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INTRODUCTION: TRACING THE ROOTS OF A BRASS
ICON

Few musical instruments possess the commanding presence and
rich tonal warmth of the trombone. From its thunderous low notes
in a symphony orchestra to its soulful glissandos in a jazz
ensemble, the trombone has secured an indispensable place in
Western music. But to truly appreciate this magnificent
instrument, one must ask a fundamental question: The ancestor
of the modern trombone is the sackbut, a Renaissance-era
brass instrument that emerged in the 15th century.
Understanding the sackbut is not merely an exercise in
musicology; it is a journey into the very origins of slide brass
instruments, revealing how design, craftsmanship, and musical
needs converged to create a lineage that has endured for over
five centuries.

WHAT IS THE SACKBUT? UNPACKING THE ANCESTOR
OF THE MODERN TROMBONE

The ancestor of the modern trombone is the sackbut, a
word derived from the Old French sacquer (to pull) and bouter (to
push). This etymology perfectly describes the core mechanism
that defines both instruments: a telescoping slide that allows the
player to vary the length of the air column, thereby changing
pitch. While the sackbut may look similar to a modern trombone
at a glance, it possesses distinct characteristics that set it apart
as a unique and historically significant instrument.

Key Physical Features of
the Sackbut

The sackbut was constructed with a smaller bore and a narrower
bell than its modern descendant. This gave it a more delicate,
focused sound that blended seamlessly with the vocal and
instrumental ensembles of the Renaissance and early Baroque
periods. Typical features include:

e Smaller bore size: Typically between 9.5 and 10.5
millimeters, compared to the modern trombone's 13.9
millimeters or larger.

e Thinner metal: Sackbuts were made from thinner brass
sheets, resulting in a lighter instrument with less
projection.

e Narrower bell flare: The bell was less flared and had a
smaller diameter, contributing to a more mellow and less
brassy tone.

e Shorter overall length: The instrument was slightly
shorter, though the fundamental pitch range was similar to
the modern trombone.

e Lighter weight: The reduced metal and smaller
dimensions made the sackbut easier to hold and play for
extended periods.

These physical differences are not trivial. They directly influenced
the sackbut's role in musical settings. Because the ancestor of
the modern trombone is the sackbut, many of the core

playing technigues—embouchure control, slide accuracy, and
breath support—translate directly, but the sonic outcome is
markedly different.

HISTORICAL ORIGINS: WHERE DID THE SACKBUT
COME FROM?

The precise origins of the sackbut are somewhat shrouded in the
mists of history, but the most widely accepted theory traces its
development from the medieval slide trumpet. The slide
trumpet was a trumpet with a movable mouthpiece shank that
allowed the player to alter pitch by moving the entire mouthpiece
assembly. This was a clumsy mechanism, and by the early 1400s,
instrument makers in Burgundy and Northern Italy began
experimenting with a double-slide design—a U-shaped tube that
could be extended while keeping the mouthpiece stationary.

The first documented evidence of the sackbut appears in the
writings of the 15th-century music theorist Johannes Tinctoris,
who described the instrument in his treatise De Inventione et Usu
Musicae (c. 1487). Tinctoris referred to it as the "tuba ductilis," or
ductile trumpet, emphasizing its ability to be drawn out. This
invention was revolutionary because it allowed for a fully
chromatic range in the lower register—a capability that few other
instruments of the time possessed.

The Sackbut in Renaissance
Courts and Churches

By the late 1400s, the sackbut had become a staple of civic and
courtly music across Europe. It was particularly valued for its
ability to blend with voices and other instruments, making it ideal
for accompanying choirs in cathedrals and chapels. This is a
crucial point to understand: the ancestor of the modern
trombone is the sackbut, and its primary role was as an
ensemble instrument, not a solo one. The sackbut's sound was
described as "sweet" and "majestical" by contemporary writers,
and it was frequently used in alta capella ensembles, which
combined shawms, cornets, and sackbuts for both indoor and
outdoor performances.

Notable Renaissance composers such as Giovanni Gabrieli
wrote extensively for the sackbut, particularly in his grand
polychoral works for St. Mark's Basilica in Venice. The acoustic
properties of the basilica, with its multiple galleries and long
reverberation time, were perfectly suited to the sackbut's clear,
direct sound. Gabrieli's Sonata pian' e forte (1597) is one of the
earliest known compositions to specify parts for sackbuts,
marking a milestone in the instrument's history.

HOW DID THE SACKBUT DIFFER FROM THE MODERN
TROMBONE?

Understanding the differences between the sackbut and the
modern trombone is essential for anyone studying the evolution
of brass instruments. While the ancestor of the modern
trombone is the sackbut, the two instruments are not identical.
The following table outlines the key distinctions:

e Bore and bell size: The sackbut has a smaller bore and
narrower bell, resulting in a lighter, more blended sound.
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The modern trombone has a larger bore and wider bell for
greater projection and a more powerful tone.

e Mouthpiece: Sackbut mouthpieces were smaller and had
a shallower cup, producing a brighter but less forceful
sound. Modern trombone mouthpieces are larger and
deeper, allowing for a fuller, more resonant tone across all
registers.

