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The Keyless Double Reed Aerophone: 
Its Usage, Construction, and Worldwide Distribution 

WANDA BRYANT 

T HE SUBJECT OF KEYLESS DOUBLE REED aerophones has not received a 
great amount of scholarly interest. Reference works such as the New 

Grove Dictzonary of Musical Instruments and the New Harvard Dictionary of 
Music include many entries on other types of musical instruments (such as 
drums, harps , flutes , guitars , and trumpets), articles which include a world 
overview of the instruments. If and when double reeds are discussed, 
however , it is usually under the general heading of"oboe," with little or no 
attention paid to the non-Western, keyless members of that category. 

The lack of information about double reeds is somewhat surprising, 
considering their widespread distribution and cultural significance, as well 
as the obvious cross-cultural ties so clearly illustrated by construction meth­
ods and social contexts. A few scholars have written detailed studies on in­
dividual instruments or have undertaken comparison studies between a 
few selected instruments from different cultures. 1 Yet there is still a scar­
city of information written about double reeds. What little there is exists in 
scattered sources, a sentence here, a paragraph there, often with only frag­
mentary data included, such as the mention of a double reed name in a list­
ing with many other types of instruments. 

This essay provides a survey of existing literature, providing one fairly 
comprehensive source for scholars, teachers, and students interested in 
keyless double reed aerophones. The material presented here was gleaned 

Material for this article is taken in part from my M.A. thesis, "The Turkish Zunw" 
(UCLA 1989). I wish to thank Tim Rice, Sue Carole De Vale, Jacqueline Dj eDje, Elaine 
Barkin , and Richard Keeling for their invaluable advice and support. 

I. See, for example, Charles McNett, "The Chirimfa: A Latin American Shawm," The 
Galpin Societyjoumal 13 ( I 960); Nazir Jairazbhoy, "A Preliminary Survey of the Oboe in In­
dia," Etlmomusicology 1413 ( 1970) and "The South Asian Double-Reed Aerophone Reconsid­
ered," Ethnomusicology 2411 (1980);John Okell, "The Burmese Double-Reed 'N hai,' "Asian 
1vlusic 211 (1971); Martha Ellen Davis, "The Changing Role of the Dulzainero in Le6n , 
Spain ,'' joumal of American Folklo.-e 881349 (1975); Arturo Charomorro, "Chirimias: Sondeo 
Hist6rico de un Modelo lslAmico en America Hispana," Latin American 1\1usic Review 3/2 
( 1982); Timothy Rice, "The Surla and Ta pan Tradition in Yugoslav Macedonia," The Galpin 
Society journal 35 (1982); David D. Harnish , "Musical Traditions of the Lombok Balinese: 
Antecedents from Bali and Lombok,'' M.A. thesis, Univ. of Hawaii ( 1985); and Wanda Bry­
ant, "The Turkish Zuma, " M.A. thesis, UCLA ( 1989). 
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from a variety of sources: general and musical dictionaries; encyclopedias; 
books and articles on specific areas of music, religion, history, and politics; 
dissertations and theses; ethnographic films; and record jacket notes, as 
well as actual physical inspection of available instruments. One hopes the 
accessibility of this information will encourage others in the field to include 
more data on keyless double reed aerophones in future work, and will en­
able teachers to provide at least a general overview of this area for their 
students. 

I have approached this vast subject in four ways: by geographical loca­
tion, by construction (including playing techniques and the construction of 
reeds) , by social function, and by ensemble groupings in which keyless dou­
ble reeds are found. Instead of comparing these keyless double reeds to 
instruments of Western music, I have compared them with each other and 
have attempted to speculate on any links which seem to exist between types 
of instruments found in different locations, and also to identify similarities 
in the social functions served by these instruments and their music. 

History of Keyless Double ReedAerophones 

Most scholars support the theory of diffusion in the case of double reed 
aerophones, although the place of origin and direction of the subsequent 
spread of double reed aerophones is still a topic of debate. Some scholars, 
such as Hoerburger2 and Jairazbhoy, 3 have suggested that the double 
reed/bass drum ensemble was indigenous to South Asia, and was spread 
from there to the Balkans by wandering Gypsies, perhaps as early as the 
fifth century. Others believe that non-Western double reeds with conical 
bores are of Near Eastern origin, spread from there to Asia, Africa, and 
Europe by cultural contact through exploration, trade, and conquest." 

