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PREFACE

Why another book on continuo playing when there are so many original and modern

rutors and treatises already availabie? Surely there is sufficient material for lute players to

study this subject?
The lute and theorbo are so different from the organ and harpsichord that it is not

satisfactory to learn from keyboard sources. There are very few original seventeenth-

and eighteenth-century tutors for plucked instruments and those that are extant do not

impart much helpful information. The collections of songs that include tablature

realizations for theorbo in Engiand and Italy seem, from their contents, to have been

compiled by or for amateurs and beginners. Yet we know that the theorbo was one of
the most important and popular instruments used for basso continuo accompaniment

in the seventeenth century. The tradition of playing these instruments must have been

a living one, learnr by example and practice and handed down from teacher to pupil- h-r

the twentieth century we need a little more help in recreating the right style of
accompaniment, and so, for this purpose, I am offering here the fruits of ten years'

experience of accompanying on the lute, archlute and theorbo.

The art of basso continuo was an extremely important aspect of lute and theorbo

playing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It has many benefits for modern

players and its study and practice should be eucouraged. Through it one can learn

harmony, counterpoint and many poir-rts couceruing composition. The harmonic

tension and relaxation in music is so important to phrasing and interpretation and can

be an immense help in solo playing. I would recommend, from experience, that those

embarking on rhe study of basso continuo for the first time, should analyse all their

solo music from the continuo player's point of view. It is very important and beneficial

to learn to recognize ali harmonic progressions in lute music which is written in
tablature. Thoroughbass accompaniment should also encourage players to accompany

singers and play in ensemble, both of which are extremely important aspects of a

lutenist's training.
ln 1676, Thomas Mace said: 'This Thing will require a Quíck Disceming Faculty of the

Ear; an Able Hand; and a Cood Judgement. The first of which must be giver-r in Nature;

the two last with Practíce and Care .'l I have, therefore, assumed that players wishing to

benefit from this book should have an advanced playing ability on the (Renaissance)

lute and should be able to read staíf notation fluently on that instrument. Without these

rwo accomplishments, continuo playing is impossible. Some knowledge of harmony

would be helpful, bur one could learn everything from studying basso continuo. Those

lacking the firsr gift that Mace mentions above will find this study rather difficult-

xt



Within rhis framework there will naturally be a wide range of abilities. The reader

should feel free ro use only those parts of the tutor that are necessary. My aim has been

to provide for all abilities.
Part One describes all the different types of lutes and theorbos. This can be very

contusing ro new students and it is very important that one understands this whole
subject before choosing an instrument and embarking on the theory and practice.

Part Two gives all the theoretical material, explained with musical examples, for the

lure or archlute"
Part Three contains a rnethod that I have found to work for beginning the practical

studv of continuo playing using the lute or archlute tuning. I would advise, again from
experience, that continuo playing be studied on the lute or archlute first. The theorbo
is such a different instrument and has many problems which are best approached by
one who is experienced in continuo playing o.n an easier instrument.

Part Four shows how one might then begin on the theorbo, giving many examples

of chord shapes suitable to the instrument.
Part Five contains complete musical examples. These should provide the student

with a comprehensive collection of music in which the main areas of the repertory are

covered.
Progress will always be swifter if this tutor is used together with a teacher. Example,

in 
".r 

improvised art, is always better than written instructions, henée the limited
nature of this book.

I would like to thank so many people who have contributed to this book over the

last ten years. Robert Spencer was the first to awaken in me an interest in continuo
playing. Not only is he a constant source of help, encouragement and enthusiasm in so

many ways, but when I first started to play continuo he was so kind in recommending
me for various performing engagements in opera and concerts. These provided the

vital, initial experience that is necessary for a continuo player. My thanks also go to all

the ensembles and singers with whom I have worked for the experience they imparted,

and to all pupils without whose questions and problems I would have been at a loss to

know where to begin in preparing this book. Above all, the support and companionship

of the soprano Mary Beverley has been indispensible..Not only is she responsible for
the preparation of the song text translations and many other grammatical touches, but
her wonderful singing has been a true inspiration. Our concert work together has been

extremely stimulating and educational and I hope that the fruits of this are evident in

this book.
So many colieagues and fellow lutenists have helped in providing material. My

thanks go particularly to Roger Short, Tim Crawford, Jakob Lindberg, Andrea

Damiani, Douglas Alton Smith, Ray Nurse, Kevin Mason, Bill Sampson and Dr

Joseph Klima for all their direct and indirect help.

Martin Kingsbury and the staff at Faber Music have been very helpful, encouraging
and patient. All mistakes and omissions are completely my own. I hope that this will
not be the only twentieth-century tutor for basso continuo on the lute and theorbo. As I

have indicated, much of what I have written has perforce been founded on experience

onlv as there is so littie in original lute and theorbo sources from which to draw, and

there could therefore be as many approaches to the subject as there are players. I shall

*,elcome any comments and criticisms so that we may continue to improve our
knowledge of this living arc.

\,

xu

Nigei North, London, r98ó
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and Archlute



I

An Histot ical Background:

Musical Qualities of each Instrument

Concerning the various types of lutes and theorbos that were in use and being
developed in the early seventeenth century, Michaei Praetorius wrote in ró19 that,
'from year to year, so many changes are being made that nothing very definite can be

n'ritten.'1 'We are now in a more favourable position and are able to look back and see

more clearly what changes and developments did take place and write something
defrnite about them. Most of all, we can see all of the musical reasons behind these

changes.
Whatever instrument one uses for continuo playing it is important to realize the

special musical qualities of each particular type of theorbo or lute and to remember this
n-hen playing a particular repertory. It should be understood that while ¡he term
ilrcorbo was in use for almost two centuries, what it describes can be any one of several

iarge lutes which differed in many aspects. The function of each theorbo was to play its
parr as a continuo instrument and often also as a melodic and obbligato instrument, but
rhe tuning, stringing, design and ultimate musical result of each type of theorbo varied
considerably.

