
T H E M A ID S IN C O N S T R IT E 

From the Jane Pickering Lute Book 

Lute tablature is a notation depicting,not the notes of a piece of m usic,but the physical m otions 

required to produce the sounds. 

T he lute hassix coursesofstrings,underw hich run fretsproducing successive sem itones. H ence an 

open string sounding C ,ifpressed dow n on the first,second,and third frets,w ill produce C -sharp 

(orD -flat),D ,and D -sharp (orE-flat)respectively. 

English tablature,ofw hich thisisan exam ple,usessix linesofa staff,one foreach course ofthe lute, 

and indicates w hich pitch the string is to sound w ith successive letters (A for the open string,B for 

the firstfret,C forthe second fret,and so on). Above the staffisw ritten a com posite rhythm ofall 

the plucked strings. Barlines,w hich are usually regularly spaced,are used asin m odern notation. 

In English lute tablature (but unlike som e continental sources),the low est space is for the low est­

sounding course,and so on. T he six coursesin the lute used forthism usic are tuned asfollow s: 

T he follow ing exam ple should give an indication ofhow sim ple the transcription oflute m usic can 

be: 

N ote also thatw e tend to reduce the note valuesby 2:1 or4:1 so thateighth notesbecom e quarters 

or half notes. Lute m usic is generally w ritten w ith quicker note values because there is no w ay to 

notate the difference betw een quarternotesand halfnotesusing the stem salone. 
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T he chiefdifficulty in transcription isdeciding how long a note should be allow ed to sound. W hen 

the sam e string is plucked again, the first note obviously no longer sounds. But w hat about the 

follow ing possibilities? 

= or 

O bviously,a m usical earm ustbe the judge ofsuch problem s. 

N ote that the Elizabethan handw riting here (probably that of Jane Pickering) w rites the alphabet 

slightly differently from w hatw e are accustom ed to;here are the firstseveral lettersin order: 

N .B.the lastnote in m .5 should be w ritten asan “e”.


T hom asForrestK elly (M SC ) 
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