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LIRE METHODS I, LIRA DA BRACCIO 
 

Introduction 
 

I can't tell you for sure when and where my interest in lire1 came from at all ... As a violinist, who at 

one point decided to switch to the viola because was attracted with its sound more, in 1963 I started 

to play viola as a member of the youth chamber orchestra ZOKOR (Zagreb Youth Chamber 

Orchestra) led by the late professor Rudolf Matz.2  

 

Also, I had to write a text about viola and its history for the music school. It was there that for the 

first time I "stumble" on some strange old (early) instruments like the vielle and the lira da braccio 

and although I entered the early music world only a few years later (passively in 1964 and actively 

in 1969), some of it must have remained somewhere in my memory... 

 

During my scholarship in Copenhagen, 1974, I came for the first time into the contact with (in those 

days young musicological discipline of) performance practice,3 thanks to which I began my long-

term studies and life of a musicologist - practitioner, which in a way lasts to this day. My "hunt" on 

the most diverse musicological literature begins4, and during the studies and analysis of smaller and 

larger ensembles of the late 15th and the entire 16th century, the name lira appear again and again 

and that was the reason why I started to occupy myself with this “mysterious” subject. In the 

meantime, in addition to the viol, I also started to play the medieval vielle, rebec and lyra5 and 

learned that under the name lyra or lira are hiding (at least) two Renaissance (and early baroque) 

bowed instruments; lira da braccio and lira da gamba/ lirone. 

 

Few years later6, as a British Council scholar (bursar) I spent several weeks in the UK where I have 

a great opportunity to meet and talk with a number of leading British and American early music (in 

further text EM) specialists; musicians, musicologists, and instrument makers - including my later 

good friend, Robert (Bob) Hadaway, maker of early plucked and bowed instruments. 

 

As Bob already examined both lire kept in the Viennese collection of early instruments and made 

several instruments of this kind, we agreed that he should make for me a large lira da braccio based 

on the Viennese original.7 

 

The instrument was completed in the summer of 1981 and brought to Zagreb by Bernard Thomas.8 

Considering that while waiting for the lira da braccio, I was "simulating" it on my medieval vielle9 I 
started to play the new instrument relatively quickly and encouraged decided to order from Bob a 

lirone too10. 

 

 
1
 In the continuation, due to simplification, I shall call lira da braccio lira and lira da gamba lirone – despite the various 

opinions on naming the second one lira da gamba or lirone, as they could probably represent two different kind of 

instruments. 

2
 Zagreb cellist, pedagogue, conductor, and composer (1901-1988). 

3
 With Danish harpsichordist, musicologist, and pedagogue Jesper Bøje Christensen. 

4
 At that time I was able to find or order most of my precious books in a big international book store in the centre of 

Zagreb. 

5
 In fact, Dalmatian lirica, lijerica, that is almost identical to the Calabrian and Greek liras and at least in a form similar 

to the Bulgarian gadulka - all of them originating from the Byzantine bowed lyra. 

6
 In the summer of 1977. 

7
 In the meantime, it was first declared a forgery and at the end, couple of years ago, proved original…. 

8
 British musician - specialist for early wind instruments, musicologist and one of the most important publishers of EM 

in the world, see the London Pro Musica editions. 

9
 What I remembered while working on this method; see in the Appendix/ Miscellaneous Texts 

10
 Which was possible because in the meantime I had been playing viol for a number of years. 
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My intensive work with both lire catapulted me into the field of practical musicology11 and led me 

to ask for and get the subvention from the Vienna Forschungsfond (Research fund) to work on my 

scientific project devoted to both lire, on which I worked “officially” from 1996 to 200112 and 

unofficially to this day.  

 

As a soloist and member of various ensembles (from duos to the late Renaissance or early Baroque 

orchestras) and presenting this project, I performed in most European countries, on various 

universities for music, symposia and festivals of EM, in museums of instruments, and recorded 

many DAT cassettes (for Lira Projects Archive) and several CDs.13 

 

The idea of making some kind of method for one or both lire has been spinning in my head (at 

least) since I started working on the above-mentioned project. Every now and then I would write 

down or recorded various ideas, chords, music for the repertoire and repeatedly started working on 

a concept of supposed (direct or online) seminar. In 2009 in Zagreb, I held a weekend seminar on 

both lire for musicology students at the Music Academy in that city. Based on two DVDs with 

"live" recordings of my concerts14 we made for Zagreb seminar thanks to the very valuable help of 

my niece Giuli (who also recorded all those concerts) over 40 videos were made which (since 2010 

and 2011 respectively) you can watch on my channels on the YouTube platform.15 

 

Although (at the time of my frequent and active performances and recordings) I did not want to deal 

either with (theoretical) musicology nor pedagogy, it happened that during all those years I had 

several students on vielle, two colleagues who asked for my lessons on the lira da braccio and in 

2016 a Canadian German cellist come to visit me asking for lessons on lirone.16 In addition to 

already above mentioned, this led me to think intensively about how such a method should look like 

and to whom could it be of some help. Of course, I got an important inspiration and found a lot of 

valuable information in articles, studies, books, and dissertations written by my colleagues Erin 

Headley, Imke David, my two late colleagues Sterling Scott Jones, Joseph Mathieson Skeaping and 

by Victor Penniman. Although behind their oeuvre stand many years of work, an active very 

successful career, and a series of extraordinary instructions, none of this works was primarily 

intended as a real method. 

