
Origins of drumming 

Percussion instruments have been used since prehistoric times. Cavemen started by hitting rocks 
with bones before attempting to make actual drums. The earliest drums consisted of fish or reptile 
skin, stretched over hollow tree trunks and struck with the hands. Much later the skins of mammals 
were used to make larger drums, which were struck with sticks. Besides tree trunks, skins were 
also stretched over pits dug into the ground to make large drums or over openings in pots or 
gourds to make small drums.  

Frame drums were used by the ancient civilizations of the Middle East about 5,000 years ago, 
which were later adapted by the ancient Greeks and Romans. The Romans also used tubular 
drums with skins stretched over both ends of a hollow shell. After the fall of Rome, drums were not 
commonly used in Western Europe, although they continued to be used by the Arabs. The 
Crusades brought Europeans in contact with the Arab culture and from them, Europeans adapted 
the tambourine (a small frame drum), the naker (a small kettledrum), and the tabor (a small tubular 
drum). The tabor was often used with a snare, which consisted of thin cords of animal gut 
stretched across one of the heads in order to produce a rattling sound. The snared tabor is the 
ancestor of the modern snare drum.  

Large kettledrums from the Middle East, were introduced to Western Europe in the fifteenth 
century. These instruments consisted of calfskin stretched over large copper cauldrons and were 
used for military and ceremonial purposes. They were first used in orchestras in the late 
seventeenth century.  

The bass drum, a large tubular drum, was rare in Europe until the late eighteenth century. The 
snare drum and the tenor drum (a larger version of the snare drum, but without the snare) were 
used primarily for military purposes until the nineteenth century.  

Timpani became an important part of orchestral music during the nineteenth century. During the 
1880s, devices were developed which allowed timpani players to change the pitch of the 
instrument quickly, allowing them to play more complex melodies.  

An important development in drum manufacturing occurred in the 1950s when drum makers began 
to experiment with using plastic instead of animal skin to make heads. Although some drummers, 
particularly timpani players, preferred the sound of heads made with animal skins, plastic heads 
soon almost completely replaced traditional heads. A few individual drum makers still make heads 
from animal skins for musicians who prefer this type of product.  

During the twentieth century, percussion instruments of all kinds became important in both 
orchestral music and in popular music.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


