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Abstract 

The Pipe and Tabor is played actively today across Europe and beyond in folk traditions and 

medieval music. Played in a number of social and ritual settings, it was a highly prominent 

instrumental combination in the European Middle Ages. Its origins and development before 

that period have hitherto been considered both unknown and unknowable, in contrast with other 

musical instruments. As an instrument expressing the quintessential nature of the human being, 

the combination of melody and rhythm, only an anthropological approach, historical, 

musicological, and linguistic, based on a conceptualisation of its lyrical power will serve in the 

quest to understand its development. The question of how to listen to the song that the pipe and 

tabor sings through time and understand its messages needs to be addressed. By the same token, 

such an approach can also explain our naming of the instrument and its components; the song 

we sing to it as our counterpart. In this paper, the history of the tabor is examined from its 

earliest manifestations in Ur through to the Middle Ages, and evidence for the pipe is brought 

forward in contrasting ancient sources. Instances of pipe and percussion provide overall access 

to the concept, particularly from the Graeco-Roman world, and variants such as horn and tabor 

are considered. Close linguistic scrutiny of biblical and other religious texts in Hebrew reveals 

a tight association between the pipe and the tabor in that the instrument may have existed at 

the time of writing. Significant clues as to origin are also found in the Arab musical tradition 

where important representations of the combination are uncovered. Evidence from these two 

source areas indicates that the transformation from two separate instruments to one may well 

have originated in the Near East, broadly conceived, from where the pipe and tabor found its 

way to Northern Europe in some way. This is supported by an acoustic analysis of the 

instrument’s lyrical song in terms of a description in Ptolemy of a three-hole pipe that closely 

resembles that found in Salamanca today. I also consider the names given to the pipe and tabor 

in the British Isles in recent history including whittle and dub, and solve the riddle of the 

difference between the two forms tabor and tabber and their pronunciations and what it means 

to choose one or other of them.  

Keywords: pipe and tabor, whittle and dub, tabber,three-hole pipe, drum, folk music, medieval 

music, musicology, archaeomusicology. 

 

1. Introduction 

The pipe and tabor can be treated as one instrument producing a single combined flow of sound 

or as two instruments, one melody, and the other percussion. However, its expressive power 

depends on an inextricable linkage of melody and rhythmic beats. In this sense, it mirrors the 
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most elemental of all modes of social expression, the phonetic quality of the human voice as 

necessarily connected to word and sentence stress underpinned by bodily rhythm such as 

movement alternation and heartbeat.  Thus, while the components of the pipe and tabor can be 

analysed separately, their union results in one instrument related, as it is, to the mystery of the 

human essence. Yet, accounts of the pipe and tabor have tended to be historical and descriptive. 

There is a correct but narrow focus on music (the tunes, rhythms, and playing techniques 

(Wortley, 1967)), basic history (the origins and development of the instrument (Montagu, 

2010)), and description (the manifestations, locations, and settings of the instrument as found 

in iconic and archaeological evidence (Nocilli & Valldeperas, 2009)). As a form of artistic 

expression, on the other hand, the pipe and tabor is a magical instrument and the surface 

manifestations of its core concept can best be understood in terms of representation of its true 

essence. Incantation lies at the heart of the tradition of high pipes overall, and this can be found 

in folk and mystical traditions as in the Pan Pipes (Borgeaud et al., 1988), the bagpipes that, 

played by the devil, lead to the bewitching of Tam o’ Shanter (Perkins, 2022), the Pied Piper 

of Hamelin, and classical works featuring the flute such as Mozart’s Magic Flute (Die 

Zauberflöte), Tchaikovsky’s Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy, and Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-

midi d’un faune. 

Indeed, a new approach to the pipe and tabor as a unique lyrical instrument capable of 

incantation in many forms and directions may reveal fresh insights in the attempt to understand 

the essence of this mysterious musical wonder in time and space. Indeed, representations of the 

pipe and tabor through history can be characterised in terms of dichotomies, dilemmas, and 

misunderstandings as to its nature: insight into those representations is sorely needed. In this 

paper, I will address questions such as what is the song of the pipe and tabor both as one 

instrument and its two components? How are the apparent gaps in history to be approached?  

What techniques other than the purely historical and musical can be used? And just what is the 

two-way relationship between this muse and our interpretation of its song? 

 

2. Origins 

In Europe, the earliest mentions of the pipe and tabor in manuscripts date to the late 13th century 

CE. The pipe and tabor is mentioned in the poem Frauendienst (The Service of Women) by the 

bard Ulrich von Liechtenstein with a publication date of 1255 CE. According to Buchner (1980, 

p.64), “The poem Frauendienst claims the homeland of this pipe-and-tabor combination to be 

France whence it spread throughout the entire European continent”. The letters of Abelard and 

Heloise also contain a reference to the pipe and tabor (earliest Latin manuscripts, late 13th 

century and first full published Latin edition in 1616 CE) (Abelard et al. 2013). Furthermore, 

it is a central question in discussions on the pipe and tabor as to why there appears to be no 

conclusive iconographic evidence for the instrument in Europe before the mid-thirteenth 

century when a major proliferation seemed to have occurred across Europe. An authority on 

early musical instruments, Montagu (2010) claimed that nothing was known of it before this 

time, and it seemed to him to have appeared fully formed. Moreover, he was of the belief that 

no evidence is to be found of a one-person melody and rhythmic combination or a one-hand 

pipe tradition in the Near and Middle East or North Africa (Montagu 2010, p.209). Yet, in the 

opinion of Berga & Teresa (2010, p.68), it is highly unlikely that the pipe and tabor appeared 

in the Middle Ages in Europe from nothing: according to them, it is likely to have been the 

result of a long period of experimentation in the medieval period. Thus, the pipe and tabor 
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stands apart from other instruments in its perceived lack of provenance or evidence thereto (in 

stark contrast to other instruments in their families), and has thus appeared to be an unsolved 

and unsolvable riddle. However, in the search for the earliest evidence of the pipe and tabor, it 

is as well to consider one essential aspect of the instrument: that it is one form of a combination 

of wind and percussion played by one person (Berga & Teresa, 2020). In that light, any cases 

found earlier than the mid-thirteenth century may be considered as physical instantiations of 

the central concept and as providing a lineage. Indeed, the concept may sing its song to us 

through its various forms. 

Paucity of representation of the central concept in Europe before the Middle Ages may be due 

to several factors. The large-scale building of churches and cathedrals and the production of 

illuminated manuscripts provided a canvas hitherto unavailable for artists and craftsmen to 

depict the exuberant presence of the pipe and tabor since the fall of the Roman empire. The 

earliest physical manifestations include the wooden carving (c.1250 CE) of a player on a 

misericord in Exeter Cathedral (Clarke, 2020; Plate 1) and the statue on the façade of the 

Maison des Musiciens in Rheims also c.1250 CE (Moeck, 1996).  

 

Plate 1: Misericord, Exeter Cathedral c.1250 CE. 

Source: Author’s photograph. 

The first appearance in an illustrated manuscript is said to be that of two players depicted in 

Codex E of the Spanish Cantigas de Santa Maria, (Madrid, c.1260 CE, in Sermon 2020, p.17) 

followed by the illustrations of David with Musicians in the Cuerden Psalter, ca 1270 CE), the 

Smithfield Decretals (Smithfield Decretals, 1300–1340 CE) and the Macclesfield Psalter 
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(Macclesfield Psalter, 1330-1340 CE). It might be argued, therefore, that before that period, 

especially in the period following the exit of the Romans from Britain in 410 CE opportunities 

to represent the instrument were quite lacking, at least in the British Isles, and decreasingly in 

mainland Europe, due to a sharp reduction in the production of architectural, ceramic, and 

mosaic canvasses. Indeed, not only was there a lack of physical surfaces on which to sculpt 

and draw but there was a comparatively small literary output compared with that of the ancient 

world (Greece and Rome in particular) and only a small proportion of European populations 

were literate. This can be immediately contrasted with the representation of the aulos (single 

or double reed pipe) and the tympanum (frame drum), very common instruments in the ancient 

world overall. These are found on Egyptian, Greek, and Roman monumental and funerary 

architecture, Greek vases, Roman wall paintings, and mosaics, and are frequently mentioned 

in Greek and Latin literature (Osborne, 2007). This leads to the argument that the pipe and 

tabor or even its central concept may simply not have existed, at least in the Graeco-Roman 

world where there were plenty of opportunities for it to be depicted, and even if the argument 

were false, no assumptions can be made as to where the tradition may have come from 

geographically. The next step in the attempt to unravel the mystery of the pipe and tabor is to 

examine the history and development of each of its components. 

 

3. Origins and Development of the Tabor 

The overriding image of the tabor from ancient times is that of a small circular drum played 

high by women by hand. Indeed, the drum played high appears to have been largely a female 

preserve (Redmond, 1997; Roller 1999), and was almost certainly a frame drum (Montagu 

1996, p.18). The first frame drum was said to have been made by the Sumerian goddess Inanna, 

according to one interpretation of the story of the Huluppu Tree in the Epic of Gilgamesh 

(c. 2100–1200 BCE) (Sanders 1977). Although the majority of depictions show the drum 

played by hand, there are instances where a beater or stick was used.  Wardle (1981, pp.32,195) 

gives an image of a Bacchic procession on a sarcophagus (early imperial Roman period) where 

one figure beats a frame drum high with a stick next to another playing a pair of clappers (Plate 

2). A tabor and beater are also held in the hands of a Roman statue of Attis (the companion of 

Cybele) (Ngyuen 2016). 
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Plate 2: Sarcophagus with Bacchic procession, figure holding a drum and beater, early 

Roman imperial period. 