 

For that reason, I thought that one work of such orientation and purpose, would not be out of place. 

I invested in it my own years of experience of playing17 and doing the research on both lire, dealing 

with the performance practice and with EM in general. 

 

This method will consist of two separate ones, one dedicated exclusively to the lira da braccio and 

other to the lirone. They have in common this introduction, a part dealing with the role, 

iconography, organology of both instruments18 and finally, real possibilities to reconstruct 

improvisation on them.19 

 
11

 I would like to call it a musicological laboratory. 

12
 At the Institute for Performance Practice of then Hochschule fur Musik and today's Universität fur Musik, Wien, 

under the watchful eye of my mentor, prof. dr. Hartmut Krones. 

13
 See in Appendix/ Lists/ Discography. 

14
 Within the ensemble Micrologus, in a duet with the German lute player Hans Brüderl and my recitals in Zadar and 

Zagreb in 2002. 

15
 See in Appendix/ Lists/ Links. 

16
 Or gave all possible information to people from various countries in America or Europe who asked for a help. 

17
 Concerning the performing early music from 1969 till 2007, dealing with the matter of performance practice since 

1974 till now, playing lira da braccio since 1981, lirone since 1984 and doing research and experiments on both lire 

since 1996 till today. 

18
 Taken from my Lire project; "Lira da braccio and Lirone: Reconstruction of Playing Technique and the Repertory", 

FINAL REPORT, (first German version in February 2001; published in Italian in 2004, updated 2011 after the Croatian 

version from 2009 and translated in English in 2018; see also my Bibliography in Appendix. 

19
 This is a concise version of my very extensive study on the subject; see on my website www.igorpomykalo.eu. 
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As can be seen from the content, I divided the entire material (exercises, music examples, and their 

comments i.e., instructions) into three levels. The first one is designed for complete beginners,20 the 

second for those who master some (modern, early or traditional) bowed instrument and the third one 

for colleagues who already play one or both lire and perhaps sing to their own accompaniment. 

 

To whom in particular could this method(s) serve? It is devoted to: 

 

a.My colleagues players of one or both lire who would like to go further and try the challenge of 

improvisation on them 

 

b.Players of (baroque and modern) bowed instruments; violins and violas, viol, cello, and double 

bass  

 

c.Players of medieval fiddle, vielle21 
 

d.All singers or instrumentalist and musicologists without any experience in playing bowed 

instruments but willing to experience the art of singing to their own accompaniment on a bowed 

instrument. 

 

To all interested people I most highly recommend trying and experience the singing to their own 

accompaniment on one or both lire. When I started to play both instruments in early and mid-

eighties (and this remained so until recently) I was the only one in the world who was able to sing to 

the accompaniment of one or another lira. I am very glad that this situation changed and today we 

have several specialist, female or male colleagues, who sing to their own accompaniment and/or 

play both lire on the same level. 

 

At the end, this edition is exclusively digital in nature and those interested can download it from my 

home page www.igorpomykalo.eu for free, as usual. There you will get some additional 

information and materials every now and then, always when something new comes to my mind. 

 

Igor Pomykalo, Tombolo/ Birkfeld 2022-24 

 

1.My Lira Project22 
 

On the University of Music in Vienna23, under the mentoring of prof. Ph.D. Hartmut Krones I was 

working on the project „Lira da braccio and lira da gamba: reconstruction of the playing 
technique and the repertory”, from autumn 1996 to February 2001, but my interest for both 

instruments and intense occupation with them had already started in the mid-seventies of the past 

century.  

 

 
20

 Which starts from "zero" because so far, they haven't had any experience with playing bowed (early or modern) 

instrument; for example, musicologists-theorists, singers, guitarists or lute players and musicians of the type, who for 

any reason would like to experience and understand how (one or both) lire worked in practice - in their time and today - 

at least superficially. 

21
 See in the Appendix/ Miscellaneous Texts/ 3.Medieval Fiddle, Vielle, and Lira da Braccio. 

22
 What follows is a very shortened version of my "Final" (you never know...) Project on both lire finished and 

published on web in 2018. For a complete version see on my home page www.igorpomykalo.eu  or on the platform 

www.academia.edu 

23  Lehrkanzel für Aufführungspraxis und Stillkunde, Abteilung für Musikpädagogik, Universität für Musik und 

darstellende Kunst Wien/ University of Music Vienna (Project no.: P11434-HIS). Project was realized with the assistance 

of the Wiener Forschungsfond (Vienna Research Fund). 
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From the very beginning of this Project there have been also an idea to write a kind of Manual on 

how to play both lire. Here my own (exclusively autodidact24) experience could be of some help. 

Recently, working on my “Sound and Video Library” I come across of several recordings made 

exactly for the purpose of teaching.25 

 

Why am I mentioning this? To explain how the whole idea of preparing this Method(s) gradually 

developed. Several times I started to write, to collect the music examples and exercises and then 

always somehow the whole idea went in the "background" but this time26 I decided finally to do it. 