» Slide mechanism: The sackbut's slide was often fitted
with a simple stockings system (a slight thickening at the
end of the inner slide tubes) to reduce friction. Modern
trombones use a more sophisticated slide design with
precision-machined components and water keys.

e Tuning slide: Sackbuts typically did not have a separate
tuning slide; the main slide itself was used for tuning.
Modern trombones have a dedicated tuning slide on the
bell section, allowing for more precise intonation
adjustments.

e Valve attachments: Many modern trombones feature an
F-attachment rotor valve that adds extra tubing and
extends the low range. The sackbut had no such
mechanism; all pitch changes were achieved solely through
the slide and embouchure.

e Material and construction: Sackbuts were made from
thinner brass sheeting, often with a higher copper content
for a warmer color. Modern trombones use thicker, more
durable alloys that can withstand the demands of
contemporary orchestral and band playing.

THE EVOLUTION FROM SACKBUT TO MODERN
TROMBONE: A 500-YEAR JOURNEY

The transition from sackbut to trombone was not a sudden
revolution but a gradual evolution driven by changing musical
tastes, technological advancements, and the rise of the
symphony orchestra. The term "trombone" itself—meaning "large
trumpet" in Italian—began to replace "sackbut" by the early 17th
century, though both terms were used interchangeably for a
time.

The Baroque Period
(1600-1750)

During the Baroque era, the sackbut remained largely unchanged
in design but its tonal ideal began to shift. Composers such as
Heinrich Schutz and Claudio Monteverdi used the instrument
for dramatic effect, particularly in sacred music and early opera.
The sackbut was still the primary slide brass instrument, and the
ancestor of the modern trombone is the sackbut that was
played by musicians in the court chapels of Dresden, Vienna, and
Salzburg. The instrument's soft, blending quality made it ideal for
supporting voices in the stile antico (ancient style) of church
music.

The Classical Period
(1750-1820)

The Classical period saw the sackbut enter a period of decline in
certain regions. The rise of the symphony orchestra, with its
emphasis on uniform string sound and standardized wind
sections, initially marginalized the trombone. However,
composers like Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Christoph
Willibald Gluck began to experiment with the trombone's

dramatic potential in opera and sacred music. Mozart's Requiem
(1791) features the trombone prominently, and the ancestor of
the modern trombone is the instrument that Mozart scored
for—a transitional form that was still relatively light and agile but
was beginning to adopt some features of the modern design.

The Romantic Period
(1820-1900)

The 19th century was a transformative era for the trombone. The
industrial revolution brought new manufacturing techniques that
allowed for larger bore sizes, thicker metal, and more consistent
quality. The sackbut's smaller dimensions gave way to the
modern trombone as we know it today. Key developments
included:

e Larger bore and bell: To project over the growing
orchestra, the trombone needed a bigger, more powerful
sound. Bore sizes increased from around 10 millimeters to
13-14 millimeters.

* Improved slide design: The slide became more precise
and responsive, with better lubrication systems and tighter
tolerances.

e Addition of the F-attachment: Invented by Christian G.
A. H. T. C. H. S. (the exact origin is debated), the F-
attachment became standard on tenor trombones by the
late 19th century, providing access to low B-flat, A, A-flat,
and G.

e Water key: The addition of a water key allowed players to
expel condensation more easily, improving playability in
humid conditions.

THE SACKBUT IN MODERN TIMES: REDISCOVERY AND
REVIVAL

In the 20th and 21st centuries, the early music movement has led
to a revival of the sackbut. Builders such as Jirgen Voigt,
Rainer Egger, and Bob Barclay have crafted historically
informed replicas, allowing modern players to experience the
instrument that the ancestor of the modern trombone is the
source of. Ensembles like the Gabrieli Consort, the English
Baroque Soloists, and Les Sacqueboutiers have brought the
sackbut back to the concert stage, performing Renaissance and
Baroque works with period-appropriate instrumentation.

Modern sackbut players must develop a technique that is distinct
from modern trombone playing. The smaller mouthpiece requires
a more precise embouchure, and the lighter instrument demands
a more nuanced approach to articulation and dynamic control.
Yet many players find that the sackbut's sweet, vocal quality
offers a deeply satisfying musical experience.

SACKBUT CONSTRUCTION: A CRAFTSMAN'S ART

Building a sackbut is a labor-intensive process that requires skill
in metalworking, acoustics, and historical knowledge. Unlike
mass-produced modern trombones, sackbuts are often
handcrafted by specialist instrument makers. The key steps
include:

1. Metal preparation: Thin sheets of brass are cut to size
and annealed for flexibility.

2. Tube forming: The tube sections are drawn to the correct
diameter and thickness.

3. Slide construction: The inner and outer slide tubes are
carefully fitted to ensure smooth, airtight movement.
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4. Bell forming: The bell is hammered or spun into shape, then rolled at the



