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The Trecento Lute1

Hiroyuki Minamino

A B S T R AC T From the initial stage of its cultivation in Italy in the late thirteenth century, the lute was 
regarded as a noble instrument among various types of the trecento musical instruments, favored by 
both the upper-class amateurs and professional court giullari, participated in the ensemble of other 
bas instruments such as the fiddle or gittern, accompanied the singers, and provided music for the 
dancers. Indeed, its delicate sound was more suitable in the inner chambers of courts and the quiet 
gardens of bourgeois villas than in the uproarious battle fields and the busy streets of towns.

K E Y WO R D S Lute, Trecento, Italy, Bas instrument, Giullari

Many studies on the origin of the lute begin with ancient Mesopota-
mian, Egyptian, Greek, or Roman musical instruments that carry 
a fingerboard (either long or short) over which various numbers 

of strings stretch.2 The Arabic ud, first widely introduced into Europe by the 
Moors during their conquest of Spain in the eighth century, has been suggest-
ed to be the direct ancestor of the lute. If this is the case, not much is known 
about when, where, and how the European lute evolved from the ud. The 
presence of Arabs in the Iberian Peninsula and their cultivation of musical 
instruments during the middle ages suggest that a variety of instruments were 
made by Arab craftsmen in Spain. A list of instruments made by Al Shaqandi 
(d. 1231) in Seville gives an indication of what was then in vogue in early 
thirteenth-century Spain. Among twenty instruments he cites, there appear 
to be several string instruments including the ud. Al Shaqandi testifies that 
the center for the manufacture of instruments was Seville, from where many 
instruments were exported to other parts of Spain as well as to North Africa. 
The flourishing craft of musical instrument making by Arabs in the thir-
teenth century is also described by Ibn Sa’id Al-Maghribi (d. 1280) (Steven-
son 1960, 22; Salvador-Daniel 1976). Literary sources indicate that the lute 

1 This study pays homage to Douglas Alton Smith. His A History of the Lute is the first book-
length study on the early history of the lute and includes a chapter on the trecento lute. As 
part of our common ancestry, I also dedicate this study to the memory of Howard Mayer 
Brown. He initially encouraged me to pursue research on the trecento lute and kindly placed 
his sources of trecento paintings at my disposal when I was one of his graduate students at the 
University of Chicago.  I fondly remember the time I spent during the cold winter days in the 
basement of his Chicago house where he kept his files. Also, the location of the furnace, the 
basement turned out to be the warmest place in his house.
2 In addition to Smith 2002, see Wachsmann et al. 2020. On the question of the first appear-
ance of the lute in Europe, see Brown 1989, 27. 
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existed in western European countries such as Italy, Spain, France, England, 
and Germany at least by the end of the thirteenth century or early fourteenth. 
The lute was called by various names: liuto or leuto in Italy; laud in Spain; leü, 
leüz, leutz, or luth in France; lute, leut, or loyt in England; and luta or laute 
in Germany. All forms seem to derive from the Arabic ud or al-‘ud. (Al is the 
Arabic definite article.) Ud means wood, which may have come from the 
wood-bellied al-‘ud. Etymologically, the Spanish term laud is closest to al-‘ud, 
although caution is needed in interpreting whether the term laud is used in 
the sources to refer to the Arabic ud or the newly evolved European lute. In 
Spain Juan Ruiz’s Libro de buen amor, the first version written c.1330 and the 
second version in 1343 (stanza 1228), speaks of the corpulent lute (“el corpu-
do laùd”) consorting with the Moorish gittern (“la guitarra morisca”) and the 
Latin gittern (“la guitarra latina”) to accompany the tresque, a dance (Wright 
1977, 39 [text], 11 [translation]; Mignani and Di Cesare 1972). 

The lute appears in many French sources, including the poem Blanchflour 
et Florence, dating from around 1270, which includes gitere and dewte (Wright 
1977, 38). In the Roman de la rose, written about 1275, the lute is mentioned 
along with the gittern (“guitarres et leüz”) (Dick 1932, 58; Tobler and Lom-
matzsch 1951-76, vol. 4, 354, s.v. “leüt”; Wright 1977, 38). The troubadour 
Adnet le Roy mentions the lute and lutenist in his Li Roumans de Cleomadès, 
written about 1285: “bons leüteurs,” “leuüs, quitaires et citoles,” and “leuüs, 
rubebes et kitaires,” the last describing wedding celebrations in Seville, then 
occupied by the Arabs (Tobler and Lommatzsch 1951-76, s.v. “leüt”; Wright 
1977, 38). In Li Roumans de Berte, Adenet mentions lutenists (“l’autres fu 
lëuteres”) (Tobler and Lommatzsch 1951-76, vol. 4, 354, s.v. “lëutëres”). Guil-
laume de Machaut in his Prise d’Alexandrie, written about 1367, includes the 
lute (leüs) among various instruments that welcome Pierre de Lusignan into the 
Prague castle, an event that took place in 1364 (Mas Latrie 1877, 35-36).  In 
Remede de fortune, written after 1369, Machaut lists the lute (leü) among other 
instruments for an imaginary court entertainment (Bowles 1954, 118; Wright 
1977, 41). Machaut’s pupil Eustache Deschamps in his Ballade pou Machaut 
describes the lute (leuths) as one of the quiet instruments (“instrumens coys”) 
(Bowles 1954, 121). In Echecs amoureux, Deschamps regards the lute as having 
the best sound among various instruments (“leuz qui sont de plus grant ton”) 
(ibid., 121). Gervais du Bus’s La Roman de Fauvel mentions the lute (leust) 
(Dick 1932, 55). Jean Lefèvre in his La vieille lists the lute (luth) among the 
vieille and gittern (Tobler and Lommatzsch 1951-76, s.v. “leüt”; and Wright 
1977, 41). In the anonymous Vieil testament, the lute (lutz) is mentioned to-
gether with the psaltery and harp (Dick 1932, 57; Bowles 1954, 127). The lute 
rarely appears in musical illustrations in collections of chansons and poetry in 
thirteenth-century French manuscripts. In the manuscript Paris, Bibliothèque 
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Nationale, fonds français 854, f. 133v, there is a portrait of troubadour Albertez 
de Gaspenses, who is depicted inside the initial of his chanson playing the lute 
with a plectrum (Foster 1978, I: 98, and pl. 55).