 

During preparations (checking and cleaning, making choice of up to 20 years old drafts) it arose an 

idea that the one method should become two: one for lira da braccio and another for lirone. Then I 

decided to start with the first mentioned and only when this is finished to concentrate on the second 

one. The fact that lirone is a kind of viol make learning to play it not a difficult task for average viol 

players (also, giving them possibilities to earn some more money playing the renaissance 

"accordion"27 in a smaller or bigger renaissance or early baroque "band") make the necessity of a 

method for it less urgent as this is the case of the lira da braccio28. Since the time of Sterling Jones, 

Joseph Skeaping and me (mid-nineties of last century) there are still comparatively few performers 

playing (seriously) this instrument in spite of the fact that to learn it for an average (baroque, 

renaissance or modern) violin or viola player technically shouldn't present any problem. 

 

In both cases I mentioned "only" playing because within today (or in last 80 - 100 years) of EM 

Revival the basic concept how this music is performed and presented to modern public doesn’t 

differ very much from the “mainstream” music scene dominated by opera, oratorio or "Lied"; there 

is a woman or man soloist singing the solo part and there is a lutenist (or another plucked 

instrument), organ or cembalo player who is accompanying the soloist. This means ignoring the 

well-known performance practice which lived for (at least) two centuries (from the end of 15th till 

the mid 17th centuries but documented earlier during Middle Ages too) where the composer, singer 

and performer have been often united in ONE person. Because of that, I believe that if somebody 

want to occupy seriously with one or both lire29 singing to her or his own accompaniment should be 

a must from the very beginning.  

 

This is also the reason I decided to divide the whole method in three levels30 considering the 

(interesting and nice) possibility that some singers who have no experience with playing any bowed 

instrument want to dare this certainly not easy but great adventure. But this could equally give the 

chance to theoreticians, musicologist for instance, to understand how this glorious practice or arte 
of Italian Improvvisatori, canterini and cantori ad lyram was functioning five centuries ago. 

 

Here, I shall continue using the most important parts taken from my, above mentioned, lire project; 

in the case you would like to know more about the whole problematic you are welcomed to check 

the complete text on my homepage www.igorpomykalo.eu or on www.academia.edu or to send me 

your inquiry to ask@igorpomykalo.eu. 

 

 
24

 I tried to contact some colleagues who at that moment already achieved higher level of lira playing and asked for 

their help but - as usual in the small and complicated world of Early Music - never got the answer. 

25
 See on my homepage www.igorpomykalo.eu under I. POMYKALO’S SOUND AND VIDEO LIBRARY. 

26
 The advantage of the „third“age is that you know you have probably some more years but not the "whole life" to 

finish what you want to. 

27
 As one of my dear colleagues joking, of course, once said. 

28
 For many years now on platform www.accademia.edu exists the Manual for lira da gamba/lirone written by my 

colleague Victor G. Penniman, where you can find many useful advices how to start to play it. 

29
 Primary in the case of lira and less by lirone. 

30
 Absolute beginners, intermediate and advanced players. 



 11 

instrumental and vocal-instrumental ensembles. In many cases the music has been lost but the parts 

devoted to lire have been anyway improvised. In rare fortunate occasions where the music has been 

preserved (of course, written as a normal melody and not as “realisation” with chords or in tablature 

for lira…), we have no idea which of the two instruments have been used, which was the voice or 

part it performed nor how it was played. The only thing we find mentioned are indications (above or 

below the specific line of music) of the name lira or lirone. 
 

8.Some Thoughts About Lira da Braccio Methodology 
 

What would be the “right” approach to the lira technique of playing today? We are mostly coming 

from usual academic studies of modern violin or viola technique, some from the baroque violin and 

some from the medieval fiddle/ vielle. According to that, it is obvious that our approaches will be 

different as well as the practical results they will achieve. As in the EM in general it is almost 

impossible to tell what is right and what is wrong; we can only presume that some details could be 

more and other less close to that what we know or better, suppose, about the role, use and 

performance practice of the lira da braccio. 

 

Also, as already said, since lira da braccio has been an improvising instrument there are 

consequently almost no notated piece of music left. The only exception is the Ms Pesaro, where one 

of the owners decided to write down a small "bank" of chords for lira in comparison with the lute 

chords and adding two fragments for lira.50 And that's all what we got51, beside a number of 

sometimes not very clear written sources and luckily enough abundant iconography. 

 

Anyway, even if the possible reason why lira appeared on some or many pictures is a symbolic one, 

those representations could teach us a lot about the positions of both hands - if not looking through 

the eyes of (modern) violinist. I think it would be better to consider the less ”academic” technique 

used nowadays by blues, Roma or Sinti, classic Indian and various non-European traditional folk 

fiddlers i.e., violin players - techniques which are also chronologically closer to the baroque or even 

earlier technique of playing. 

 

When I say ”technique” I mean all those details of holding the lire as Sterling Scott Jones put 

together as a part of his throughout iconographical analysis.52 Of course, the images don’t give a 

clue of a sound, how the chords have been performed and how the whole thing have been 

improvised. 

 

But still we got many details which could serve to us as a starting point, the foundation, on which 

we could build our individual reconstructed technique of playing and the “repertory”53. 

 

Which, I think, is conform with the supposed practice at the end of 15th and during the 16th  

centuries; various types and sizes of lire demanded slightly different approach, various roles which 

lira played too. As with the blues, rock, or traditional folk music players, among vielle and lira da 

braccio players must have always been several levels of skill or capabilities. Some of them were 

primarily poets who accompanied their songs (learned by heart or improvised ad hoc) with couple 

of simple chords, others singing their own or songs by other poets with more ambitious and varied 

chordal accompaniment. As today, the real virtuosi have been rare and it seems that they have been 

 
50

 Beside all other uncertainties this is another one; could we base our reconstruction of the way cantori ad lyram at the 

end of 15th century played their instruments on a source from a half a century later? 