2. In Laurence Picken, Folk J\1usical lnstrnments of Turkey (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1975), 103. 

3. Nazir Jairazbhoy, "The South Asian Double-Reed Aerophone Reconsidered," Et/mo­
musicology 2411 (1980):147 - 156. 

4. See, for example, Peter Cooke, "Zurna," New Grove Dictionary of i\lJ.usic and Musicians 
(London: MacMillan Press Limited, 1980):721; Martha Ellen Davis, "The Changing Role of 
the Dulzainero in Le6n , Spain,"joumal of American Folklore 88/349 (1975):246-247; Diagram 
Group, Musical Instruments of the World: An Illustrated Encyclopedia (U.S.: Paddington Press, 
1976):44; Alastair Dick, "The Earlier History of the Shawm in India," The Galpin Society 

Journal 37 (1984):80-97; Henry George Farmer, Turkish Instruments of Music in the 17th Cen­
tury (Portland, Maine: Longwood Press, 1976):86; Jean Jenkins and Poul Rovsing Olsen, 
Music and Musical Instruments in the World of Islam (London: Horniman Museum, 1976):69; 
Sibyl Marcuse, A Survey of Musical Instruments (New York: Harper & Row, 1975):682; Re­
ginald Massey, The Music of India (New York: Crescendo Publishing, I 977): 134. 
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Curt Sachs cites evidence from early coins that such instruments existed in 
Jewish Palestine at the beginning of the second century A.D.5 According to 
these scholars, migration of the double reed to the east probably was a 
result of wandering Middle Easterners entering India from the northwest. 

According to Jenkins and Olsen, the spread of double reeds from the 
Near East to Europe came about as a result of three main historical events: 
the Arab conquest of Spain in 710-713 A.D. , the Christian Crusades dur­
ing the Middle Ages, and the sixteenth-century Turkish occupation of the 
Balkans.6 Marcuse places the introduction of the double reed into Europe 
during the twelfth century, stating that the Turkish zuma was introduced 
into Yugoslavia, western Bulgaria, Romania, and Albania by Gypsies from 
Persia in the late Middle Ages. 7 

Conical bore double reeds spread eastward from India during the four­
teenth and fifteenth century along with the expansion of the Islamic reli­
gion. The suona was introduced into China probably during the fourteenth 
century as a result of the influx of Muslim culture.8 According to Kunst, 
double reeds arrived in Java sometime during the fifteenth century.9 Thai­
land received double reed aerophones from India both directly and indi­
rectly. The name of one double reed, pi clzawii., indicates its adoption di­
rectly from the J avanese (clzawii. being the Thai word for Java) , possibly 
during the Ayuthaya period (fourteenth to eighteenth century). Another 
Thai double reed, the larger pi miin (pi maw-n) or pi phii.t ra-man, is of similar 
conical bore construction , but the words miin and ra-man both refer to the 
Peguan people of Burma,10 indicating an overland migration into Thai­
land from the west. 

The introduction of the double reed into Africa came as a result of cul­
tural contact with the Arab world . In Africa, it is probable that double reed 
instruments were adopted well before the introduction of Islam. There is 
evidence that Egypt, for example, had contact with cultures outside Africa 

5. Curt Sachs, Th e History of /\1usical f nslrnments (New York: 'vV. \V. Norton and Com­
pany, Inc., 1940): 120. 

6. Jean Jenkins and Poul Rovsi ng Olse n, /\1usic and /\1usical!nstruments in the World of l s­
lam (London: !-lorniman Museum , 1976):86-87. 

7. Sibyl Marcuse, A Suroey of Musical Instrument., (New York: Harper & Row, 1975):682, 
70 1-2. 

8. A lan R. Thrasher, "Suona," New Grove Dictionary of A1usical Instruments (London: Mac­
Millan Press Limited , 1984):475. 

