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The Ottoman Turkish ney flute between Music and Metaphysics

Ney is a term that literally means ‘reed, cane’. Such a reed flute is a member of the big ‘obliquely held-rim blown’ flutes family. More specifically, according to the organological classification of the musical instruments proposed by Von Hornbostel and Sachs, the ney is a ‘single end-blown flute with finger holes’. It seems interesting to note that the ney and its brothers are among the oldest musical instruments still played among the musical cultures of the whole planet.

In this paper I will deal only with the particular variant of the flute ney that became typical of the Ottoman Turkish classical music tradition. An analysis of this instrument and of its rich background take me to enucleate seven points which reflects the seven melodic holes of the Ottoman ney flute.

1. Historical

The first point/melodic hole (rast) is represented by its historical background. Archaeological traces of the ‘end-blown flutes’ are conserved in the Universities of Philadelphia and Pennsylvania. The first iconographic documents, dated 2600 BC, come from ancient Egypt, where a bas-relief from the Kadawa tomb in Gizeh depicts a musical scene with an end-blown flute. In a second bas-relief in the tomb (mastaba) of Akh Hetep, dating to 2500 BC, now in the Louvre Museum, another banquet scene with musicians depicts the same flute, but this time, deciphering the inscriptions, we can read its name: saïbit. Successive iconographic traces come to us from the bas-reliefs of Sassanid epoch (III-VII AC) from Taq-i-Bustân, near Kermanshâh. Such bas-reliefs depict banquet scenes showing the zither chang and end-blown flutes. The first traces of the ‘obliquely held-rim blown’ reed flutes, in short, took us to its natural habitat, the reed basket along the great rivers of the Middle Orient area, such as the Nile, the Tigris, the Euphrates. Over the centuries, the family scattered over a vast area and it was adopted by Arab, Persian and Turkic language speakers. 

2. Organological
The second point/melodic hole (dügâh) is represented here by the organological peculiarity of the Ottoman/Turkish ney, which is radically distinct both from its brothers played in classical music traditions (maqâm, mugam) that stretches from Spain to China, as well as from its Folk and nomadic brothers.

If we look at the musical scenes depicted in miniatures of the medieval Islamic period we can observe that there were not such radical organological variants between the Persian, Arab and Ottoman classical music neys. Nevertheless, from those medieval times the instruments radically changed through centuries, so that nowadays:

· The Persian ney haftband is made by cane but has seven internodes (haftband) and six melodic holes (five in front and one in the back) and, moreover, its sound production is dental, i.e. the player put its end under the teeth and direct the air with the tongue. Such a change seems to be recent and it is attributed to Nâyeb Asadollâh (d. circa 1910), the ney master from Isfahan: looking at some Turkmen, he would have decided to adopt their sophisticated technique. Apart from Turkmen, the dental sound production is characteristic of nomadic Turkic speaking peoples and it is also used by Tatars, Kazakhs and Kirgiz.

· The nai as played in Central Asia Shashmaqom and among the Uyghurs Onikkimuqam is made by wood and is played as a transverse flute, maybe thanks to the influence of North Indian bansuri. 

· The Arab nây sound production remained labial, and the flute is made by cane, has nine internodes and seven melodic holes, just as the Ottoman type: what changes here is the tuning system adopted nowadays: the instrument doesn’t derives its name from the lowest note on the instrument (called kabâ rast in the Ottoman system) but from the second melodic hole from the bottom.

The Ottoman Turkish ney flute is made by reed, has nine internodes, seven melodic holes and the cane is open at the upper and bottom end. Its sound production is labial. The real distinctive, striking, feature appears in the late XVI century miniatures of the Sûrnâme of Murad III (1582), now at the Library of the Topkapı Palace (Istanbul, Ms. H 1344 fol. 19r), where is clearly visible a sort of mouthpiece called başpare (literally, ‘head piece’) that still nowadays is typical only of the neys of Turkey. Today başpares are mostly obtained from the horn of water buffalo or from other materials such as wood, amber or plastic. It is generally believed that the başpare enhance to play longer and lower instruments so that actually we have various sizes that, from the high to the lower register, are:  
· Bolâheng, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is D 4;

· Supurde, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is C 4
; 
· Mustahsen, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is B 3;

· Yıldız, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is B♭3;

· Kız, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is A 3;

· Mansûr, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is G 3;

· Şah, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is F 3;

· Davûd, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is E 3;

· Bolâheng, in which the Rast at the lower (kabâ) octave is D 3.
It is worthy of note that the lowest flutes are the longest, arriving to 190 cm. and requires long harms from the player. Each flute play on a range that may vary, according to the instrument and to the player, from the two octaves and half to the three octaves. 

