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BOUR.DON. MUSIC IN S-WITZERLAND --------· - -- -- ~---- r 

Note 1/ Bourdon = long, unct:..anged ~stable tone as an accompan;r-
ing _.voice /early more-voice/ . 

2/ By the conception "bonrdon music" is always meant 
the bourdon folk .music in the follow.ittg t~eatise. _ 
In the Middle A~es, bourdon· was much used· in the 
artifi'~ial music; there was an j_nstrmnent 'w-ith a b.our- -
don practically for ·every instrumental family. In t?-e 
furt.her de~elopment, the_ bourdon almost' disap,peared 
fl'Ot..l the artificial music and became a typical. factor 
in the folk .music. 

Ui:lfor.tunatelly, there . is very little known about the origin · 
9f the Swiss folk music, so ths. t much of the following reflect- . 

. . . -
_ 'ions wait for ·scientific researches • .. rn any 9ase, wr.iB.t is now-

adays gene~ally considered the Swiss folk ~usic is har?lY ·100 
years old. I~ was mostly written fqr · bus~ness· rea~ons; ju~t for 
the touri-sts. · In or-der to justify the conce];)t.ion "~o;uc music" ·; · 

. . 
it had t .o be .classified into var-ious time phases., similar as . . . 
it· is the case of the artificial music. it is not enough just 

- . . . . .. 
to speak about "folk music", i't is nec·essary to differentiate · 

. . . 
for ex. : the . folk music of the Midd-le· Ages, of the. Renaissance, 
of th.e Baroque and the· ·young style etc. , as various per iod.s, 
styles, i .nstruments . etc. left their traces b ehind. 

All vel'ba·l t;radi t:ions preserving folk inuafc melodies ean be 
dated . back orily with difficulty and in ·.cqntrS:disti.nction _o.f the.· 
folk .songs, t~ere had been pract-ically. none · before 1800 .. 
"Appenzeller tant~: Ich staig u~f einem fyhenbaUm.n - ~rom the Sa-
medan lute ~abula_tion, dated_ ~?63, definitely did ~ot ·pro~id~ 
much of the folk musJc· and da.nce - it is all~ged to have b'~en 

: 

~ lute_ acqompanying. v~ice. Besides .. these 'historical concep.ti,ons, 
naturally. even the €ieographical conceptions play their part; 
no doubt, Switzerland was always m~ch influenc~d by other cultures 
and couni;ries /four languages , ·mercenariness e~c ./ . -.. In any c·~se, 



__ , 

i t is absurd to speak about the old Swiss folk ~~sic, as the 
borders and the nationality to the Swiss alliance bad changed 
all the time. No doubt, a Genevian feels rather to be connected 
with t he French culture and music, than with that of -an Urner 
farmer. It s eems to me, that people from St.Gallen are more 
cultural related w:1 th the south of Germany, than Wit~ the region 
of Tess in etc. Regarding all these observatio~s, it seems that 
the proof of genuine Swiss bourdon music is very difficult to , be 
s t ated , even if not cut of . question. Yet, there are some criteria 
for t he presumptive old melodies: a slight tone range /small 
melodical steps/ , mostly two-parted melodies without any change 
i n the key. The. most important is to have a certain feeling and 
audit ory experience in what is "suitable for bou:rdon". 

The a irs of the pipers fr om the Valley d'Anniviers - Wallis 
/"Pfeifer weisen aus dem Val d'Anniviers"/ by Hanns, ·noted do~-n 
in Gand , ar e the most typical and most original, af~er all. , . 
Besides aboYe mentioned criteria of the· bourdon mu~ic, these 
dances sho\-r al s o the so called "Alphoru - Fa" ·in the k~y of ·a 
half-tone quarte-major, that gives them-an individual ·my·thical 
character . If t his key :pro,Tes a h igh age of the melodies, , i ~ is 
difficult to say. This -quarte-major by an open fingering of the 
t r ansverse flute , could also be explained by another key than 
that of diat onic basic k ey. In a,ny case, ther~ is also one of 
these dances / Magali/ in the south of F-rance, b'!lt with a normal 
key. 

Bes i des these dances collec:ted by Hanns in Ga.nd, there are 
further "bourdon SllS:piCiOUS 11 traditional art :pieces in the canton 
of Wallis. There are a few dances showing considerable age also 
in the cantons o;f Waadt, Jura, Bern, Schwyz /Muo_tha tal/, Appen.: 
zell and Tess in. 