9. J aap Kunst, Music in Java (The Hague: Martin us Nijhoff, 1949):238. 
10. Dhanit Yupho, Thai Musical Instrument., (Bangkok: SIVA PI-IORN Limited Partner­

ship, 1960):81-83. 
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five thousand years before the predynastic Egyptian cultures arose. 11 The 
peoples of Sudanic Africa came in contact with Mediterranean civilizations 
as early as the fourth and fifth millennium B.C. 12 Likewise, the eastern 
coast of Africa had long established trade relations with the lower Arabian 
peninsula (dating back as early as the first millennium B.C.) as well as con­
tact with India, Indonesia, and China. 13 

Double reeds were introduced into the western hemisphere in the early 
sixteenth century by the conquering Spaniards under the leadership of 
Cortes, and were carried through Mexico, Central America, and into parts 
of South America by Spanish missionaries who used music as a means to 
convert the indigenous Indian population.11 

Geographical Range 

The geographical distribution of keyless double reed aero phones forms 
a band around the world, from approximately ten degrees south to ap­
proximately forty-five degrees north of the equator, except in the western 
hemisphere where distribution extends northward only to the Tropic of 
Cancer. (See maps at conclusion for world distribution.) The vast majority 
of keyless double reed aerophones are found in the eastern hemisphere, 
ranging from East Asia to western Europe. They are especially prevalent in 
the Middle East, and are found in all predominantly Islamic countries. 
Double reeds are also found in China, Southeast Asia, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Madagascar, north, east, and west Africa, India, Russia, Central Asia, the 
Balkans, and both eastern and western Europe. 

This distribution pattern implies that, apart from cultural reasons and 
population migratory patterns, there may be some climatic reasons for the 
prevalence of double reeds in these areas. One likelihood is the availability 
of materials for reed-making in these latitudes. Suitable reed grasses are 
difficult to obtain in higher latitudes. This cannot be taken as the sole rea-

11. J. Spencer Trimingham, The influence of Islam upon Africa (New York: Frederick A. 
Praeger, Publishers, I 968):6. 

12.Jacqueline Cogdell DjeDje, "The One-String Fiddle in West Africa: A Comparison 
of Hausa and Dagomba Traditions," (Ph.D diss., UCLA, 1978):6. 

13. J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in East Africa (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964):2, The 
influence of Islam upon Africa (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers, 1968):99, and 
"The Expansion of Islam," in Islam in Africa, James Kritzeck and ½lilliam H. Lewis, eds. 
(New York: Van Nostrand-Reinhold Company, 1969):21. 

14. Robert Stevenson, Music in Mexico: A Historical Survey (New York: Thomas Y. Cro­
well Co., I 952):52-56; Charles McNett, "The Chirimia: A Latin American Shawm,"" The 
Galpin Society journal 13 (I 960):48-49. 
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son, however, since in at least one location non-vegetable matter is used in 
reed-making. This exception notwithstanding, the availability of reed 
grasses would seem to be a major factor contributing to the overall distribu­

tion pattern. 
Conical double reeds are found throughout the entire geographical 

range. The majority of them are constructed of hardwood or fruitwood, 
materials avai lable in all geographical locations where double reeds exist. 
The prevalence of cylindrical double reeds in the Far East and Southeast 
Asia may be due to the abundance of bamboo in those regions. Many of 
cylindrical double reeds are constructed from bamboo, and, since their 
first appearance in China, have spread mainly to those regions where bam­
boo is available. 15 

The only instrument in the western hemisphere positively identified in 
the literature as a double reed aerophone is found in Mexico, Central 
America, and parts of South America. Its origin is undoubtedly European. 
The instrument even shares its name, chirimia, with the Spanish double 
reed of today. Another instrument, the trompetica china, is "probably a 
type of oboe." 16 It is a twentieth-century import, played by the Chinese 
population in Cuba. 

Construction 

As defined by Curt Sachs, the bodies of double reed aerophones are 
tubes which enclose a column of air. 17 In this article, these tubes are divided 
into two main categories: those with a conical bore and those with a cylin­
drical bore. Some subdivisions of these categories are also identified: inte­
gral or separate bell , single or multiple body parts , and the presence or ab­
sence of an upper end plug. The "device" used by aero phones to set the air 
into vibration may be the compressed lips of the player (as for a trumpet) , 
the sharp edge of a flute , or a reed . The instruments surveyed here employ 
concussion reeds, also called double reeds, which are examined with re­
spect to various construction methods around the world. Tables containing 
data on all instruments located in the literature are located in the Appen-

15. Theodore C. Grame offe rs an interesting exploration of the connections between 
bamboo and music instruments, their uses and legends in "Bamboo and Music: A New Ap­
proach to Organology," Ethnomusicology 6/1 ( I 962). 

