
The Engl ish Guitar 
 

The term English guitar or guittar 1 represents one of the frequent cases of terminological inconsistency in which 
the name guitar is used to call a different instrument2. It was used in England, between 1750 and 1810 to call the 
Cittern, a wire strings plucked instrument which has nothing to share with the guitar in terms of shape and 
tuning.  
The English added the specifying adjective “English” only around 1800, do distinguish it, not from the old 5 
course guitar - which was not anymore popular in the XVIII century England – but from the new 6 single strings 
guitar which was rising in popularity and which they called Spanish guitar (as the English still do today). 
However, the so-called English guittar was not a completely new instruments but the direct descendent of the 
cittern (it.: Cetra), a flat back, pear-shaped plucked string instrument (played with a plectrum) very popular in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth-century. Compared to the cittern, the 
English guitar – which was played plucking the strings with the 
fingertips - had a larger body (with deeper and even sides), movable 
bridge with the strings fixed to pins on the bottom of the body and a 
gilt brass rose. The sickle shaped pegbox was soon fitted with special 
brass mechanism (in which the tuning is controlled by a key-watch 
inserted in a row of little holes in the headstock, operating the little 
brass pegs), which granted a very fine tuning. In both instruments the 
fingerboard was fretted with metal bars and was always projecting 
over the soundboard.  
The string length was quite short (42-47 ca.); the first four of the 6 
courses of strings were double, while the 5th and 6th, single. The 
peculiar chordal tuning by intervals of thirds (from bass to treble: C, 
E, G, c, e, g), made easier to play chords and simple arpeggios while 
accompanying singers, and allowed applying a moving nut or capo tasto 
(in holes drilled through the neck in the first 4 frets of the 
fingerboard) – the transposition of the key maintaining the same left 
hand positions. 

 
Despite the low quality of its repertoire which consisted principally of solo arrangements of theatre songs and 
dance tunes3, the popularity of the English Guitar, particularly among ladies of the high society, reflected the 
desire of the wealthy class to play a simple musical instrument.  
Charley Burney wrote4 how its vogue about 1770 as so great among all ranks of people as nearly to ruin the 
harpsichord makers who retrieved the situation by giving cheap guitars to milliners girls, street singers and 
prostitutes so shaming the richer ladies into returning to the harpsichord. 
The English guitar was always played with fingertips and not with the plectrum as was played the sixteenth century 
cister. To protect the fingertips of delicate players or help those too lazy to acquire a good right hand technique, 
a key box was patented. This mechanism housed six keys - similar to those of a fortepiano - which, when 
depressed, caused the leather-covered hammers to strike down the on to the strings. In 1783, Christian Claus 
developed and patented a more sophisticated “keyed guitar”, whose mechanism was hidden inside the 
soundboard instead of being poised above the strings5. 
The great success of the English guitar is well documented by the many iconographical sources, printed tutors and 
by the amount of extant original instruments, most of which survived in good conditions. 
In France it was mainly called ciste, cythre o guitare allemande sometimes also guitare angloise and the most common 
version was the 7 course, tuned: E, a, d, e, a, c#, e. The French lute makers specialized in building arch-cisters 
with 7 stopped courses and 5 bourdons in a second pegbox. Especially in France and sometimes in England 
around the half of the eighteenth century, some makers built round back instruments, like lutes (with the bowl 
made with 12 to 19 ribs) as in the case of the instrument by Michael Rauch, here shown. A few English guitar 

                                                
1 Just like in Portugal guitarra portuguesa has always been used to call the direct descendent English guitar. 
2 Nevertheless, it would be likewise erroneous that a coincidence of names must have kept unchanged the same semantic 
meaning through the centuries, in different cultures. 
3 With a few exceptions like the duos with cello by Francesco Geminiani; a sonata with violin, possibly by J. C. Bach and a 
few trios with violin and cello by Felice Giardini. 
4 Rees’s Cyclopaedia, 1802-19. 
5 This type of instrument, called piano forte guitar, was patented in 1787 by Longman & Broderip. 



makers were active in Ireland (Dublin) such as William Gibson who built the other instrument of this family here 
presented. His instruments have a peculiar shape of the upper part of the sides and soundboard and the sickle 
shaped pegbox is not fitted with the usual machines.  
Finally, must be mentioned some German instruments which have survived, made by Joachim Tielke, one of the 
best lute makers in Hamburg. 
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