In English sources, Janin Le Lutour first appeared in the royal records in 
1285 and was mentioned in the Wardrobe books until 1327 (Bullock-Davies 
1978, 113-15). Lutes are listed in the exchequer accounts in 1295 (Kuhn 
1963, s.v. “lute”). The account books of Durham Priory under the fiscal year 
1361-62 record a payment of two shillings made to a man who played the 
lute (“uno viro ludenti in uno loyt”) and his wife who sang before the monks 
of Beaurepair (Galpin 1965, 32). In Octavian of about 1375, minstrels are 
said to have favored the lute (“lute”) (Kuhn, 1963, s.v. “giterne”). Chaucer 
in The Canterbury Tales mentions that the lute is suitable for both aristocrats 
and lowbrows. In The Manciple’s Prologue and Tales (c.1390), the lute (“lute”) 
is regarded as a minstrel’s instrument (Kuhn, 1963, s.v. “giterne”).  In “The 
Pardoner’s Tale” lutes (“lutes”) are found in the hands of people who frequent 
taverns playing dance music: “Whereas with harpes, lutes, and gyternes/ They 
dance and playen at dies both day and nyght.” (Wright 1977, 15; Kuhn, 
1963, s.v. “giterne”). John Gower’s Confessio amantis of about 1393 lists 
“harpe and lute and with citole” (Kuhn, 1963, s.v. “lute.”)

Among German sources, Heinrich von der Neuen Stadt in his early four-
teenth-century poem Gottes Zukunft (verse 4672) mentions “die kobus mit 
der luten.” Curt Sachs explains the kobus as one type of short lute. It may 
have been a type of gittern, for the kobus was sometimes called pandurion or 
guitara morisca (Sachs 1940, 251-52). A German philosopher, Konrad von 
Megenberg, who studied and taught at the University of Paris, in his Yconom-
ica, written between 1348 and 1352, mentions the lute (luta) in Latin among 
a group of string instruments (Page 1982, 192-93).

A Florentine manuscript (I-Fn, Banco Rari 217), an anthology of poems 
dating from the end of the thirteenth century, includes an illumination (fol. 
58) that depicts a poet playing a lute (Plate 1).3 This appears next to a lyric 
poem, “Tuctol dolor” by Guittone d’Arezzo. The poet sits on a low bench, 
pressing a lute to his chest while his left hand grips the fingerboard and his 
right hand comes from the lower side of the endcap. The poet’s lute has an 
oval-shaped body with multiple sound holes, a large one at the center of the 
soundboard and a small one between the large sound hole and the joint. The 
fingerboard is rather wide and long, encompassing approximately half of the 
total string length. It connects to a pegbox that bends almost to ninety de-

3 On the manuscript, see Trésors 1950, 122; Caix 1880, 255-64; and Casini 1984, 161-91. The 
illumination is reproduced in D’Ancona 1925, figure 19.
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grees. The pegbox carries seven short lateral pegs, and there are seven strings 
on the fingerboard, constituting four double courses. There are no frets, ei-
ther tied or inlaid. If the illumination is a portrait of Guittone d’Arezzo, who 
was active in Florence until 1294, it is conceivable that the lute was already 
in cultivation in Italy by the fourth quarter of the thirteenth century. (For 
Guittone’s life and works, see Enciclopedia italiana, vol. 18, p. 270; and Mo-
leta 1976.)

Plate 1. Illuminated initial depicting a lutenist, I-Fn, Banco Rari 217, fol. 58. Reproduced 
with the permission of the Italian Ministero per i beni e le attività culturali e per il turismo.