51
 What all of us have been using in our experiments and realisations in past 25 to 30 years. 

52
 See in the Appendix/ LIRA ICONOGRAPHY/ Tables 

53
 Mentioning the repertory: in his book on lira da braccio, S. Jones gave the first reconstructed repertory for the 

instrument. 
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capable to improvise "everything" simultaneously and without any preparation: words on any given 

theme54, melody, accompaniment and presumably virtuoso pre-, inter- and postludes.  

 

Later, during the 16th century, lira continued to play chords but probably started to use the 

ornamentation, diminution rules as any other soloistic or ensemble instrument.55 

 

VERY IMPORTANT 

 

Before start, it should be said that learning to play lira da braccio from any kind of written (staff or 

tablature) music is somehow wrong and in clear discord with the practice of its “heydays”, the 

method used by Indian gurus learning young students to play Indian instruments (the same could be 

said for any non-European, Eastern, traditional and classical music) would be more appropriate - no 

music at all and starting to use your memory from the very beginning. But we all went through 

some kind of western musical (academical or not) training and are “slaves” to the written music, 

which ironically as it utmost goal has to be able to perform56 various sonatas for solo instrument or 

concertos with piano accompaniment (or orchestra) by heart - without music… That’s why, like 

Sterling Jones and all others, I decided to use both staff notation and tablature in order to explain to 

the potential student how to play the chords on a bowed instrument and how to gradually enter the 

world of lira da braccio improvisation.  

 

But our final and most important goal will be that you shall be able to accompany the melody you 

are playing or singing with chords you know by heart and could perform them in any possible 

combination (chord progression) or tempo. At the beginning as a help, you shall have written-out 

chords in staff or tablature notation, later only in letters and at the end of the phase “playing from 

music”, only melody which you could (playing usually alone) each time harmonise in slightly 

different way. 

 

As I have said and written several times in various places, we cannot re-create “exactly” that what 

our colleagues canterini, improvvisatori, cantori ad lyram have been doing five centuries ago but 

we can try to come as close as possible to their improvised and (with exception of text, poetry, 

sometimes) unwritten art and practice.57 

 

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS 

 

The procedure of how the students of different levels (starting from A Beginners, go to B 

Intermediate or from Intermediate to C Advanced), could develop will be different, because of 

different backgrounds. For all of them the final goal should be to sing to their improvised 

accompaniment on the lira da braccio (or lirone), which is, formally, the end of a third, C 

Advanced, level. 

 

Obviously, the singers with no previous experience in playing bowed instruments, will have other 

way, priorities, or approaches than intermediate students already having well established practical 

 
54

 Which, as we know due to many testimonials, is not completely true; already canterini and especially cantori ad 
lyram prepared their skills of improvisation learning the rhetorical art of memory and using the formulaic elements.  

55 See in Introduction to C Advanced Level, Alternative Improvisation(s) on the lira da Braccio? 

56
 Already on exams and especially in concerts. 

57 One idea how to get “rid” of written music and start to reinforce your memory and belief that you can play without 

the music, could be to record your own playing, listen to it and repeat by heart. Then you can add some ornaments and 

start to experiment with chord-accompaniment. Even if I supposed this for the second B Intermediate level, you could 

start with it already in the A 2 Beginners level. 
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knowledge of playing modern violin or viola - even better if with some or lot of experience in 

playing medieval vielle, renaissance or baroque instruments of this kind. 

 

But I think there is no guarantee that the first one would have less chance to reach our most 

important goal. The same could be true for my (younger) colleagues who would start directly with 

the third, Advanced, level. If you are already acclaimed performer on one or another lira you could 

easily overlook some apparently “less” important things - depends on the reason why you decided 

to study and play early music in general and lire in particular. 

 

I am convinced that it is possible to reach this highest and the most important level on both lire. If 

this have been possible for harpsichord and organ players several decades ago, lute and viol players 

in last decade why wouldn’t it be possible for players of lira da braccio and lirone? 

 

Of course, we must have on our minds that playing and singing to the lira wasn’t same in the mid 

and at the end of 15th century, or at the beginning, mid and the end of the 16th century. During the 

2nd part of 16th and at the beginning of the 17th century lira started to act as a kind of violin with 7 

strings, performing alternatively chords and passages - like in the Marini’s Capriccio58. Its initial 

function as a chordal accompaniment of a voice slowly disappears, same as its improvising practice 

which was substituted by playing from the score. 

 

If we decided to study this fascinating instrument, we should be aware that information on playing 

technique, performance practice is scarce and music (almost) non-existent. But to make something 

new trying to re-create something old and lost could also present an enormous challenge - 

especially for creative younger musicians really interested in early music.  

 

Those who started as a total beginner doesn’t need to study in detail the ornaments of Ortiz or 

Ganassi, but some knowledge of repertoire will not harm their development. 

 

For experienced lira da braccio players only the second (C 2) sub-level could be interesting as one 

of the possibilities how to improvise on the lire. 

