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I have spent the past year learning to play Elizabethan lute, so that I may accompany myself (or
another singer) in performance on authentic works by period composers. I made the decision, shortly
after Pennsic, to learn to play John Dowland’s “Can she excuse my wrongs?” for last March’s
kingdom bardic competition. I spent six months researching and learning to play the piece, and later
began learning additional pieces for lute by Dowland and Thomas Campion.

On the one hand, it could be argued this is within my comfort zone, in that my primary passion is
bardic arts, and this is another aspect of musical performance. Indeed, acquiring this new skill is
intended to round out and enhance my bardic toolkit. On the other hand, while knowledge of music is
a prerequisite for both singing and playing an instrument, the physical skills engaged are entirely
different, as is written music itself.

Lute music recorded on the page using a different transcription mechanism from vocal music—
tablature—which identifies not the notes to be played, but which strings and the finger positions that
will create the proper notes, as well as their duration. Three major approaches to tablature arose from
Italy, France, and Germany during the early Renaissance period. Modern guitar tablature derives
from the Italian form which, uses numbers to indicate where to hold the string, where 0 is an open
struck string, 1 is held on the first fret, 2 on the second, etc. Elizabethan composers primarily used
using French notation, which used lowercase letters to represent the fret positions: a for an open
string, b for the first fret, c for the second, etc.

I came to this undertaking with a basic knowledge of music theory, modern sheet music, as well as
modern (Italian) guitar tablature, which similarly shows where to place the fingers and what to strum
when playing a song. I had rudimentary guitar skills, having taken a few months of lessons about
fifteen years ago. While I had seen guitar tablature and understood how it worked, I had never used it
to learn to play a song, nor attempted to play a piece with a specific finger-picked note line. I knew
how to identify chords and strum them, which comes in handy when working out a song, since a
guitar is more portable than a piano.

In my research, I endeavored to find original copies of the music I wanted to learn whenever
possible. Dowland’s publication of The First Booke of Songs or Ayres of fowre partes with Tablature
for the Lute, in 1597, began a 25 year love affair for published lute music in England, which then
died out as abruptly as it began. But as a result, many English composers from the turn of the 17th

century have works that can be found online, sometimes transcribed by other musicians into modern
form, transcribed in period tablature, or scanned from the original publications. Dowland and
Thomas Campion are the best known of these, Dowland for his masterful musicianship, Campion for
his craft at writing words and music to fit together, something no one else was known to do at that
time. (Phillip Rosseter, a lute composer and close friend of Campion’s, published his own work
alongside Campion’s in their first songbook and assisted with transcription.)

To get as familiar with period written music as possible, I signed up for FutureLearn’s free 7-week
online course “From Ink to Sound: Decoding Musical Manuscripts”
(https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/from-ink-to-sound/), which takes the learner through the
history of medieval written music from the earliest choral symbols through to the Renaissance music
I was learning. Lute notation was only covered at the end of the course, but I learned enough to have
a deeper understanding of how music notation had evolved, since it too is similar but distinct from
modern notation. (The standard treble and bass clefs had not yet evolved, for example, so the key on
the top-left of the page informed the reader what range of notes was being represented on the staff.)
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For the first two Dowland pieces, I transcribed the lute tablature to modern guitar tablature to learn it
more easily. Reading the handwritten tablatures in the originals is challenging for two main reasons:
because the Italian 0, 1, 2 notation is a little more intuitive, while the French a, b, c notation requires
a little mental adjustment; and because lowercase c and e look similar until you familiarize yourself
with the longer swoop used to make the e look distinctive. Ultimately, I have recently begun learning
pieces directly from the original transcription, which saves me a step, and increases my fluency in
reading period notation.

I learned these pieces on my Martin Backpacker guitar, strung with Silk/Steel composite strings, to
provide the closest look, feel, and sound I can get to an Elizabethan lute (without having to purchase
a new instrument, which I plan to do in the next couple of years). To recreate the original tuning, I
start from modern guitar tuning, but tune the 3rd-highest string a half-step down, then strap a capo on
the 3rd fret. This transposes the guitar to tenor lute tuning (minus the 7th string): (D), G, c, f, a, d’, g’.

Importantly, that half-step change from modern tuning completely changes how chords are shaped.
Unlike guitar strumming, I learned the frets for a given version of a chord and occasionally dampen a
string while my right hand sweeps up and down striking all or most of the strings, for lute music I
need to place my fingers on the exact strings I am going to pluck. The additional challenge is that
Dowland, in particular, as a professional musician who wanted to show off what his patrons were
getting for their money, writes heavily contrapuntal songs, in which the voice and the instrument are
often not sounding together, but performing a duet in counterpoint.

I have endeavored to be exacting in playing the notes and meter correctly per the original tablature,
though I have in some cases simplified the fingerings and omitted a note or two to be able to play
comfortably. For “Can she excuse”, the first one I learned, I’m leaving off a number of lower notes in
the arrangement, given the speed and complexity of the piece.

The final challenge is that my intention is to sing and play for a live audience and maintain bardic
presence and connection. This means that my objective is not only to be able to play and sing from
memory, but ideally to play and sing while looking at the strings as little as possible. Looking down
at the strings (which is fine for a lutenist who isn’t singing) breaks eye contact with my listeners, and
closes off my throat so that I am not producing the best vocal sound or projection. So I had to learn
the pieces to the point that my hands can play accurately at performance tempo, relying on muscle
memory. To bring the first piece to that level (or something close) required an average of 30 minutes
of practice a day for six months. Because I’m playing steel strings (at some point I hope to acquire a
lute with nylon strings), I have to play regularly enough to maintain calluses on my fingers, but not
so long that they blister. I continue to spend an average of 30 minutes a day practicing, to develop
and maintain all the pieces in my repertoire.

The pieces I am able to demonstrate are (in descending level of readiness):

 Dowland, “Can she excuse my wrongs?”, First Book of Airs (Song #5), 1597. (Using
corrections from 1606 3rd Edition)

 Campion, “I care not for these ladies”, A Book of Airs (Song #3), 1601. (I will be performing
this in the bardic competition rather than demonstrating it here.)

 Dowland, “Come again, sweet love doth now invite”, First Book of Airs (Song #17), 1597.
 Campion, “My love hath vowed he will forsake me”, A Book of Airs (Song #5), 1601.