Source: Wardle (1981, pp.32,195). 

However, drums were not suspended from the arm or neck in the classical era, and suspension 

from the neck seems to have been introduced much later in Europe at least as in a drum played 

with two hands shown in a manuscript from the Pantokrator Monastery, Athos, dated 9th 

century CE (Liveri 2021, p.42). 

It is a common theme through Greek and Roman literature that the tabor came to Greece from 

Phrygia (primarily) and nearby Lydia, territories in today’s north-central Turkey, and the prime 

source is Euripides’ play the Bacchae at the beginning of which Dionysus recounts that he 

brought frenzied women known as Maenads or Bacchae with him from Lydia with the Phrygian 

music of their τύμπανα (tympana, (high frame drums)), (Dodds 1960, p.5; Vellacott 1973, 

p.183). Indeed, frenzied playing of the high frame drum facilitated an altered mental state 

whereby contact with the divine was achieved (Roller 1999, p.184). 

There is also a great deal of iconographic evidence for the tabor in ancient Egypt and North 

Africa: round frame drums were exclusively played in a high position by women in the New 

Kingdom (1550–1077 BCE), as well as rectangular ones  (Emerit 2013, p.5). In spite of the 

lack of textual evidence from those areas, however, a tentative hypothesis can be made that 

diffusion from Phrygia spread west (to Greece) and south (to Egypt and North Africa) as the 

5th century BCE Greek sources suggest. Indeed, both the tabor and the aulos are strongly 

associated with Phrygia. 

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tu%2Fmpana&la=greek&can=tu%2Fmpana0&prior=*frugw=n
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…the great reputation of its [Phrygia's] chief musical exports, the aulos, tympanum, 

and cymbals, has eclipsed a consideration of less distinguished 

accompaniment…(Holzman, 2016). 

Moreover, from the 6th century BCE in Greece, the tabor is inextricably connected with the 

Phrygian goddess Cybele (also associated or even identified with the goddess Meter) who is 

almost always shown holding the instrument on the left side in the crook of her arm (Lykesas 

et al., 2017). Curtis (2022) refers to Varro (116–27 BCE) who is of the opinion that the circular 

drum held by Cybele has cosmic significance in that it represents her as the circle of the earth 

around whom all things move: indeed, Curtis comments that a single tap could create 

reverberations felt across the world (Curtis 2022, pp.310, 314-15). Within this context, 

Suetonius’ anecdote about Octavian – which has rarely been discussed – is worth our attention:  

But once, on a day of theatrical games, the whole people understood as an insult against 

him [Octavian], and applauded with the greatest approval the verse declaimed onstage 

about a priest of the Mother of the Gods who was beating his drum: “do you see how 

the cinaedus [homosexual] controls the globe with his finger?” (Suetonius Life of 

Augustus 68, cited by Curtis 2022, p.309). 

This passage in Suetonius indicates criticism of the grand pretensions of the young Octavian 

(who later changed his name to Augustus, the first Roman emperor). The tabor is a metaphor 

for the world that Octavian controls with his finger with the skill of an effeminate priest-

musician known in Latin as a Gallus (a self-castrated priest of Cybele) (Curtis, 2022, p.310). 

The cult of Dionysus was portrayed as new to the Greeks in the late 5th century BCE. Dionysus 

was said to have brought his cult from Mt Tmolus in Lydia along with that of Cybele. The 

aulos, syrinx, cymbals, clappers, and high frame drum were all associated with his cult. There 

is good textual evidence for this in the Bacchae (405 BCE), the play by Euripides as mentioned 

above (Dodds, 1960; Rutherford & Davie, 2005), Catullus Poem 63 (57-56 BCE) (Fordyce 

1968), and Ovid Metamorphoses 4, 22-3 (c.8CE). In the Bacchae, the Maenads (Bacchae) 

played pipes and high frame drums, and beat rocks with the thyrsus (the giant hollow fennel), 

but there is no suggestion in the play or elsewhere in ancient literature that they were played 

together by one person. Later, the satirist Juvenal (c.55-127 CE) considered the timbrel to be 

un-Roman (Gellérfi, 2019). This fits into the narrative of the time whereby characteristics of 

eastern civilisations were perceived to be soft, effeminate, and unmanly, contrary to the 

traditional Roman values.  

 

4. Origins and Development of the Pipe 

There are certain eligible territories where the search for the lineage and history of the three-

hole pipe may be conducted in terms of societies and evidence. These predominantly include 

the Near East and North Africa, and southern and northern Europe. 

In her exhaustive account of English Medieval bone flutes c.450 to c.1550 CE, Leaf (2008) 

mentions a few examples of pipes with three holes including a thumb hole, and observes that 

these are found in elite archaeological sites dating between 1175-1300 CE (minimum range) or 

1125-1500 CE (maximum range) (ibid., p.213). However, it is inconclusive as to whether they 

can be counted as tabor pipes, as are finds of bone flutes with three holes in Ireland of a similar 
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era (Sermon, 2020) and in England (Megaw, 1963).  If correct, the revised dating of the Malham 

pipe (from the Iron Age to the Anglo-Saxon period of the 7th and 8th centuries CE) would 

establish this pipe as the first three-hole pipe with a thumb hole to have been found in the 

British Isles (Sermon & Todd, 2018), but again no conclusions can be drawn as to whether it 

was pipe played with a tabor or as to what tuning it may have had. Indeed, the existence of a 

three-hole pipe does not necessarily indicate a pipe and tabor. As Tamboer & Rainio (2020) 

have pointed out, a shepherd might lean upon a staff with one hand while playing on a pipe 

with the other.  

Very early archaeological evidence of an aulos is to be found in Queen Amanishakheto’s tomb 

(10th century BCE) as recounted by Hagel (2023), along with his suggestions of reconstruction. 

More substantial archaeological evidence of the aulos first appears in the third millennium BCE 

across North Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean, and Mesopotamia, and there developed 

considerable technical and geographical variation in later antiquity (Arosemena-Ott, 2019). On 

the other hand, significant representation on pots, wall paintings, and monuments and in textual 

discussion begins in the early classical era in Greek literature. However, this does not preclude 

the existence of a possible variety of rustic instruments such as a three-hole pipe that were not 

as widespread nor well represented. 

 

5. Pipe and Percussion: a Family of Instruments 

The high frame drum, or tabor, has a clear and ancient lineage, and there is a great deal of 

archaeological evidence of a variety of pipe types of inconclusive tunings. Pipes are more 

complex: early pipes could have been fipple, where air is blown across a block to create a sound 

wave or edge-blown as in a transverse flute. In addition, pipes emerged with double reeds (as 

in the single or double aulos) or single (as in the chalumeau, the precursor of the clarinet). As 

for the combination of aerophone and percussion instrument played by one person, clear 

evidence is available in the period before 1260 CE. Indeed, incidences stretch from the ancient 

world to the 9th century CE. 

Hand clappers are also truly ancient as a percussion instrument and sets were found in the 

excavation of the royal cemetery of Ur, dating between 3200 and 2600 BCE (Woolley et al., 

1963). Representations are mainly to be found in the period of the Roman empire, although 

there is one well-known example of cymbals and foot clappers from the Hellenistic era (c.300-

200 BCE), that of a dancing satyr. The foot clapper (Latin scabellum) consisted of two 

rectangular pieces of wood, sometimes fixed to a metal base, attached to the musician’s foot 

with a strap. These foot clappers were sometimes played with other percussion instruments, 

such as cymbals as in the well-known statue of the dancing satyr in the Uffizi Gallery, Italy. 

Although the statue has parts added in later restorations, it is thought to have originated in the 

Hellenistic era (300-200 BCE) and it is supposed that the foot clapper is part of the original  

(Habetzeder, 2012). However, there is good evidence in the Graeco-Roman world of foot 

clappers combined with the aulos: in Greek the pipe and clappers are named aulos and 

kroupezai (clappers (plural)), textual evidence only, except in one instance of a representation 

on a Greek bronze in Egypt (Bélis, 1988)), and in Latin tibia (pipe) and scabellum (clapper 

(singular)), textual and pictorial evidence, see below. Here, the instrument will be referred to 

as aulos et/and scabellum since the term aulos is more familiar than tibia. There is a clear 

depiction of the aulos et scabellum on a Sarcophagus at Testaccio, Rome 170-180 CE where 
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the player appears to be accompanying a funeral procession (Wardle 1981; Bélis, 1988).  Then, 

a mosaic of the late 2nd century CE found in the garden of S. Sabina on the Aventine hill in 

1711 CE shows the player accompanying festive dancers (Vatican Museum Catalogue; Plate 

3). 

 

Plate 3: Mosaic of an aulos and scabellum player found in the garden of S. Sabina on the 

Aventine hill in 1711 CE. 

Source: Vatican Museum. 

 

In these examples, the instrumental combination thus ranges from funereal and social to ritual 

and religious settings. The combination of aulos and scabellum also played an important 

musical role in the Roman popular theatre of the late Republic and early Empire: it was an 

essential part of mime and the scabellum was not generally played alone (Bélis, 1988). There 

is no unequivocal textual evidence of performances but there are descriptions indicating 

mythological themes, raucous pantomime, singing, and dancing (Slaney, 2022). 

