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In the rich landscape of traditional and medieval music, the psaltery stands
out as an ancient stringed instrument renowned for its delicate sound and
distinctive playing style. One of the most notable features of psaltery music
is the use of repeating drone notes, which serve a unique purpose in shaping
the overall musical experience. These sustained, continuous notes are not
merely decorative; they play a crucial role in emphasizing specific elements
within the music. Understanding what element of the music is emphasized by
these drone notes, especially when played on a psaltery, offers valuable
insight into how this instrument and technique influence musical mood,
structure, and perception.

Understanding the Psaltery and Its Role in
Medieval and Folk Music

Before delving into the significance of drone notes, it is essential to grasp
what the psaltery is and its place in historical music traditions.

The Psaltery: An Overview

- Origin and History: The psaltery is one of the oldest stringed instruments,
dating back to ancient civilizations, including Greece and the Middle East.
It gained popularity throughout medieval Europe, often used in religious and
secular settings.

- Design and Sound: Typically, the psaltery consists of a flat, trapezoidal
or rectangular wooden soundboard with multiple strings stretched across it.
It is played by plucking the strings with fingers or a plectrum, producing
bright, resonant sounds.

- Playing Techniques: Besides plucking, players sometimes use techniques like
damping and muting to alter the sound, and the instrument often features in
solo or ensemble contexts.

The Musical Context of the Psaltery

- The psaltery is frequently associated with sacred music, courtly
entertainment, and folk traditions.
- Its sound is characterized by a clear, bell-like tone that complements



other medieval instruments such as the harp, lute, or flute.
- The instrument's simplicity and portability made it accessible for both
professional musicians and amateurs.

The Significance of Drone Notes in Music

Drone notes have a long-standing tradition in various musical cultures
worldwide. They are sustained pitches that underpin the harmony and tonality
of a piece.

What Are Drone Notes?

- Definition: A drone is a continuous, unchanging pitch that remains constant
throughout a section or the entire piece.

- Function: Drones establish a tonal center or key, create a sense of
stability, and contribute to the overall mood.

Historical and Cultural Uses of Drones

- Used extensively in folk music across regions like India (Sruti), Ireland
(uilleann pipes), and Africa.

- Central to Gregorian chant and other medieval sacred music traditions.

- Employed in drone-based instruments like the bagpipes, hurdy-gurdy, and,
notably, the psaltery.

How Repeating Drone Notes Played on a Psaltery
Emphasize Specific Elements of Music

Playing repeating drone notes on a psaltery influences the listener's
perception and highlights particular musical elements. The primary element
emphasized by drone notes is harmony, but their impact extends to creating
mood, reinforcing tonality, and supporting rhythmic and melodic features.

Emphasis on Harmony and Tonal Center

- Harmonic Foundation: Drone notes serve as a constant tonal reference,
anchoring the music in a specific key.

- Stability and Unity: The unchanging pitch provides a sense of stability,
making the music feel cohesive.

- Example: When a drone is played on a C note, it emphasizes the C major or
minor tonality, guiding the listener’s ear to the key center.



Creating a Meditative and Ritualistic Mood

- Sustained Sound: The continuous drone fosters a hypnotic atmosphere, often
associated with meditative or spiritual practices.

- Emotional Impact: It evokes feelings of calmness, reverence, or
introspection.

- Cultural Significance: In religious settings, the drone emphasizes the
sacredness of the music, drawing focus to the spiritual message.

Reinforcing the Melodic Line

- Melody and Drone Interaction: The melody played over a drone creates a
layered soundscape, where the melody interacts with the sustained pitch.

- Highlighting Melodic Development: Changes in the melody are more
perceptible when contrasted against the steady drone, emphasizing melodic
contours and intervals.

- Example: A melody that moves around the drone note becomes more prominent,
as the drone provides a stable background.

Supporting Rhythmic and Textural Elements

- Though primarily emphasizing harmony and mood, drone notes also contribute
to the rhythmic perception by maintaining a steady pitch.

- The repetition aids in creating a textured sound that can evoke a sense of
continuity or timelessness.

Why the Psaltery’s Drone Technique Is
Particularly Effective

The psaltery’s ability to sustain notes and its gentle, resonant sound make
it especially suited for drone playing. This technique enhances the emotional
and spiritual qualities of the music, making it a powerful expressive tool.

Instrumental Qualities Facilitating Drone Emphasis

- Resonance: The psaltery’s natural resonance sustains drone notes
effectively.

- Ease of Repetition: The instrument’s design allows for easy repetition of
notes, facilitating continuous drone sounds.

- Portability: Its small size makes it accessible for various settings, from
religious ceremonies to folk gatherings.



Playing Techniques for Effective Drone Emphasis

- Looped Plucking: Repeatedly plucking the same string to maintain the drone.
- Using Capo or Tuning Adjustments: To emphasize different tonal centers.

