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For the most important people in my life, Corinne, Mariam, Noah, Tabea, Eli, and Moshira. And for those who wish to follow in the footsteps of our flute-making ancestors, who built and played rim-blown flutes with advanced scales thousands of years ago.









[image: Figure 1: Ney Player and Singer. A painted relief from the tomb of Nenkhefetka (approx. 2400 BC). [Photo by Mai Haikal]]


Figure 1: Ney Player and Singer. A painted relief from the tomb of Nenkhefetka (approx. 2400 BC). [Photo by Mai Haikal]










A Brief Story


I was about 14 when I took a bus from Cairo to Sharm El-Sheikh. At that time, it was a ghost town with a few cheap hotels and fiberglass huts for rent. Sinai had just been returned to Egypt after the peace treaty with Israel. Most of the scattered ruins were remnants of the Israeli occupation.


From there, I went to Nuweiba for a few nights, then took a bus to Saint Catherine at Mount Moses. I fell in love with this place at first sight and kept returning for years. Around Saint Catherine, you could go on several wandering safari tours through the desert to small oases with fresh, cold water.


I used to go there with two friends, and later on, I started spending a week or two on my own on a mountain opposite Mount Moses, hearing and watching tourists' pilgrimage at dawn to catch the sunrise from the top of the mountain. My best companion was my Ney flute. I would play a tune, wait a second or two for the echo, and then play together with the echo. While writing these words, I still can hear these echoes after almost 40 years, like echoes of the past.


One day, though, I heard a sound like a Ney, but it was not a Ney. It was melancholic and had a scale I had never heard before in this voice. I followed the sound and approached two Bedouin women who started screaming when they saw me. I was young and did not know it was improper to approach Bedouin women grazing their goats in the desert. I just wanted to know which instrument they were playing. Then, a tall man came shouting at me aggressively. As I understood later, he thought I was after his daughters. Me, a tourist, in only shorts! I told the man I was a Ney player and had only followed the tune. He grabbed the flute from one of his daughters, handed it to me, and said, "Show me if you can play it."


Now, you need to know that this instrument, which turned out to be the Kawala, is played like the Ney, only with a different fingering, so it was easy for me to produce a clean sound. Only then did the Bedouin father calm down. I asked him if I could measure the flute. It was made from an old water pipe and had only four holes! I had nothing but my hands and fingers, so I measured it with them.


When I returned to Cairo, I replicated these measurements. At some point, I learned that a very similar flute is a folk instrument played at feasts in Upper Egypt with originally six holes. After some research, I found that this flute type is spread over almost the entire world. In fact, a similar flute was discovered in Germany, called the Neanderthal flute, dating back up to 50,000 years BC.


Playing this flute means connecting to humanity's most ancient wind instrument, far beyond religion, nations, and ideologies. It is the flute of all our ancestors. It is the origin of the Ney, Saluang, Native American Pueblo flute, the Shakuhachi, and many other flutes. Hence, we will start with the Kawala and gradually learn how to build some flutes I mentioned here. Whichever flute you choose from this book to learn to make or play, you will be echoing our ancestors' music, sounds, and emotions from a time long before territorial, ideological, political, or religious conflicts arose.










Introduction


In mid-2008, a talented flutist from the Munich Philharmonic commissioned me to build a Ney for the musical The Lord of the Rings. It was intended for the second flute in the piece "Gandalf's Lament" to be played with either an alto flute or Ney.


The standard Ney set consists of seven flutes, each corresponding to a specific oriental scale. All Neys have the same ratio between the hole positions and the flute's size; only the Ney's length determines the base note to which the flute is tuned. A distinctive feature of the Ney is that when the third finger hole from the bottom is opened, it always produces a quarter tone. To give you a more visual idea, imagine a keyboard.
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Figure 2: The keyboard as we know it in Western Music.





Western music has 12 notes from C to B, which are well-suited for creating harmonies and chords. In contrast, oriental music focuses on the perfection of the individual notes rather than on creating harmony through chords. Instead of just twelve notes, it includes 24 notes in an octave. For example, between C and C#, Arabic music adds a C ¼#. And between Eb and E, there is an E ¼b.


Those who did not grow up with these sounds need time to hear them accurately. For people from the Orient, what may be perceived as wailing by a Western ear is perfection in musical nuance.
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Figure 3: Left: C plus a quarter tone. Right: E minus a quarter tone.





It reminds me of a situation I encountered while living in Dubai. I was working on writing a guide for an incentive tours agency there. I often spent the entire night in the office because it was overcrowded and noisy during the day. After one of these long nights, I was about to print everything I had collected and written. Just then, the Bengali kitchen assistant asked, shaking his head, "A copy, Sir?"


I explained to the employee that I did not need a copy. He immediately asked again, emphasizing the word "copy." I explicitly said that I did not need a copy and that it was enough if I printed everything once! When he kept asking, I lost my temper.


The head of the travel agency looked at the situation briefly and started laughing. He comforted the assistant and took me aside. He then explained that he came from a linguistic background where he confused the letter "F" with "P." When he said "copy," he meant "coffee."