The other characteristic accompaniment to the dance was percussion, specifically the 

scabellum or “clacker”, a type of castanet attached to the musician’s foot and stamped 

rhythmically against the hard surface of the stage. The music itself thus contained an 

internal tension, the mellifluous oboe-like wail of the aulos contrasting with the metallic 

clatter of the scabellum. (Slaney 2022, p.233). 
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At times, performances become downright riotous. In De Saltatione (On the Dance) Lucian 

(c.125-180 CE) gives this graphic description of an episode in a pantomime performance. 

He tore the clothes from the back of one of the iron-shod time-beaters, snatched a flute 

from the player’s hands, and brought it down in such trenchant sort upon the head of 

Odysseus, who was standing by enjoying his triumph, that, had not his cap held good, 

and borne the weight of the blow, poor Odysseus must have fallen a victim to histrionic 

frenzy. The whole house ran mad for company, leaping, yelling, tearing their clothes. 

Lucian (1905, 83). 

Clearly, the art of the aulos et scabellum musician was a dangerous one! Interestingly, Lucian 

also writes that ‘dance as it now is…began mainly under Augustus’ (Lucian 1905, 34). If that 

is the case, it can be claimed that this is an early use of an aerophone plus percussion 

combination played to accompany popular dance in the lifetime of the emperor Augustus 

(whose dates were 63 BCE - 19 CE), foreshadowing one of the main functions of the 

contemporary pipe and tabor. 

 

6. Horn and Percussion 

After the classical era, representation of the aulos and scabellum dies out. However, wind and 

percussion does resurface in the late 9th century CE. While the pipe and tabor may have been 

first illustrated in the in the Cantigas manuscript, there is a somewhat older representation of 

an aerophone plus percussion in the first bible by Charles the Bald, also known as the Bible of 

Vivian, c.845 CE, originating at Tours. In that manuscript, David is shown playing the harp, 

surrounded by four musicians, the top left of whom, named Asaph, is playing the horn and 

clappers (Plate 4).  
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Plate 4: Asaph playing the horn and hand clappers, Bible of Vivian, c.845 CE. 

Source: First Bible by Charles the Bald, also known as the Bible of Vivian (Folio 215v). 

Anonymous, France, Tours (Saint-Martin). BN, Paris. 
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This is a significant early representation of the the horn and tabor wind and percussion 

combination. According to Berga & Teresa, 2020, two of the earliest examples of the concept 

wind and percussion are indeed found in the Bible of Vivian. The first shows the head of the 

Levites playing both a horn and a pair of handled cymbals, and the second an image of Asaf 

playing a horn in one hand and a set of cymbals (two long sticks with a pair of curved cymbals 

at the end). Interestingly, Asaf is one of three Levites mentioned in the Bible (1 Chronicles  

25:1) and commanded by David to play loud cymbals, whereas the artist has decided to present 

Asaf, Heman, Eitan, and Jeduthun as playing a variety of different instruments (horn and 

cymbals, two pairs of cymbals, lyre, and long curled pipe respectively).  

Another good example of the horn and tabor combination is found in Cambodia. According to 

Berga & Teresa: 

El relleu de Vat Baset (Battambang, Cambodja, segle xi) és la representació coneguda 

més antiga de l’acoblament {vent + tambor} en mans del mateix músic. [The Vat Baset 

relief (Battambang, Cambodia, 11th century) is the oldest known representation of the 

{wind + drum} combination in the hands of one musician]. (Berga & Teresa 2020, 

p.70). 

However, this dating of the Vat Baset relief does not concur with that given in Britannica 

(Britannica, 2024) according to which Angkor Wat, where the relief is found, was built in the 

first half of the 12th century CE. The horn and tabor is further portrayed in the fresco named 

The Ark raised in Jerusalem, painted in 1545-1546 CE by Theophanis Strelitzas (1546) in the 

the monastery of Stavronikita, Mount Athos (Berga & Teresa, 2020). In the fresco, there is a 

procession into Jerusalem including a number of musicians led by a horn and tabor player and 

with King David in the centre. Berga & Teresa quote Jeremy Montagu in his opinion that 

Strelitzas was “following the biblical text as closely as he can” (Montagu, Personal 

Communication, quoted in Berga & Teresa, 2020, p.221). The biblical text in question is 2 

Samuel 6: 15, but there is only mention of trumpets in which case Strelitzas seems to have not 

only added the drum but to have placed horn and drum in the hands of one person. It is a matter 

of informed guesswork as to why Strelitzas did this. Perhaps he based his illustration on a 

contemporary monastic interpretation of occurrences of other references in the bible to the toph 

and machol (Hebrew: drum and pipe) in terms at least of an aerophone and percussion 

ensemble. Alternatively, he may have drawn on contemporary use of the horn and tabor and 

included it as a dramatic interpretation that people could relate to. 

The final question to be resolved regarding the horn and tabor is why it died out. Brass 

instruments in antiquity were used for signalling purposes, and one effect of combining the 

horn with a tabor could have been to gain increased volume, especially useful in martial 

contexts. However, the horn and tabor may have had certain constraints. Without valves, its 

range would have been limited and so its melodic potential restricted. This, together with its 

high volume, would have precluded it from certain ensembles, although musicians will always 

put ensembles together at will and see what works, as in Darwin’s account of music in 

Catalonia: “The band consists of a tabor and pipe, four large rustic oboes, some cornets and a 

double-bass” (Darwin 2014). The pipe, on the other hand, would have had a larger melodic 

range, giving it greater versatility in a number of musical genres and social settings. If the two 

combinations are viewed as experiments, the pipe and tabor thus turned out to be more 

successful than the horn and tabor, leading to its long-term survival. 
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7. The Pipe and Tabor in Arabian texts and iconography 

From the 1920s to the 1960s, Henry George Farmer (1965) wrote in extensive detail on the 

history of Arab musical instruments (including comments on Jewish musical tradition), and his 

work remains definitive today (P. Auchterlonie, personal communication, September 4, 2024). 

He notes that several terms in Arabic denote a wide range of aerophones including reed or 

fipple. Of these mizmar (with early references in the 6th century CE) was generally used for 

any wind instrument but with particular application to the single reed pipe (Farmer 1931, p.77). 

Furthermore, Farmer indicates that there may have been a tight connection with the duff: “In 

the following century [7th century CE], the mizmár and duff (tambourine) were the martial 

instruments of the Jewish tribes of Al-Ilijáz” (Sneed 1934, pp.78-9). A further wind instrument, 

the shahin, is described by Farmer as follows. 

 

The s̲h̲āhīn would appear to have been a small three-holed recorder such as was 

common with pipe and tabor players in medieval Western Europe. It was played with 

the fingers of one hand, the other hand being used for beating the ṭabl or drum, hence 

the phrase in al-G̲h̲azālī [(d. 505/1111)]: “The s̲h̲āhīn of the drummer (ṭabbāl).” 

(Farmer, in Fleet et al. 2007). 

In this comment, Farmer could be taken to imply that he had seen the mizmar and duff and the 

tabla and shahin. Then, Abu Hamid al-Ghazālī (450-505 AH/1058-1111 CE) was a most 

prominent Persian polymath who lived in Babylon. His year of death is thought to be 1111 CE, 

so if he saw the pipe and tabor from childhood, say aged 10, that would have been c1068 CE. 

This would not only date the pipe and tabor nearly two hundred years before the Exeter 

misericord of 1250 CE but also provide a most interesting geographical location for a tradition 

that may have stretched back some considerable time. 

Hardie’s research also points to the existence of the pipe and tabor in the Near East. 

…the Arabic shabbaba became the axabeba of Spain, (Farmer: Hist. Facts p. 137) and 

as the Arab tabl wa-shahin became the tabor and pipe of the Cantigas de Santa Maria 

[c.1270-1280], So also the mizmar and duff, the military band of the Jewish tribes of 

Al-Hejaz, (Aghani 11,172) became the fife and drum of the Swiss lansquenets in the 

late Middle Ages, and passed thence, by way of European mercenaries into the British 

Army, until to-day…(Hardie 1946, p.120). 

Here, it could be implied that Hardie was familiar with the tabl wa-shahin (the same 

terminology having been employed by Al-Ghazālī) and that it may not have been unusual in 

his fieldwork. Unfortunately, however, he does not mention it again. But he does mention 

mizmar and duff in the same breath and thus indicates a close association between the two 

highly reminiscent of toph and machol. In a further reference to a wind plus drum combination, 

Sneed clearly entertains the possibility that the ancient Egyptian reed pipe (zummarah) and 

tambourine (darabukkeh) (mentioned by Engel (1864, pp.219-220)), could have been played 

by one person: “Compare the Egyptian darabukkeh and zummarah, the old English tabor and 

pipe, the Revolutionary and Civil War fife and drum” (Sneed 1934, p. 7). Of these three 

instrumental combinations, there is only decisive evidence for one to have been played by one 

person, the pipe and tabor. However, it can at least be argued that Sneed perceives a tight and 

natural association of the darabukkeh and zummarah, even if they were not played by one 

person. 
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Then, quoting the The Kitab al-Aghani (The Book of Songs), Farmer says 

“Ibrahim was one of the most proficient of mankind in the art of the notes (nagham), in 

the knowledge of the rhythms (tqd'dt), and in performing on stringed instruments.” He 

even essayed to play the mizmdr (reed-pipe) and the tabl (drum). ...(Kitab al-Aghani, 

xiv, 54., in Farmer 1929/1994, pp.120-121). 