The purpose of this chapter is to give a brief summary of the history of the theorbo
and related instruments and to describe the advantages of each instrument when used

¡or certain repertory. Much excellent research has already been done on the historical
,jetails and I recommend articles by D.A. Smith and Robert Spencer, for further
reading.2

THE ITALIAN TIORBA OT CHITARRONE

The theorbo was first developed in Italy towards the end of the sixteenth century. This
ner"' instrument was expressly developed (or invented) to accompany the Nuove
Jfusiche of the Florentine Camerata. Its musical qualities are such that a theorbo
accompaniment can give a full, rich, sustaining support to a solo voice in the new
monodic songs without obscuring it. The bass register is very strong, compared with
:he lute, due to the large body and long diapason strings. All of these qualities and

:haracteristics were absent in the lute and show how much the two instruments differ.
The first chitarrone may well have been a bass lute, normally tuned as in ex. I (a) or

,r i(b), but adapted to tenor lute pitch in G or A (exx. z(a) and z(b)). (See pp. Io-II
:¡i exx. r-rr.) Depending on the size of the lute, a re-entrant tuning was required,
,-.ri'ering the first, and often also the second course an octave. Kapsberger's first book

--: music for the chitarrone (róoa) uses only II courses with both of the two top



+

courses ar the lower ocrave and may well have been conceived for one of these early

instruments.
The re-entrant tuning became the common factor in the theorbo throughout the

ser.enteenth century. For most normal tuning for the theorbo and chitarrone' see ex. 3;

r4 courses, of which six are stopped (which could be either single or double) and eight

are unstopped single basses. Covered strings had not been invented and it was

necessaryiát phi" g"t strings ro be long (cróo cm) to give a strong sound. This large

theorbo, known as the tiorba (or chitanone in early seventeenth-century Italy) is shown

in fig. r(a) (see p.rz).lt was from this large instrument that all other theorbos were

developed throughout Europe during the seventeenth century.

Fo, llterrrative theorbo tunings see exx. 4(a) and a(b), and when considering the

early years of the seventeenth century one must remember Praetorius's comment

mentioned above. Gut strings were standard although metal strings are mentioned as

alternatives . Chitarrone does not mean a metal strung theorbo but was merely the term

used in Italy for the theorbo until clóso, after which one only finds the name tiorba'

Chitarrone end tíorba mean the same instrument with the same tuning'

Concerning the special qualities of the theorbo, Agazzari says in his treatise on

continuo playing (Del sonare sopra íl basso, róo7):

The theorbo, with its full and gentle consonances' reinforces the melody greatly, restriking and

lightly passing over the bass strings, íts special excellence, with trills and mute accents played

with the left hand3 [my italics].

And in Ió28 Giustiniani commented:

In former days also, people used to play the lute a great deal; but this instrument has now been

almost ..rti..ly .br.ráorr.d since the introduction of the theorbo' The lattcr has easily found

general 
"...pt.nb., 

since it is more suitable for singing to, even indiffercntly and with an

í.,pl..r".rt,rti.., ,rrd it also gets round the difficulty of learning to play the lute well'a

Whether accompanying a single voice or instrument or several voices or instruments,

the theorbo ."n girr.1 ,o.ró.orrs, full accompaniment and the bass range of the

instrument should be fully used, according to Agazzert. This will often mean that one

will have to play the bass line an octave lower than written. Agazzari also comments

that players ,rred -".ry left-hand graces (trills and mordents) and we know from the

,o1o ,.p..tory that this is true. Left-hand slurs were also very much in use.

The theorbo is perhaps at its best when accompanying a single voice or instrument'

The bass register (o" bóth the stopped and unstopped courses) is so strong that it does

not need reinforcing by a bowed tiss; i., fact this would be incorrect in monodies and

much instrumenral music. This strength of bass resulted in the melodic use of the

theorbo in addition to its role in basso continuo. This trend is exemplified in the Italian

trio sonata (e.g. Corelli) where the three Parts are for two violins, a theorbo or uiolone'

and the basso continuo Part is played on the organ. There seems to have been a great

tradition for the combination of theorbo and organ in church and theatre' The organ

would pley a simple version of the bass, with harmony, while the theorbo played a

melodii pá., "qrri 
ro the violins as well as playing harmony when possible-

The tiorba or cltitarrorte (without any other instrument) is often specifically mentioned

as a suitable accompaniment for one or two violins, in preference to the harpsichord or

organ.



THE ITALIAN LIUTO OF THE SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES

The ltalian lute of the baroque period kept the Renaissance tuning, usually in G but
sometimes in A, and three different names are found: Arciliuto, Liuto and Líuto
Attiorbato. They would all use the basic tuning shown in ex. 5.

The liuto attíorbato was the real soio lute of seventeenth-century Italy, and although
one might play continuo on this instrument its best role was that of a solo instrument.
It was double-strung throughout and had a maximum of 14 courses. All strings were

of gut (except some metal-strung exceptions) with octaves in the basses. As fig. r(f)
shornrs, the basses and indeed the body of the instrument are very small and would not
give enough support for continuo playing, especially in vocal monodies. Because of
the stringing and size its sustaining power is small, but the instrument has an

excelient baiance for soio music. It was oíten referred to simply as líuto and also arcíliuto

in order to distinguish it from the tiorba.

