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teacher's notesKS4 music - television

Programme 3 The Lambeg Drum

Broadcast Dates

Programmes are broadcast on BBC 2 in Northern Ireland on Thursday mornings from 10.50-

11.20am.

Programme Title Broadcast Date

1 The Song Tradition 11th September

2 The South Donegal Fiddle 18th September

3 The Lambeg Drum 2nd October

4 The Flute 16th  October

Programme 3 – The Lambeg Drum

by Gary Hastings

Learning Objectives:

At the end of the programme pupils will have:

• Become aware of the relationship between ‘Traditional Irish Music’ and the fi fi ng and 

drumming traditions, and also of the cross-community nature of those traditions historically, 

which today tend to be associated with only one section of the community. 

• Developed an awareness of a music tradition unique to Ireland and Ulster of which little is 

known and about which perceptions can vary widely. 

About the Programme: 

This programme allows people to get up close to something they may feel distanced from for all 

sorts of reasons. It documents the passion and fascinations of the musicians playing Lambegs and 

fi fes. What comes across is the satisfaction they derive from their interest, musically and socially. 

What appears from a certain standpoint as merely an offensive noise is shown to be musical, a 

complex skill, and a sport, and also an instrument and musical form unique to Ireland and Ulster. 

The people on the programme are impressive in their feeling for what they are doing, as a tradition 

and as an art form. 

The programme explains the different rhythms played on the drums and the background to these. 

It looks at the way drums are made, goatskins cured, fi fes turned and the complexity of setting up 

a drum for a competition to achieve the best tone and to win the cup. The programme also outlines 

the entwining of traditions from Scotland, Ireland and England in the repertoire of the fi fers. Also 

explored is the development of the drums from the small ‘long drum’ of the late 1700’s to the 

massive giants of the end of the 19th century, infl uenced by endurance-based drumming matches, 

and culminating in the drumming competitions of today. 
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Background:

 

The Lambeg Drum began life as a much smaller instrument in the 1600’s and 1700’s, a long drum, 

played in accompaniment to a fi fe, for marching and for calling orders in European armies of the 

time. The fi fe dates back to prehistoric times as the simple forerunner of the transverse fl ute. 

Because the Orange Order was initially organised on a basis imitating the army, in companies, it 

was a natural borrowing of a common musical tradition. 

The drums grew in size and importance during the 19th century due to drumming competitions, 

where opponents tried to out-drum each other. The fi rst man to stop or break his rhythm was the 

loser. These competitions could have lasted for many hours. A louder drum was best for this, to 

cause your opponent to lose his beat, and so only the length of the drummers’ arms and the size 

of goats limited the size of the drums in the end. Nowadays, drumming competitions are about the 

tone of the drum, rather than its volume. 

Drums are made by craftsmen, most of them amateur, though full-time drum-makers were still 

in existence up to the 1980’s. Some men specialise in making heads for the drums, or canes for 

playing them. There are still full-time painting companies in existence who paint banners and drum 

shells [Bridgetts of Belfast for example], though drums may be painted locally. The drum shell is 

made of oak, steamed to bend round and then joined with copper rivets. The drum is tensioned 

with a rope stretched back and forth in a zigzag pattern between two round hoops, under which 

are the heads of the drum — cured goatskins attached to large wooden hoops. When the rope 

is tightened, it stretches the skins over each end of the shell. This system was common on all 

drums until relatively recently. The timber for the shell has to be specially selected and without 

blemishes. So too the goatskins which have to match exactly. Not only do they have to be able 

to be stretched to terrifi c tensions, but in modern competitions the sound of each head must be 

as near identical as possible, so much time is spent preparing pairs of skins, or ‘ends’. Sisters or 

twins are preferred. There is a legend that the noise of the drums [nowadays around 120 decibels 

— the same as a pneumatic drill or a light aircraft engine] could break windows in a narrow street, 

if they used donkey skins for the heads, and that these were banned by law! 

The shells are decorated with paintings of historical scenes or important people ar else left 

plain. The hoops which hold the heads on are also painted with Orange Lilies or Shamrocks, 

depending on the taste of the owner. The drums are also named after famous people or events, 

Lord Kitchener, Brian Boru, ‘The Atomic Power’ for example. It might take a couple of weeks to 

get a drum to full tension, being played and then tightened again as the rope and skins stretch. It 

takes up to 3 people to tension one of these big drums, and they are very sensitive to atmospheric 

changes. A damp, warm day can make the whole job worthless as the skins go limp. 

The drums weigh over 14 or 15 kg, and are worn round the neck on a simple belt. People take 

turns at playing on the long march, but some men take pride in being able to play for the whole 

day. The drums were originally pulled to a much lower pitch, and played with two ball headed 

sticks. Rhythms, or drum tunes were slower or simpler, and the lower pitched sound reportedly 

carried much further. Through time the size and tension of the drums increased, sticks were 

exchanged for canes (c.1870) and so also the speed at which the drums were beaten rose 

dramatically. Simple rhythms were decorated with ‘rolls’, and new styles of playing developed. 