16. J ohn M. Schecter, "Trompetica china," New Groue Dictionary of Musical Instruments 
(London: MacMillan Press Limited, 1984):637. 

17. Curt Sachs, The History of lV!.usical Instruments (New York: 'vV. W. Norton and Com­
pany, Inc., I 940):457. 
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dix. These tables are organized both by alphabetical listing of instrument 
names and by geographical location of the instruments for ease of 
reference. 

Conical Bore Instruments 

Double reed aerophones with conical bores are the most prevalent 
worldwide. They vary in size from the tiny nzumari of Kenya (fifteen centi­
meters)18 to the ninety-five centimeter-long nagasvara from South India. 
Typically they are carved or lathed from a single piece of wood (e.g., the 
African algaita) or are made of graduated segments of bamboo like the Su­
matran sarune. Exceptions to this include pi chawa of Thailand and Laos 
which is occasionally made of ivory 19 and the bramevac of Gascony which is 
made of a strip of coiled bark held together with thorns. 20 

The bore of the conical double reed is narrowest at the top and expands 
exponentially toward the bell. The bell may be a simple flare at the end of 
the body or it may be a separate, possibly detachable, piece made of wood, 
metal, or animal horn. The number of finger holes ranges from none (on 
drone instruments such as the Indian ottu) to eight. The holes are usually 
round and are located on the front of the instrument in a straight line 
down its length. If a thumb hole is present, it is situated on the back of the 
instrument. Placement of the finger holes varies according to the tuning 
system of the culture. Holes found on an instrument that functions solely 
as a drone, like the ottu or the sur from India, are not finger holes, but 
rather are for intonation purposes. Typically located on the back of instru­
ment or near its bell , these holes can be plugged with wax or left open in 
order to tune the drone to the melody instrument. 

Instruments with conical bores are found throughout the entire geo­
graphical range of keyless double reed aerophones. Examples include the 
suona from China, the north Indian shehna'i, the pi chawa and pi man from 
Thailand and Laos, the serunai from Sumatra and Malaysia, the Indone­
sian preret, selompret, and tarompet, the charumera from Japan, the Algerian 
algaita, the Turkish zurna, the sopila and svirale from Yugoslavia, and the 

18. Graham Hyslop, Musicallnstruments of East Africa: I Kenya (Ontario: Thomas Nelson 
and Sons, Ltd., 1975):6. 

I 9. David Morton, "PI," New Grove Dictionary• of 1\1usical Instruments (London: MacMillan 
Press Limited, 1984):68. 

20. New Grove Dictionary of A1usical Instruments (London: MacMillan Press Limited, 
I 984):268. 
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F1G U RE IA. Turkish wma with reed. F1GURE I B. Two-piece construction: 
wma with its nazik (end plug) removed. 

dulzaina of the Basque region in Spain. The hichiriki of Japan also has a con­
ical bore, but it is a reverse conical bore, wider at the top and narrowing as it 
approaches the bottom of the horn. 

Some double reed aerophones are built in two or more pieces. Many in 
the Near East and North Africa, like the Turkish zurna and the Moroccan 
ghayta, are formed in two pieces: the body proper (where the finger holes 
are located) and a clothespin-shaped plug which fits in the upper end of the 
instrument. In India, Southeast Asia, and East Asia, the two parts are usu­
ally the body proper and a separate or detachable bell, such as are found on 
the !me from Burma, the p1 chawii from Thailand, the shehnii'f, the Tibetan 
rgya-gling, some versions of the sarnne and serunai from Sumatra, the suona, 
and the nzumari. The mohorf of eastern India (the Orissa interior and An­
dhra Pradesh) is made from three naturally cylindrical segments of bam­
boo, each with a different diameter. When fitted together these three sec­
tions create the equivalent of a conical bore. 21 The Indonesian tarompet is 

21. Alaslair Dick, "Mohori," New Grove Dicliona,)' of 1Wusical Instruments (London: Mac• 
Millan Press Limited, 1984):677. 
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FIGURE 2A. Chinese suona (from the 
UCLA Ethnomusicology Collection). 

