The northern triplepipe, 700-1300: deepening historical sensitivity in
vocal accompaniment

ABSTRACT

This investigation considers practical implications of Sardinian and Scottish evidence
to performers of medieval woodwinds accompanying singers. Traditional source
material is assimilated with notation from medieval sources suggested by the
triplepipe’s iconographic record:

Salve splendor  antiphon invoking St Columba (Inchcolm Antiphoner)

Ecce fulget hymn for St Patrick (11th and 15th century sources)

Et te lux oritur ~ wedding hymn (1281) for Margaret of Scotland to Eric of Norway
Ductu angelico  Matins responsory for St Patrick (11th and 15th century sources)
Os mutorum antiphon invoking St Columba (Inchcolm Antiphoner)

Before the First World War, the triplepipe was almost the only instrument used for
vocal accompaniment in south Sardinia, where it had an important liturgical function,
playing for hymns, processions and for the singing of Mass. The term “folk™ fails to
convey the level of virtuosity or cultural wealth bequeathed to the present by this oral
tradition: the skill of launeddas players, building elaborate polyphonic structures from
a minimal number of pitches, raises the game for anyone attempting to revive the
historic double-chanter traditions of Europe.

In the hope of producing results that illuminate unwritten medieval practice more
brightly, this project combines four strands of evidence: (1) field recordings of
Sardinian launeddas players made by Andreas Bentzon, 1958-61; (2) musical
notation relevant to the primary context suggested by the triplepipe’s iconographic
record; (3) evidence of historical intonation from Scandinavian, Appalachian and
Scottish traditions; and (iv) elements of performance practice from the Gaelic psalm
and sean nos singing of Scotland and Ireland.

Known as the cuisle in Gaelic-speaking regions, the triplepipe appears on five of the
early Celtic church’s most magnificent monuments. In the thirteenth century, this
ancestor of the bagpipe was also known to manuscript illuminators in Canterbury and
York, and to stone masons in Devon and Westminster Abbey. Its revival was initiated
by John Purser in 1992. In 2009, Barnaby Brown accompanied Patsy Seddon at the
Edinburgh International Festival performing Salve splendor. This investigation breaks
new ground by deepening sensitivity to a wider base of evidence, particularly aspects
unfamiliar to modern ears and apparently archaic.
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