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Three pages, regular 
thumb movement, 
few 3 string bars, 
tremolo always on 
string 1.  Suitable for 
players from about 
Grade 5.

Two pages with 
repeats, irregular thumb 
movement, occasional 
3 string bars, tremolo 
on inner strings.   Suit-
able for players from 
about Grade 7.
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communication of sound, people in any one area largely 
had no way of knowing how people in other countries 
or parts of the same country, played their instruments, 
or to what pitch they tuned. But because a tuning is a 
set of intervals, this did not really matter, and because 
tablature is a pictorial system of ngerboard location, it is 
independent of the pitch of the lute – so long as you know 
which tuning is required.  So a piece of lute tablature 
could be taken to a different country and played without 
anybody worrying about pitch.

The Renaissance lute tuning that has come to be regarded 
as standard is the G-G tuning, from low to high that 
gives: G-C-F-A-D-G (see previous page).  In normal 
guitar terms that becomes E-A-D-F#-B-E, all a minor third 
lower.

So in order to play renaissance lute pieces and be able 
to use the same left-hand ngering, and benet from the 
ways in which the music is written to t this tuning, all 
we need to do is tune the third string to F#.  

In a guitar transcription a note given in the tablature as 
an open rst string is always written as an E.  Where 
the practical confusion can arise is that an open third 
string then is written as an F#.  Beginner guitarists 
spend a lot of time learning that this string is a G 
and it takes some effort to be able to compensate for 
the difference, especially when sight-reading.  All of 
the musical examples in this book are designed to help 
address this issue.

The modern background
The rst guitarists to play renaissance lute music on 
guitar did so in the early 20th century, and they played 
this music without changing their tuning.  This was 
partly because it might have seemed too 
strange to them to do so, partly because 
they were often mixing different kinds 
of pieces up and didn’t want the bother 
of changing tuning.  Perhaps most 
importantly it was because they did not 
regard it is a thing of great importance to use the ‘right’ 
tuning, and they did not think it was a problem if it was 
often necessary to change the music to make it work in 
standard modern tuning.  

Much of the reason for this book comes from 
the fact that questions of attitude 
and approach have changed, and 
many players are inuenced by the 
stylistic approaches of the early music 
movement, or simply are more open 
to the possibility of changing tuning.  Nearly all recent 
editions of renaissance lute pieces specify lute tuning, and 
nger the music accordingly.

Many editions of renaissance lute 
music from earlier decades however, 
have ngering for standard guitar 
tuning.  As you will nd when you try 
the exercises later in the book, many things fall under the 
hand beautifully in lute tuning, but would be awkward 
or impossible in standard tuning.  While there is a small 
number of pieces which are actually as easy or even easier 
in standard tuning, the majority of lute pieces are far 

better in their native tuning.  If you wish to try editions 
ngered as standard in lute tuning, you have two issues 
to consider:

i. the editor may have changed the voicing of 
chords to work in standard, and this may make 
them harder in lute tuning.  In these editions such 
changes are very unlikely to be notied to you.

ii. you will have to ignore or re-write much of the 
ngering.

If you are ordering a book of lute pieces always be sure to 
nd out rst which type of tuning is used in it.

Down to some playing
It is time to nd out how it feels to play with lute tuning.  
Please tune your 3rd string down to F#!  Always stretch the 
string a few times to help it keep its new pitch.

Remember that all you have done in this re-tuning is 
moved one of the intervals in the tuning.  There is 
normally a major third between the 3rd and 2nd strings: 
you have moved it to between the 4th and 3rd strings.  As 
we are going to play some simple scales in this section 
this means that your hand is only going to be doing the 
same things it is used to, just doing them in different 
places.  

Your job with these scales is: 

a. to get used to seeing the F# as an open string, 

b.  to get used to 3rd string notes being one fret higher, 

c. to get used to the feeling of the hand making 
familiar movements in unfamiliar contexts.

So play this one octave scale of C major.  Notice that we 
are in First Position and that the ngering is only given 
for the part of the scale around the 3rd string.  

So although there are no F#s here it still feels a bit strange 
in the hand: you may have felt that the 3rd string felt 
like playing on the 2nd string, where you are used to the 
ngers 1-3 movement in C major.

Then try this scale of A harmonic minor:

Still there were no F#s but this may feel stranger because 
of the 2-3 2-3 ngering on the 4th and 3rd strings.

Next a scale of A melodic minor – at last an F#!

So if you felt a moment of strangeness when you made 
yourself play that F# as an open string, that is what you 
will have to deal with and get used to.  It is all about 
conditioning and habit, and all you have to do is modify 
those conditionings and habits to accommodate this new 
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An excerpt from Getting Into Lute Tuning:
Twenty page book, includes musical examples, chapters on history, interpreta-
tion, and various other aspects of the the subject.
(to be followed by a companion volume of lute pieces, from c Grades 2 -6) 
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