During the middle ages a hierarchy existed among musical instruments. 
There was a tendency to regard bas instruments—such as the psaltery, harp, 
fiddle, lute, and various keyboard instruments—as “nobler” than wind or 
percussion instruments.4 From the beginning of its existence in Italy, the lute 
held a high social standing because it was regarded as a representation of 
either the lyra, the classical instrument often mentioned in Latin hexameter, 
or the cithara, an instrument that appears in biblical texts. An illumination 
in the Neapolitan copy of Boethius’s De institutione musica shows the hierar-
chy of trecento musicians and musical instruments, if we consider the social 
status of the personalities, the location of the musicians, the relative size of 
their bodies, and the costumes they wear (Plate 2) (Brown 1984, 40-41, 62 
[reproduction]). The center of this illumination is Lady Music playing a por-
tative organ. Directly above her is King David playing a psaltery, flanked by a 
lutenist and a fiddle player. As opposed to the musicians in the higher place, 

4 On the hierarchy of instruments, see Winternitz 1979, 66-85. For the distinction between 
haut and bas instruments, see Bowles 1954, 115-40.
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in larger size, and in courtly dresses, in the lower region there are seven small-
er figures wearing fanciful costumes who appear to be professional minstrels 
playing wind or percussion instruments. If we take the anonymous illumina-
tor’s conscientious effort to convey both the symbolism and the realism of the 
lute, it is inescapable to conclude the high esteem the newly cultivated lute 
held in fourteenth-century Italian society.

Plate 2. Illumination in the Neapolitan copy of Boethius’ De institutione Musica

The upper divisions of medieval education consisted of the trivium and 
quadrivium. Music was one of the four subjects of the quadrivium and often 
was represented by Lady Music in medieval iconography. Niccolò di Giaco-
mo da Bologna’s illumination in Book III of Giovanni d’Andrea’s law treatise 
Novella in quinque Decretalium libros commentaria (I-Ma Ms B.42 Inf., fol. 
2), for instance, depicts the personification of the virtues and vices on the 
upper register and the seven liberal arts on the lower one (Plate 3).5 Lady 
Music plays a lute and holds a gittern on her lap while Tubal hammers on an 
anvil. The segment of image that deals with the mathematical aspect of music 
also appears in a similar context where Lady Music tunes her lute with the 
help of the six syllables of the hexachord: ut, re, mi, fa, sol, and la, alluding 
to “rhythmic music” found in St. Augustine’s writings.6 She uses the lute to 
teach musical intervals and scales.7 

5 Reproduced in Brown 1984, 55.
6 Reproduced and discussed ibid., 49 and 26, respectively.
7 Musicians in Arab countries had been using the ud in a similar fashion to teach Arab music 
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Plate 3. Illumination by Niccolo da Bologna in Giovanni d’Andrea’s Novella in quinque 
Decretalium libros commentaria, 3-5 

The images of Lady Music who plays the lute and Tubal who hammers on 
an anvil together convey the symbolism of harmony. This music symbolism 
also appears in an image where Lady Music is tuning a lute (Brown 1984, 52-
56 [reproductions]). Significantly she plucks the strings with her right-hand 
thumb and index finger, the right-hand plucking technique that allows her to 
produce and hear multiple notes simultaneously.  Plucking the strings with a 
plectrum, on the other hand, produces notes in arpeggio, the technique that 
allows her to hear the harmony successively. Tuning symbolizes an under-
standing of both musical harmony and cosmic harmony.

The education system of the upper and middle classes in fourteenth-cen-
tury Italian society regarded the cultivation of music as a way to achieve social 
grace; Baldassare Castiglione later made clear that music was essential for the 
ideal courtier, without which he would not be considered perfect.8 Francesco 
da Barberino distinguishes between two classes of musical instruments, one 
particularly suitable for well-born young Florentine ladies and one for pro-

theory for centuries; the practice was found in the writings of Al-Kindi in the ninth century. 
See Farmer 1930, esp. 48-62; Farmer 1933; Randal 1976, 173-88; Burnett 1993, 1-17; and 
Wright, Poché, and Shiloah, “Arab music” (accessed November 12, 2020).
8 Castiglione’s views on music are discussed in Becherini 1953, 84-96; Bukofzer 1944, 230-
35; Kemp 1976, 354-69; and Haar 1983, 165-89. For the dissemination of The Book of the 
Courtier, see Burke 1995.



The Trecento Lute 7

fessional musicians (Brown 1980, 140, n. 54). Although Barberino does not 
mention the lute, both literary and iconographical evidence supports that 
fourteenth-century upper-class Italian society cultivated the lute enthusiasti-
cally. (That the lute was not in the list suggests it was not widely cultivated at 
the time Barberino wrote his treatise in the early fourteenth century.) Indeed, 
literary sources note that some nobles were proud of their ability to play 
the lute. An anonymous fourteenth-century cantare, “La reina d’oriente,” for 
instance, praised the king of the east as a skilled singer and instrumentalist; 
the king “can sing and play the instruments, harp and lute with great supe-
riority” (“cantar sapeva e strormenti suonare, di gran vantaggio l’arpa ed il 
liuto”) (Brown 1983, 39). Boccaccio inserts several music-making scenes in 
the Decameron in which he let his ten Florentine ladies and gentlemen sing, 
dance, and play instruments. One young gentleman by the name of Dioneo 
plays the lute to accompany singing, while a servant plays the bagpipe to 
accompany dancing.9 

