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BAM (MUSIC)

BAM (also written bam) “bass,” the lowest-pitched string in music. The
seventeenth-century dictionary Borhan-e qate‘states s.v. bam that “people also
say tar-e bam (the low string), which is the thick string set in musical
instruments.” The New Persian word bam has been borrowed in Arabic as
bamm and in Armenian as bamb. The contrary of bam is zir (variant zil)
“treble.”

The explanation given by the present writer (and offered by him for
discussion several years ago) is that the two terms refer to the way in which
the performer’s fingers pluck the strings—from below for a high note and
from above for a low note. NPers. zir is derived from Mid. Pers. az ér and
OPers. *haca adari “from below.” NPers. bam is from Mid. Pers. *apam < OPers.
*upama “highest.” Likewise in ancient Greek music hé hypaté (chordé) “the
highest (string)” designated the lowest-pitched string, and conversely hé neaté
or neté “the last” or “deepest” designated the highest-pitched string (W. Eilers,
Die vergleichend-semasiologische Methode in der Orientalistik, Abh. Mainzer
Akad. Wiss., 1973, pp. 62f.).

There are grounds to suppose that bam keeps its original meaning of “high” or
“highest” in many names of places in the southeast of Iran. The following list is
taken from Razmara, Farhang VIII and IX: Bam, Bampur/Bambur, Bambuyan,
Bam-mogan (see Eilers, Das Volk der Maka, AMI Erganzungsband 10, Berlin,
1983, p. 114), Bamrad, and, with bam as the suffix, Ahibam, Dehnowbam,
Salibam. There are also some place-names with the lengthened form bam:
Kalatabam, Bam-Cenar, Bam(a)kan (in the province of Yazd). All are
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settlements or localities in mountainous country.

NPers. bam “roof” is generally thought to be derived from OPers. *pana
“shelter,” but the Mid. Pers. form ban “roof” (e.g., in the Frahang 1 Pahlavik)
has initial b and could well be a variant of ham “high.” Just as bam “lowest-
pitched string” has the attested variant bam, so might OPers. *upama have had
a lengthened form *upama (cf. OInd. katama “which” and NPers. kodam). The
form ban found in Pahlavi and some dialects might thus be a secondary
offshoot of bam.

The word bam under discussion here must not be confused with bam
“radiance” found in NPers. bamdad “dawn, morning,” in Mid. Pers. bam1
“glowing” (root bha-), and in geographical names such as Bamian “belonging
to radiant (Balk)” and the widespread mountain name Kih-e Bamu, which
(like Kuh-e Saba) means “mountain in the sunrise,” i.e., in the east.
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