The arcilíuto (fig. t(c)) is the continuo instrument which uses the same tuning. It has

six pairs of fingerboard strings, sometimes with a double first course, and seven long

single basses suitabie for continuo playing- This instrument was most popular from
cróóo onwards taking the lead over the theorbo, but there are several instruments
dating from rrózo of the same dimensions.s When liuto ís spccified for a continuo part

it most likely means the arcilíuto. It is best used in instrumental music and anything
which requires a more decorated realization. As composers wrote higher and more

melodic bass lines towards the end of the seventeenth century, the archlute proved to

be a more suitable instrument than the theorbo.
Likc the theorbo, it was also used as an obbligato instrument in chamber music,

operas and cantatas. The arcilíuto replaced the tiorba in some of the later collectioris of
trio sonaras where its role would be as described for the tiorba above, but often the

obbiigato parts explore the upper and middle range of the instrument when not
assigning the instrument to the continuo line.

!íhen the arciliuto is uscd as a continuo instrument in late baroque sonatas and

cantatas, it is oíten necessary to add a bowed bass. Thc instrument's tenor and bass

ranges are not strong enough to sustain the bass line and sometimes the written bass

part is too florid to be accommodated on the arciliuto.

k seems from the scores of Italian operas and oratorios (including Handel) that one

pla,v*er was often expected to play both the arciliuto and tíorba using each instrument
s'here appropriate. The player should judge which instrumeht is best by the key and

rhe nature of the bass line. The tiorba is best for sharp keys, recitatives, slow bass lines

or those that do not go very high. The arciliuto is most suited to flat keys and arias with
bass lines which are quite active and of a high tessitura.

In r7oz, Raguenet wrote that he had seen Corelli (violin), Pasquini (harpsichord) and

Gaetani (theorbo and archlute) play together in the same opera in Rome, and commented

¡har he considered them to be thc greatest mastcrs in the world on their respective

i::struments.
-\gazzart also commented: 'Since each instrument has its own peculiar limitations,

:re plaver must take advantage of them and be guided by then-r to produce a good
i:sult.'"



THE THEORBO AND ARCHLUTE IN ENGLAND

The Iralian tíorba came to England in the first decade of the seventeenth centurv. The

first theorbos used were probably based on these Italian models, but verv soon the

English rheorbo developeá a unique design (see fig. I(b))- The idea of having several

rr,rÁ to take the bass courses probably came from the English Two-Headed Lttte, as

Talbot described it.7 This was an invention of the English Gaultier,Jacques, whereby

each bass course from the seventh or eighth course dorvn increased in length so that the

same uncovered gut strings could be used on all the bass courses. This two-headed lute

is seen in many paintings of the seventeenth century, particularly from Holland' and

often in the context of accompaniment and singing. It seems likely that old lutes were

often re-necked to take longer fingerboard strings and a new two-headed pegbox and

used for accompanying. The term theorbo-lute as well as theorbo was often used on title-

pages to colleciions oi Ayr.r and may refer to one of these large two-headed lutes.

ln ú76 Mace tells us rhar the standard tuning for the theorbo proper was in G with

only the first course at the lower octave (ex. ó(a)). Smaller instruments were, he said,

,n,..d in A (ex. ó(b)). Mace also points out that it was common practice to have double

strings throughout, which must have given a large rich sound' particularlv in the bass'

When describing the instruments suitabie for balancing two treble violins in a consort

he suggests rhe addition of 'a pair of Lusty Full-Seiz'd Theorboes'. The English

theorbo would certainly be suitable.

Later in rhe century (n7oo) Talbot states that the English theorbo could be in G or

A, single or double throughout. He confirms that il was usual practice to have the

second course at the high octave-

When we examin" th. ..p..toire for the seventeenth-century Engiish theorbo *
ayres and dialogues for one o, t*o voices, consort music of various kinds - we find a

p.edominan.. áf flrt keys and bass lines which are not very fast moving. In the later

part of the cenrury the tessitura of the bass lines are higher and so the tuning of G with

oniy the first course lowered is ideal. To play in C minor or Eb major on the A-tuned

tiorba ts not easy; nor is the result always successful'

As in the other countries, there was obviously nuch variety in the sizes of
insrrument and it is interesting to note that Talbot's example (which provided the basis

for fig. r (b)) has a body almosr as large as the tiorba. Both Talbot and Mace mention the

,rr. ollarge instruments using the tuning with both courses'lowered.

The Italian arciliuto was brought to England in the late seventeenth century by the

manv visiting Italian virtuosi who must have done much to make the instrument

popular. As ihe new Italian styie grew in popularity so did the archlute, and by the

eight.e,-rth century one hears of the archlute only, the theorbo having dropped out of

tashion - being considered too large and too low in pitch'

THE THEORBO AND ARCHLUTE IN GERMANY

Iraliar-r fashions dominated G.r-r.,y iri respect of theorbos ar-rd archlutes until the

.-ighreenth century, so if one is piaying continuo in music by Schütz and his contenl-

pJr.ries. or in the concerri grossi of Muffat, then the same advice cor-rcemiug choicc of
:.ns:ruments in Italian music wouid apply.

iir l-:7 Baro¡s tells us that lutenists of his day generally strung their theorbos in the

sane ¡u¡ing as their solo lutes (e*. Z), but mentions that they used sirrgle basses for



7

continuo playing. (ln the seventeenth century, he writes, the large single-strung
theorbos in the old tuning were used.)