The level of cultivation and education of music among upper- and mid-
dle-class amateurs was such that some even became professional court musi-
cians. Giovanni Frescobaldi, a member of the successful Florentine banking 
family, played the lute, gittern, and fiddle, and set his own poetry to music 
(Larner 1971, 172). Giovanni da Prato in his Il Paradiso degli Alberti tells of a 
well-born Florentine citizen Dolcibene de’ Torri who was an excellent player 
of lute, organetti, and other instruments (“e ottimo sonatore d’organetti, di 
liuto e d’altro stormenti”) (Wesselofsky 1867, vol. 3, 61; and Brown 1983, 
59-60). Dolcibene became a knight and received from Emperor Charles IV 
a diploma that declared him “king of all the istrioni” (Larner 1971, 175). 
On the other hand, Francesco di Vannozzo, who came from a Paduan mid-
dle-class family and attended the University of Bologna, appears to have been 
unsuccessful if we accept his complaints about the discomfort and poverty 
of the life of the wandering musician (Brown 1983, 35-36). In one of his 
sonnets, Francesco tells of his miserable life thus: “I am esteemed much less 
than a madman/with everything, my lute and gittern/at tents or barriers I 
go scratching; and I go singing fables/at the head of others’ tables/with this 
one and that one/for a glass of wine” (“[C]h’ assai da men che matto/io son 
tenuto con tutto/‘l mio liuto/over chitarra, /che per tenda o per sbarra io vo 
grattando;  e vo cantando/fole su per le tole altrui con questo e con colui pe-
run bicchier di vino”) (Smith 2002, 29 and note 48).

Music was an important part of the public and private life of many Ital-
ian courts. Such a pleasure is depicted in the illumination that shows King 

9 Ottolini 1932, 20. For the performance of music in the Decameron, see Brown 1977, 324-39.
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Pelias commissioning Jason to bring back the Golden Fleece.10 Two minstrels 
play a fiddle and a lute, facing two trumpeters. The spacing between these 
two groups of musicians suggests that they are not playing together, but it 
is a depiction of two different occasions appearing simultaneously in one 
picture. Trumpeters are often shown when a king is present in a court scene 
in trecento paintings. The combination of fiddle and lute, on the other hand, 
may have been a real instrumental ensemble for courtly entertainment. The 
late thirteenth- or early fourteenth-century allegorical poem L’intelligenza in-
cludes a court scene in a palace where an entertainment takes place. The poet 
speaks of hearing many instruments performed, among them “un leuto ben 
sonare.”11 Describing life at the court of Cangrande della Scala, Immanuel 
Romano, who was attached to the court after 1312, mentions in his ono-
matopoetic poem Bisdibis many musical instruments, including lutes, fiddles, 
and gitterns (Brown 1985, 89, n. 17).

The court giullare provided entertainment for his aristocratic patrons. 
His functions included composing poems, reciting tales, singing songs, and 
playing musical instruments (Brown 1978, 467-69). Immanuel Romano was 
one such court entertainer who likely recited or sang his poems accompany-
ing himself on a lute. A Spanish giullare Marco di Castiglia was in the service 
of Artale Alagona, the ruler of Catania. When he drew up his testament in 
1389, Marco left his lute, his only instrument, to his master Alagona (Bresc 
1974, 37-47; and Brown 1978, 467-69). According to the chronicler Filippo 
Villani, the celebrated composer Francesco Landini played several musical 
instruments including the organetto and the lute.12 

Teaching how to play musical instruments such as the lute was one of 
the giullari’s sources of income.  Francesco di Vannozzo made a contract on 
January 14, 1372, in Padua with a certain Giovanni Razio to run a music 
school and teach how to play lute and cetra (“pulsandum lautos et citaras”) as 
well as other instruments, presumably to the sons and daughters of aristocrats 
or wealthy merchants (Sartori 1977, 182; “cetra” may be the harp in this in-
stance). Bonifazio Uberti, a member of a distinguished Florentine family, was 
highly educated in various aspects of music and was taught to play the lute by 
a “grande maestro dottissimo” (Brown 1983, 59).

10 Vienna, Nationalbibliothek, MS Nr. 84 Cod. 2571, f. 5v, in Benoit de Sainte-More, Roman 
de Troie by an anonymous Bolognese illuminator, mid fourteenth century.
11 Compani 1871, 197; see Brown 1985, 89, n. 17; and Brown 1983, 39.
12 Landini’s tombstone includes the relief of a fiddle and a lute, suggesting that he played these 
instruments; reproduced in Ellinwood 1939. The so-called Squarcialupi Codex (Florence, Bib-
lioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Med. Pal. 87) includes a portrait of Landini playing a portative 
organ. In the border, he is surrounded with several instruments, including the lute. On Land-
ini’s life and works, see Fischer and D’Agostino 2001.
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The invention of a new instrument prompted the creation of a new oc-
cupation. A “magister de Regio” was a carpenter but became a maker of lutes 
(“faciendi lihudos”) in Palermo in 1308.13 There are no surviving specimens 
of lutes, nor any document concerning its structure or construction method 
from the fourteenth century, until Henri Arnaut of Zwolle, a physician and 
astrologer to Philip the Good, gave detailed information on its design and 
construction in a manuscript compiled in Dijon between about 1438 and 
1446.14 Paintings and illuminations are the main sources for ideas on the 
physiognomy of the lute in the early stage of its development. 