This again points towards a close association even if Ibrahim did not play the two instruments 

together. The Kitab al-Aghani (The Book of Songs) is attributed to the 10th-century CE Arabic 

writer Abū al-Farāj al-Isfahānī (Kitab al-Aghani, Wikipedia, retrieved November 2024; Abū 

al-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī, Encyclopedia Britannica, retrieved December 2024). It encompasses a 

long period from pre-Islamic times to the end of the 9th century CE and includes 20 volumes. 

While the earliest known manuscript dates to 1131 CE (in the Feyzullah Library, Istanbul), the 

second oldest is dated 1217-1219 CE. Six of the volumes have illustrated frontispieces two of 

which show women playing the frame drum (volumes 2 and 4, 1218-1219 CE).  

As a final piece of evidence of a pipe and tabor tradition in the Arab lands, mention must be 

made of Manuscript Arabe 273 located in the Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département 

des manuscrits (Arabe 273, folio 52r; Plate 5).  
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Plate 5: Pipe and Tabor player in the story of the parable of the king and the happy couple. 

Source: Manuscript Arabe 273 folio 52r Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 

 

With the title of “Parabole: le roi et le pauvre couple heureux” (The parable of the king and the 

happy poor couple) a pipe and tabor player is clearly shown in the illustration. The figures are 

accompanied by a text in Arabic recounting the hagiographic story of the early Christian saints 

Barlaam and Josaphat. This ancient story appeared in Greek, Latin, and other languages, and 

early Greek translations in the Christian era are attributed to John of Damascus, an Arab 
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Christian monk in Damascus (c.650-749 CE), or to Euthymius of Athos, a Georgian who died 

in 1028 CE (John of Damascus, Wikipedia, Retrieved November, 2024). The production date 

is given in Arabe 273 as 1752/1763 CE (the manuscript is in two parts), and the place of 

production as Egypt. However, that assessment of the location and date in Arabe 273 may not 

be conclusive. According to Professor Khaled El-Rouayheb (Personal communication, 

September 3, 2024), the image shows continuity with illustrations from the Arabic-speaking 

Middle East (present-day Syria and Iraq) in the Abbasid period (750-1258 CE). At that time, 

Islamic manuscript production reached its height between the 8th and 10th centuries CE. If it is 

possible that the illustrations in Arabe 273 (as opposed to the manuscript itself, and although 

not Islamic in theme evidencing techniques of the time) are dated early (to the 8th and 9th 

centuries CE, for example), this would count as the first extant depiction of a pipe and tabor 

player, around 400 years earlier than the Exeter misericord of 1250 CE. 

 

8. The Pipe and Tabor in Jewish Texts and Iconography 

In the search for the oldest evidence for the existence of the pipe and tabor, or at least a form 

of wind instrument and drum, the results of vital linguistic analyses of biblical text as well as 

authoritative commentaries and opinions also need to be taken into account. Significant 

mention of musical instruments is made in the Bible even if frequency is low. Three terms of 

interest stand out in the current discussion. These are 

 (Hebrew: English transliteration toph (drum)) תף

 .(Hebrew: English transliteration machol or macchol (pipe))  מחול

יל ִ֣  .(Hebrew: English transliteration (and) halil (pipe)) וְחָל 

The various names of the frame drum given by authors and commentators as found in ancient 

Near and Middle Eastern civilisations include toph (ancient Israel), doff, duff, or deff (ancient 

Arab lands). These most likely represent different transliterations of the formula d+vowel+f in 

the respective original languages. 

Engel comments that 

Doff, or deff\ is the name given by the Arabs to a square tambourine still in use, 

especially in the Barbary States. A parchment of sheepskin is stretched on a square 

frame, and four catgut cords are strung over the inside to increase the vibration. This 

deff may have been the toph of the Hebrews, as well as the square tambourine of the 

ancient Egyptians. (Engel 1864, p.222). 

The meaning of toph and its variants is relatively uncontentious. However, the Greek, Latin, 

and English translations of machol in particular are contested. This is important because certain 

translations lend weight to the argument that a wind and percussion instrument may have been 

played together at the time of the writing of certain books of the Bible. In the Greek translation 

of the Bible (the Septuagint), machol is translated as χορός (chorus), and also as chorus 

(chorus) in the Latin translation (the Vulgate). In subsequent English translations, chorus is 

rendered as dances, although the original Greek chorus as found in ancient plays included a 

combination of dance and singing. Indeed, the 19th-century biblical authorities Strong and 

McClintock (1880) refer to the lexicographic tradition reaching back to the Septuagint of 
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translating machol as chorus (Gk), and hence chorus (Lt) of the Latin Vulgate, which is then 

mostly rendered as dance or dancing in English versions and occasionally as chorus. This 

question is acknowledged in modern exegesis but without any conclusion (Montagu allows for 

machol to be translated as an instrument but points out that the interpretation of the word as to 

chorus/dance or instrument may have varied over time (Montagu 1996, p.48)). However, 

Strong and McClintock  also indicate a contrary interpretation whereby it is thought to mean 

“…a musical instrument used for accompanying the dance, which the Hebrews therefore called 

by the same name as the dance itself.” 

Moreover, Strong and McClintock cite John Parkhurst and Adam Clarke (late 18th-century CE 

authorities), according to whom machol is 

“some fistular wind-instrument of music, with holes, as a flute, pipe, or fife, from חל, 

to make a hole or opening;” [Parkhurst] and the latter [Clarke] says, “I know no place 

in the Bible where machol and machalath mean dance of any kind they constantly 

signify some kind of pipe.” (Strong and McClintock, 1880). 

and the German authority Rosenmuller (1768–1835 CE) who 

in his commentary on Ex 15:20, observes that, on comparing the passages in Jg 11:34; 

1Sa 18:6; and Jer 31:4, and assigning a rational exegesis to their contexts, machol must 

mean in these instances some musical instrument, probably of the flute kind, and 

principally played on by women. (Strong and McClintock, 1880). 
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Occurrences of machol and halil in the Bible and Apocrypha are presented in Table 1 below. 

Source Date toph 
machol  
or halil 

toph and machol  
or halil Singular/Plural 

1 Machabees 9:39(A) 175-134 BCE 1       

Jeremias (Jeremiah) 31:4 2nd century BCE 1 m 1 S/P 

Judith 3:10  (A) 3rd century BCE 1 m 1 P/P 

Judith 16:2 (A) 3rd century BCE 1       

Genesis 31:27 5th century BCE 1       

Psalms 81:2 5th century BCE 1       

Psalms 149:3 5th century BCE 1 m 1 S/S 

Psalms 150:4 5th century BCE 1 m 1 S/S 

Exodus 15:20 6th century BCE 1 m 1 P/P 

1 Paralipomenon (1 
Chronicles) 13:8 - 1 
Samuel 18:6 6th century BCE 1       

1 Kings (1 Samuel) 10:5 late 7th century BC 1 h 1 S/S 

2 Kings (2 Samuel) 6:5 late 7th century BC 1       

Job 21:12 
7th to 3rd centuries 
BCE 1       

Judges 11:34 8th century BCE 1 m 1 P/P 

Isaias (Isaiah) 30:32 8th century BCE 1       

Isaias (Isaiah) 5:12 8th century BCE 1 h 1 S/P 

Total   16 8 8   

Per cent of toph and 
machol/halil       50.00%   

 

Table 1: Occurrences of toph and machol(m)/halil(h) in Hebrew religious texts 

Key 

Source: All sources are Books of the Bible except two from the Apocrypha marked (A), 

Judith (3,16), and 1 Machabees 9. 

Date: Date of production (approximate, given potential scholarly disagreement) 

Toph: Occurrences of toph 

Machol or halil: Occurrences of machol(m)/halil(h) 

Toph and machol/halil: Occurrences of toph and machol(m)/halil(h) 

Singular/Plural: toph and machol(m)/halil(h) coocurring in singular or plural form 

Percent of toph and machol/halil: occurrences of toph plus machol/halil as a percent of 

occurrences of toph 

From the table, it is clear that there is an association of toph and machol/halil in that they form 

a concordance, a collection of words that typically occur together.  Indeed, all occurrences of 

machol/halil occur in concordance with toph, and half of the occurrences of toph are found 

with machol/halil. However, it is most interesting to examine how tight this concordance is, 

and whether, in particular, it could be argued that the two terms operate as a compound. A 

compound is defined as two terms that occur so closely together semantically and phonetically 
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that they have a unity of meaning. The combination pipe and tabor is clearly a compound both 

semantically (it is a unitary instrument) and phonetically: the words are characteristically run 

together as follows. 

Pipe ‘n tabor 

Pipentabor (/paɪpn'teɪbə/) 

A parallel example is fish and chips (fish ‘n chips, /fɪʃn'ʧɪps/). 

While there are occurrences of plural forms this does not exclude instances of one pipe and one 

tabor being played together. Rather, a writer may be inclusive and represent people playing 

pipes and tabors as just that – pipes and tabors, as in “I turned the corner and came across a 

parade of people playing pipes and tabors/pipe and tabors/pipes and tabor”. Thus, a mix of 

singular and plural forms in itself leaves interpretations open. 