- Complementary Melodic Play: Playing melodies that harmonize with the drone
to deepen the emotional effect.

Conclusion: The Element of Music Highlighted by
Drone Notes on a Psaltery

The use of repeating drone notes played on a psaltery primarily emphasizes
harmony and tonality within the music. These sustained notes serve as a sonic
foundation, establishing the key, creating mood, and providing a sense of
stability and unity. Beyond harmony, drone notes also contribute to the
emotional and spiritual ambiance of the music, fostering a meditative or
sacred atmosphere that enhances the listener’s experience.

By anchoring the melodic and rhythmic elements, drone notes played on the
psaltery exemplify how a simple, sustained pitch can profoundly influence the
perception and emotional impact of music. This technique underscores the
importance of harmony and tonality in shaping musical expression, making the
psaltery an enduring instrument in both historical and folk traditions.

In summary, when listening to or playing music with drone notes on a
psaltery, it is clear that the element most emphasized is harmony, with
additional effects on mood, stability, and spiritual ambiance. This technique
remains a testament to the enduring power of sustained pitches in musical
storytelling and emotional expression.
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Frequently Asked Questions



What element of music is highlighted by the
repeating drone notes played on a psaltery?

The element emphasized is the harmony, as the drone creates a continuous
harmonic foundation that supports the melody.

How do drone notes on a psaltery influence the
overall mood of the music?

They establish a meditative or sacred atmosphere by providing a steady,
unchanging harmonic backdrop.

What role do the repeating drone notes play in
traditional psaltery music?

They serve as a constant harmonic anchor, emphasizing the tonal center and
reinforcing the mode or key.

Which musical element is primarily affected by the
repetitive drone on a psaltery?

The element affected is the tonality or pitch stability, as the drone
maintains a fixed pitch that defines the scale.

In what way do the drone notes contribute to the
rhythm of the piece?

While primarily harmonic, the drone notes can also contribute to rhythmic
stability by providing a steady pulse.

Are the repeating drone notes on a psaltery more
related to melody or harmony?

They are more related to harmony, as they create a continuous harmonic
support for the melody.

What cultural or musical traditions commonly use
drone notes on instruments like the psaltery?

Many folk and medieval traditions, including Celtic, Indian, and Byzantine
music, utilize drone notes to create a sense of continuity and spiritual
depth.

How does the use of drone notes on a psaltery affect



the listener's perception of the music?

It can create a hypnotic or trance-like effect, emphasizing the tonal center
and fostering immersion.

What is the significance of repeating drone notes in
modal music played on a psaltery?

Repeating drone notes reinforce the modal scale, emphasizing the
characteristic pitch and mood of the mode.

Can the use of drone notes on a psaltery influence
the perception of melody?

Yes, the drone provides a constant harmonic reference, making the melody more
prominent and grounded within the established tonality.

Additional Resources

What Element Of The Music Is Emphasized By The Repeating Drone Notes, Played
On A Psaltery?

The use of repeating drone notes played on a psaltery is a distinctive
musical feature that profoundly influences the overall character and
emotional impact of a piece. These sustained, continuous tones serve as more
than mere background; they are a fundamental element that shapes the
listener’s perception and engagement with the music. Understanding what
element of the music is emphasized by these drone notes involves exploring
their role in creating texture, establishing tonality, and reinforcing
musical structure. In this guide, we will delve into the significance of
drone notes, their historical and cultural contexts, and how they function
within various musical traditions to emphasize specific elements of music.

The Role of Drone Notes in Music: An Overview

Before dissecting the specific element emphasized by drone notes on a
psaltery, it’s important to understand what drone notes are and their general
purpose in music.

What are Drone Notes?

Drone notes are continuous, unchanging pitches that underpin a piece of
music. They often hold a single note or a repeated pattern that sustains
throughout a segment or entire composition. Their purpose ranges from
creating a harmonic foundation to establishing a mode or tonal center.

Common Instruments for Drone Notes



- Stringed instruments like the psaltery, bagpipes, and hurdy-gurdy
- Wind instruments like bagpipes and didgeridoos
- Voice-based traditions, such as Indian ragas or Gregorian chant

Historical & Cultural Significance

Drones have been integral to many musical traditions worldwide, from ancient
Indian classical music to folk and medieval European music. Their persistent
sound creates a sense of continuity and stability, often associated with
spiritual or ritualistic contexts.

How Drone Notes Influence the Element of Music They Emphasize

When analyzing the role of drone notes played on a psaltery, it’s essential
to consider the different elements of music they impact. These include
harmony, tonality, mood, and structure.

1. Emphasis on Tonality and Mode

The primary element emphasized by drone notes is tonality, specifically the
mode or key that the music is centered around. Because drone notes are
sustained pitches, they function as a tonal anchor, defining the musical
space and guiding melodic development.