 

Even if the lira da braccio was primarily a soloist instrument (or “one man band”), during the 16th 

century it performed often in duo with lute, harp, or wind instruments or even in bigger ensembles, 

see intermedii and numerous iconographical evidence. In those situations its “freedom” in 

improvisation was certainly restricted as was the case of ensemble diminutions but also in ensemble 

lira could be very welcome and useful addition. 

 

 

 

 
58

 See in the Appendix/ 4.Facsimiles 
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LIRA METHOD 
 
Content       p.1 
 
Part One, Lira da braccio     p.2 
 
A FIRST LEVEL, BEGINNERS: 
 
1.Before you start the "Absolute beginner" level...  p.2 
 
2.Comments to the exercises      p.3 
 
3.Music Examples1:      p.3 
 
Soprano Lira 
 
A 1 Beginners: 
 
A 1.1 Lira Tuning and Exercises 1: no 1-21 
 

 Exercises 2: no 1 – 6 
 
A 2 Beginners       p.4 
 
A 2.1 Chord Exercises 
 
major to minor without and with using the highest E string. p.4 
 
A 2.2 Exercises with repertory    p.4  
 
3.Supporting Materials:      p.4 
 
3.1 S Lira Bank of Chords 1:  
 
a.MS Pesaro (original), same by me with chords using  
the highest E string. 
 
b.Chords used by me 
 
3.2 Homework: dances by D. da Piacenza: Bel Reguardo,  p.5 
 
G. Ebreo: Voltate in ça Rosina, G. Ebreo: Spero,  
 
G. Ebreo: La Gelosia and D. da Piacenza Pizochara,   
 
3.3 To make exercises: two empty pages   p.5  
 
Alto Lira, see above under Soprano lira 

 
1 Same for both Soprano (Violin) and Alto (Viola) Lira. 
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4.Charts for both Liras:     p.6 
 
4.1a/b S/A Lira da braccio - Normal tuning 
 
4.2a/b S/A Lira da braccio - Jones Tuning with 6 strings 
 
4.3a/b S/A Lira da braccio - Jones Tuning with 7 strings 
 
4.4 Combination of S and A Lire - Normal tuning 
 
4.5 Combination S and A Lire - Jones Tuning 
 
4.6 Combination S and A Lire and MIDI Numbers 
 
Important       p.6 
 
 
Part I, LIRA DA BRACCIO 
 
I tried to make the number of musical examples, exercises and pieces of reconstructed 
repertory clear and not too extensive. For all of you who will be “hungry” for more 
challenges I prepared a really exhaustive collection of examples of various kind, having as a 
main purpose to lead you to our declared utmost goal: an independent and creative 
improvisation on the lira da braccio. 
 
A FIRST LEVEL, BEGINNERS: 
 
This, first, level is meant for singers, players of plucked, wind and keyboard instruments, 
musicologist, theorists and all other interested people which have no knowledge of playing 
the bowed instruments but are able to read the staff notation. 
 
1.BEFORE YOU START THE "ABSOLUTE BEGINNER" LEVEL... 
 
At the beginning, if you have not the possibility to lend or you hesitate to buy a lira da 
braccio before you tried to see if you could and would like to learn how to play it, there is a 
relatively simple and cheap alternative to start. The cheap Chinese violin or viola is certainly 
not a "Stradivari" but sounds not to bad and gives everyone a possibility to start learning how 
to play lira da braccio.  
 
An important role is played by the size of the lira (soprano or alto) and the physical 
predisposition of the individual player, such as the length of the arms and the size of the 
hand/wrist. 
 
In the case you already decided to buy a lira da braccio you should keep on your mind that 
bigger instrument (like big viola) probably sounds nicer but is also tiring when playing 
melody alone and even more tiring when playing the three to four notes chords. 
 
Here we came to the next question, holding of the lira da braccio. Based on Jones’ and my 
studies of iconography I decided to consider the three basic positions: on the shoulder, at the 
neck (under the chin?) and on the chest. In all three cases the iconography shows the variants 
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using vertical slant position, pointing the top of the instrument higher or lower etc. To that, I 
took over from Jones the positions across the chest (distinguishing holding like the guitar, 
“on” and “in the” elbow) and in the lap or viol-like.2 Due to my various experiments, I think 
the positions across the chest are the most problematic and even using the guitar strap or belt 
this way of holding allows to you only very restrained use of a bow. The first position, "high 
on the shoulder", is particularly useful if you play a big (alto) lira and want to sing to your 
own accompaniment.3 
 
Again, what we could deduce from abundant iconography is that the holding of a lira was 
obviously not “standardised” and so everybody could choose the one which suits your 
individual preferences and physical predispositions better.4 
 
The next question is holding the bow. Judging on most iconographic representations (both by 
Jones and me), the majority of depictions (lira played or not) represent the bows with frog or 
handle; are the frogs fixed or movable is not possible to deduce. The “real” bow (without the 
arrow…) is possible to see on only few examples. 
 
Sterling Scott Jones analysis of about 100 and mine of another 200 iconographical examples 
demystified the believe that the bow of lira da braccio must have been extra-long: 
summarising it could be said that the majority of depicted bows are of medium, followed by 
short size whether the long ones are relatively rare. The holding should be more light, closer 
to the “baroque” than the modern one - which will result in lesser pressure on the strings. 
 
