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HORNS AND TRUMPETS IN BYZANTIUM:
IMAGES AND TEXTS
Alfred Büchler
More than thirty years ago Werner Bachmann announced the preparation of a volume of
Musikgeschichte in Bildern devoted to the Byzantine instrumentarium.1 Bachmann mentioned
having accumulated more than three hundred images, but the volume never appeared. In
the meantime, discussion of the resurgence of the use of trumpets in the medieval West,
whether as the survival of Roman military practice or as a result of the encounter with
Islam during the Crusades, has continued, with only occasional reference to the possible
role of Byzantium.2 For the latter, however, textual evidence only has generally been cited.3
A principal purpose of this article, therefore, is to present some of the visual evidence available; we will then reconsider some of the textual material.
Images
Visual evidence for Byzantine trumpets and horns must inevitably be sought in illuminated
manuscripts that date from the ninth through the fourteenth century. No archaeological
evidence has been reported, and only minimal evidence is available from such sources as
ivory panels.4 With the exception of the twelfth-century copy of the Chronicle of John
Skylitzes in Madrid, the principal source of images of trumpets and horns will be found
in illustrations of Old Testament texts such as the Book of Psalms.5 The New Testament’s
Book of Revelation, illustrated manuscripts of which, from the eighth century on, show
how tuba was visualized in the Latin West, did not become a canonical text in Byzantium
until the fourteenth century.6
The Old Testament text on which the illustrations we shall consider was based was the
Septuagint, the Greek translation prepared around the second century BCE in Alexandria,
and we must brieﬂy consider its vocabulary. Its language was the Koine, the common Greek
used throughout the Hellenistic Mediterranean.7 By this time the classical Greek word for
trumpet, salpinx, had come to designate both trumpets and horns. While the hatsotsrah of
the Hebrew text—the “trumpet made of hammered silver” (Numbers 10:1)—is uniformly
rendered in the Septuagint as salpinx, shofar
shofar—“ram’s horn” (Joshua 6:1)—is translated
both by salpinx and keratine, meaning “(made of ) horn.”8 The indeterminate meaning
of salpinx appears clearly in the Septuagint’s version of Hebrew Psalm 98:6, which in the
original mentions both shofar and hatsotsrah: in the Septuagint’s Psalm 97:6 the shofar has
become salpinx keratine, while Numbers 10:1 is drawn upon to render hatsotsrah as “hammered” salpinx. It should therefore come as no surprise that the “trumpets” of the Battle
of Jericho—shofrot
shofrot in the Hebrew and salpinges in the Greek—should be represented in
Byzantine manuscripts both as straight trumpets and as curved horns (Figures 1-3).
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Figure 1 is taken from a Paris copy of the Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzen (879883), the most closely datable ninth-century Byzantine manuscript.9 Destined for the
Emperor Basil I, the manuscript was probably written and illustrated under the direction
of the Patriarch Photius.10 It contains forty-ﬁve full-page illuminations comprising some
200 individual scenes, only one of which, the Fall of Jericho, contains representations of
trumpets or horns. This, however, demonstrates in exemplary fashion the Roman heritage
of Byzantium. The seven priests of Joshua 6 are shown in full military costume holding
Roman military tubae, trumpets having long cylindrical tubes and small bells.11 Later
representations of the Fall of Jericho are found in the so-called Octateuchs (Pentateuch,
Joshua, Judges, Ruth), and the “Joshua Scroll.”12 In these, both small trumpets (Figure 2)
and small horns (Figure 3) are represented.13
The most abundant source of trumpets and horns, however, is provided by illustrated
Books of Psalms, in general the most common of Byzantine illustrated manuscripts.14 The
most famous early Psalter, the ninth-century Khludov Psalter in Moscow, contains six such
images, ﬁve of which also appear in the Theodore Psalter in London.15 In the Khludov
Psalter the salpinx of Psalm 80:4, “Blow the trumpet of the new moon,” is represented as
a huge horn (Figure 4).16 Horns also appear in the frontispiece of the Psalter (Figure 5),
which shows David, the presumed author of the Psalms, with a horn player on the upper
right and a drummer on the upper left; and in the illustration of Psalm 105, which shows
the Worship of the Golden Calf, alluded to in the Psalm (Figure 6).17 Trumpets appear
twice in personiﬁcations of winds: in the illustration to Psalm 1:4, where the badly damaged image shows a straight conical tube (we show instead the corresponding image of