- Establishing a Tonal Center:

The drone acts as a sonic reference point, firmly rooting the composition in
a specific pitch or mode. For example, a drone on a D note in a medieval
European piece may establish a D-based mode, such as D dorian or D aeolian.

- Highlighting Modal Characteristics:

Different modes have unique emotional qualities, and the drone helps
emphasize these by continuously reinforcing the characteristic pitch or
pitches associated with the mode.

2. Reinforcing Harmonic Foundations

The drone notes serve as a harmonic backbone, creating a static harmonic
context within which melodies unfold.

- Creating a Pedal Point:

The drone functions as a pedal point—a sustained note over which other parts
or melodies move. This technique emphasizes the element of harmony by
providing a constant pitch against which melodic variations are contrasted.

- Supporting Consonance and Dissonance:

The drone note can either reinforce consonance when melodies align with it or
create tension when dissonant notes are played against it, thus emphasizing
harmonic relationships.

3. Shaping the Mood and Atmosphere



The mood or emotional quality of the music is heavily influenced by drone
notes. The continuous sound contributes to a sense of stability, spiritual
transcendence, or meditative calmness.

- Creating a Hypnotic or Meditative State:
The repetition and sustained nature of drone notes induce a trance-like
state, emphasizing the element of mood or atmosphere.

- Conveying Spiritual or Ritual Significance:
In many traditions, drone notes are used in religious or ceremonial contexts,
emphasizing the sacred or contemplative element of the music.

4. Structuring the Musical Composition

While drone notes are static, they also serve a structural function by
anchoring improvisations, variations, or melodic development.

- Providing a Framework for Improvisation:

In improvisational or folk settings, the drone offers a constant pitch
reference, allowing performers to explore melodic variations without losing
the tonal center.

- Defining Sections or Transitions:
Changes or shifts in the drone can mark different sections, transitions, or
modal changes within a piece.

The Specific Impact of the Psaltery's Repeating Drone Notes

The psaltery, a stringed instrument with a rich history dating back to
ancient times, is often associated with medieval, folk, and sacred music
traditions. Its ability to sustain notes makes it ideal for emphasizing
certain musical elements through drone playing.

The Unique Characteristics of the Psaltery

- Resonance and Sustain:

The psaltery’s construction allows for rich sustain, making it well-suited
for continuous drone notes that underpin the melody.

- Ease of Playing Repetitive Notes:

Its design facilitates repetitive, steady notes, enabling musicians to create
a drone effect effortlessly.

What Element Is Emphasized by the Psaltery’s Drone Notes?

Given these characteristics, the element of tonality and modal emphasis is
primarily highlighted when the psaltery plays repeating drone notes.

Why?



- The drone notes serve as a persistent tonal foundation, emphasizing the key
or mode of the piece.

- They create a stable harmonic environment that guides melodic and
improvisational development.

- This stability accentuates the spiritual or meditative quality often
associated with psaltery music.

Examples from Musical Traditions

To better understand how drone notes emphasize specific musical elements,
consider the following examples:

Medieval European Music

- Context:
Psaltery and similar instruments often played drone notes in sacred chant and
folk music.

- Impact:
The drone emphasized the modal nature of the chant, reinforcing the spiritual
atmosphere and helping singers and listeners internalize the mode’s emotional
character.

Indian Classical Music

- Context:
The use of drone notes (called "Tanpura") is central in Indian ragas.

- Impact:
The drone emphasizes the raga’s tonal framework, highlighting the specific
notes (swara) that define the raga’s mood and character.

Folk and Ritual Music

- Context:
Many folk traditions employ drone notes played on instruments like the
psaltery or bagpipes.

- Impact:
The drone creates an immersive, trance-like environment, emphasizing the
element of mood, spiritual connection, or communal identity.

Summarizing the Element Emphasized by Drone Notes on a Psaltery

Based on the analysis, the key element of music emphasized by the repeating
drone notes played on a psaltery is the tonality or mode. These continuous
pitches serve as a sonic anchor, defining the key or modal framework within



which all melodic and harmonic activity occurs.
Additional elements influenced include:

- The harmonic foundation (via pedal point)

- The mood and atmosphere (creating a meditative or sacred ambiance)
- The structural organization (marking sections and transitions)

- The improvisational space for melodic development

Final Thoughts

The use of drone notes on a psaltery is a powerful musical technique that
emphasizes the element of tonality and modal identity. By providing a stable,
continuous pitch, the drone not only anchors the music but also enhances its
emotional depth and spiritual resonance. Whether in medieval chant, Indian
ragas, or folk rituals, these sustained notes are a testament to the enduring
importance of tonal foundations in music’s expressive capacity.

Understanding this element allows performers and listeners alike to
appreciate how drone notes shape the character and perception of a piece,
transforming simple sustained tones into profound musical statements that
transcend mere harmony and enter the realm of mood, spirituality, and
cultural identity.
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