\ 



Besides these dances and marches, there is a further possibi-
lity of tracing the old pieces of art by means of a folk s ong. 
~~ny old folk songs ahve very interesting melodies so tha t 
they could be re-srra~gea for instrumental composit ions with-
out any difficulty. No doubt, it was so practised at on~ time' 
to a dance melody a text was found and thus· as a song it was 
traditionally preserved, or to a slow song a quick~r instrumenta;t 
part was added. In mapy old song texts /especially in those of , . . 
shepherds or Advent songs/, t here are musical instruments a s bag-
pipes, pipes, shawms, hurdy-gurdy mentioned, or there are some . . 
references that the song should be accompanied by bagpipes quints. 

Taking all together, it should be once mora pointed out: 
the whole material is pos·s ible to be appro~ched only on t~e . basis 
of practise. That means, one has to dispos~ of a great auditory 
experience, to know the instrumentary of the old l!lUsic, to try out 
t he melodies, eventuall y to make the instrument by oneself and 

• • '!' - • ' 

to assess the possibilities or trickness of these instruments. 

BAGPIPES I N SWITZER~~ND 

IN G~NEllAL · .. 
Conception /by J.H. van der Meer/ : ' I 

"The bagpipes are _an a erophone with one or more sounding pipes 
provided with a single or "double-reeds, or · partially single-

·,./ . 
reeded or partiall~ double-reeded. 
The pipes sound by means of a.ir fro:n the bag-.ahaped reser-~Toir 

' . '·· . . 

wh:ich is pressed by the left arm of the ~layer. -Thia ~ .r,eservoir 

is filled with air either directly by the player. by 'means ~f . . 
a blow. pipe, or ind~ectly by means o·f bellows." 

We are sorry to· $ay, : that we know very little about the tradi-
tion of this nowadays almost forgotten folk musical instrument 
which is ranged ~o a group of bourdon ·instruments. Yet, ·the names ~ 

of some musicians are known /from the bagp~per · Han~- Gentn:er, 

. ' -. - ... ... .. 



the "king" of the musicians in Bern 1507, depicted on a pipers' 
fountain in the street Spitalgasse,, : up to Ha.ns ~chwarz, the bag..; 

. ' ' 

piper ·from Appenzell, who wa.s executed as an alleged incendiary 
in 1577/· There are ~lso a tew · descriptions /though not very 
flattering/ about the use ·of bagpipes in our Alps. 

In the l~th c~ntury, the bagpipes were e_ven introduced into 
Swiss troops, but at . the qeginning of· 16th century_,. · they were 
driven out by more louder instruments as the transverse flutes 
and the drums. That proves that our bagpipes of 15th and 16th 
centuries, _ v1ere never so loud as the Scottish bagpipes known ·. 
at present. 

Towards the end of 16th century, the information is scantier~ . ' . . 

it seemed ·that the i -nstrument almost died out in many regions. . . . . 
Only the beggars or wandering · students played it. Some choir 
court manuals in Bern c,anton _ahow that the bagpipes were a ve_ry 
popular and extended folk musical instrume~t still up to ~7th 
and partly even up to 18th centuries. Re_cently, there are ev~n~. 

some reliable -references to the individual occurrence ·ot bagpipes 
in various remoted localit-ies . /W~llis, -Tess.in Vall:ey ~and in iriland 
of Switz-erland/ still _up to 19th century. .__ 

The Swiss bagpipes are .relatiyely well evidenced in contempora.-. . . . - ·-. . . ., . 

ry illustrations. The musical .ins.truments can b_e practically fou_.nd . , ' . . . . . 

in all old illustrated chronicles /Sch~'lling, Schodeler etc./,_· 
and also on many old churches, castles~ -houses, ' 'fountains, ·bridges·, 

. and portals in the whol~ of- Swi tze~_la~ci • . Fur.ther document~ ~.ould . 
~ . . . . . ' 

p~ov~de the hi the~ to ex-is/ting _stir names- as: "P~eiffer, · l?fif~_~r; . 
l?hyffer, Pfiffner, · Dudler, DUdli e_tc. · /fa·n;lily coat-of~~rms, · · 
family chronicles., family :tr·eesl_; · . 

TYPOLOGY 
c 

In the main, there are three types of bagpipes ·kn·oWn on . the· 
~erritory of prese·:nt ~witzer1and, :. . 
1/ The bagpipe~ with a clarinet /s.ingle-re~ded/ melodical · pi.pe . _ :. 