The German theorbo shown in fig. r (e) is a model which would be ideal for all the

late baroque and early classical ensemble music with obbiigato tablature lute parts, as

well as for continuo parts and even solo music. If one is to learn to read in G and A for
the archlute and theorbo, then to read in staff notation on the D-minor theorbo/lute
may prove rather difEcult, but possibly worth the effort.

As kalian tasre was popular in eighteenth-century Germany, and several Italian
musicians were employed at German and Austrian courts, the D-minor tuned theorbo-
lure may well have been used side by side rvith the archlute and old-style, large

theorbo. Although some makers continued to make Italian-sized theorbos, the most

common design became that of the D-minor tuned theorbo. This size of instrument
would also allow the English theorbo tuning in A, as many German theorbos have a

sropped string length of 74-6 cm which is ideal for this tuning. The range available to

both tunings is almost identical and therefore the style of playing and realization of the

figured bass would be verv similar. Likewise with the archlute, although the tuning is

different, the effect the instrument has in a continuo role may be very similar to the

German theorbo.
As with the theorbo and archlute, the Gernlan theorbo was also used as an obbligato

instrument in cantatas, oratorios and operas. Because of the infiltration of Italian

¡racrices one cannot always be sure if an obbligato part written in staff notation for
,:;rro is for arciliuto or German theorbo-lute. One should consider the key and range of
:re part and also research into who were the original players. For example, the great

i:ancesco Conti was employed at the Viennese court and was well known as an

.ichlute player, whereas Weiss, whilst visiting Itaiy, probably always played a D-
::-"inor tuned theorbo. The obbligato and continuo parts of Handel all require Italian
::-.s:ruments whereas those ofJ.S. Bach work well on the D-minor tuning.

THE THEORBO AND ARCHLUTE IN IJRANCE

-:-coursc lute, in old tuning (ex. 8), was themain accompanying instrument in
,-¡ unrii about ró45. The printed books of airs de cotu'included tablature parts

-ó-13, and lutes were probably used in the ballets at court. In t637 Mersenne

:r'.:-rDS the arciliuto (i.e. the Italian liuto attiorbaro) and describes the large ¡iorba as used

!::r:. Gradually this Italian theorbo was introduced into France, and from cló6o

- .i¿ cour were published with a figured bass, not tablature.

::e orbo not onlv arrived late in France but was also used well into the r 73os. Wc

i'::ne that the instrument was like the large tíorba already described, tuned in A
,: 

=-',: 
strings.

-:--- riom the earlv tutors written by Italians and printed ilr Paris rróóo (see

::j : rnd lo for firrther detaiis) it took a littie while for a true theorbo style to be

:: j ::: France. The solo works of de Visée and thc tutors of Delair (ló9o) and

-:-, --¡ó and r73o) represent the best examples, while the tutors of Bartolomi

-,._._-:i ,róóo) and Grenerin (rló7o) are to bc approached with sonle caution.

. :.--r-:¡o \\'as a verv important continuo instrumcnt in theatre, court and chapel

: :-.: :rrusical quahties of the tíorbawere empioyed. No doubt the archlute was

- - ,---¡rding to several sources, but the theorbo rn'as alwavs more popular until
- l: :.. ii. C-ntUf\-
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The French eighteenth-century theorbo may well have had eight stopped strings and

sir basses, as recommended by Campion, and some instruments probably used the

English theorbo tuning in A.
ln r7oz, Raguenet observed that in Italy, 'Their archlutes are as large again as our

rheorbos and their sound consequently louder by half',e but this statement may be

misleading. Because of the relationship between tuning and string length, his statement

cannot be absolutely correct but can point to the general tendency for the Italian

instruments to be larger and louder than the French. This must also guide us in matters

of style and approach when playing Italian and French music. Unlike music in the

¡alian style, the French rarely, if ever, used the theorbo as an obbligato instrument.

There is much excelient solo music for theorbo by French theorbists such as Hurel,

de Visée, Hotman and Le Moyne. Several sources mention that there was a small

instrument used for'les pidces'tuned a fourth higher in D (ex. 9)- see fig. r(d). Most

manuscripts indicate the keys of the suites which do, however, correspond to the A

tuning. No doubt it was common practice to play solos on both tunings, but the

smaller instrumenr is much easier for left-hand stretches. There are no sources which

indicate that this solo theorbo was ever used for continuo playing or used in any

capacity outside France, but the engraving of Castaldi (fig. ,) shows an instrument of
this size.

Co¡cerning the archlute in France, there is a manuscript, now in Bologna, which

consisrs of a collection made by Filippo Dalla Casa in r759.1') The book contains some

simple instructions for figured bass together with descriptions of three instruments:

,noidolino, tíorba and arciliuto francese. The first two instruments are tuned as one would

expect, but the French archlute has only ten double courses, tuned in old G tuning, and

the instrument looks similar in proportion to a small German theorbo-lute. Following

the theoretical section there is a drawing of the arciliuto;frartcese and a collection of music

clefs (see fig. ¡). This seems to be a unique reference to this typc of instrument,

although it is clear that archlutes of one size or another were used in the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries rhroughout Europe. The music in this manuscript is unfortu-

nately very poor, and Filippo Dalla Casa may have been a rather out-of-date musician

trying to survive by composing for his own particular type of archlute.

Tosummarize, there were three main tunings used for continuo instrumellts of the

iute family in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries:

Q) The large theorbo in A: r4 courses, generally single throughout; re-entrant tuning
(courses t and z at lower octave) .

(z) Archlute írt C: 13 courses, old iute tuning; ó pairs of fingerboard strings; 7 basses,

single or double.

e) Ettgtish theorbo (with only the first course at lower octavc). The English theorbo in

G: r3 courses; other theorbos of the eighteenth century (Campion etc.) in A: t4
courses; single or double strings as discussed above.