If iconographical sources can be trusted, there was a variety of charac-
teristics found in the fourteenth-century Italian lute. It is conceivable that 
the Arabic ud and the European lute coexisted as well as the hybrid ones. 
The idan depicted in the Cantigas de Santa Maria, made between 1270 and 
1290 under the direction of Alfonso el Sabio, shows an oval-shaped body 
with a long, narrow fingerboard that is curved into the body, a pegbox with 
long pegs, multiple sound holes, and a wide bridge (Plate 4).15 The “lute” 
in the Neapolitan copy of Boethius’s De institutione musica has the finger-
board gradually curving into the oval-shaped body with a narrow fingerboard 
and two sound holes, the features similar to the ud (Plate 4). A lute with a 
sloping soundboard with a short fingerboard and multiple sound holes and 
elaborate decorations on the edges of the soundboard—which may only have 
a decorative purpose without providing any significant effect on the sound 
resonance—is found in Andrea di Bartolo’s The Coronation of the Virgin (Plate 
5). Agnolo Gaddi’s Coronation of the Virgin, dated about 1370, on the other 
hand, shows a lute with a pear-shaped soundboard without any decorations 
on the edge, a large sound hole, a string holder, a vaulted back (with ribs), a 
short but rather wide fingerboard, a nut, a pegbox bent at ninety degrees, and 
short (three visible) lateral pegs (Plate 6).16 These characteristics in Gaddi’s 
lute are similar to ones found in lutes depicted in fifteenth-century paintings.

13 Bresc 1974, 39. The “maker of lutes” may have simply meant the “maker of musical instru-
ments,” as the way used in the later centuries. Considering the early stage of its cultivation, it is 
highly reasonable to assume that Italian makers of the fourteenth century made a wide variety 
of musical instruments, not necessarily specializing in the lute.
14 Facsimile edition in Cerf and Labande 1932. On the manuscript, see Clutton 1952, 3-8; and 
Koster 2001. See Harwood 1960, 3-8, for reproduction and English translation.
15 For the Cantigas, see Anglés 1964; Ribera 1922, vol. 3, “Los músicos de las Cantigas,” trans-
lated in Hague and Leffingwell 1929.
16 Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art. Reproduced in Berenson 1963, vol. 1, pl. 350; 
and Shapley 1966, pls. 98, 99.
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Plate 4. Ud from Cantigas de Santa Maria

Plate 5. Lute in Andrea di Bartolo’s “The Coronation of the Virgin”

Plate 6. Lute in Agnolo Gaddi’s “Coronation of the Virgin” Washington, D.C., National 
Gallery of Art. Reproduced in Berenson, Italian Pictures of the Renaissance, vol. 1, pl. 350; 
and Shapley, Paintings from the Samuel H. Kress Collection, pls. 98, 99.
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If we suppose that Gaddi’s lute shows the standard characteristics of the 
trecento lute (at least in the latter part of the fourteenth century), it clearly 
shows the separation in construction of the body and the fingerboard. The 
disruption at the joint can be seen by the different colors of the two. The fin-
gerboard appears to be attached to the main body with the extension of the 
soundboard and the back of the body. This also suggests that the soundboard 
and fingerboard are two separate parts. The body of the lute was made with 
ribs, not curved from one piece of wood. This is clearly seen in an anonymous 
manuscript illumination of a lute that shows five ribs; the lutenist’s right arm 
possibly hides two or three more ribs (Silvestro de’ Gherarducci, Gradual 
from Santa Maria degli Angeli (folio 155v), Cleveland Museum of Art).

It is difficult to classify the sizes or to propose the standard size of the 
trecento lute, for measuring the differences in size from the iconographical 
sources presupposes that all players have the same size and body proportions. 
Examples such as a small lute in Giovanni del Biondo’s Coronation of the 
Virgin and a large lute in Lippo Vanni’s Hierarchies of Angels must be treated 
with caution, since they do not appear in the same painting.17 Therefore, it is 
inconclusive that the size of lutes in trecento paintings radically differ, as to 
categorize the lute having had several different sizes (for the sizes of the lute 
in the sixteenth century, see Brown 1973). On the other hand, the differ-
ence in size between the lute and gittern—the instruments that are frequently 
mentioned in close proximity in literary sources and depicted side by side in 
paintings and illuminations—suggests that the gittern was regarded and used 
as a small lute in ensemble performance.