There are at least two ways how to perform the three to five notes chords:  
 
1.Performance of notes arpeggio i.e., in broken chords like on the violin 
 
2.Playing them as simultaneous as possible, certainly much easier if your bridge, like 
documented on earlier iconographical sources, is only slightly curved or almost flat. 
 
3.Playing with a drone, "medieval" - like, more suitable for the music of the mid to late 15th 
century but not for later period of 16th century, when lira da braccio played an important role 
in many Intermedii – especially in those for "La Pellegrina", from 1598. 
 
2.COMMENTS to the EXERCICES and MUSIC EXAMPLES5 
 
I decided to divide the section "Absolute Beginners" in two sub-levels: A 1 and A 2. 
 
3.Music Examples/ Soprano Lira6: 
 
A 1 BEGINNERS7: 
 

 
2 In the case you want to know more about the lira Iconography please check in my study “New Contribution to 
the lira da braccio Iconography”, 2022 on this home page. 
3 And this was and should be most appropriate way of doing the thing! 
4 Of course, there are some depictions where you can see that the painter haven’t had no idea how to hold and 
play the lira, so we shouldn’t take iconographical sources too literary… 
5 Separately for both Soprano (Violin) Lira and Alto (Viola) Lira. 
6 The texts is the same for both lire. 
7 If you are starting on the violin or viola you can forgot the bass strings and the 1st „course“ on the fingerboard. 
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A 1.1 Lira Tuning and exercises 1: no 1-21 
 
Exercises 2, with 3 (4) and 4 (5) Strings, no 1 – 6 

 
In order to get used of holding the instrument and playing with the bow on one but especially 
several strings, those first exercises will give you the opportunity to get familiar with the 
instrument - this also applies if you are using a modern violin or viola. Exercises 1 to 7 will 
help you with this. Exercises from No. 8 to No. 18 use several pairs of strings in various 
rhythmic combinations, which will gradually prepare you for further exercises. Exercises No. 
19 to 21 include three and four strings - in fact with strings doubled in octave, four and five 
strings respectively. You will see this clearly on p. 4 and 5 where I gradually introduce you to 
the "world" of tablature, which was used in the Renaissance and Baroque not only for 
plucked instruments such as the lute, but also for bowed ones such as viol, lira da braccio and 
lirone.  
 
There are also rare examples of tablature for the violin. In addition, from exercise no. 2 
onwards you shall start using the first three fingers of your left hand8, which leads you to the 
next important step in learning lira da braccio, the performance of chords. 
 
A 2 BEGINNERS: 
 
A 2.1 Chord Exercises: major to minor without and with using the highest E string. 
 
Chord exercises can be performed initially with one bar of a pause in between, so that you 
have enough time to think and prepare your fingers for the next chord. We start with the 
change of major to minor chord, followed by the basic degrees (which you also know from 
blues, i.e., rock music) I - IV - I and I - V – I, followed by somewhat more complicated 
chords and finally with those in which we also use the highest E (on the violin) or A (on the 
viola) string. 
 
A 2.2 Exercises with repertory: dance Ingrata in staff notation and tablature: melody alone, 
chords alone and melody with chords. 
 
These exercises bring you for the first time in contact with the reconstructed repertoire. 
Almost from the very beginning of my involvement with the lire, I started to play Italian 
monophonic dances of the late 15th century, trying to add simple chords to the melody, "by 
ear". You will first try to play the melody at a very slow tempo, using normal notation, but I 
strongly recommend that you start to use tablature as soon as possible, using staff notation 
only as a control. Then you play the chords alone and only when you manage to play each of 
them i.e. melody and chords without difficulty, try to combine them. Singers9 can try to sing 
the melody to their own accompaniment already at this stage! 
 
3.Supporting Materials: 
 
I also add some other additional materials to the exercises, such as a bank of chords as 
follows, and homework that will help you to consolidate your experience and knowledge 

 
8 Use of a fourth finger is very important in some chords but a bit difficult and tiring on bigger lire... 
9 Which is not „forbidden“ to all others… 
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gained so far. It is up to you to deal with the bank of chords as much as possible and to learn 
at least the basic chords by heart, in which the homework will also help you with. 
 
As with learning any instrument (and this is also true for any learning), you must have 
enough patience to get from these two beginner stages to the intermediate one, in which you 
shall start gradually enjoying playing and accompanying your singing - which is our main 
goal for now. 
 
3.1 S Lira Bank of Chords (A 2 level): 
 
a.MS Pesaro (original), same by me with chords using the highest E string. 
 
b.Chords used by me 
 
I would recommend that you print the pages with bank of chords to have this always "at the 
hand" during learning and practising in this level - at least so long that you have understood 
how lira works and until you don't know all important chords by heart. 
 
To make exercises: you have two pages with tuning of S Lira, two staves for staff and one for 
tablature notation 
 
3.3 Homework.10  
 
Here I gave five more dances by both dance masters Domenico da Piacenza and Guglielmo 
Ebreo da Pesaro, in staff notation and tablature. Your task will be using the first four bars 
(where you have both melody and chords) as model, and to fill the chords in the rest of 
pieces.  
 