All other instrumeuts were adapted from these three main tyPes'

The ge¡eral trend shows the use of the Iarge theorbo in the seventeeuth century

which the archlute replaced by the eighteenth century. Theorbos may well have been

made smaller rowards rhe eighteenth century, using the English theorbo tuning in A

more often.



The archlute survived
theorbo were poPular in
unttl ct77o.

9

longest in England and Italy while the 5-course guitar and

France and the D-minor theorbo-lute was used in Germany
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Ex. 7 Eighteenth-century German theorbo-lute

Ex. 8 ro-course Renaissance lute

Ex. 9 French solo theorbo
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Ex- ro r4-course archlute, with re-entrant tuning in the basses

Ex- rr r4-course theorbo, with re-entrant tuning in the basses
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Fig. z Bellerofonte Castaldi. Portrait from his Capríccí a due stromer¡ri, Modena, t6zz



IS

Fig. ¡ Arcileutofrancese, from MS EE r 55 Fillippo Dalla Casa, Bologna,
Civico Museo, Music Librarv

Fig. + Two Theorbo players, from Castaldl's Capriccí a due stromenti, t6zz,
showing how to hold the insrrumenr wirh a strap
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Practical Aduice

CHOOSING AN INSTRUMENT

There is no one ideal instrument suitable for the whole repertory from rr 58o to cr750.

If your interest is in one particular part of the rePertory, e'g' early seventeenth-century

It"ii"n monody, then choose the instrument most appropriate to that music - in this

case a large theorbo or chitarrone.
For all ieve.rtee.rth-century music a theorbo is excellent, and for eighteenth-century

music one should choose an archlute. If one instrument has to cover as much repertory

as possible, then a theorbo is to be recommended, but of a size which allows the tuning

of the second course to be at the high or low octave (by using different strings). This

would give maximum use of one instrument'
Ideall"y, one should have at least two instruments; a theorbo in A and an archlute

in G.

Size and tYPe of instrument

Be careful when deciding on the size of body and length of strings. Factors to,consider,

apart from musical onel relating to the prtportionlf pitctt to string length, are the

sir.tch of your hands and the length of your arms! You must not have an instrument

which tires you after ten minutes of playing'
The instruments in fig. r (see p. 12) show average string lengths (if there can be such

things), except in the case of the English theorbo. The illustration of this instrument

shows Talbot's measurement of a large theorbo, probably tuned in G with first and

second courses at the lower octave.

Solo music requires ten frets on the neck, but for continuo purposes this may be

reduced to nine.

' Strings - number and disposítion

Most theorbos in the seventeenth century had 6 courses on the fingerboard' This

means that any accidentals below the sixth course have to be played an octave higher'

Some had 7 courses, however, and there is also evidence of 8' Frangois Campion' in

r7ró, recommends 8 stopped and ó basses, but this is quite a late source' A good

compromise is to have 7'* 7; alow Gfl (7-course, ISt fret on a theorbo'in A) is very

useful in continuo playing. l(/hatever your decisiorl, remember that the balance of

sound will be affected one way or another'

L
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All archlutes had ó pairs of fingerboard strings. On such a short string length it is
difficult to string a seventh course well on the fingerboard, using authentic stringing.
A good solution is to have a r4-course archlute with the tuning as shown in ex. ro (see

p. rr).This is historically correct and very useful. Similarly the fourteenth course of
the theorbo can be used for the same purpose when the low G is not required (see

ex. r I).

Stríngs - metal or gut, single or double

For continuo playing, metal strings are not to be recommended. They have to be very
thin and consequently go out of tune rapidly and break often. On a single-strung
instrument this is a nightmare. Another hzzard is that a small change in left-hand finger
pressure can alter the pitch considerably (an effect exploited on the sitar) and good
intonation can therefore be very difficult to maintain. For the fingerboard strings, gut
gives the clearest and brightest sound, but nylon and modern covered strings are a

good substitute, particularly for the fifth, sixth and seventh courses.

Bass strings. For solo and continuo playing, long, single gut basses are recommended.
They give a better, brighter sound than modern covered strings and do not ring on for
such a long time. Theorbos with short extensions would not have had covered strings,
as is the trend today. This method of stringing is far from ideal. The bass often
overbalances the rest of the instrument and the bass strings require constant damping
because of their sustaining power. In short, modern covered basses can sound like a

grand piano.

Singte or double strings on the tlteorbo. Although several theorbos were made with double
courses on the fingerboard, most iconography and seventeenth-century musical sources

show that single strings were common throughout the instrument. A single-strung
theorbo has the following benefits:

(r) It has a clearer and louder sound.

(z) One can play very strongly with no danger of knocking two strings of a course
together.

(3) Tuning is easier and quicker.

(4) There is less tension on the instrument.

(5) Left-hand slurs, which were much used, are made easier and more effective.

(ó) It is possible to play with right-hand nails, and we know that many seventeenth-
century theorbo players preferred this sound.

Choice of wood

If a hardwood, such as rosewood, ebony or snakewood, is used for the body of a

theorbo or archlute, it makes a wonderfully clear, bright and projecting sound. Softer
woods such as maple and yew will give a sweeter sound, more fitting for solo music.
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TECHNIQUE

Holding a theorbo or archlute

It is strongly advised that a strap be used to supPort the weight of the long neck- The

body of the insrrument can rest on the upper right leg - no footstool is required - and

the right arm can rest on the body in the usual way'

There are two possible ways of using a strap:

(r) you should have a small wooden button, or some other attachment, fitted on the

back of the neck, pasr the first pegbox. To this, tie both ends of the strap. Then simply

place the rtrrp o'u., your head, around your back and under the right arm' In this way,

ih. ,rr"p .o*., from the neck attachment' behind your back, under the right arm and

then back to the neck attachment.

