felix, in a biclinium that had 
been decorated with a fresco depicting – amongst 
other Dionysian attributes – a concatenated pair of 
cymbala (MANN 8795, Fig. 5.7). The ‘real’ cymbala might 
also have been linked by a chain, which, according to 
Melini, would suggest their votive character, and would 
have meant that both pairs of instruments – the actual 
and the depicted – did not perform their primary role, 
that of sonorous objects. 

It is important to note that the portrayals of ritual 
instruments in this role are usually restricted to 
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mythological scenes and may not reflect contemporary 
ritual practices. One of the very few representations 
of Dionysian rites including music, albeit ambiguous 
and interlaced with mythological figures, is the famous 
fresco cycle that adorns the walls of Room 5 in the 
Villa of the Mysteries (cf. Jones and DeMone & Hughes 
in this issue). The four musical instruments (cymbala, 
tympanum, panpipes, lyre) that appear on the fresco 
are, however, related to its mythological dimension and 
do not seem to participate in the depicted ceremony, 
which is sometimes interpreted as an initiation into 
mystery rites (cf. Sauron, 2001). 

In other cases, the paintings in which these 
instruments appear seem otherwise devoid of explicit 
religious connotations (cf. Melini, 2008a, p.75). This is 
especially true for the schematically drawn tympana, 
occasionally cymbala and syrinx, (more rarely) auloi and 
other instruments, which are portrayed hanging down 
among architectural details from the Pompeian walls 
decorated in the third and fourth style. One example 
is found on the western wall of cubiculum 7 in the 
House of the Lovers (in situ), and the eastern wall of 

Figure 5.8: Cymbal, cysta mistica and a mask hanging from a floral garland. Found at the villa rustica of Publius Fannius Synistor 
in Boscoreale, Room L. (Metropolitan Museum of Arts, New York. Public domain)

tablinum 11 of the House of Sutoria Primigenia (in situ) 
(Carratelli and Baldassarre, 1990, pp.469, 869). More 
elaborate depictions make frequent references to the 
Dionysian cult mainly in the form of vine garlands from 
which various ritual objects are suspended. A stunning 
example of hanging cymbala and a tympanum painted 
meticulously on a second-style fresco comes from the 
villa rustica of Publius Fannius Synistor in Boscoreale 
(Room L, now dismantled and dispersed across various 
museums, Fig. 5.8). These instruments are accompanied 
by other objects with distinct Dionysian overtones 
fastened to a lavish vegetal festoon (cf. Bergmann 
et al., 2010, pp.18–20). Given that this villa, just as 
many others in the Vesuvian area, thrived mainly on 
viniculture, its pronounced adherence to the Dionysian 
cult is unsurprising. A room on the other side of 
the peristyle sometimes referred to as the Room 
of Musical Instruments (Room D) featured an aulos 
suspended from a pine tree garland (now in the Louvre 
Museum) and presumably other instruments that have 
not been preserved (Bergmann et al., 2010, p.21; cf. 
Vermaseren, 1977, no.226, 233, 357, 447). A very similar 
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representation of a pair of pipes tied to a column 
together with a tympanum and hanging cymbala is found 
on a fresco from the House of the Tragic Poet (MANN 
9559, Fig. 5.9). Although the depicted scene poses a 
considerable interpretative challenge, the familiar trio 

Figure 5.9: Pair of pipes, cymbals and tympanum fastened to a column amidst a mythological scene, MANN 9559, National 
Archaeological Museum of Naples. Found at Pompeii VI.8.3 – the House of the Tragic Poet. (Courtesy of the Ministero dei 
Beni e delle Attività Culturali – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli)

of instruments has usually been identified as symbolic 
of the Metroac cult (cf. Bragantini & Sampaolo, 2009, 
pp.326–7). Similarly, the famous mosaic attributed to 
Dioskourides Samios (MANN 9985, Fig. 5.10), shows 
masked musicians that play the double-pipes, tympanum 
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Figure 5.10: Mosaic with a group of musicians, most likely a scene from Menander’s comedy.
Found at the Villa of Cicero in Pompeii (near Herculaneum Gate). National Archaeological Museum of Naples, MANN 9985. 
Attributed to Dioskourides of Samos. (Courtesy of the Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali – Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Napoli)

and cymbala, which is often perceived as a scene from 
Menander’s comedy accompanied by instruments 
related to the cult of Cybele (Ciarallo and De Carolis, 
1999, p.266). We need to bear in mind, however, that, 
contrary to instrument finds, these representations 
do not actually record any rituals practised by wealthy 
Pompeians. Rather, they may merely point to the 
fashion and taste for Dionysian imagery inspired no 
doubt by Greek Hellenistic art, especially in the two 

earlier styles, as is the case with MANN 9559 and 9985 
which are apparently modelled on Greek paintings from 
the third century BCE (cf. Fleischhauer, 1964, pp.96–7; 
Vermaseren, 1978, pp.14–15).