So how tightly bound linguistically are toph and machol in the Hebrew texts? The answer is 

very tightly bound. The close proximity of toph and machol leads Stainer to comment “But 

may not machol signify a small flute? If so, the expression with toph and machol would exactly 

correspond to our old English pipe and tabor…” (Stainer 1879, p.91). Another way that toph 

and machol/halil could be connected is through an underlying metrical structure. According to 

Shaked (2020), stretches of biblical poetry are not based on classical meter but rather on 

repetitive patterns per line of 6 syllables plus one accompanied by anaphora and alliteration. In 

that case, occurrence of toph and machol in the same or parallel poetic structures gives extra 

prominence to the concordance and further points to the semantic bond of a compound. In 

particular, Shaked finds two lines where toph and machol are concorded and exemplify meter 

according to his definition: these are Exodus 15:20 and Psalms 150:4 (G. Shaked, Personal 

communication, September 3, 2024). Of the 8 concordances identified, 7 are tight (toph 

cooccurs with machol/halil with only one form word in between (such as and and with)) and 

one loose (with several words in between such that it could be construed as part of a list). This 

is highly significant in that the identification of toph and machol as part of a metrical scheme 

means that the association of the two instruments was viewed as very tight indeed. While this 

does not prove that the author intended to represent the toph and machol as being played 

together, this is a highly plausible hypothesis and at least a sufficient basis for assuming that 

such a move would be natural whenever it might be made. Thus, it would be an easy step for 

the reader or listener of the text to understand the expression toph and machol to represent an 

instrumental combination played by one person. 

Additionally, Miriam is represented playing the pipe and tabor in the medieval manuscript the 

Tripartite Mazhor, produced near Lake Constance ca.1322 CE. This is an illuminated 

manuscript of an Ashkenazi Hebrew prayer book divided into three parts each of which is 

located in a different library (Oxford (the Bodleian), London (the British Library), and 

Budapest (the Hungarian Academy of Sciences)). In folio 197r (Budapest), there is an 

illustration entitled “The Crossing of the Red Sea” where Miriam is depicted playing a pipe 

and tabor (Plate 6).  
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Plate 6: Miriam playing the pipe and tabor at the crossing of the Red Sea. 

Source: Tripartite Mazhor, ca.1322 CE. 

Various explanations can be put forward as to why the illustrator chose to show Miriam playing 

the instrument. Naturally, amongst the writers and illustrators there would have been 

knowledge of the biblical passage in question and a general interpretation of toph and machol 

might have been decided upon. From toph and machol it might have been an easy step to 

interpret toph and machol as pipe and tabor, drawing upon real-life contemporary experience 

of the instrument. After all, it was a “toph and machol”, just like a pipe and tabor (and there are 

two other folios with illustrations of the pipe and tabor in the Tripartite Mazhor). Moreover, 

there were specialists writing the text and others working on the illustrations: there was a 

division of labour, certainly in later periods of manuscript production. In the early medieval 

period, all tasks were probably performed in one scriptorium (study chamber) sometimes by 

one person (Lähnemann, 2016), whereas later manuscripts travelled between specialist 

scriptoria until they were finished. In any case, there was a tradition of both scholarship and 

copying and the choice of Miriam playing a pipe and tabor may have resulted from close 

scrutiny and exegesis of the text at some point. Thus, there may have been a view that machol 

was to be translated as pipe, which, as noted above, was naturally concorded with toph.  

In sum, a foundational point of pipe and tabor history may depend on the interpretation and 

translation of one word, machol, along with its connection to toph. That toph and machol is to 

be translated as pipe and tabor may be called the argument of association. If machol is translated 

as chorus or dance, the argument of association (of pipe and tabor) fails (although halil as pipe 

(two occurrences) is uncontested (Montagu 1996)). If it is more likely translated as pipe, then 

the intriguing argument of association succeeds. Indeed, issues of great importance have hinged 

on the translation of one word. In his retranslation of verbum (Vulgate John 1: “In the beginning 

was the word”) as sermo (speech or conversation) Erasmus caused shock waves across 

Christian Europe (Goldhill 2002). If machol is translated as pipe, the real possibility of ancient 

provenance of the instrument opens up and a shock wave is released into pipe and tabor 

scholarship. 
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9. Ptolemy and the Three-Hole Pipe 

García Pérez (2011) claims that the Alexandrian polymath Ptolemy may well have seen a three-

hole pipe of the type described according to the tetrachord tuning system found in his 

Harmonics (Solomon, 2000). The Harmonics is one of his well-known works, a treatise in three 

books on music theory and the mathematics behind musical scales. In the Harmonics, Ptolemy 

proposes a detailed tuning scheme based on mathematical principles (Barker, 2001). García 

Pérez acknowledges the opinion of scholars hitherto that Ptolemy’s schemata were purely 

theoretical in nature, but she advances a convincing argument that he may have seen a pipe 

tuned to the tetrachord system in reality. Moreover, that system is found in the contemporary 

three-hole pipe of Salamanca, Spain, and can be considered to pre-date equal temperament 

(García Pérez & García Pérez, 2009). 

…traditional flutes from Salamanca present a particular tuning system very different 

from the nowadays standard equal temperament. These flutes are made following 

traditional recipes, which include equal spacing between finger holes, something 

relatively frequent in wind instruments all over the world, as we have already 

mentioned (García Pérez 2011, p.370). 

Ptolemy, c.100-170 CE, lived in Alexandria, an Egyptian city in the Roman province of Egypt 

where Greek learning and language were widespread.  He would thus have been exposed to 

many different cultures and their musical traditions. If he did experience a three-hole pipe with 

a tuning system as a possible precursor to that of the Spanish, that pipe may have been an Arab 

instrument of such a kind that could have travelled to Spain during the Muslim conquest of the 

Iberian Peninsula. 

According to Richter (2001, p.1), Ptolemy’s Harmonics “...constitutes the most learned and 

lucid exposition of music theory in antiquity...”, including the theory of intervals, and the 

treatise was highly influential in the Middle Ages (Cosci, 2022). From 200 BCE, Aristoxenus’ 

empirical approach to the development of musical theory came to be influential (as contrasted 

with the Pythagorean theoretical (Meriani, 2016)), and Ptolemy followed on in this tradition 

when drawing on sense data, making abstractions and hypotheses thereby, and conducting 

empirical procedures to test them, as Barker comments. 

The complex combination of rationalism and empiricism which Ptolemy professes to 

adopt insists, among other things, on a crucial role for experimental tests of provisional, 

theory-based results (Barker 2001, p.2). 

Thus, actual examples of three-hole pipes with their fixed hole distance may have influenced 

Ptolemy in his construction of the homalon system or confirmed his theory. This hypothesis is 

backed up by Ptolemy’s own words in his description of the homalon. 

…the character that becomes apparent is rather foreign [xenikoteron] and rustic 

[agroikoteron], but exceptionally gentle, and the more so as our hearing becomes 

trained to it, so that it would not be proper to overlook it, both because of the special 

character of its melody, and because of the orderliness of the division. (García Pérez 

2011, p.358). 

Ptolemy was well-versed in the Greek theories of harmonics hitherto, his use of foreign could 

mean a tuning system from elsewhere and rustic one of the countryside. Therefore, a physical 

encounter with a three-hole pipe exhibiting what he came to describe as homalon tuning may 

well have prompted his remarks. What, then, if there were instances of three-hole pipes in rustic 
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traditions that were naturally not represented on vases or stone and other material surfaces? 

That is to say, any three-hole pipe of the type potentially described by Ptolemy did not play a 

part in Dionysiac rituals and Maenadic frenzies, religious and ceremonial occasions (sacrifices, 

marriages, funerals), or the festivities of the wealthy and aristocratic classes, nor was it related 

to mythological themes. In other words, there was musical representation in religious settings 

and the social occasions of the wealthy but not of popular rustic culture. The pipe and tabor 

may well have been a rustic instrument which was likely to be less represented than others. 

That there was such a disconnection between parallel musical practices should not be 

surprising. In contemporary society, musical communities may be substantially unaware of 

each other’s practice: followers of rap music may know nothing of sub-genres of medieval pipe 

and tabor music, despite modern forms of communication.  

A variety of tuning systems for pipes existed in the ancient world. These broadly ranged from 

modes to the diatonic system. Although modal tunings of the aulos are well-known and 

described (Wallace 2003), diatonic systems of significance are also found. Medieval tabor pipes 

may have derived tuning systems from these different lineages. Since 1959, analysis of a small 

number of texts on cuneiform tablets found in the Babylonian site of Ur (written in Akkadian 

(Babylonian)) and the Sumerian site of Nippur (written in Sumerian) has shown that by at least 

c.1800 BCE there was a standardised tuning system with a heptatonic, diatonic system 

consisting of seven different and interrelated scales including one (E to D sharp) with 

equivalent intervals to the current major scale. Moreover, not only could the seven scales be 

matched to seven scales found in ancient Greece 1400 years later, but also the small corpus of 

musical texts in Akkadian includes descriptions of the tuning system, names of strings, 

instruments and their parts, and musical intervals (Kilmer, 1998).  

In the modal tradition, the Greeks used different auloi to play different modes. Also, in the early 

decades of 5th century BCE Athens there occurred considerable development and 

experimentation in harmony (such as with the invention of the Mixolydian mode) leading to 

what is known as the Athens aulos revolution (Wallace, 2003). This revolution also 

encompassed a diversification of settings where model music was played to include the festal 

and not only poetic competitions and the religious. Precise tuning was possibly lost in the 

Middle Ages, and wind instruments during this period may have produced approximations of 

the old modes or diatonic tuning. Indeed, there may have been irregular intervals as the player 

moved from hole to hole also because each instrument was hand-made. 