(z) Alternatively, there should be a second button on the body, at the bridge end- Tie

one end of the strap ro this and the other end to the neck attachment- This will give a

more conventional fitting of the strap, which will rest on your back and shoulders'

Both methods are supported by much iconographical evidence and the second method

is shown in the illustration from Castaldi, fig. 4'

Righthand technique

Hand positíon. There is much evidence to show that the normal seventeenth-century

and eighteenth-century hand position for the theorbo and archlute was with the thumb

outside the fingers of the right hand.

N¿ils. As already mentioned, nails were often used, and can give a sound which has

good attack ancl clarity, essential in large ensembles. The sound may be too rough in

.lor", proximity or when accompanying one singer. Modern guitarists should note

that the theorbo is an ideal instrument for them to attemPt as it has none of the

problems caused by the double courses of the lute'

Thumb. All sources recommend rest stroke (apoyando) for the thumb' Not only on the

bass strings but on any note from the fifth course downwards, where possible' The

resultant so.,nd quality is essential for a good, strong' supportive bass'

Fingers. Rest stroke was never used with the fingers, only free stroke (tirando)'

PREPARING SCORES

When preparing a song or a piece to accompany, particularly in the early stages, either:

(r) write out your own coPy with three staves; one for the solo part, a blank second

stave for you to write any helpful reminders and the bass line on the third stave; or

(z) when playing from a modern edition which has a keybo zrd realization, glue a stave

of blank music paper over the realization.

t
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Eventually, you should learn to read from anything, preferably facsimiles of the

originals, without the need of a middle stave"

Scores

Much seventeenth-century and eighteenth-century chamber music was printed in part-

books and the basso continuo had no visual knowledge of the parts above him, only

aural knowledge. It is safer at first, always to read from a score so that you may both

see and hear what you are accompanying.

When accompanying a singer, always have the words and not just the notes' This

will ensure that you know what the song is about and will also be an excellent way to

follow the singer, particularly in recitative.

Figures

Figure all your music thoroughly, even if it is very simple' When performing you need

alithe help available, and without complete figuring you may simply forget all the

harmony which seemed so obvious at home.

Build up your own collection of symbols and signs which remind you how to spread

chords, how to articulate, and which notes to play or not to play'

In many ways more thought, preparation and practice is needed for continuo

playing than for a solo Piece.

Tablature

Free yourself from this as soon as possible and start thinking in real music. When

playing from tablature rhere is less chance of listening well and following the soloist,

""i y"" will be less able to be spontaneous and improvise where necessary. All

",,"rriion 
should really be given to the soloist so that you may follow every little

nuance of rubato, phrasing and ornamentation and respond to these automatically.

Tablature takes you away from this awareness'
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List of Appropriate RepertorY

Before a student gains much experience in continuo playing he may find it helpful to

know in advance what repertory there is that either specifically requires the theorbo or

lute, or that is suitable for those instruments.
Manv song books of the seventeenth century actually specify one or more of the

large lute instruments, as does much of the instrumental music. In other areas, such as

ope." 
"nd 

concerti grossi, we know that it was considered normal if not essential to use

at least one theorbo and archlute in the instrumental forces. The list given here is an

attempr to give a guide to what music is appropriate to the lute instrumcnts, pointing

out when instrumentation is specific. I

At the time of writing this book few ensembles, opera companies etc. use the lute

and theorbo enough or in the right way. With a steady increase itr conrpetent and

musical players the situation will perhaps be improved'

SEVENTEENTH_CENTU RY ITALY

So/o songs and madrigals

Many books from Caccini onwards (t6oz) specifically ask for chitarrone or tiorba.

Sometinres they also specify liuto, but the larger instruments are nlore appropriate.

Composers include Cacciiri, Frescobaldi, Sigismondo d'lndia, Saracini, Monteverdi,

Gagliano, Barbarino, Busatti, Rontani, Tarditi, Vitali and many others.2

Cantatas

As the aria developed in opera, the cantata began to replace collcctions of single sol1gs-

Very few coliectior-rs of cantatas specify theorbo ctc., but some conlposers are known

ro have played rhe instrumenr (e.g. Cesti) and much of the music sócms idcally suited

to the theorbo, or archlute.
Bass lines become more melodic in the latcr sources and it will sometimcs be

rlecessary ro use a bowed bass with the theorbo or archlute. It is also good to have a

large continuo group of a keyboard, theorbo and bowed bass, fronl '¡¡hich one carr

select the appropriate support for each nlovenlcnt.
Composers include Cesti, Rossi, Carissimi, Legrenzi, D. Gabrielli, A. Scarlatti and

G.M. Bononcini.



2I

Instrutnental music

Chitarrone and tiorba are often specifically required for solo sonatas, trio sonatas and
larger works by Frescobaldi, Marini, Fontana, Castello, Cima, Falconieri, Coiista and
Rossi. Sometimes the tiorba part is melodic, rather than harmonic. This early seventeenth-
century tradition lead to a large collection of trio sonatas - normally in the sonata da

chiesa styTe - which used two violins, theorbo (or cello) and organ. Composers include
Cazzati, Corelli, Baldassini, Albergati, Franchi, Veracini, Vitali, Mannelli and Stradella.

Even when no contjnuo instrumentation is specified, the combination of theorbo and
organ is ideal. Towards the end of the seventeenth century the archlute gradually won
favour over the theorbo in the trio sonata.