The man just wanted to offer me a coffee, and I yelled at him. I felt terrible. Apart from my apologies to him, the lesson from this story in the contest of this book is that when we have not grown up with certain sounds and tones, we cannot recognize them quickly, and it takes a while before we even begin to hear them. People tend to replace unfamiliar sounds with similar ones they are already familiar with. This also happened to me with Danish, where I kept hearing an "L" instead of the Danish "D." It is neither a "D" as we know it nor an "L," but a sound in between that can only be recognized after weeks of practice and listening.


Returning to the commission I received from the talented flutist in Munich, I was tasked with building a Ney that could play a specific Western musical piece.
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Explicitly, the flute should cover the following notes: D#, F, G, G#, A, A#, C, C#, D#, E, F, F#, G#, A, and A#. The Ney most suitable for this unusual scale is the Ney Djaharka (51 cm (20.1 in) on Eb). However, I would need to close the second hole from the bottom and move the third hole about 2 cm (0.8 in) higher to achieve the fourth note expected. Furthermore, the scale would sound shrill and high. I tried to build a suitable Ney waisting three tubes, but no matter what I did, it never met the exact requirements. I almost gave up; then I remembered that Kawalas could be tuned easily arbitrarily and are, therefore, considerably more suitable for Western music, at least for this piece, than Ney flutes. I cut a bamboo tube, and within minutes, the bamboo blank for a Kawala was ready, which also met the requirements of the piece.


Years ago, I had already tried to market the Kawala in Germany. But because it is so unknown, there were only a few interested musicians. In contrast, the Ney, only conditionally suitable for Western music, is already known to many musicians and is more likely to be bought.


The Ney is an ancient Egyptian development of the older Kawala and was spread from there throughout the Orient. Strictly speaking, the Kawala (also known as Sullamiyya, Saluang, or Ghab) is the oldest wind instrument in the world, as it is merely a tube with a few holes and the prototype of the ancient Egyptian Ney, which has itself been demonstrably played for over 4000 years (See figure No. 1). Before we begin to build a Kawala, I would like to compare the Ney with the Kawala briefly.
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Although building a Ney appears simple in the figure above, the process is quite complex, considering that bamboo reeds have multiple chambers, not all membranes should be sanded away, and the hole positions must be millimeter-precise. Building a Ney is genuinely an art in itself.


Caution: Moisture can accumulate through the membrane (e), and mold is not uncommon if the interior is poorly processed and treated.










The Kawala


Its straightforward construction characterizes the Kawala. I already shared my first encounter with it in the brief story at the beginning of this book.
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Just 75 years ago, in oriental music, the lute, the Ney, the qanun (oriental zither), and a few string instruments would accompany the singer, playing more or less the same melody. Since harmony and chord accompaniment have become integral parts of oriental music, and since piano, guitar, and synthesizer have become part of Arabic pop music, more and more Ney players are turning to the Kawala, which for centuries was the flute of folklore and rural areas.


Despite its major tuning, the Kawala can cover the entire spectrum of oriental music. Additionally, it can be tuned to play the typical Arabic quarter tones directly, which I will discuss at the end of the book. However, a Kawala will only offer two octaves.


The pitch can be adjusted up or down by up to half a note by slightly altering the blowing angle. Unlike the Ney, the Kawala is very sensitive to hole closing. For example, when playing the Ney, it does not matter much if you close holes 1 and 2 when holes 7, 6, and 5 are already closed. This is not the case with the Kawala.


Closing additional holes at the bottom will slightly lower the pitch, allowing for smooth transitions between notes on the Kawala.


Generally speaking, the more detailed and developed the mechanics of an instrument, the harder it is to add personal nuances between the given notes. What the lever does for the electric guitar and the pedal for the keyboard, the Kawala player achieves with their fingers and by changing the blowing angle.


The Kawala is arguably the most suitable oriental-sounding wind instrument for Western music. Of course, Kawalas and Neys cannot replace each other fully, just as a ukulele cannot replace a violin because both have four strings. However, for your introduction to oriental tones, no instrument is more suitable than the Kawala. It is also the best practice to build and play the following flutes, which we will deal with in this book.


First, I will show you in a quick guide how easy it is to build a Kawala. Then, I will guide you on improving this flute to a professional-level Kawala that can easily compete with the best in the world. In this process, you will learn extensively and in great detail how to tune bamboo flutes and treat the bamboo tube inside and out. You will learn how to make your tuning rods and shellac varnish. You will also learn how to bind your flute so that you, and potentially your customers if you choose to produce commercially, will enjoy the flute for many years.


Only after you have mastered the Kawala will we focus on further rim-blown flutes like the Saluang flutes and the Native American Pueblo flute. It is essential not only to give you template measurements for drilling the holes but also to show you how to research and recreate historical instruments yourself. Hence, I have put some special effort into showing you how to calculate the holes of the Puebloan flutes. If you study this part, you can build many historical rim-blown flutes. I strongly advise you to study the entire book. In my youth, no internet or entire book explained any of this. Nearly all I know about bamboo flutes results from decades of testing, failing, and retrying. Sure, in recent years, whenever I find a booklet or brochure on the subject, I would buy it, but I have not found any comprehensive book on this subject. Thus I decided to write it for you.
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