Apart from this principal sizes, in the Ottoman/Turkish musical tradition there are the sizes called nisfîye, one octave above (similar to the European ottavino in the flute family) and the ‘in/between’ sizes of neys called mabeynî, that from their very first names mixes two principal sizes, as it happens for instance, for Şah-Mansûr, in Fa ♯, or Kız-Mansûr, in Sol ♯ etc.

At the same time, ney it is different from its Folk and nomadic brothers that in Turkey are called mostly kaval (in the variants dilksiz kaval, dilli kaval, çoban kavalı, üç parçalı kavalı, çam kavalı, madenı kavalı). The differences from the kaval depends mainly from: 

· its material, the ney is made by the cane, more precisely of the botanical species called Arundo Donax, while the kaval can be made in different materials.

· the number of its melodic holes, six frontal and one in the back, while in kaval they can vary from a minimum of five to a maximum of eight; 

· the sophisticated and accurate measurements that dictate its dimension, its cut and the position of the melodic holes, while in the kaval the position of the melodic holes is often empiric. 

With this name and with these requirements the Ottoman/Turkish ney played through centuries exclusively in two musical environments: the richly elaborate classical music of the maqâm (modern Turkish makâm; Azeri mugam), played mostly at the Ottoman court and in the palaces of the great urban centres, and the Dervishes genres, that spans from the more simple hymns/songs called ilâhi to the highly complex and long genres such as the ceremony (âyin, âyin-i şerif) of the so called ‘Whirling Dervishes’.

3. The Ottoman Turkish ney, Hazret-i Mevlâna and the Sufi samâ‘ 

This introduce to our third melodic holes (segâh), that take us from the instrument to its players (neyzenler): in fact during the centuries the most part of the neyzenler were dervishes that received their musical formation in one of the many Sufi centres of the Ottoman territories. In order to explain such a characteristic we have to introduce a new subject: the Sufism (Arab tasawwuf; Turkish tasavvuf) and its ceremonial meeting called samâ‘. The Arab term samâ‘ can be translated by: ‘listening, audition’ and, in a more historical perspective, with ‘spiritual concert’. According to the Sufis (and Qur’an VII, 172 ff) the first samâ‘ took place before the beginning of Time, when all the souls that would ever live were together, in Union, before Separation. The Creator asked them: ‘Am I not Your Lord?’ (Alast'o bi Rabbi kumm?) and all the souls answered ‘Yes, we testify.’ (Bâli, shahîdna). Such a question and such an answer provoked in them an inner state of sweetness and ecstasy, they began to took life and Time began. 

According to the Sufis, during a samâ‘ the listening of music could induce particular inner states called, according to their degree, tawajjud, wajd and wujud, which may be defined as ‘ecstasy’ or, more accurately, ‘enstasy’. From such inner states exterior body movements and postures – spontaneous or prefixed – eventually manifested, often accused of being ‘dance’ by Islamic legists (‘ulama, foqaha). Already from the 9th century a. C. we find the first traces of this particular Sufi ceremonial meeting in Baghdad, III E./ IX a. C. with the written defences of samâ‘ made by great Sufi masters, as Dhu’n Nun Misrî, Fazil ‘Ayyaz, Shiblî, Nurî and Junayd. 

The ney became one of the very, very few musical instruments allowed to play in the particular Sufi ceremonial meeting known as samâ‘. 
For some Sufi ways (Arab tariqa, Turkish tarika) samâ‘ became a central practice along the path for the inner development of man: the most famous is certainly the case of the mevlevîye brotherhood which derived its name from his honorific title Mowlâna (‘Master, Our master’) given to Persian language Sufi poet and scholar Jalâl-ud-Dîn Rûmî (Balkh, 1207-Konya, 1273). 

Rûmî had a special sensibility for music and very often in his work the same musical instruments became poetical symbols. Namely, breaking the literary codes of His times, he opened his poem Masnavi-i Mathnavi with eighteen distiches dedicated to the sound of the reed ney flute:

be-sh’new în ney chûn hikâyet mêkonad 

az jodâ’îy-hâ hikâyet mêkonad

Listen to this reed how it complains:

it is telling a tale of separations.
4. The ney practiced in the Ottoman Turkish mevlevîye brotherhood
Our fourth melodic hole (çargâh) represents the particular role of the ney in the brotherhood mevlevîye: in it, following the above quoted Rûmî’s exhortation, the ney became an instrument intensively practiced, while samâ‘ and, more generally, the arts had a central role in its spiritual path. After Rûmî, the mevlevî community recognized Hüsameddin Çelebi as the guide of the brotherhood (tarikatçı dede). He was followed by the first son of Rûmî, poet Sultân Bahâ-od-Dîn Walâd (1226-1312), who elected as successor his own first son, Ulu Arif Çelebi: to him is attributed the codification of samâ‘ that soon was called âyin, âyin-i şerif (later muqabala, modern Turkish mukabele). An âyin became at least a weekly event: the necessity for trained musicians, singers, and semazen is evident and this is the main reason for the above definition of the mevlevî centres as ‘the Conservatories of the Ottoman empire’.