Trecento paintings and illuminations show the shape of the soundboard 
as fig-, oval-, almond-, round, or pear-shaped. The back of the lute’s body is 
vaulted.18 This feature became significant enough to distinguish the lute from 
other string instruments of the time. In Canto XXX of Inferno, for instance, 
Dante makes a comparison of the body of a lute with a man’s swollen belly. 
One of three falsifiers who counterfeited money is a “maestro Adamo,” whose 
deformed body is shaped like a lute: “I saw one who would have looked more 
like a lute, if he had been truncated at the hip, where the division of man’s 
body starts” (“Io vidi un, fatto a guisa di leuto/pur ch’elli avesse avuta l’an-
guinaia/tranca da l’altro che l’uomo ha forcuto”) (Bickersteth 1965, 218). In 
fact, a fifteenth-century illuminated manuscript of the Divina commedia in 

17 Reproduced in Offner 1967, vol. IV/VI, pl. 36/3-4, and Berenson 1963, vol. 2, pl. 346, 
respectively.
18 Juan Ruiz in his Libro de buen amor mentions the corpulent lute (“el corpudo laùd”); see 
Wright 1977, 39 (text), 11 (translation).
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Naples actually replaces Master Adam’s torso with a lute.19 
The questions of how many strings and how they were tuned remain 

unanswered. Guittone d’Arezzo’s lute shows the pegbox with seven short lat-
eral pegs and seven strings on the fingerboard, constituting four courses. A 
relief by Luca della Robbia depicting Orpheus playing the lute also shows 
seven strings; the lower three sounding courses are doubled while the highest 
sounding course is single strung (Plate 7).20 No contemporary documents for 
tuning of the four-course lute survive if there ever was one. A treatise in the 
University Library in Ghent (MS 70 [71]), dating from 1503-04, depicts a 
four-course lute. It is a copy of a late fourteenth-century treatise on instru-
ments and their tunings (the Library of University of California, Berkeley, 
MS 744). The Berkeley manuscript has a four-course gittern. The notes C, 
F, B, E are written on the strings of the gittern as its tuning. There is no 
tuning indication for the lute in the Ghent copy. The copyist of the Ghent 
manuscript may have substituted the four-course lute because he had to re-
tain the four courses of the original gittern in order to conform to the text 
that discusses the number of strings on the gittern (on the tuning, see Page 
1980, 17-35). Michael Praetorius, on the other hand, states that the tuning 
of the four-course lute is the same as the gittern: C, F, A, D.21 This tuning—
that is, the intervallic relationship between the courses (fourth–third–fourth) 
and the theoretical application of the note names from the lowest sound-
ing course to the highest (C, F, A, D)—conforms to the inner four courses 
of the standard tuning of the six-course lute tuned in the theoretical note 
G (for sixteenth-century lute tuning, see Minamino 1988, 110-39). How 
Praetorius, writing in the early seventeenth century, knew of the tuning for 
the four-course lute, which had been obsolete for more than two centuries, 
is speculative.22 If Praetorius’s tuning is correct and applicable to the tuning 
of the trecento lute, it could have the range of an octave and four notes in 
first position.

19 Naples, Biblioteca Nazionale, MS, XIII. C.4; see Brieger, Meiss and Singleton, Illuminated 
Manuscripts, vol. 1, p. 151-52, vol. 2, pls. 291-99.
20 Reproduced in Kinsky 1930, 42, pl. 5. On the identification of the musician as Orpheus, see 
Scavizzi 1982, 111-62, esp. 111-13.
21 Praetorius, Tomus secundus de organographia, second part, chapter 26, pp. 49-50. The dia-
gram of lute tunings appears in facsimile in Gurlitt 1929, 26; and the relevant passages are 
translated in English in Blumenfeld 1949, 49-50.
22 Praetorius may simply have deduced the tuning for the four-course lute from the tuning 
for the five-course lute, which he may have deduced from the tuning for the six-course lute. 
He may have deduced how the additional courses were made by deducing from the German 
names for the courses. My study of the tuning of the five-course lute is to be discussed in an 
article in preparation.
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Plate 7. A relief of Orpheus by Luca della Robbia (or Giotto?)

The major constructional difference between fourteenth-century lutes 
and those in later centuries is the absence of frets in trecento lutes. No doubt 
both diatonic and chromatic intervals can be produced on the fretless lute. 
The choice of temperament must have depended on the player’s preference, 
and the adjustment can easily be made by shifting the fingers on the finger-
board. The installation of frets appears to have taken place in the late four-
teenth or early fifteenth century. Andrea di Bartolo’s Madonna and Saints of 
c.1410–20, for instance, shows the lute with seven frets on the fingerboard 
(Sandberg-Vavala 1953, Fig. 92).