·and-with one -separate ciarinet bou:r_don. · · , . ·. , , 

-
/ 



.· 

s./ 
/Type a./ 6 according to the typology of J.H.vari der Meer/ 

-
In Switzerland,. this type occurred in t~e ~irst place 
in 14th century /for ex.!f.Ja.ness song manusc:r1:pt/. It is 
a document of further develOilment . of the type a./ ex: 
bagpipes with one clar~.net pipe/ .• ·The stock to Jch~- melc·-
~ical pipe is carved in a .shape os a.n anim.a.l ·head; th~ bour-. . . 
don /a little longer. ·than t.be melodical pipe/, seems to· be 
inserted in tr:.e very same "animal" stock. The melcdical 
pipe is partly provi.ced with a horn funnel. 

2/ Tl:e bag})ipes vd. th an <?hoe I double-reeded/ melodical pipe 
a.11d '\'ri th one separate clarj.net bourdon. 
/Type c./:.x. acco1·ding to van der Meer/ 

This type was extended all over Switzerland 'l;lP to 15th c-entu-. . . 
ry and pa1·t1ally .still up to the beginning of 16th cent~y. 
It was know-n ·as "pi va"· in the Te.ssin canton. These' bagpipes 
were individually · played still up to ·l .at.q. - -19th centu.rlef?. . ... - . 
Tessin·wa.s always culturB:l related to the Nor~h _Italy, where 
this type of b~gpipes originated. 
The melodical. pipe is conical with a protrusive funnel. 
The "piva", however, had a pea:r-~hap~d fu.nnel . ~n 18th - 19th 
centuries . The bourdon is two-pieced, cylindrical with a 
protrusive funnel. · While at the oldish types the . bourdon was 
one and a half, or twice as long as the melod~cel pipe; 
at the young~r "piva" it was appr?xi~tely of the same length. 

3/ The ba.gpipes with an oboe. melodical pipe and . w1 ~~ ·two aep·a~., 

rate clarinet bourdons. 
/Type c./£ according to van der Meer/ : 
In Switzerland," this type was extende~" a~. -the end of 15th 
century /individually/ up to ·the half .of 18~h _ century. .· 

The greatest prospe~ity of this type /and: the bagp'i~es in 
Switzerland in general/, was at the begirining ' o~ 16th century, 
where the most fre-quent illustrations a.nd qescriptions 
could be found. 



6./ 

RECONSTRUCTION OF THE BAGPIPES ACCORDING TO TEE ILLUSTRATION 

"DANCE OF THE DEATH" .BY NIKLAUS MANUELS · /about, 15l9/ • 

Rec~nstructing these bag~ipes, I could rely only upon the 
illustration "Dance of the Death;" /Totentanz/. On one hand, 
it made .me a lot of troubles, on the other hand, it ~ve me 
the poss~bility to reconstr.uct 'this j_nstrument relatively 
unrestra-ined. 

So I made the melodical pipe with a ra·ther narro'\v cone 
/influenced the loudness/,that enabled pl~ying also half-tones 
by fork finger position, although the pipe ·was · o~iginally only 
diatoned. In th~ funnels of the bourdon pi:p~s, I built '. in · 
a closing device, that . ccul.d explain the function of the elongat-
ed- out out slits / notches/. Besides, I provided the big bourdon 
pipe with an additional tuning hole, so that two various tones 
could be pJ.ayed, if need be. Both the bourdon::. pipes are inser-

_'"'ted into the eame common stock, though it _cannot be ~xpl~citly 
seen in the illustration. - . 

-The keys F/ G/ C/ follo~ from -the refer~nces . of the usual . key 
of that time •. Yet, I d~cided ~or a modern . t~l.ng A ~ 440 Hz, 
just for practical reasons I consonance/, in -.IDJo~ reconstru~tion-. 

Description: 
~ . 

Tone range and tuning: big bourdon - ' F/with an additi~nai hole/ 

Fingering 

Key 

• • 

• • 

small bourdon C 
melodioa-1 pipe f ·- · g1· 

the same as at ·the· old straight~ ~ute. 