the Theodore Psalter, Figure 7, where a slight ﬂare is indicated); and at Psalm 134, where
four winds are shown with short, conical trumpets with an indication of ﬂares (Figure
8).18 A rather puzzling trumpet appears in the illustration to Psalm 57, vv. 5-6; the wicked
are “like the deaf asp that stops her ears / which will not hear the voice of the charmer.”
Perhaps to emphasize the deafness of the snake, the snake charmer blows at it with a large
conical trumpet (Figure 9).19 As already mentioned, ﬁve of the six Khludov illustrations
also appear, only slightly varied, in the Theodore Psalter. The London manuscript does
not have a frontispiece, but it adds an illustration to Psalm 150:3 (Figure 10): “Praise him
with the sound of trumpet”; and here the salpinx of the text is shown as a trumpet.20 That
the instrument appears side-blown is presumably a matter of artistic convention, resulting
from the attempt to show the trumpet at full length and to present a full-face image of the
trumpeter; a similar phenomenon can be seen in the representation of the hornist in the
Khludov frontispiece (Figure 5).
The images we have seen so far prompt two observations: ﬁrst, the indeterminancy
of salpinx, which can take the form of both trumpets and horns; and, secondly, the presence in these manuscripts of horns and trumpets in approximately equal proportion. This
is in contrast with contemporary Latin practice, where the tubae of the Apocalypse are
overwhelmingly represented as horns.21
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Two eleventh-century drawings can serve as illustrations of the relationship between
the Byzantine instrumentarium and that of its neighbors. Figure 11 shows a trumpeter from
the earliest illustrated manuscript of Barlaam and Joasaph, an edifying Greek romance of
ultimately oriental origin.22 The instrument has a cylindrical section followed by a conical
ﬂare. The most signiﬁcant details, however, are provided by what have been seen as two
strengthening rings. Such details also appear in one of the earliest images of trumpets in
Arabic manuscripts: the instruments of the mounted trumpeters in one of the illustrations
of a Paris copy of the Maqamat of al-Hariri, produced in Baghdad in 1237 (Figure 12).23
Taken together, Figures 11 and 12 strongly support the assumption that early Arab military
trumpets were based on Byzantine models.
Another manuscript in Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale cod. gr. 74, provides an equally
suggestive drawing. The richly illuminated Gospels contain two of the earliest representations of the Last Judgment in Byzantine manuscripts.24 In one of these, the angel sounding
the trumpet to raise the dead holds a well-drawn instrument of the type of the Roman
military tuba (Figure 13).25 Images of this type could easily have served as models for the
famous Last Judgment trumpets of about 1080 at Sant’Angelo in Formis near Capua,
painted perhaps just a few years later than the Gospels in Paris.26 The Sant’Angelo frescoes
are now considered the work of local Italian painters, but the decoration of the church
was carried out under the sponsorship of Abbot Desiderius of Monte Cassino, who in the
works he directed made extensive use of Byzantine sources and craftsmen.27
The images we have seen so far suggest a high degree of traditionalism in Byzantine
representations of trumpets and horns, and in fact there will be no important change in
the various ways in which trumpets are drawn throughout Byzantine history. The example
of the representation of drums, however, shows that Byzantine painters could indeed
reﬂect a signiﬁcant change in the instrumentarium when this occurred. The frontispiece
of the Khludov Psalter (Figure 5) shows one of David’s musicians as a drummer striking
an hourglass drum, the instrument taking its name from its shape. Later, at the head of
Psalm 38, the musician Idithun is represented with another such drum (Figure 15).28
Hourglass drums also appear in the image of two tumpanistrioi (Psalm 67:26) in another
ninth-century psalter, Pantokrator Monastery cod. 61 on Mount Athos.29 After the ninth
century, however, such drums no longer are found in Byzantine manuscripts. Instead,
from about the year 1000 on, we ﬁnd cylindrical drums, generally struck with crooked
(“crozier”) sticks. Such a drummer illustrates a poem on the Life of David in the Theodore
Psalter of 1066.30 Similar drums appear in the frontispiece of the Bristol Psalter, dated to
the early part of the eleventh century, and in the psalter, Vat. gr. 752 (Figure 16), the latter
dated 1059 and showing a splendid drummer in military costume.31 Hourglass drums had
appeared in seventh-century Persian court scenes; the appearance of cylindrical drums in