Once each area may have had its own distinctive style of playing, or even a few different styles, 
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but these have gradually been superseded by the infl uence of the competitions, where music is 

not the main point of the proceedings. 

Originally the drum accompanied the fi fe tune. Since drummers played together, this wasn’t a 

freestyle way of playing, but a set ‘tune’. Each drummer played the same thing. Drummers learnt 

by ear, by being around those who were playing, and eventually took a hand themselves. It was 

traditional to learn with two pennies on a table. Drummers would, if playing without a fi fer, play to 

a tune in their heads. As fi fers became more scarce, drum tunes arose which had no reference to 

any fi fi ng tune. Frequently this is the time played in competitions nowadays, fast, furious and loud, 

calculated to bring the best sound out of a drum. Older drum tunes had two parts repeated twice 

just as the fi fi ng tune had. 

Fifers played hornpipes, not marches, but a large part of their repertoire was made up of traditional 

dance tunes altered to fi t hornpipe time, 6/8 jigs and 4/4 reels were adjusted to fi t. Many song airs 

are present as well. By the late 1800’s the changing fashions meant that bands were becoming 

more popular, and by the 1960’s drum and fi fe were becoming rarely seen on the Twelfth. Also the 

drastically increased volume of the drums had meant that the fi fe was all but inaudible, and hence 

it slowly became redundant as the tradition changed. Fifers were hired for the day; in the 1960’s 

they might have received 30/- for their playing, and before that, enough to buy a ‘wee pet pig’. 

Fifes are physically hard to play, using a very tight embouchure. They, like the small modern Bb 

band fl utes, use mostly the top two octaves when playing. They were usually made from boxwood, 

available in the linen mills where it wore well in the damp atmosphere. They would have been 

home made using a hand augur, with the fi nger holes burnt out and fi nished with a knife, though 

small commercial fi rms would have made them as well. Small fi fes, or fl utes for children were 

made from hollow plant stems or boortree [elder] twigs, and could be played after a fashion. These 

would have been quite common toys. Between fi fi ng and fl ute bands, many young people could 

have either drummed or played to some extent. 

While drumming and fi fi ng was done only at special times of the year, or in competition, much time 

was spent preparing and practising, tightening drums etc. There was a community dimension to 

all of this. Many people were able to lend a hand, play a bit, understand what was going on. This 

wasn’t specialist stuff, it was part of the society and culture of an area and would have been more 

widely appreciated by more than just the afi cionados of the music or sport or politics concerned. 

For all three of these are facets of the tradition. Different people, different perceptions would grade 

them in different order of importance. 

The Ancient Order of Hibernians also had a drumming and fi fi ng tradition. The drums would 

have different iconography, colours and names, but the styles of playing were similar, and the 

repertoires of the fi fers almost identical apart from a few judicial differences. The number of ‘party 

tunes’ in the fi fi ng repertoire appears to have been much smaller than we are used to today. The 

Hibernian drumming tradition seems to have died out in the fi rst quarter of the 20th century, in an 

attempt to try to avoid the mirror imaging common in the culture of Ulster. 

Even in modern times the repertoire of fl ute bands would include tunes perceived as associated 

with the ‘other side’. A tune with political signifi cance for one element of the community might be 
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played perfectly innocently on the other. "The Boyne Water", which is also called "Rosc Catha 

na Mumhan", for example or the "Shanghai Lilt", a march which is also the reel, "The Swallow’s 

Tail". Many fi fers were also good traditional fi ddle players, singers, tin whistle players, fl ute and 

accordion and melodeon players. Our perceptions of what belongs to whom is not necessarily 

refl ected in the traditions of earlier times. 

Classroom Activities: 

Learn one of the drumming tunes played on the drums during the programme using 

two coins on a table top. 

Learn one of the fi fi ng tunes from the programme by ear. 

Try to make a fi fe using hollow plant stems — boortree or elder, cow parsley, etc., or 

ask grandparents who might remember them from years ago to show you. [Please 

remember certain species of plants may be poisonous] 

Listen to other drum musics, eg African, Indian. 

Find out if there are drummers or drum makers in your area and ask them to talk 

about what they do. 

Questions For Discussion After The Programme: 

Both the Orange Order and the Ancient Order of Hibernians used Lambeg drums and 

fi fes when marching. Are there any other examples of ‘mirror images’, or similarities in 

the culture of Northern Ireland you can think of? Why does this happen? 

How can the same piece of music be an expression of two different cultural identities 

in Northern Ireland? 

Is playing the Lambeg noise or music? 

Discuss how Lambeg drumming is perceived by different communities in N. I. 

Compare the rhythms, uses and perceptions of the bodhrán and Lambeg drum.
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