OPera

Seventeenth-century Italian opera is another area which used the theorbo and archlute
extensively. Early operas by Peri, Cavalieri, Gagliano and Monteverdi (L'Orfeo)
specify tiorba or chitarrone. Later operas by Monteverdi and Cavalli rarely specify ir-r

the score, but at least two theorbo players were always employed at the opera houses.

Alessandro Scarlatti also used theorbos.

Church musíc

The tiorba and chitarrone are often specified in church music when the style is of a

secular nature or concertato - either with obbligato instruments (e.g. two violins) or
when one or more voices sing in the seconda prattica style. Many sacred cantatas sound
well with organ and theorbo.

When the music is choral or in the prima pratticd then the organ is best used as a

continuo instrument. Monteverdl's Vespers (rólo) is a very good example; the psalms
which use solo and ensemble voices, with and without instruments are often not suited
to the theorbo, whereas the concerti for one, two and three voices and continuo are in
the modern style and benefit from a piucked continuo.

Composers include Monteverdi, Cavalli, Frescobaldi, Grandi, Cazzati, Stradella and
many others-

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ITALY

Although keyboard instruments were the usual continuo instruments, the theorbo and

archlute continued to be used as late as t7+o, adding colour and variety to the continuo
sound.

Trio sonatas

Some were printed in the eighteenth century using the same instrunlcrltatiorl mendoned
above, and many of thc carlier collections were reprintcd.

OPcra

Scarlatti, Vivaldi etc. still used lutc instruments, sonrL'times giving them obbligato
parts.



Instrumental musíc

Concerti of all sorts by Vivaldi and contemporaries used theorbos and archlutes,

sometimes specifying that the theorbo should be used for the concertino group'

Cantatas

Albinoni, Scarlatti, Bononcini, Mancini, Vivaldi and many others. The archlute, with

a bowed bass, is often an ideal accompaniment for this repertory.

SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND

Solo songs (and díalogues, duets, etc.)

The theorbo was /he instrument for accompanying solo song for at least the first

seventy years of the century. The bass viol was often cited as an alternative but not as

an extra.3
Composers inciude Lanier, Wilson,

Humfrey, Blow and Purcell.
Henry and William Lawes, Coleman, Hilton,

The later collections, including Blow and Purcell, usually give a

says that each song has a thorough bass for either organ' harpsichord

Many of the later songs have bass lines which are too complicated

archlute alone, and one should add a bowed bass.

title-page which
or theorbo-lute.
for a theorbo or

lnstrumental musíc

The theorbo was often specified in consort music, playing together with viols, violins,

organ and harpsichord. Locke's Líttle Consort is for two trebles and a bass which can

be performed with or without continuo instruments (theorbos and harpsichords)"
'W. Lawes's Royal Consorts are for two violins, two gambas and two theorbos.

The theorbos have melodic and harmonic duties. Larger ensembles - such as the

twenty-four violins at rhe court of Charles II - would have used theorbos as well as

harpsichords.
Co*por.r, include Jenkins, Locke, Humfrey, Lawes and several Italian composers

*'ho setiled in England or whose music was popular there - Draghi, Cazzattt, Colista

and Matteis. Matteis is known to have played his violin pieces with a harpsichord,

archlute and bass viol.

Theatre and oPera

The masque, consisting of speech, song, music and dance was the most popuiar of
court entertainments. TheJacobean masques of BenJonson are known to have used as

man.v as ten lute players. In later masques by Locke and Blow and in the theatre music

of Purceli, theorbos are very appropriate. Even in Purcell's opera Dido and Aeneas

rheorbos and guitars were most certainly used (he includes some dances for guitars),

but one ."rely he"., anything but a harpsichord in modern performances and recordings.

Blow's Vengs and Adonis is also excellent for theorbos, in both the songs and orchestral

music which is very much in the French style'



Church and chaPel

There are various references to theorbos and lutes in sacred music throughout the

cenrury. Like ltaly, plucked string continuo sounds best in the secular styled solo

movemenrs and not in the choral, tutti sections. Composers include Locke, Humfrey,

Blow and Purcell.

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND

The archlute was the main plucked string instrument in the eighteenth century, due to

Italian influence. It was quite often used in chamber music - solo sonatas and trio

sonatas - and sometimes specified in church music, The Italian cantata was very

popular in England at this time and archlute with bass viol is often an excellent

combination. The harpsichord was, however, much more popular at this time'

FRANCE

Solo sortgs

Airs rle courwere printed between róo3 and ró43 with tablature for the lo-course lute-

After that date, the instru¡nent most specified was the theorbo' Bacilly, Lambert and

others apparently played the theorbo and used it for teaching singing' Bacilly,

parricula;ly, gives it high praise. Composers include Bacilly, Lambert, Le Camas and

Du Buisson.

Cantatas

The cantata in France, as in ltaly, became the main vocal forrn after the air, and cantatas

with and withour obbligato insrruments were very popular in the eighteenth century-

Although few canraras can be well supported by only one theorbo, it will often sound

well to have harpsichord, theorbo and bass viol as a continuo group' From this one can

select the best instrumentation for each movement. Composers include Montéclair,

Bernier, Clérambault, Campra, Le Mair and Grandval'

Instrumental musíc

The theorbo and 5-course guitar were often used in chamber music, and in orchestral

music. De Visée often played together with two flutes, harpsichord and bass viol-

Some books specify o. ré.o--end the theorbo rather than the harpsichord, because of

its tone quality (e.g. Marais, de la Barre)-

R.p..to.y includes: Viola da gamba music - including Marais and Forqueray' Flute

m..sii - i'cluding philidor, de la Barre, Hotteterre and Morel. Other solo a'd trio
sonatas and suites - de Visée and Couperin.