Byzantine manuscripts is probably related to the adoption in the eleventh century of drums
as a regular part of the Byzantine military instrumentarium.32
Byzantine inﬂuence was still strong in southern Italy and Sicily in the twelfth century,
when this area was under Norman rule.33 Between 1163 and 1165 a new mosaic ﬂoor was
installed in the Cathedral of Otranto at the southern tip of the peninsula, sponsored by
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King William I of Sicily. It contains a number of ﬁgures blowing short straight trumpets
with ﬂared bells; Figure 17 shows one of these.34 Similar instruments appear at about the
same time in a miniature of the “Madrid Skylitzes” (Figure 18), the only illustrated Greek
chronicle to have survived.35 John Skylitzes, writing in the second half of the eleventh century, was a Constantinopolitan ofﬁcer and palace ofﬁcial whose chronicle covers the years
from 811 to 1057. The copy in Madrid was probably an ad hoc production, put together
in Sicily about the twelfth century and reﬂecting Byzantine, Romanesque, and even Gothic
and Arabic inﬂuences.36 It contains images of every kind of trumpet we have seen so far.
Figure 18 shows the entry of Emperor Nikephoros II Phokas into Constantinople in 963;
the group of musicians receiving him at the gate of the city is led by three trumpeters.37
Earlier, the manuscript shows the Emperor Michael I Rhangabe (811-813) crowning his
son (Figure 19).38 Raised on a shield with a pseudo-Arabic inscription, the emperor and his
son are acclaimed by eight trumpeters with straight, conical instruments without bells.
Cavalry battles appear throughout the Chronicle, and many of these show a mounted
trumpeter with a short trumpet; usually a cylindrical section merges with a conical one
(Figure 20).39 In one case, however, the trumpeter has an instrument whose cylindrical
and conical sections are separated by a pommel (Figure 21).40 This is possibly the earliest
example of a new trumpet which by the year 1200 had spread both to the Atlantic coast
of the Spanish peninsula in the West and to Islamic Southern Anatolia in the East.41 By
1250 this “pommel trumpet” appeared north of the Alps, but it never appeared in Byzantine sources. Figure 22 shows the Anglo-Saxon King Offa escorted by two trumpeters
in a manuscript produced by the Benedictine monk Matthew Paris at St. Albans in about
1250.42 In contrast to this, the two trumpeters escorting a king in a late-fourteenth-century
copy of the Romance of Barlaam and Joasaph still carry the traditional Byzantine straight
trumpets, and similar trumpets appear in the Triumph of Joseph in the fourteenth-century
Bulgarian TomičPsalter (Figures 23, 24).43
We may now attempt a summary. The evidence provided by manuscript illumination
suggests that Roman trumpets provided the model for Byzantine practice. The continuous
use of trumpets, or at least of their images, provided models for both Arab trumpets and
the trumpets seen in southern Italy.44 In the twelfth century, a new trumpet, characterized
by one or more pommels, appeared in the Mediterranean. This new trumpet spread rapidly
throughout Europe and the Islamic East, but did not appear in Byzantium.
Texts
If Byzantine illuminated manuscripts provide images of trumpets and horns–and we may
assume that such images, even though often or even largely symbolic, bore some relationship
to the actual experience of both artist and viewer–Byzantine writings give indications of
their actual use. These texts date from the sixth century onward, while the earliest illustrated
manuscripts date from the ninth century. By that time, the two common terms for military wind instruments are salpinx and boukinon, the latter derived from the Latin bucina.
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Unfortunately, as we shall shortly see, salpinx and boukinon both can refer to trumpets as
well as horns, making it difﬁcult to relate the instruments mentioned in the texts to the
instruments shown in the illuminated manuscripts.
Baines has pointed out that the second-century BCE Greek historian Polybius describes Italian pigherders calling their animals by sounding a bukane.45 But in an earlier
chapter Polybius describes Corsican herdsmen using a salpinx, probably also a horn, and
at the Battle of Zama (202 BCE) that ended the Second Punic War, salpinges and bukanai
“sounded shrilly from all sides.”46 In discussing the vocabulary of the Septuagint we already
pointed out that in the Hellenistic Koine salpinx could designate both trumpets and horns;
but a passage in the Jewish Antiquities of Josephus (ﬁrst century CE) shows that bukane,
in addition to referring to horns, could also be used for trumpets.47 Josephus describes the