' 

By fork fingering position the · following ha1t·· 
tones can be played:. gis., I?., 'cis·, dia,· !'is• ·. · 

·~ 

By fork fingering position and with a additional .. 
bourdcn hole the _ fo~lovdng tones c~n -be played: 
F-major/ !-minor/-··c-m.a.jor/ c~minor/ · G-major/ g-minor/ 

Length of the pipes ·: melodical · p~·pe 385 mm 

Material • • 

big bourdon 
small bourdon 

cca · 720 mm . 
- cca 600 mm 

box-tree or oherry-~ree /ebo_ny/; goat l'eat~er_ 
·, I 



1·1 

The melodical pipe is conical ~ith a protrusive :ftwn~l,. 
somet imes decorated with elongated .cut out slits. The bour-
dons are two-pieced , cylindrical outlined an.d the strengthened 
tuning cylinders are turnered. The funnels are either protr~siv.e 
or bott le ... ehaped. Some of these Swiss· _ba gpipes are showing the 
most s triking signs. They are the elongate·d cut out _slits in 
t he fw.mels of the melodical pipes, in the boUJ:don funnels af:ld 
in the tuning cylinders. 

The small bourdon is as loDg as the melodical pipe, the · big 
bourdon is about a. quarter longer thart the small one. This is · 
a consequence of the tuning with the basic tone and the quit 
in which this type cons iderably d:l.ffe~S. from the Celtic bagpipes. 

The only typieal .Swi s s el .ement of 'tb~se other'l"l'ise identical . 
. . 

extended bagpi!JeS on the whol e German spe~kir1g territory /Ger~ey, 
. . 

Flanders and the Netherlal:ds/ , are these elongated cut out slits. 
I have not yet fo~d a reliable explanation for this typical 
decoration el ement $ It may have· some connection_ .with tl:e slit .· · .· 

l ' ! • 

clothes / slit pants or sl.it jacket sleeves/ of the ·swiss merce- · 
l • 

nc.ries , which were in fas hion ·in 16th -cent~y·. ·r:t ~·these .~longated. 
s lits i~ the f:rnnels- had sonre technic-mu~ica .. l function,.i t · ±~ a . 
question. The tone of the bou_r:don pipe s changes onJ.y .. insignifi-
cantly owing to these slits. 

On t he c:ont:rary, · it could ·be possible, t hanks._ tq .these cut out 
slits , to fix in.the bourdon · f·u,i~nel ~stead}· cfo~ing device -
·ei th a stoprer. I Just in t he way, a.s it was hypothetically. reali-
zed according to . the "Dance of the Death" by, li.iklaus Manuels·, ' · -_ 
j n my r e:construction/ . I a!ll sur.e , t h ese slits wel:"e ·jus t . q. d.ecora- , · . 
ti Ye ~lement in the melod;ical pi~e ftul,ne1. Th~ fun11el, a~ a tone . 
produc·_i ng part of the meloc.i.ca l . p,ipe , was f~e~ of any vent hole·s. 
NatUl·ally, the sarr.e goes also for the tm1ing cylinders i~ the · 
botll"d.ons . Thei_r functton with ·.,rent holes wou1d be impossible. ,· 
Other ty.pical national or r egional _e lements /fox. ex. the bellows, 
additior.~Ctl -bourdons, pos~ibility o:f over-blc·wing etc./ re~inec1 
unfortunatel l y , abstained from tne Swi'ss . bagpipes.· In later 
centuries , when in other countries .sucn develop~ent ; became .evident 
our bagpipes· vegetat~-d j ust as beggars '_instrume~t in a· felv · ' 
remoted localities. ' 



FlJRTl--~R RECON'STRUCTICN 

Up t _o present, I ha.,re· reconstructed the following Swiss 
bagpipes in my workshop: 
I he bagpipes of the :Pipers' fountain , /Pfeiferbrunnen. - Ee:rn 1507 I 
Urs Graf I Basle 1525/ 
Piva · IMaggia 15281 

Descrip_t iop_: 

.Range of tones and keys : bourdons eligible :f.n F. and G · · 

Leather 

. • 

or 
or 

C and G 
G · /~iva/. 

: melodical pipes eligible: 
. 1 

in f / range f - g / . 
in g /xan·ge g - . a 1/. 

wood - -exclusively cherry-tree, _apple-tree,. plum:.. 
tr~e, box-~ree, yew-tree. ~ · . · 

g'!.at or sheep · /hand-n_own/ 

Note. One of my rt:construction_s /Swiss bagpipes. a.cco~ding ·to. the 
. • ... I • . .. . 

"Dance of t!1e De&th" by rv:ranuels/, .was taken in nosseseion · . . ~ / . . . ' - .. .. . ... 

by the Sv,riss Regional M~seum in ZUrich ~n 1982. ·since the 
time ; it is displayed in various exhibitions. 
/J.xch iv·es l'!o . Lf\1 63 139/. 

/ 

I ' 