In contrast, the last group of depictions that will be 
considered may relate more closely to Dionysian rites 
of initiation. Certainly the most representative work 
of this group is the aforementioned fourth-style fresco 
presumably from cubiculum 91 of the House of Julia 
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Figure 5.11: Mosaic emblema with Dionysian symbols. National Archaeological Museum of Naples, MANN Collezione 
Santangelo. (Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli)

Felix (MANN 8795, Fig. 5.7). Apart from the pair of 
concatenated cymbala, the assembly of ritual attributes 
also includes a tympanum furnished with jingles placed 
on the top of the staircase (for a similar representation, 
cf. Niccolini & Niccolini, 1854–96, fasc.53, tav.1). Next 
to it, there is a basket resembling cysta mystica from 
which emerges a rhyton draped in panther skin, another 
drinking vessel, thyrsus and ivy leaves. A skyphos stands 
to its right. At the bottom of the stairs, a snake fights 
a panther. Several of these objects may be identified as 
Dionysian paraphernalia symbolic of various phases of 
male initiation rites – in particular drinking vessels, the 
thyrsus, cista and tympanum. The use of the instrument 
during the second phase of initiation is well attested 
to by other iconographic sources (cf. Sauron, 1998, 
pp.123–6; Turcan, 1993). On the other hand, even 
though the employment of cymbala in these rituals 
is not equally firmly documented, these instruments 
appear on two mosaic emblemata that display a similar 
assemblage of Dionysian attributes, including a rhyton, 
thyrsus, fig tree and a panther (MANN Collezione 
Santangelo, Fig. 5.11), and a rhyton, thyrsus, cista and a 
panther (Casa Sannitica from Herculaneum, in situ) 

(Esposito, 2014, tav.65). Undoubtedly, these depicted 
objects were carefully selected not only because of 
their symbolic connotations, but also in order to evoke 
sensory aspects of a multifaceted ritual experience: 
drinking vessels – the taste, tympanum/cymbala – the 
sound. The strong cultic purport of these images 
invites questions regarding their connection to rituals 
occurring within the immediate space. Were the 
members of the households initiates? Did initiation 
rites take place in these rooms?

Conclusions
What does this multifarious body of evidence tell 
us about Pompeian ritual soundscapes? First of all, 
there can be no doubt that music accompanied all 
the rites mentioned in this essay as well as many 
other religious festivals celebrated in Pompeii. At the 
same time, however, the evidence is ambiguous. For 
example, the prevalence of Dionysian iconography 
suggests that the cult was widespread in Pompeii, 
but the particulars of the rites themselves, such as 
the scenario of initiation rites and the identity of 
initiates, have not been so far revealed. Similarly, the 
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presence and form of the Megalesian festival is only 
attested to by the fresco from the Via dell’Abbondanza. 
Moreover, fluctuating boundaries between the real and 
mythological representations of rites often prevent us 
from distinguishing between the imagined and authentic 
cult practices. Fortunately, other groups of evidence 
provide us with a wider scope for study. For instance, 
in the case of sacrificial soundscape we can observe 
the interplay of place, ritual and music embedded 
within sacred conventions of audial experience which 
consists of silence, noises, spoken ritual formulas and 
instrumental music. In this respect, the music of the 
tibia serves as a powerful symbol of a ritual language, 
a medium of communication between deities and 
worshippers, while the instrument itself emerges as a 
material testimony of this elusive relationship. As we 
have also seen, the strong association between rituals 
and their audial dimension reflected in the worship-
related iconography is a clear attempt to record 
perishable musical sound and evoke it by means of 
material representations. In this way, depictions of 
musical instruments among ritual paraphernalia – both 
as votives and actual sonorous objects – serve to re-
enact the indispensable audial aspect of sacred rites. 
Uniquely in Pompeii, we can also explore the overlap 
between the iconography and organological finds 
unearthed side by side, as is the case of the pair of 
cymbala and their visual depiction, which were found in 
the house of Julia Felix.
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