hatsotsrah of Numbers 10:1 as a kind of bukane made of silver, consisting of a tube (syrinx!)
made of silver, slightly thicker than an aulos and with a salpinx
salpinx-like bell-shaped extremity.
Here Josephus, whose work was well-known to later Byzantine writers, seems to provide a
ﬂorilegium of much of the Greek aerophone vocabulary.
Turning now to Byzantine sources, it must be remembered that the people we call “Byzantines” called themselves Romans: Constantinople was the New Rome, and the Byzantine
army inherited much of the tradition and vocabulary of its earlier Roman predecessor. In his
De re militari (c. 400 CE) the Roman ofﬁcial Vegetius described the use of three different
instruments for the various types of signals: tuba, bucina, and cornu.48 By the time of the
Emperor Justinian (527-565), however, this part of the tradition had been lost. We learn
this from the advice of Procopius to the general Belisarius at the siege of Auximius (near
modern Ancona) in 539.49 The problem was how to recall small detachments of troops
that were in danger of falling into an ambush. We can let Procopius, who was Belisarius’
secretary, speak for himself:
The men, General, who blew the trumpets (salpinxin) in the Roman army
of ancient times knew two different strains, one of which seemed unmistakably to urge the soldiers on and impel them to battle, while the other used
to call the men who were ﬁghting back to the camp, whenever this seemed
to the general to be for the best. . . . But since at the present time such skill
has become obsolete through ignorance and it is impossible to express both
commands by one salpinx, do you adopt the following course hereafter. With
the cavalry salpinges urge on the soldiers to continue ﬁghting with the enemy,
but with those of the infantry call the men back to retreat. For it is impossible
for them to fail to recognize the sound of either one, for in the one case the
sound comes forth from leather [bursa; also skin, hide] and very thin wood,
and in the other from rather thick brass [chalkos, also copper, bronze].50
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Several aspects of this passage should be noted. First, the use of the classical term salpinx
prompts Procopius to give the most detailed description of military wind instruments in
Byzantine writing. At the same time, the direction to use two different instruments is also
common to later military treatises. Finally, it is the louder, “brass” instrument that is used
to sound the retreat. As we shall see, almost any kind of signal can be used to start a movement of troops or a battle, but with Byzantine strategy largely defensive, the use of wind
instruments to withdraw troops is repeatedly singled out.51
The two-instrument pattern appears already in the earliest and most important of
Byzantine military treatises, the Strategikon of Mauricius of c. 600.52 Here we are faced
with the highly latinized vocabulary of the early Byzantine army. The command words are
Latin. To order the troops to advance, the commander shouts the Latin move; the signal can
also be given by the motion of a pennant, by a boukinon, or a drum (taurea). The signal to
halt is given by sta!, by banging shields, a movement of hands, or by a touba.53 While it is
tempting to equate boukinon and touba with the cavalry and infantry salpinges of Procopius
respectively, the instructions in the chapter of the Strategikon cited here deal with cavalry
tactics, and boukinon and touba reappear in the ﬁnal chapter, an addition discussing infantry
tactics.54 We may note here the progressive Hellenization of the Latin buc(c)ina: the earlier,
feminine bukane has now acquired the Greek neutral ending -on, and boukinon is well on
the way of becoming the standard name of any military wind instrument.55 The Latin term
tuba, however, still survives unchanged in Greek spelling. Its common use is indicated by
what may be called the “pidgin Latin” toubator, modeled on boukinator but replacing the
proper Latin tubicin.
By some three hundred years after the composition of the Strategikon, however, the
word touba had fallen out of common use. About 905 the Emperor Leo VI (“Leo the
Wise”) prepared a revised version of the Strategikon, the Taktika.56 He quotes the passage
concerning the use of boukinon and touba, but on the ﬁrst occasion he explains that “touba
is now called a boukinon,” while later it is called more speciﬁcally “a small boukinon,”57 a
description that calls into question the identiﬁcation of touba as a (Roman) trumpet and
boukinon as horn or bugle. In a later passage, the boukinator is assumed to be provided with
both large and small boukina.58 Clearly boukinon had become by this time the common
