
Eunuch flute
The eunuch flute, or onion flute, or mirliton (Fr. flûte eunuque, flûte à 
l'oignon and mirliton; Ger. Zwiebelflöte) is a musical instrument of the woodwind

family used during the 16th and 17th centuries. It produces music akin to the 

comb-music of the nursery, and is still manufactured as a toy ("mirliton").[1][2]

The eunuch flute's sound highly resembles a kazoo. The eunuch flute, unlike a 

kazoo, is held horizontally against the mouth while the user vocalizes into the 

aperture. 

The eunuch flute consists of a wooden tube widening out slightly to form a bell. 

The upper end of the tube is closed by means of a very fine membrane similar to an 

onion skin stretched across the aperture like the vellum of a drum. The 

mouthpiece, a simple round hole, is pierced a couple of inches below the 

membrane. Into this hole the performer sings, his voice setting up vibrations in the 

membrane (technically a mirliton), which thus intensifies the sound and changes 

its timbre to a bleating quality. A movable cap fits over the membrane to protect it. 

Marin Mersennus has given a drawing of the eunuch flute together with a 

description.[3] He states that the vibrations of the membrane improve the sound of 

the voice, and by reflecting it, give it an added charm. There were concerts of these 

flutes in four or five parts in France, adds Mersennus, and they had the advantage 

over other kinds of reproducing more nearly the sound of the voice.[2]

The Irish writer Samuel Beckett wrote a series of fifty-nine small poems in French 

called mirlitonnades after the instrument. 

◾ Kazoo
◾ Swazzle

1. OD staff 2013, Mirliton. 

2. Chisholm 1911, p. 891. 

3. Chisholm 1911, p. 891 cites L'Harmonie universelle (Paris, 1636), livre v. prop. iv. pp. 228-229. 
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◾  This article incorporates text from a publication now in the public domain: Chisholm, Hugh, ed. (1911). "Eunuch Flute". 
Encyclopædia Britannica. 9 (11th ed.). Cambridge University Press. p. 891.
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