According to García Pérez (2013), modal tunings of the tabor pipe in Spain persisted through 

the 18th century: although old modal tunings were superseded by equal temperament in urban 

areas (especially through the 19th century), the old tunings persisted in remote areas. Indeed, 

modal tunings in Extremadura, Salamanca, and Zamora are also well documented by Matos 

(1944). Contemporary pipes are played there with a standard tuning of STT (semitone, tone, 

tone) and equal spacing:  current players do not half hole and avoid forcing tunes into the 

diatonic system (J. Sanchez, Personal communication, January 8, 2025). Thus, in Spain, pipes 

with modal tunings could have existed side by side with other instruments tuned to either just 

tuning or eventually equal temperament. In classical music, equal temperament emerged in the 

16th century CE and became dominant around the mid-18th century CE. The English tabor pipe 

as we know it today is diatonically tuned according to equal temperament. In the British Isles, 

this accords with the current repertoire of the Cotswold Morris tradition. For the most part, this 

repertoire of tunes is not modal: most tunes are in major keys and are likely to have been in the 
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past (the Ionian mode (Davies 2023, pp.45,49)) with only a few being in the minor (Bacon 

1974). However, a small number of tunes, such as Cuckoo’s Nest (Sherborne) and Staines 

Morris (Longborough), exhibit the flattened 7th characteristic of the Dorian mode. Version 3 of 

the Staines Morris (as found in Playford, 1651 CE) can be described in terms of a free harmonic 

structure that is mostly interpreted as based on the diatonic system but could be seen, at least 

partially, as modal, as in the following ambivalent descriptions: “E Minor (Bacon, Kidson, 

Raven): D Minor (Williamson): D Dorian (Chappell): G Dorian (Barnes, Sharp)” (Partington 

2023). Additionally, the harmonic structure of these tunes can also be characterised in terms of 

mixed modality. Mixed diatonic tonality is well known in the classical music tradition. Venetian 

composers of the early Settecento (such as Vivaldi (1678–1741) and Albinoni (1671–1751)) 

extensively used a modal mixture (generally speaking) of successive major and minor over the 

same tonal base: this was deployed in flashes or longer stretches of music to effect change of 

emotional mood (Brover-Lubovsky, 2010). Likewise, the use of the sudden and unexpected 

flattened 7th in Cuckoo’s Nest denotes a sudden emotional change. Furthermore, in his detailed 

acoustic analysis of seven traditional remaining English tabor pipes, Sermon describes them as 

"...intended to be played as 2-2-1 [tone, tone, semitone, the first three notes of the pipe] 

instruments with a bottom note near to D" (Sermon 2021, p.22). This would give such pipes a 

great deal of flexibility and allow the players to modulate between a modal and diatonic voice, 

especially where the hand-made nature of a pipe and the possibility of the player’s bending the 

notes through embouchure control and partial holing could also allow for a wide range of 

tonality. 

While there is some evidence of modal tunings and tunes in the Morris repertoire, and given 

that the most important aspect of the tradition to the musicians through history was “the shape 

and rhythm of the tune and its suitability for the dance” (Davies 2023, p.141), it is also true 

that the diatonic scale was known and used at least from the 1500s CE. The first notated pieces 

for the pipe and tabor are those written by Arbeau and Praetorius. These are clearly written for 

a diatonic instrument, as in “Airs des Bouffons” (Arbeau 1589, p.199). There is also a 

description of a three-hole pipe by Marin Mersenne (Harmonie Universelle, 1636, quoted by 

Sohl (2016)) which also indicates diatonic tuning. Furthermore, the pipes made by Terry Mann 

as replica designs based on remains found in the shipwreck of the Mary Rose that occurred in 

1545 CE are tuned diatonically (Mann 2024a; 2024b). 

Just as in the ancient world, therefore, it is a reasonable assumption that modal, diatonic, and 

probably just tunings existed side by side in different musical traditions in Europe in the late 

Middle Ages and possibly before. In Europe, however, families of instruments took on equal 

temperament over time, and the diatonic system became standard. To what extent folk music, 

including Morris tunes was modal in the early period is hard to say. Some Morris tunes today 

still have modal characteristics, as do some folk songs. However, the large body of tunes in 

major keys indicates diatonic roots, and the sources of tunes are diverse, such as popular tunes 

adopted in later periods from traditions such as the Music Hall (Forrest, 1988). 
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10. The very name of the Pipe and Tabor 

The pipe and tabor not only speaks to us by the song it produces but also in the way that we 

interpret its very name. In addition, listening to the way it has been called yields historical 

insights as to its development. 

According to current pronunciation, the two nouns constituting the compound pipe and tabor 

both contain double or two vowel sounds together, as in 

pipe /paɪp/ 

tabor /teɪbə/ (initial vowel sound). 

However, the quality of the initial vowels in the two words was quite different in early and 

middle English from that of today. English vowels underwent a transformation from the late 

12th to the early 18th century CE whereby a number of vowels changed from monophthongs 

(single vowel sounds) to diphthongs (double vowel sounds) together with a change of position 

in the mouth (Harvard's Geoffrey Chaucer Website). This is known as The Great Vowel Shift 

(GVS) (Great Vowel Shift. In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Retrieved 15:00, December 

14, 2024). 

 

10.1 The Pipe 

The English word pipe has a Latin derivation, but in Latin literature, the word pipiare is 

translated as to peep as in the sound of a bird. The Latin words closest to pipe in the sense of a 

wind instrument are tibia and fistula. These most often denote an aulos made of bone, but they 

can be used ambiguously both for general purposes and literary (Smith, 1970). Thus, the 

Middle English pipe and the modern (tabor) pipe derived their name from the Latin pipiare, 

and not tibia or fistula. However, there is another word used in Latin pastoral poetry to denote 

the sound of a pipe, and that is tityrus. This Latin word, in turn, is a transliteration of the Greek 

word τίτυρος which was used to denote not only the pipe but also a Satyr (woodland spirit) 

playing the instrument (Baur, 1905). The historian Appian gives an account of the triumph of 

Scipio Africanus in 201 BCE in which he mentions a chorus of citharists (yoke lyre players) 

and pipers (tityrists) (χορὸς κιθαριστῶν τε καὶ τιτυριστῶν), ‘in imitation of an Etruscan 

procession’ (ἐς μίμημα Τυρρηνικῆς πομπῆς), although the tityrists could also be construed as 

satyr dancers (Morgan 2018, p.30). Furthermore, the pipe-playing shepherd in Virgil’s first 

Eclogue (42-37 BCE) is named Tityrus, and he plays an instrument (avena) interpreted to be 

an oat straw reed pipe (Smith 1970). The ti root of tityrus then surfaces in the various names 

for the three-hole pipe in the Basque Country. According to Leal, “En el País Vasco la flauta 

de tres agujeros recibe los nombres de txistu, txirola, y txulubita” [in the Basque Country the 

three hole pipe is given the names txistu, txirola, and txulubita] (Leal 1982). Indeed there is a 

variety of Basque names for the three-hole pipe, including txilibitu, txirula, txirola, txürula, 

txulula, txilibitulari, txilibistari, and txistu, and it is thought that the name may originate from 

the Basque word ziztu “to whistle” (North American Basque Organizations 2013). This 

prompts a line of argument according to which the three-hole pipe was a pastoral instrument 

perhaps not under consideration to be depicted on pots, mosaics, or buildings in the ancient 

world. The pipe is also known as the whittle in the English Morris dancing tradition and will 

be discussed below together with the term dub as in the whittle and dub. 
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10.2 The Tabor 

In contemporary usage, the standard pronunciation of the first vowel sound of the word tabor 

includes the diphthong as occurring in player, that is to say, a double vowel sound “ei” (/eɪ/). 

Thus, the first vowel sounds of each of the two words tabor player will rhyme. However, the 

alternative spelling tabber is found at least from the 1500s in England. Four questions 

immediately arise. Firstly, why are there two spelling variants, and do they relate to two 

different sounds? Secondly, does one spelling precede the other? Thirdly, is one spelling to be 

considered correct? And fourthly, what approaches to the different spellings can be taken? 

In order to answer these questions, the history of the words used to denote the high frame drum 

must be documented and examined. As noted above, the most common Greek word for the 

high frame drum is τύμπανον (tympanum), in Latin tympanum. Regarding the name of the drum 

through time, the underlying phonetic pattern is t+vowel+(m)+p/b, realised as tympanum, 

tambour(ie), timbrel, and toph, tabret, tabor, tabber and variants. As for +(m)+p/b, it is possible 

that there has been an oscillation over time between the reduction of /mb/ to /b/ with insertion 

or omission of the voiced bilabial m /m/ before the plosive b /b/. 

From the Medieval period onwards, there are two main overall spellings of the name for the 

high frame drum, tabber and tabor with many variant forms of each. The references to the 

examples mentioned below drawn from the Middle English Dictionary, the Dictionaries of the 

Scots Language, and the Oxford English Dictionary are provided in the reference section under 

“Dictionaries”. As time progresses, the number of variants declines and they settle on tabber 

and tabor (by far the most frequent). 