designation for any military wind instrument; the classical salpinx appears in the Taktika
only in the rhetorical preface, where Leo praises its ability to rouse the spirit of the army.
From the middle of the tenth century onward, Byzantine writers use fairly indiscriminately both salpinx and boukinon. The Alexiad of Anna Comnena (Komnene; 1083-c.
1153/54), a panegyric of her father Alexios I and dealing largely with his military exploits,
provides a good example.59 The highly educated princess refers repeatedly to salpinges, but
on one occasion slips from her Atticist style and mentions bukina.60 Salpinx and bukinon
[sic]
sic] appear together on this occasion: the acclamation of the emperor by his troops at the
sic
siege of Nicaea.61
The Alexiad also provides a glimpse of contemporary Western practice, at least as relayed
to Anna by her informants: referring to a battle between the German Emperor Henry IV
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and Rudolf of Swabia, she mentions the Emperor’s keratine salpinx, explicitly distinguishing
the despised Franks’ animal horns from the Byzantine army’s instruments.62
Between 1204 and 1261 Constantinople was under Latin rule. The last signiﬁcant
text concerning aerophones belongs to the following period, which ended with the fall
of Constantinople to the Turks in 1456. The treatise De Ofﬁciis described the duties of
the various functionaries, including musicians, surrounding the emperor on various occasions.63 When the emperor mounts his horse in the morning, drums (anakarades)
anakarades) are
anakarades
struck, salpinges are sounded, and boukinatores sound their silver instruments. “The salpinges
which are sounded for this purpose are not like other salpinges, but of a different form. The
sound of these instruments signiﬁes that if someone among the people has a request to
make or a complaint concerning an injustice, he can, when hearing it, run up and present
his demand.”64 A different ensemble appears with the emperor on the occasion of “Feasts
of the Lord” (Christmas, Epiphany, etc.). Here we have players of salpinges, bukinai, anakarades and of pipes or shawms, souroulistai. “But only these: they are not joined by any
of the small instruments.”65 It would seem that we have here a distinction corresponding
to the alta and bassa ensembles of the West. More importantly, however, this is the ﬁrst
appearance in our texts of trumpets and horns in a purely ceremonial connection, though
the Coronation miniature of the Madrid Skylitzes suggests that the practice could have
been established much earlier (Figure 19). Nevertheless, the only instrument mentioned
on such occasions in the tenth-century De Ceremoniis is the organ.66
Text and Image
Both texts and images suggest the uninterrupted use of trumpets and horns throughout
Byzantine history. To a large extent, however, these two kinds of sources must be regarded as
separate witnesses. At any given time, Byzantine texts tend to employ two names for “brass
instruments”: cavalry salpinx and infantry salpinx in Procopius, touba and boukinon in the
Strategikon, salpinx and bukanon in the Alexiad
Alexiad. On the other hand, images of trumpets in
particular show a considerable variety—long and short, cylindrical and conical, with and
without bell or ﬂare. It is likely that at least some of this variety is grounded in reality; the
example of the cylindrical drums shows Byzantine artists responding to the actual appearance of instruments. In this situation establishing a one-to-one correspondence between
the instruments mentioned in the text we have cited and the images seen in the illuminated
manuscripts remains a highly questionable enterprise. Even so, a last point can be made:
pommel trumpets, which by the end of the twelfth century have appeared in both Latin and
Arabic images, never appear in Byzantine sources. While this is an argument from silence,
it is highly unlikely that Byzantium was the immediate source of these new trumpets; what
seems to be indicated is a renewed critical examination of the visual record of trumpets and
horns in the Western early and high Middle Ages.
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Figure 1A
Fall of Jericho. Paris: Bibliothèque Nationale, cod. gr. 510 (Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzen), fol. 424v (detail) (879-883)
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Figure 1B
Fall of Jericho. Paris: Bibliothèque Nationale, cod. gr. 510 (Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzen), fol. 424v (detail) (879-883)
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Figure 2
Fall of Jericho. Istanbul: Topkapi Saray Library, Codex G.I.8
(Octateuch) fol. 480v. (c. 1125-1150)
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Figure 3