In this way you can practice reading and playing from the tablature and memorise the 
chords.11  
 
1.D. da Piacenza: Bel Reguardo 
 
2.G. Ebreo da Pesaro: Voltate12 
 
3.G. Ebreo da Pesaro: Spero 
 
4.D. da Piacenza: La giloxia (gelosia) 
 
5.D. da Piacenza: La Pizochara 
 
As an additional help you have also the Charts, representing all notes on all strings in staff 
notation combined with Italian tablature numbers, Jones variant for highest string13, Jones 

 
10 In this level. separately for both Soprano and Alto lire. 
11 It is up to you to decide if you shall print those pages and write the chords in or try to memorise them from the 
beginning. 
12 By this peace you could try different approaches how to accompany the melody, a “Renaissance”-way using 
simple chords and later adding to melody some passing notes or ornaments or “medieval”-way using sustained 
or rhythmic “drones”. 
13 A whole tone lower: D instead of E on Soprano and G instead of A on Alto Lira. 
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and my proposals how to represent the accidentals b and # on a bowed instrument without 
frets. They should help you to visually understand and memorize the logic, problems, and 
possibilities of a lira.14 
 
4.Charts: 
 
4.1a/b S/A Lira da braccio - Normal tuning 
 
4.2a/b S/A Lira da braccio - Jones Tuning with 6 strings 
 
4.3a/b S/A Lira da braccio - Jones Tuning with 7 strings 
 
4.4 Combination of S and A Lire - Normal tuning 
 
4.5 Combination S and A Lire - Jones Tuning 
 
4.6 Combination S and A Lire and MIDI Numbers 
 
Important: 
 
In this level you are learning to use both, normal staff notation and tablature, but from the 
very beginning you should try to memorize all chords starting with the basic ones. Also, you 
should try to sing the highest notes of a chord or (unisono, in higher or lower octave) melody 
you are performing on the lira. Even if you shall continue to learn and to play from the 
written exercises and examples you should always keep on mind that our utmost goal is an 
oral, unwritten, improvised, performance. 
 
 

 
14 Exceptionally, the pdf file with Charts unites those for both lire. 
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B SECOND LEVEL, INTERMEDIATE: 
 
1.Introduction and Comments to this Level   p.1 
 
Comments to the exercises      p.2 
 
Music Examples:       p.2 
 
B 1 Intermediate: 
 
B 1.1 Lira-Chords on Violin:      p.2 
 
a. Choice of "Lira" Chords from J.S.Bach’s  
Solo Violin Sonata No.1 
 
b. Lira-chords on Violin N(ormal Tuning) 
 
c. Lira-chords on Violin D (Highest String tuned D instead of E) 
 
B 1.2 Bank of Chords:      p.2 
 
a.Chords Bank for Soprano Lira,  
 
b.Chords Bank for Alto Lira  
 
B 1.3 Chord Exercises:      p.3 
 
B 2 Intermediate:           
        
B 2.1 D. Ortiz: Clausulas (a choice) 
 
B 2.2 S. Ganasi: a.Ornamentation, b.Chords on the Viol 
 
B 2.3 A Choice from the Intermedi for La Pellegrina, 1589  p.4 
 
A Choice from my own repertory for lira da braccio 
 
2.Some Additional Advices for this Level    p.4 
 
3.Singing to the lire       p.5 
 
B Intermediate Level, Introduction and Comments:  
 
This level too consists of two sub-levels. B 1 is meant for people having made at least some 
experience playing bowed instruments of any kind and music style and for those who already 
finished the first, Absolute Beginners, level. B 2 is meant for players of renaissance or 
baroque violin or viola and has a bit more demanding character.  
 
Players of medieval vielle will find additional advice and music examples in the Appendix/ 
Miscellaneous Texts/ 3.Medieval Fiddle, Vielle, and Lira da Braccio 
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If you belong to the B 1 category it could help if you make a fast experience with exercises of 
A 2 Beginners Level, just to get a feeling of playing double, triple etc. stops on a bowed 
instrument. 
 
As a next very important thing you should try to get familiar with all lira da braccio chords 
collected by S. Jones, J. M. Skeaping and me based on Pesaro Ms. and on our personal 
experience and year-long experiments, concerts and recordings. About singing to the lira see 
at the end of this level. 
 
1.COMMENTS TO THE SECOND, B INTERMEDIATE LEVEL: 
 
Starting with this level I decided to give all examples (with exception of Bank of Chords) in 
only one version for Soprano lira da braccio i.e., for violin. As diplomate in modern viola I 
remember that most viola players could read the music for solo violin directly from normal 
violin editions - music sounding a fifth lower. In any case, you have the tablature which 
should became your normal notation before you shall become free of using any notation. 
  
B 1 
 
Music Examples: 
 
B 1.1a Choice of "Lira" Chords from J.S.Bach’s Solo Violin Sonata No.1 
 
B 1.1b Lira-chords on Violin N(ormal Tuning) 
 
B 1.1c Lira-chords on Violin D (Highest String tuned D instead of E) 
 
For all (modern, baroque, or traditional) violin or viola players: the best start would be to 
realize that at least some of chords you played on your instrument are same or very similar to 
those once performed on the lira da braccio. For this sake I give first a selection of those 
chords you can find in J.S. Bach Solo Violin Sonata No.1. Then you have two possibilities, 
bank of chords “alla lira” for normally tuned violin (or viola, see above) or a variation 
proposed for lira by Sterling Jones where the highest string is tuned a whole tone lower, D 
instead an E. 
 