The Middle English Dictionary provides the following entry as well as 46 quotations including 

variants dating from 1300 to 1450 CE. 

tā̆bǒur n. Also taboure, tabor, tabur(e), taber, tabir, tabre, thabour; pl. tabours, etc. 

& tabourus, tabourris, taborus, taubores, tiboures & tapres. 

A search for tabor in the Dictionaries of the Scots Language yields the following (in the sub-

dictionary Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue (up to 1700)). 

Taburn(e, Tabo(u)r, n. 

Also: tabern(e, tab(b)orn(e, tabro(u)n(e, tabrowne, tabouryne, tauburn(e, taubroun, ta

wbern(e, tawbero(u)n, tawbron, talburn, talborne, talbrone, talbroun, talberone, tabar(

e, taber, tabuir, talbert, tabret, tambour. 

[ME and e.m.E. tabour (c1290), taber (1325) tabourn (1330-40),  

taburn (a1340), taberett (a1377), tawburn (c1400), tambour (Caxton), 

 tabbern (1559-60), OF tabur, tabour(in, tambour, med. L. taburna.] 

Finally, The Oxford English Dictionary gives a selection of variants of tabor but is not as 

comprehensive as in the above dictionaries. It is also notable that the form tambours occurs 

twice in La Chanson de Roland, the oldest example of the French Chanson de Geste (deeds of 

the heroes) literary genre dating from the early 12th century, ca. 1100-1120 CE (Jenkins 1924, 

La Chanson de Roland, chapters LXII, CCXLIX). 

The initial vowel in the early instances of tabor was extremely likely to have been the short 

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tu%2Fmpana&la=greek&can=tu%2Fmpana0&prior=*frugw=n
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open monophthong represented by the letter a (/a/ or /æ/), as in cat (/kat/ or /kæt/). This is for 

two reasons. The first is that all the linguistic evidence from ancient times onwards points to a 

short initial vowel. The second is that the GVS was just getting underway in the late 12th century 

CE and gathering momentum in the 13th and 14th centuries CE. In contrast, of the occurrences 

of tabber noted on the Taborer’s website, the first is from the 1500s. Thus, the double spelling 

of the letter b (/bb/) appears to have occurred in the later middle English period and continued 

onwards. 

A considerable amount of scholarship has been devoted to the question of the English 

pronunciation of around 1600 (the early modern period) with a view to the reconstruction of 

an authentic sound of Shakespearian plays. According to David Crystal’s authoritative book on 

the Original Pronunciation (OP) of the plays (Crystal 2005), the initial vowel quality of a word 

such as day would have been du-i (/əɪ/).  

This occurs in contemporary English west country pronunciation (Wells 1992, pp.343-345). In 

Shakespeare’s play The Tempest, tabour* (or tabor depending on the edition) occurs twice in 

the drama as below. 

Stephano [3.2.151 ] 

Lead, monster; we'll follow. I would I could see this tabourer; he lays it on. 

... 

Ariel [4.1.175] 

Then I beat my tabour; At which, like unback'd colts, they prick'd their ears... 

(Shakespeare, The Tempest, n.d., 3.2.151 and 4.1.175). 

Following Crystal’s analysis, the pronunciation of the initial vowel in both cases would have 

been /əɪ/. This is a diphthong and probably indicates an intermediate stage in the change from 

the early /a/ to the present-day received pronunciation/eɪ/. 

There are few occurrences of tabber/tabberer compared to those of tabor/taborer. A good 

collection of these occurrences is to be found listed on the Pipe and Tabor Compendium website 

(Pipe and Tabor Compendium (n.d.) tabber / tabberer). It is an interesting question as to whether 

there can be identified patterns of geographical and temporal occurrence.  
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Table 2 and Chart 3 below represent the occurrences by location and date. 

In Picardie (a story about a tabberer)   1500 

In Translation of a French Story   1500 

Surrey South 1580 

Gloucestershire West 1601 

In Dictionary of German/Latin   1605 

In Religious Treatise   1610 

In Playford - song: Tom Tinker's my true love   1651 

In The Poems of Edward Taylor   1671 

In Beggars Opera - song: Tom Tinker's my true love   1729 

Northamptonshire Midlands 1851 

Leicestershire Midlands 1881 

West Worcestershire West 1882 

Huddersfield, West Yorkshire North 1883 

Shropshire West 1886 

Berkshire South 1888 

Gloucestershire West 1890 

Devon South West 1891 

Gloucestershire West 1893 

S. E. Worcestershire West 1893 

Warwickshire Midlands 1896 

Midlands Midlands 1918 

Warwickshire Midlands 1918 

Devon South West 1940 

In a poem   1943 

Derby Midlands 1954 

Northamptonshire Midlands 1580 

Leicestershire Midlands 1601 

Warwickshire Midlands 1851 

Midlands Midlands 1881 

Warwickshire Midlands 1882 

Derby Midlands 1883 

Huddersfield, West Yorkshire North 1886 

Surrey South 1888 

Berkshire South 1890 

Devon South West 1891 

Devon South West 1893 

Gloucestershire West 1893 

Worcestershire West 1896 

Shropshire West 1918 

Gloucestershire West 1918 

Gloucestershire West 1940 

Worcestershire West 1954 

 

Table 2: Geographical occurrences of tabber and tabberer 
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Chart 3: Geographical occurrences of tabber and tabberer 

Table 2 and Chart 3 illustrate a concentration of tabb* in the south and west of England, 

followed by the midlands, and then a small number of occurrences in the north. The number of 

occurrences is very low, but it is nonetheless interesting to speculate on reasons for the 

distribution. It could be the case that change was happening more rapidly in the south (broadly 

seen) than in the north, and thus a corrective pronunciation was represented more there. 

Alternatively, low numbers in the north could reflect a lower incidence of the instrument. In 

any case, higher numbers are needed for any more conclusive observations to be made. These 

occurrences and distributions also need to be put in a context including the terms (pipe and) 

tabor and (whittle and) dub before further conclusions can be reached. 

However, a clear answer can be given to the fourth question as to which spelling and 

pronunciation may be considered correct. Francis Darwin was of the opinion that tabber with 

a monophthong (single vowel) a (/tab/) was correct. 

But to return to the musical instruments of the Morris dancers - the Pipe and Tabor. I am 

told that the little drum on which the piper accompanies his tune should be pronounced 

'tabber.' I have no doubt this is right. The Oxfordshire name Dub suggests it, and the old 

French word Tabour is something of an argument in the same direction. In Wright's Dialect 

Dictionary it is said that the lesser spotted woodpecker is called the "tabberer" from its habit 

of drumming on tree-trunks. (Darwin 2014). 

However, while he was on the right track in proposing short monophthongs for the /a/ of tabber, 

tabberer, and dub (/dʌb/),  that does not constitute sufficient grounds for the claim that tabber 

with its monophthong is somehow correct: the argument as set out is neither systematic nor 

comprehensive and relies partly on personal feeling and impressions. 

Indeed, the assertion that one or other of the pronunciation and spelling combinations is correct 

is not the right approach to the issue. Rather, it is more useful to scrutinise the reasons why 

each exists in the first place and to give a precise description, as has been undertaken above. 

Once those are understood, an informed choice can be made about which one to use personally.  

 

Geographical Distribution of Tabber/Tabberer

Midlands West South North



28 
 

10.3 The Whittle and Dub 

The pipe and high frame drum played for the Morris were known in 19th century England both 

as the pipe and tabor and the whittle and dub. Pipe and tabor is by far the dominant form in 

contemporary usage, but whittle and dub was also in common use stretching back from the 

Morris revival in the late 19th and early 20th centuries CE. Both terms are distinct, and the 

question of a potential dual etymological lineage stemming from two roots arises.  

Root 1 originates in the Latin pipiare (to pipe) and the Greek and Latin tympanum (an originally 

high frame drum). As observed already, the root t+vowel+(m)+p/b of tympanum is realised 

through time as tympanum, tambour(ie), timbrel, and toph, tabret, tabor, tabber, and variants. 

Root 2 comprises the Greek and Latin tityrus (pipe, piper) that develops over time into the 

Basque word txistu and variants which could include whittle as a form of whistle, and then toph 

and its variants such as duff. While toph and tympanum are clearly cognates of the same root, 

they are sufficiently distant morphologically to satisfy the claim that tabor and dub are distinct. 

Moreover, it is of great interest to discuss not only the two forms with their roots but why late 

19th century collectors of the Morris tradition commentators often mentioned or reported 

sources giving the two forms together. Table 3 below gives a number of clear examples of this. 
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Source Comment Number 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

‘The music was always supplied by the pipe and 

tabour, or, as it was more generally called, the 

“whittle-and-dub”' 1 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

Of the instruments obtained by Carter on 

Manning’s behalf, one whittle, dub and tabor 

stick came from Leafield 2 

Manning 1897 in Chambers 

1903  (Oxfordshire) 

The music is that of a pipe and tabor ('whittle' 

and 'dub') played by one man 3 

Carter 1987 (in Manning 

1897) 

I found out that the Tabor ie Dub Had been lent 

to be Repaired years ago 4 

Carter 1987 (in Manning) 

‘Mr Groves Called on me the other day and tells 

me the Dub ie Tabour cannot be found at 

Present. 5 

Hadland 1915 

(Northamptonshire) 

two playing on violins, one on a hautboy, and 

the other on a “whip and dub,” or tabor and pipe 6 

Morris 1968 (Witney) 

Me grandad told me that Ted Potter from 

Ducklington [sic] also used to play the Whit 

(whistle) and Dub. Today we call it pipe and 

tabor 7 

Lowsley, B. 1888 (Berkshire) 

WHIT AND DUB. — Musical instruments, 

formerly used in Berkshire villages ; these are 

like the Pipe and Tabor of Scripture. 8 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

This fiddler is a modern substitute for the " 

whittle-and-dub " man, who played the pipe and 

tabour 9 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

Their music was supplied by a fiddler, and a '' 

whittle and dub man," as the musician was 

called who played the pipe and tabour 10 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

The music was always supplied by the pipe and 

tabour, or, as it was more generally called, the " 

whittle-and-dub." 11 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

The pipe or " whittle " (pi. vii., Nos. 3, 4) is of 

wood 12 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

The tabour or "dub" (pi. vii., Nos. i, 2) is about  

9 and one quarter inches in diameter, and 3 

inches in depth 13 

Manning 1897  (Oxfordshire) 

Ducklington, Oxon. Plate VII. No. i. Tabour, or 

"Dub," and stick, made c. iSoo. Leafield, Oxon. 

