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A quintessential symbol of Scottish iconography is none other than the Scottish Bagpipes.
Played across the world to celebrate and to commemorate, the Scottish Great Highland
Bagpipes, or a’ phiob mhor, represent the sound of the Highlands and is the national
instrument of Scotland, in peace and war.

When people hear the bagpipes they tend to think instantly of Scotland, be it a lone piper
playing in front of an iconic Scottish Castle such as Eilean Donan, or a pipe band dressed in
the full Highland regalia and playing in formation. However, different variations of bagpipes
are played in countries all over the world, from Ireland to India, with their own unique look
and sound. somewhat unknown, some historians believe them to have originated in ancient
Egypt, while others claim they first appeared in India some three thousand years ago.
However, it is generally accepted that they were brought over to Europe by the Romans,
making their way to Britain during the Roman invasion of Britain under Emperor Claudius in
43AD. The notorious Emperor Nero is thought to have been an avid player of the pipes with
a depiction of him playing them emblazoned on ancient coins.

However, the bagpipes did not appear in Scottish records until the fifteenth century - and
not how we know them today. The earliest version of the Scottish bagpipe would have taken
the form of one singular drone, the air bag (made out of animal skin), the chanter and a
mouthpiece to supply air to the instrument. It is believed that the second drone was added
in the 1500s and the third, known as the great drone, was added in the early 1700s.

As the pipes grew in popularity in both the
Highlands and the Lowlands of Scotland, they were
subsequently adopted as a vital instrument of war
as the inspiring yet penetrating sound that bellow
from them was found to instil fear in the hearts of
enemy soldiers. During the Jacobite Uprisings they
quickly became a symbol of resistance and
rebellion. Following the defeat of Bonnie Prince
Charlie at the Battle of Culloden 1746, the playing
or carrying of bagpipes (along with the wearing of
kilts) was made a penal offence. A piper called
James Reid was tried for treason and hanged in
York on the 6th November 1746 after the court
concluded that “no highland regiment ever
marched without a piper and therefore his
bagpipes in the eyes of the law, was an instrument
of warfare."
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Although the Act was repealed in 1785, the bagpipes continued to be seen as a pivotal
element of Scottish military, often leading the troops (or the ‘Devils in Skirts"), with the
infamous image of the unarmed solitary piper stepping first towards death's door.

I cannot deny that the bagpipe is both adored and despised in equal measure, the often
shrill sound is perhaps too much for some people. However, being a Scot and hearing it
played so regally during national events such as Rugby games, or poignantly heard as a
bride and her father walk up the aisle arm in arm at a wedding, the sound of the Great

Highland Bagpipe will forever give me goosebumps.