Historically, the mevlevîye brotherhood had a rapid diffusion, parallel to the Ottoman conquests, and the mevlevî lodges became major centres of musical teaching throughout the area of Ottoman rule, spreading in Syria, Egypt, the Maghreb world, in Bulgaria, and in the Balkan area, where the last tekke were demolished in Sarajevo in 1959. Within actual Turkish territories mevlevî centers were numerous and flourished until 1923, when all Sufi orders were abolished by official decree of Kemal Atatürk, so that all the centers of the different tarikas were closed and all propriety confiscated.

5. Between physic and metaphysic: the mevlevî meditation of the first 18 distiches of Masnavi-i Mathnavi 
The fifth melodic hole/point (yegâh) take us from the instrument and its players to its metaphysical meanings: ney flute is unanimously considered by all Sufi commentaries as the symbol of the human soul separated from the Divine world, fallen in this world. Just as the reed was separated from the reed basket, human being/ney longs for Union in the torments of Separation. As we saw above, this state takes us to the Qur’an VII, 172 ff.

In particular, in mevlevî path developed a particular way to intend the instrument, between physic and metaphysic, between organolgy and spirituality: as the reed has to be cleansed of the vegetal veils that obstruct its column, blocking the breath of the player, so the man has to empty himself from the veils of his ego (nafs, nufūs) in order to resonate with the Divine Breath. Organologically, the reed is made by a single stem subdivided in nodes by dense sections: in order to make a ney it is necessary to burn such sections with fire. This burning operation takes us to the Sufi concept of hizmet, ‘service’, a central activity inside mevlevîye: hizmet is not only exterior but inner, so that is possible to speak about a ‘work upon himself’. The fire of love (aşk) has to burn the veils of the nafses As an empty ney is in harmony with its player, so an empty man is in harmony with his creator and in perfect union with Him.

6. Transmission

The sixth melodic hole/point (hüseyniaşiran) take us beyond: the practice of ney wasn’t the practice of a mere musical instrument. In such a cultural/initiatic mevlevî environment, it’s difficult to neatly distinguish between a pure ‘music’ master, and a pure ‘spiritual’ master; between a pure ‘music’ apprentice and a pure ‘spiritual’ apprentice. The two dimensions rather coexisted and intertwined, with all the resulting implications. The same ceremony of initiation to the ney seems not so different from the classical Sufi pact (baya‘t) between a master (sheykh, murshîd) and a disciple (talîb, murîd). According to my ney teacher, neyzen Kudsi Erguner (oral communication, April 20th 2006) a candidate had to firstly express his clear intention (niyyat). An appointment was arranged with a distinguished ney master and the candidate would arrive having performed his ritual ablutions (wudhu). He was then introduced to the master by two friends of the master himself, who accompanied the candidate to his left and to his right. He was presented to the master by the two friends, who guaranteed his good conduct and character. The would-be pupil then saluted the master three times with the Islamic formula as-salām alaykum, ‘Peace be upon you’, receiving the canonical answer wa alaykum as-salām ‘And Peace be upon you’. Then the disciple sat in front of the master, his knees touching the knees of the master, who took the hand of the apprentice and told him that every breath into the ney signifies Hû, ‘He’, the sacred pronoun that alludes to God. At this point the apprentice received a ney, the master began to blow, and the apprentice tried to continue and copy the note of the master. 
7. Hû
With this our journey arrived to the seventh and final melodic hole (Irak), a note produced without fingers, in a completely open position, immersed in a metaphysical sphere that goes beyond the words. In fact, it is believed that when a neyzen play he/she implicitly pronounces the impalpable divine name Hû (‘He’). 

The pronoun Hû, from Arab Hûwa ‘He’, even though it does not appear in the canonical Islamic list of the ninety-nine Names/Attributes of God (Allah), is widely used and beloved by Sufis for its evocativeness. Hû is also a particular phase of the Sufi zikr ceremonies of the whole Turkish, Central Asian, Iranian and Indian area, always associated with breathing techniques. According to the Indian Sufi author Inayat Khan, in his The Mysticism of Sound, the syllable Hû is omni-pervasive and resonates in the whole Creation, just as the sacred syllable Om in Hinduism. 

In the resonance of such a Sound beyond the physical sound our words fades away.








Giovanni De Zorzi
� I adopt here the international conventiion that considers C 4 = 261.63Hz.
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