
THE FIVE-COURSE GUITAR IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

There are no surviving Renaissance four-course guitars; the oldest extant guitar is a small “figure-
eight” (or “waisted”shape as seen from the front) five-course instrument1 with vaulted back, built by 
Belchior  Diaz  in  Lisbon,  dated  1581.  This  instrument,  which  is  now in  the  Royal  College  of 
Music’s collection in London, has original back, neck and pegbox while the soundboard (missing 
the rose), bridge, moustaches and pegs were replaced during the late eighteenth century.

“The five-course guitar  was immensely popular in Spain,  Italy 
and France, among both the aristocracy and the poorer classes, 
throughout  the  seventeenth  century.  It  was  introduced  in  Italy 
from  Spain  through  the  Kingdom  of  Naples,  perhaps  by  the 
Gutierres brothers who first spread it in Italy and its fortune was 
closely related to the rising and establishment of the new monody 
style as well as gained acceptance among the strolling actors and 
masks of the Commedia dell’Arte. 
In  Italy,  since  the  publication  of  the  book  of  the  Neapolitan 
Girolamo  Montesardo2 (Firenze  1606)3 -  which  encouraged 
crowds of amateurs to experiment the most popular tunes - there 
was a great flowering of production of tablature  books for the 
guitar  which  clearly  indicates  how  it  enjoyed  widespread,  as 
confirmed  by  Vincenzo  Giustiniani in  his  Discorso  sopra  la  
musica4, written in1628:

[…] Furthermore  the  Spanish  guitar  came  into  favour  at  the  
same time throughout Italy, especially in Naples, and it seems almost as though the guitar and the  
theorbo have conspired to banish the lute together […]

Besides the solo repertory tablature books5, the palpable demand for 
guitar music produced a flood of printed collections for solo voice 
with  guitar  many  of  which  have  survived6. They  include  mainly 
vocal airs - written by the most important composers of the time - 
and  the  score  includes  the  chordal  guitar  accompaniment  (often 
added by the publishers)  notated with the so called “Alfabeto” in 
which a specific symbol or letter of the alphabet is assigned to one 
specific chord.
Particularly  in  Naples,  Florence  and Rome the  guitar  became the 
emblem  of  a  great  musical  excitement  mainly  “due  to  its  great 

1 The total lenght of the instrument is 780 mm. the body’s lenght is only 365 mm. and the string lenght is 550 mm.
2  His real name was Girolamo Melcarne and he was from Montesardo, in the territory of Naples.
3 Nuova Inventione d’intavolatura per sonare li balletti Sopra la Chitarra Spagniuola, senza numeri, e note, per mezzo  
della quale da se stesso ogn’uno senza Maestro potrà imparare. (New invention of tablature for playing dances on the  
Spanish guitar; without numbers [used in Italian lute tablatures] or notes [staff notation]; by means of which you can  
learn [to play]  yourself without a teacher).  Di Girolamo Montesardo, in Firenze, appresso Christofano Marescotti,  
1606.
4 Delle fabbriche, ms. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Roma.
5 180 printed and manuscript collections of solo music survive from the seventeenth-century Italy alone, not including 
reprints and Italian music found in French, English and Spanish tablature sources.
6 Over 250 extant Italian sources of vocal music with guitar accompaniment.



versatility,  being  adapt  to  accompany  dances,  play  continuo  in  vocal  pieces,  suitable  to  the 
beginner’s practice as well as to satisfy the professional player’s demands”7.
The term chitarra alla spagnuola became in use in Italy obviously to distinguish it from another 
kind of pre-existing Italian  guitar  which -  according to the definition of the  Vocabolario degli  
Accademici della Crusca, published in 1602, - was a “small lute without the bass and the treble 
string”, that is to say a small instrument with a round back and four courses of strings. Only during 
the second half of the century, when the popularity of the Spanish guitar spread all over Italy and 
Europe and that one of the old Italian type vanished, the 
specifying adjective alla spagnuola will disappear.
One of the main features of the five-course guitar consists 
of its re-entrant tuning without  bourdons, a tuning which 
has survived in south Italy (chitarra battente) and in some 
folk guitars still in use in Central and South America, from 
Mexico to Argentina. It could be played strumming (It.: in  
stile  “battuto”  or  “delle  botte”;  Sp: rasgueado)  as  the 
Italians called it, or plucking the strings (It.  pizzicato; Sp.: 
Punteado)  adopting  the  traditional  renaissance  guitar 
technique derived from the lute.

“Most instruments that have come down to us are of Italian origin, though often made by German 
makers  resident  in  Italy,  among  whom  some  stand  out  in 
particular: in  Venice,  Giorgio,  Matteo,  Giovanni,  Domenico, 
Michel Sellas and Christophoro Cocho; in Milan, Giovanni Smit; 
in  Genoa,  Giorgio  Jungmann;  in  Rome,  Magno  Graill  and 
Giacomo  Ertel;  in  Ancona,  Giovanni  Tesler  and  in  Naples, 
Jacobus Stadler. 
These instruments owe their survival to the fact that they were 
widely  decorated  with  precious  materials  such  as  ivory, 
tortoiseshell and, as well as to their intrinsic acoustic qualities. 
These makers also used to fill the inlays of the soundboard with 
black mastic  derived from carbonized  ivory powder  while  the 
soundhole was filled with 
an  elegant  sunken 
parchment  rose,  or,  less 

frequently, with a flat rose made with wood and parchment. 
The back of these instruments could be either flat or vaulted; 
the shape of the body was quite long and the average string 
length of 680 mm. The number of frets – generally 10 or 11 – 
made of gut tied around the neck, might vary according to the 
string length, and lastly, the fingerboard was always flush to 
the soundboard”8 .

Davide Rebuffa

7 Translation by Davide Rebuffa from: Giulia Veneziano, Uno straordinario corpus di musiche per chitarra spagnola: i  
manoscritti  Riccardiana,  in:  Rime e  suoni  per  corde spagnole,  Fonti  per  la  chitarra barocca  a Firenze,  Edizioni 
Polistampa, Firenze 2002, p. 16 
8 Davide Rebuffa,  (edited by Davide Rebuffa and Lorenzo Girodo),  Gli arnesi della Musica, Strumenti da vedere, 
Centro Studi Piemontese di Musica Antica - Comune di Rivoli 2002, pp. 8-9.