Trecento paintings depict the strings attached to the bridge. Agnolo Gad-
di’s lute, for instance, shows that one end of the string is tied to a seemingly 
low bridge and another end to the nut. This may suggest that the strings are 
in low tension, therefore capable of producing soft, quiet sound. Bono Giam-
boni, a poet, magistrate, and one of the most gifted volgarizzatori, who was 
active in Florence between 1361 and 1392, noted that the lute could produce 
“bella boce e dilettevole suono.”23 The delicate sound of the lute is imitated 
in poetic fashion by Immanuel Romano as resembling a dove’s cooing; “Ta-
tam tatam/Tatam tatam/Tatam tatam/E’ liuti tubare.”24 That many trecento 
paintings showing lutenists holding the plectrum or quill in the right hand 
for plucking the strings, on the other hand, suggests that a lutenist with a 
plectrum could have produced rather percussive sound than the soft sound 

23 Quoted in Battaglia 1961¬–, vol. 9, p. 161, s.v. “liuto”; for Bono Giamboni, see vol. 5, p. 
346.
24 Quoted in Brown 1985, 89, n. 17. Eustache Deschamps, Ballade pour Machaut, had a similar 
opinion as to the sound of the lute when he wrote “rubebes, leuths, vielles, symphonie, psalte-
rions, trestous instrumens coys”; quoted in Bowles 1954, 127.
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produced by the fingertips. Indeed, the thicker-wooded lute played with larg-
er and less flexible plectra may have produced a sound loud enough to be 
audible in an ensemble of instruments or outdoor dance accompaniment.25 

If the trecento paintings are to be believed to show realistic depictions of 
how fourteenth-century Italian lutenists held the instrument, they did not 
place the instrument either on a table or the lap, as commonly done in the 
sixteenth century (Minamino 1988, 110-39). (Lady Music, who uses her fin-
gers to pluck the strings simultaneously, is depicted sitting and placing the 
lute on her lap, while Guittone d’Arezzo presses his lute to his chest.)  Many 
paintings depict lutenists standing and holding the instrument, supporting 
it with the right arm stretching either from the bottom of the soundboard or 
from the endcap, while the left hand grips the fingerboard. The palm of the 
left hand is attached to the side of the fingerboard, and its thumb protrudes 
to the upper side of the fingerboard. A number of paintings depict lutenists’ 
left-hand fingers in the first position.

The technique and style of lute playing changed in the mid fifteenth 
century from the monophonic style with plectrum-plucking technique to 
the polyphonic style with finger-plucking technique (Minamino 1986, 291-
310). In trecento painting lutenists are usually depicted with a plectrum held 
between the index and middle fingers or the thumb and index finger.  The 
plectrum or quill is apt for producing single lines of music. The production of 
multiple notes, though in arpeggio, may be obtained by plucking the strings 
rapidly, especially if the notes appear on adjacent courses. Moreover, some 
three- or four-voice chords on the four-course lute may be strummed with a 
plectrum, presumably in arpeggio, from the lowest course to the highest, or 
vice versa. The technique of strumming is applicable only when all the notes 
are located on adjacent courses, thus in many instances limited to produc-
ing pseudo polyphony or to create a simple chordal drone effect. However, 
there is no evidence that fourteenth-century lutenists cultivated the strum-
ming style.

Fourteenth-century lutenists may have been aware of the finger-plucking 
technique. As discussed previously, early pictorial evidence for the use of fingers 
to pluck lute strings can be found in a series of drawings that depict Lady Music 
tuning a lute by plucking the strings with her thumb and index finger (repro-
duced in Brown 1984, 52-58). However, that technique is shown only in the 
act of tuning the instrument; trecento paintings depicting lutenists performing 
with plectrum-plucking technique suggest that lutenists used their fingers when 
they tuned the instrument but preferred the plectrum when they performed. 

25 I am indebted to Dr. Joseph A. Baldassarre for his valuable suggestions on the medieval lute’s 
possible ability to produce loud sound.
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Orpheus was a Thracian poet. His skill in lyre playing was such that he 
was said to tame wild beasts and move trees and rocks. When he made a relief 
of Orpheus, Luca della Robbia interpreted the lyra as the lute. According to 
Filippo Villani, Petrarch “played the lyra admirably” (“Doctus insuper lyra 
mire crevit”) (Boccaccio equates lira, cetera, and liuto; see Smith 2002, 28). It 
is certain that Villani meant the lute when he used the term lyra, for Petrarch 
is known to have owned a “good lute.”  In his testament of 1370, Petrarch 
willed his lute to Ferrarese musician Tommaso Bombasio. The poet wished 
Bombasio would play the lute “not for worldly vanity, but to the praise of the 
eternal God” (“Magistro Thomae Bambasio de Ferraria lego leuthum meum 
bonum, ut eum sonet non pro vanitate saeculis fugacis, sed ad laudem Dei 
aeterni”) (Mommsen 1957, 82-32; and Smith 2002, 27). In one of his son-
nets Francesco di Vannozzo says he finds solace in singing and playing the 
lute. Guitone d’Arezzo was a court poet. If he did play the lute, as the illumi-
nation in the Codice Banco Rari 217 implies, he might have entertained his 
aristocrat and bourgeois patrons, probably singing his poems to it. Literary 
sources are, however, silent on how poets accompanied themselves on the lute 
when they recited their poems, and no example of lute accompaniment for 
such performances survives from the fourteenth century if it was ever written 
down (for the unwritten tradition, see Pirrotta 1984).