OPera

In e¡gravings of operas from Lully until cI74o orle often sees several theorbo heads in

the olchestát pit, and it is quite clear that the theorbo was extremely popular in these

operas. Therels less evidence of their use in Rameau's time and later'
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Clrurch music

As in Ital1,- and England, the theorbo was often used in church when the music was in a

secular idiom. This was often the case in composers'settings of the Leqons de tenébres.

Composers include Charpentier, Lambert, de la Lande and Campra-

GERMANY

Throughout the baroque period, the theorbo and archlute were used in the same areas

of repertory as in Italy. Because of the Thirty Years'!lar, much music and historical

evidence has been destroyed, but some idea of performance practice and repertory can

be seen. '

Instrutnental mttsic

The trio sonata was popular in Germany and Austria and the theorbo may well have

been used. There is also much repertory for violin and continuo. Walther, in Ió87, says

that his Scherzi for solo violin can be accompanied by the organ to which one can also

add the viola (da gamba) or lute. In the ensemble music of Praetorius, Scheidt and

Schein, lutes and theorbos were used.

Composers include: Solo violin - Biber, Schmelzer and Walther. Trio sonatas -
Kerll, Rosenmüller, Muffat, Kühnel, C.H. Abel and Buxtehude, as well as the Italians

Cazzati, Vitali, Vaientini and Bertali.

Songs and cantatas

Some continuo song repertory is known, and theorbo or lute accompaniment would
be quite appropriate. Most songs are in the Italian style-

Some eighteenth-century arias by Telemann and his corttemporaries sound well
with archlure continuo. Similarly, some cantatas in the Italian style by Handei, Tele-

mann, etc. work admirably with archiute and bowed bass.

Other composers include Albert, Kittel, Schein, Nauwach and Schütz. (Nauwach,

tn t627, recommended theorbo, lute, harpsichord or other instruments.)

Church musíc

In the Italian-style church music of Schütz and his contemporaries, large theorbos and

lutes n,ere used. Even as late as 1723, we learn from a letter from Weiss+ to Mattheson

that the archlute and theorbo were used in church'

OPera

Italian opera was very popular in eighteenth-century Germany, and the same letter

from Weiss menrions playing in Dresden on a large lute that he had adapted for
continuo piaying. Some scores, particularly of Handel, mention both theorbo and

archlute in the ltalian tradition. Conposers include Handel, Telcmann, Kaiser and

Bonno (obbligato archlute part).
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Harmony and Figwres
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An Harmonic Précis

In this chapter, the reader will find all the figures explained, from the simplest 3 to
complicatei figurings such as !. Simplicity has bee., thé aim in trying to desciibe how
all the figures relate to the harmony. No chord is really difficult and practice makes

perfect. All the examples given in notation are written for a lute or archlute in ordinary
G tuning as this would be the most likely tuning to be experienced by beginners.

Proceed from one section to another slowly, making sure that you have thoroughly
understood each chord.

COMMON CHORDS

ln basso continuo or fgured bass all the numbers written above or below the bass line refer
to the intervals of the notes that should be played above the bass notes.

A root position chord has a complete figuring of !:

Ex. rz

but is normally given without figures, except when a,nother chord would be expected.

Then 5 or i will be written. 3 alone may also mean a 3 chord but cán also tell us to play
only the 3rd above the bass.

I
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A tst l,version chordhas a complete figuring of 3 and is normally written 6-

Ex. 14

z8

Ex. 13

Ex. t5

€>

znd inuersior¿ chord has a complete figuring of Í and is normally written thus'

I

I
I

*
1

ii

One has to learn to build up an instant reaction to figures' To count up from the bass

mentally every time would be f"t too tedious, and everyone develops their own way of

understanding and reacting. Try to place the bass note in its harmonic context' so if
you see ó you know that tñe bass is the 3rd of the chord, and if you t.. Í it is the 5th of

the chord. In the end, much facility comes purely from develoPment of the ear

together with understanding of the harmony'

All common chords need only three notes to be complete, regardless of the position'

lf you wish to add any -or. rror.r, then duplicate the 5th or touic at the octave' Avoid

ao,rbtirrg the 3rd. If, for whatever reason, you can only play one note above the bass'

then omit the 5th rather than the 3rd'

T



ACCIDENTALS AND FIGURES

When f, b o. i only is given it refers to the 3rd of the chord, which will be a

! chord.

Ex- 16

29

When a figure has an accidental added

not above or below, e.g.l : 1* ot *1 ;

but is sometimes found after it.1

Ex. i7

+f will normally
confused with f+

Ex. r8

to it, this will usually be placed beside the figure,
the accidental is usually placed before the figure

i

mean 4-3f, as in the mos¡ common
(ri, see exx. 30 and 3z below).

perfect cadence, not to be

4ü ¡{s

e

t^ h-

a) lr
))
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An augmented interval maY

fu)'

Ex. t9

In the seventeenth century il
easier than modern notation

Ex. zr

be written several ways: 4I, 4*, #+, (ó usually equals

l4

and a diminished interval: 5b, bs, 8.

Ex. zo

h^ L^

<> {>

The ! sign was rarely used until the late seventeenth century, excePt when

the note B.
In early seventeenth-century ltaly, compound figures were sometimes

rrro14:437.

Ex. zz

IW
a) €

: major, b : minor. This can make transposition much

in which accidentals can change when transposed-

assigned to

used, e.g.

t-l#\r# l-lY