Fall of Jericho. Mount Athos, Vatopedi Monastery, Codex 602
(Octateuch), fol. 353r (c. 1275-1300)
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Figure 4

The trumpet of the new moon. Moscow, State Historical Museum, Codex 129
(Khludov Psalter), fol. 81v (ninth century)
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Figure 5

David and his musicians. Moscow, State Historical Museum, Codex 129
(Khludov Psalter), fol. 1v (ninth century) (detail)
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Figure 6

Worship of the Golden Calf. Moscow, State Historical Museum Codex 129
(Khludov Psalter), fol. 108v (ninth century) (detail)
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Figure 7

Personiﬁcation of Wind. London, British Library Ms. Add.19352
(Theodore Psalter), fol. 1v (1066) (detail)
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Figure 8

The Four Winds. Moscow, State Historical Museum, Codex 129
(Khludov Psalter), fol. 133r (ninth century)
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Figure 9
Snake Charmer. Moscow, State Historical Museum Codex 129
(Khludov Psalter) fol. 56r (ninth century)
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Figure 10

Man blowing trumpet. London, British Library Ms. Add.190352
(Theodore Psalter), fol. 188r (1066)
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Figure 11
Trumpet of Death. Jerusalem, Greek Patriarchate, Codex Hagios Stavros 42
(Barlaam and Joasaph) fol. 33r (eleventh century)

BÜCHLER

Figure 12

Color party. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, fonds arabe cod. 5847
(Maqamat of al-Hariri) fol. 19r (1237)
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Figure 13

Last Judgment. Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, cod.gr.74
(Gospels), fol. 51v (c. 1050-1075) (detail)
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Figure 14

Last Judgment. Sant’Angelo in Formis (c. 1080) (detail) (fresco)
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Figure 15

Idithun as drummer. Moscow, State Historical Museum, Codex 129
(Khludov Psalter) fol. 37v (ninth century) (detail)
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Figure 16
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Drummer. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, cod.gr. 752 (1059) fol. 449v (detail)
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Figure 17
Trumpeting ﬁgure. Otranto Cathedral, ﬂoor mosaic (1163-1165) (detail)
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Figure 18
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Reception of Nikephoros II Phokas at Constantinople. Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional,
Codex Vitr.26-2 (Chronicle of Skylitzes) fol. 145r (mid-twelfth century)
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Figure 19

Emperor Michael I Rhangabe crowning his son. Madrid, Biblioteca
Nacional, cod.Vitr. 26-2 (Chronicle of Skylitzes) fol. 10v
(mid-twelfth century)
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Figure 20

Cavalry battle. Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, Codex Vitr.26-2
(Chronicle of Skylitzes), fol. 135r (mid-twelfth century) (detail)
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Figure 21

Cavalry battle. Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, Codex Vitr.26-2
(Chronicle of Skylitzes), fol. 217r (mid-twelfth century) (detail)
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Figure 22
King Offa. Dublin, Trinity College Library Ms. 177
(Matthew Paris, Vie de Seint Aubain), fol. 55v (c. 1250)
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Figure 23
A King meets two monks. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, cod.gr.1128
(Barlaam and Joasaph), fol. 25v (fourteenth century)
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Figure 24

The Triumph of Joseph. Moscow, State Historical Museum, Codex 2752
(Tomičč Psalter), fol. 170r.
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