No. 2. Tabour and stick, made c. 1850. 

Deddington, Oxon. No. 3. Wooden pipe or 

'"whittle," belonging to No. i. No. 4. Pipe, made 

c. 1850. Bampton, Oxon. 14 

 

Table 3: Comments on the instrument with a juxtaposition of pipe and tabor and whittle and 

dub 
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Parallel forms with different roots paired together are known as doublets. A large number of 

doublets came into use after the Norman conquest of England. At that time two languages were 

in use, Norman French and Old English (Anglo-Saxon). Doublets helped the two communities 

to have good or reasonable comprehension of important terms. Medieval law is a good source 

of doublets (Garner et al. 2011), and good examples include land and tenements and keep and 

maintain (Jaffe 2021). 

Pipe and tabor and whittle and dub show the classic characteristics of a doublet. They not only 

occur and co-occur but they do so with explanations, as shown in Table 2. When viewed as 

doublets, a new perspective on the terms comes into view. The explanations are for the benefit 

of linguistic and social communities: the terms need to be explained so that everyone will 

understand them. The inevitable conclusion to be drawn is that each term was in circulation in 

different communities and that these communities came into contact with each other, thus 

necessitating an explanatory mechanism, the doublet. However, given the paucity of evidence, 

it is a matter of reasoned conjecture as to how and why one or other of the terms developed and 

came into use, and by whom, when, and where. On the other hand, the examples above do yield 

some clues. Indeed, they convey two closely related viewpoints. The first viewpoint (V1) is 

that the instrument named whittle and dub was very local and associated with the past. The 

second (V2) is that the name whittle and dub was seen to be worthy of special comment in 

contrast with the term pipe and tabor (with the implication that pipe and tabor was somehow 

standard). In these cases, the name of the instrument is given in parentheses or explained in 

terms of the pipe and tabor, jointly and individually. V1 is exemplified by comments 1,7, and 

8, and V2 by comments 1,2,3,4,5,6,9,10,11,12,13, and 14. Although the data may be skewed 

(most comments are from Manning), they nonetheless point to an overall attitude that the 

whittle and dub was a term from the past found in remote areas and that this term needed to be 

explained to readers (no doubt educated people interested in the revival of the tradition). Those 

readers had not perhaps heard of the term whittle and dub, or needed to be shown the 

equivalence of terms for one instrument: a doublet was necessary. Conversely, it may have 

been necessary to explain pipe and tabor to the local people. If so, their view is not represented, 

otherwise, pipe and tabor would have been written in parentheses. The parentheses, therefore, 

indicate a monodirectional doublet devised for the benefit of the collectors and their audience. 

Did, then, the name whittle and dub precede that of pipe and tabor, or did two naming traditions 

exist in parallel? If so, what sense could this have? Did the name whittle and dub come from 

one etymological, geographical, and traditional pathway and the name pipe and tabor from 

another? Did these pathways coexist or intermingle? Was the term pipe and tabor rather used 

in urban contexts (the court, plays) and whittle and dub in rural (the villages)? By the same 

token, if educated collectors were not so familiar with whittle and dub, were country folk 

unfamiliar with pipe and tabor? In sum, it is clear that more data are needed in the search for 

answers to these questions. 

There remains one comment in the examples deserving of special attention. 

“WHIT AND DUB. — Musical instruments, formerly used in Berkshire villages ; these 

are like the Pipe and Tabor of Scripture.” (Lowsley 1888). 

This comment is found in a glossary of local terms, and it is of particular significance that the 

instrument(s) (whit [whittle] and dub) are said to be “like the Pipe and Tabor of Scripture”. 

This needs to be set immediately in the context of the possible existence of the pipe and tabor 
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in biblical times (according to the discussion above in section 8). Again, questions are raised. 

Was the glossary compiler Lowsley aware of the references to toph and machol in the Hebrew 

scriptures, and was there a general (general enough to warrant inclusion in a glossary) 

acceptance of the interpretation of the same as pipe and tabor at the time of writing? That is to 

say, was this view non-contentious in that a reader of the glossary would take it for granted? 

Or, did he base his comment on the view of Stainer (1879, pp.90-93)? The historical periods 

certainly match up.  

 

11. Conclusions 

Hitherto, it has proved hard to uncover evidence of the pipe and tabor before the mid-13th 

century CE in Europe. In contrast with other musical instruments, there has been a 

representation gap stretching back seemingly without limit. However, conceptualised as the 

lyrical pipe and tabor it is possible to trace a song sung by the tabor, the pipe, and the pipe and 

tabor that steadily emerges in a variety of ways. In this arduous journey of detecting, 

uncovering, and describing the song of the lyrical pipe and tabor through time, three broad 

anthropological methodologies have emerged to be of great use. The first comprises a close 

examination of key iconographical and archaeological evidence, while the second, the 

argument of association,  concerns the tight linguistic connection of the words for pipe and 

tabor in Hebrew and Arabic. The third is constituted by the argument of transmission through 

sound and depends on a description of a two-way sound relationship in terms of both the sound 

the instrument produces and the name that we ourselves give it. 

There is plenty of iconographical evidence of the high frame drum: its form has not changed 

substantially since ancient times, and its song resonates through the ages. Various types of 

aerophones have existed throughout history, and early evidence of the aulos and scabellum 

provides the first song of the concept wind and percussion played by one person. Although the 

gap between the representations found in the ancient world (Greece and Rome) seems 

unbridged up to the Vivian Bible (horn and hand clappers) perhaps the tradition continued in 

between with no representation (or none found so far). Already, then, we can detect both 

separate songs (frame drums and aerophones) and a combined song (wind and percussion). 

By deploying the argument of association it is possible to make a strong claim that the pipe and 

tabor may well have existed in biblical times. There is very good linguistic evidence that points 

to a strong link through collocation, compounding, and poetical structure between the words 

toph and machol/halil in biblical and other religious texts in Hebrew. Indeed, once the likely 

mistranslation of machol as chorus or dance is corrected the instrumental combination sings 

from the texts. This is so much so that later manuscript writers and illustrators chose to portray 

Miriam playing the pipe and tabor in the Tripartite Mazhor, around 1322 CE, for example. This 

claim is backed up by evidence from the Near East pointing to a tradition stretching across the 

Hebrew and Arabic-speaking areas. In the latter territories, a tight connection between the 

mizmar and duff in the 7th century CE has been observed and al-G̲h̲azālī’s comment 

“The s̲h̲āhīn of the drummer (ṭabbāl)” made around 1068 CE has been considered to refer to 

the pipe and tabor. Then, in a passage in the Kitab al-Aghani (10th century CE), there is a close 

connection between the mizmdr and tabl (pipe and tabor) and it could be put forward through 

the argument of association that these were played together. Finally, the picture of the pipe and 

tabor player in Manuscript Arabe 273 may be dated to the 7th and 8th centuries CE. If that were 
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correct it would be the first representation found before the Exeter misericord of 1250 CE, that 

is to say approximately 400 years earlier. Finally, the argument of transmission by sound rests 

primarily on the tuning of the three-hole pipe. According to one convincing interpretation, it 

seems likely that Ptolemy had direct experience of a three-hole pipe with a tuning system that 

approximated well to that of the contemporary Salamancan pipe. This points to a possibly 

unbroken tradition from the Alexandrian era (at least) until today. Furthermore, by using a 

historical linguistic analysis it has proved possible to explain the reason behind the forms tabor 

and tabber and their pronunciations. 

This investigation into the nature of the pipe and tabor as a lyrical instrument has yielded rich 

results. The lyrical pipe and tabor has not given up its secrets easily, but when conceived as an 

instrument whose story is discoverable within a conceptual framework of song it is quite 

possible to discern musical and social evidence going far back in history, especially in the 

Graeco-Roman world and the Near East. Yet, there is much more to be done. Future research 

directions need to encompass the transmission of the pipe and tabor to Europe, probably, as it 

would seem, from the Near East, the reasons behind the doublet whittle and dub and pipe and 

tabor, and whether the instrument spread from France through Europe as in the opinion of 

Ulrich von Liechtenstein. A great deal of potential evidence also remains uncovered, 

particularly in the Hebrew and Arabic manuscript traditions, as to both early representations 

and geographical transmission. Indeed, the passage of time will also oblige the lyrical pipe and 

tabor to give up its secrets as increasing numbers of manuscript folios are digitised and become 

available.  
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