In the Decameron there are scenes where the lute accompanies the singers, 
perhaps providing an instrumental prelude, interlude, and postlude. In the 
tenth story of the first day, for instance, Emilia sings the ballata “Io veggio in 
quella” accompanied by Dioneo on the lute: “Emilia cantasse una canzone, 
dal lèuto di Dioneo ajutata” (Brown 1977, 332). Since the trecento lute was 
primarily a monophonic instrument, the lutenist may have played the tenor 
of the ballata if the song was in two voices. If the song was monophonic, he 
could have doubled the sung part, either with or without heterophonic vari-
ations. It is unlikely, however, that the lutenist provided a long-held drone 
above or below the melodic line, for the lute lacks sustaining power. Imman-
uel Romano describes a music performance of voices and instruments at a 
court where he heard “gitterns and lutes, fiddles and flutes, voices high and 
acute, who sing the lyric” (“chitarre e liuti/viole et flauti/voce alt’ed acute/qui 
s’odon cantare”) (Battaglia 1961–, vol. 9, p. 161; and Brown 1985, 89, n. 17).

Its elegant shape and delicate sound made the lute a suitable instrument 
for lovers’ courting. Giovanni da Prato noted a story that occurred in Pal-
ermo. Bonifazio Uberti serenaded a young lady with his song with lute ac-
companiment: “Then one night Bonifazio began to play his lute and sing his 
sweetest verses with a soft voice, together with his lute appealed for mercy 
with total compassion and sweetness” (“Bonifazio una notte quivi con suo 
leuto cominciò a sonare e a somissa voce cantare suoi dolcissimi versi, ne’quali 
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insieme col leuto mesericordia con somma piatà e dolceza chiamava”) (Brown 
1983, 59). Some serenaders might have disturbed the order of the town, how-
ever. The Florentine statutes of 1325 sought to regulate the practice by lay-
ing down the penalty of confiscation for instruments played at night (Larner 
1971, 172).

Despite its delicate sound, lutenists provided music for dancing. Boccac-
cio paints scenes where Florentine youths accompany their friends dancing 
to music played on instruments. One such scene involves the lute and fiddle: 
“Dioneo took up a lute and Fiammetta a fiddle, they started to play a dance 
music sweetly” (“Dioneo preso un liuto e la Fiammetta una vivòla, comincia-
rono soavemente una danza a sonare”) (Ottolini 1932, 20). The strumming 
style on the lute may be suitable for dance accompaniment, provided that this 
lute style was cultivated in fourteenth-century Italy. Dancing in a garden, the 
grass must have dampened the noisy footsteps of the dancers, allowing them 
to hear the delicate sounds of lute and fiddle.

Boccaccio is silent about the names of the dance tunes Dioneo and Fiam-
metta provided. Simone Prudenzani’s reference to the lute in Il Sollazzo may 
offer us an idea of how fourteenth-century musicians could have assembled 
a repertory of dance music: “Con lo liuto fe ballo amoroso/E ll’alvadanza, el 
trotto e la striana” (Ellinwood 1939, xli; and cited in Harrison 1966, 326). 
Pieces such as the monophonic canzoni a ballo or a set of pieces marked ten-
ores in four canzone or canzonette tedesche, preserved in a fourteenth-century 
Italian manuscript (London, British Library, Add MS 29987) may have been 
available for moderately skilled lutenists.26 Competent lutenists may have 
preferred more technically challenging pieces such as four saltarelli, which 
consist of virtuoso fast-moving passages, in the same London manuscript. 
The range of these dances do not exceed more than a twelfth, therefore are 
most likely playable on the trecento lute.

Francesco di Vannozzo believes that the lute lost its prominence by the 
1370s because of the rising popularity of the harp. In a dialogue between the 
lute and harp in a series of seven sonnets, Francesco tells us that he has begun 
to cultivate the harp, which he brought from France, almost to the exclusion 
of the lute. The lute laments his master’s (Francesco) abandoning him for 
the harp (“You have left me for love of the harp”) (Smith 2002, 29; see also 
Brown 1982, 35-37).  As the literary and iconographical sources indicate, the 
lute continued to have been well cultivated after its initial introduction in the 
late thirteenth century and became more popular in the following century, 
producing virtuosi like Pietrobono de Burzellis in Italy, Jehan de Cordeval, 

26 A facsimile edition by Reany 1965 and a modern transcription in Bokum 1976. For the 
performance of the pieces in the London manuscript, see Crane 1979, 25-33.
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Jehan Ferrandes, and Henricus in Burgundy, and Conrad Paumann in Ger-
many.27 Vannozzo’s sentiment most likely came from his preference for his 
newly acquainted harp over the well-established lute, not a reflection of social 
reality in late fourteenth-century Italy. 

From the initial stage of its cultivation in Italy, the lute was regarded as 
a noble instrument, favored by both upper-class amateurs and professional 
court giullari. It participated in the ensembles of other bas instruments such 
as the fiddle or gittern, accompanied singers and poets, and provided music 
for dancers. Indeed, its delicate sound was more suitable for the inner cham-
bers of courts and the quiet gardens of bourgeois villas than in uproarious 
battlefields and busy town streets. 
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