FIGURE 2B. Two-piece construction: 
separate metal bell and conical 
wooden body of suona (from the 
UCLA Ethnomusicology Collection). 

constructed in a similar manner, with four or five body parts creating a 
stepped conical bore. The body of the sarune of the Batak Toba region, Su­
matra, has four parts, alternating between segments of wood and segments 
of buffalo or goat horn. The smaller sarune (thirty centimeters) is found 
with either a conical or a cylindrical bore. 

Cylindrical Bore Instruments 

Double reeds with cylindrical bores are most commonly found in Asia, 
Southeast Asia, and India. They are generally shorter than those with a 
conical bore, ranging from nineteen to thirty-seven centimeters, and are 
usually constructed in one piece. As is the case for instruments with conical 
bores, hardwoods and fruitwoods (e.g., rosewood, ebony, kirarr, mulberry, 
apricot, and figwood) and bamboo are the most common construction ma­
terials. However, David Morton mentions specimens of one instrument, 
the pznai of Thailand and Laos, which are made ofmarble.22 

22. David Morton, "Pi,'' New Grove Dictionmy of1\1usical Instruments (London: MacMillan 
Press Limited, 1984):68. 
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FIGURE 3A. Thai pi chawa (from the 
UCLA Ethnomusicology Coll ection). 

FIGURE 3B. Two-piece construction: 
separate wooden bell and conical 
wooden body of pi chawa (from the 
UCLA Ethnomusicology Collection). 

The majority of cylindrical double reeds are a straight or slightly curved 
length of pipe, having neither a flared end nor a separate bell. Many are 
made from bamboo, a naturally cylindrical material which requires little or 
no alteration. There are a few exceptions, such as the horonii.va of Sri Lanka 
and the Indian kol and mohori, all of which have separate bells made of dif­
ferent materials. The bodies of the horonii.va and the mohori which is found 
on the coastal plains of Orissa are outwardly conical but their bores are cy­
lindrical. The pi nai and pi nok of Thailand are lathed with a bulge in the 
middle, but their bores are nonetheless cylindrical. 

The chirimia from Mexico, Central, and South America presents an in­
teresting phenomenon. Its immediate ancestor, the Spanish chirimia, has a 
conical bore and an integral flared bell. Examples of the chirimia noted by 
McNett have a cylindrical bore; no mention is made of the presence of any 
type ofbell.23 In photographs of chirimias and an eighteenth-century Mexi-

23. Charles McNett, "TheChirimia: A Latin American Shawm," TheGalpinSocietyjoumal 
13 (1960):44. 



THE KEYLESS DOUBLE REED AEROPHONE 141 

FIGURE 4. Indonesian larompet (from FIGURE 5. Turkish mey with broad reed. 
the UCLA Ethnomusicology Collection). 

can mural in Charomorro's article,2'1 the instruments appear to be con­
structed in a manner simil ar to the Turkish zuma, with an outwardly cylin­
drical shape for the upper eighty percent of the body and a flared integral 
bell at the bottom. The latter examples also appear to have an upper end 
plug. These factors would indicate a conical bore. It is possible that chirimias 
are constructed with either type of bore, as is the case for the sarune from 
the Batak Toba region of Sumatra. The different bores can in part be at­
tributed to the technology available to the instrument makers. Both types 
of instruments follow the basic model of the Spanish chirimia with varia­
tions resulting from the use of different tools used in construction. A cylin­
drical bore is formed with much greater ease than a conical bore. The bores 
of some of the chirimias noted by McNett have been burned through and 
then scraped out with a hot iron; finger holes were burned through and 
enlarged with a knife. Others were bored with a brace and bit; the finger 

24. Anuro Charomorro, "Chirimias: Sondeo Hisl6rico de un Modelo lslamico en Amer­
ica Hispana," LatinAme,-icanMusic Review 3/2 (1982): I 79-181. 










































