You can, if you want, compare those chords with other in the Lira Bank of Chords and will 
see that many of those are playable on your violin or viola – of course without bass strings 
and doubling in octave like on the “real” lira da braccio. 
 
B 1.2 Bank of Chords1: 
 
a Chords used by me – Lira da braccio Soprano 
 
b My choice of S. Jones Chords, Lira da braccio Soprano 
 
c Soprano Lira Chords used by Joseph M. Skeaping 
 

 
1 First for Soprano and then for alto lira 



 3 

As in the first A 1 and A 2 BEGINNERS LEVEL, I give to you a Bank of Chords, this time 
containing many more of them and more complicated ones. Beside the Chord Exercises you 
have in the Music Examples, you can try to use the Bank of Chords for same purpose, trying 
to master them, combine them according to your will or choice and start to memorise them. 
First, only the basic ones and then all of them.  
B 1.3 Chord Exercises: 
 
1.3.1 Major - Minor Chords, without using the highest string E 
 
1.3.2 Major - Minor Chords using the highest string E 
 
1.3.3 I – IV – I degrees 
 
1.3.4 I – V – I degrees 
 
1.3.5 I – IV - V – I degrees 
 
1.3.6 Other Chords 
 
Only when you feel comfortable with those Chord Exercises you can go to the  
B 2 Sub-Level. 
 
B 2  
 
B 2.1 D. Ortiz: Clausulas (a choice)2  
 
Those clausulas, modules for ornamenting the melodies especially cadencies, could serve 
those more ambitious of you who would like to play lira like some lira-virtuoso from the end 
of 15th and beginning of 16th centuries did. We could suppose that this was done in the case 
the lira player performed an instrumental solo or some shorter preludes, inter- or postludes 
between his or her improvised singing or reciting to their own accompaniment.3 
 
B 2.2 S. Ganasi: a.Ornamentation rules4 and b.bass viol pieces 
 
Even if Ganassi treatise on playing recorder and ornamentation “La Fontegara”5 is of an 
earlier date (1535) his ornaments are more complicated of Ortiz, which is why I recommend 
dealing with them after you feel comfortable with Ortiz Clausulas. Both follow the idea how 
to ornament the space between various intervals, starting with interval of second and so on. 
His other work, “Regola Rubertina” devoted to viol is interesting from various points. Here, 
beside some advices and exercises on playing technique and interpretation, he gives for the 
first time several examples where double and triple stops are used, also adding an example 
how to transform a three-voice madrigal in a version for voice with viol accompaniment.  

 
2 See also in the Appendix/ Additional Music/ 1.Ortiz 
3 As usual in the original the accidentals like # have not been added - it’s up to you to use it or not. 
4 See also in the Appendix/ Additional Music/ 2.Ganassi 
5 Full title: Opera intitulata Fontegara, la quale insegna a sonare di flauto chon tutta l’arte opportuna a esso 
istromento massime il diminuire il quale sara utile ad ogni istrumento di fiato et chorde: et anchora a chi si 
dileta di canto. / … which teaches how to play the flute with all the art appropriate to that instrument, especially 
the diminishing which will be useful for every wind and stringed instrument: and also for those who delight in 
singing 
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Very important are his information on lira da braccio playing technique.6 
 
B 2.3 A Choice from the Intermedi for La Pellegrina, 1589 
 
I have included my realisations of chords for two lire da braccio for Sinfonia by C. Malvezzi 
from the first intermedio, for one lira in the case of O valoroso Dio by L. Marenzio (3rd 
intermedio), for two lire and a lirone for O che nuovo miracolo by E. Dei Cavalieri and for  
O fortunato giorno, (a 30) by C. Malvezzi, both from 6th intermedio. The idea was to 
demonstrate how something like this could function but of course each of you would make 
your own (not written) realisation for the concert performance or a studio recording. 
 
B 2.4 A Choice from my own repertory for lira da braccio 
 
2.Some Additional Advices for this Level 
 
1.Try to learn by heart all chords from above sources and try to combine them somehow in 
order to master the chord changes. When these functions, try to play and learn by memory the 
most important (typical) chord progressions of the 16th and the early 17th centuries.  
 
2.Parallel to that, start to learn the Italian tablature7 on the lira but the "Sterling Jones 
version" where the highest line represents the highest string.8 To master the tablature it is 
very useful if you are intending to study and "intabulate" some more pieces from a huge 
repertory preserved for the renaissance lute. You should start to make as many as possible 
"homework", making transcriptions from the staff notation to the tablature and vice versa.  
 
3.Another useful exercise and practice (at least until we are still "slaves to the notation" but 
know already by heart all basic chords) could be to add letters for chords under the melodies: 
uppercase for major and lowercase for minor chords9, adding numbers 7 for seventh chord, 4 
-3 for suspension etc.10  
 
Concentrate on the examples taken from viol treatise by Diego Ortiz, 1553: 
 
a) the violin or viola players should work on and memorise at least some of the easier Ortiz´s 
advice how to ornament various interval leaps.  
 
b)as the next possibility, the lira da braccio players should try to perform at least some (for 
example no. 1 and 2 in B 2.4 Choice from my Repertory for lira)) of proposed pieces playing 
melody and adding chords underneath, gradually adding some of already learned, memorised 
graces/ ornaments by Ortiz. 
 

 
6 There Ganassi, who presumably himself played lira da braccio, promises to write a book on this instrument. 
We don’t know if he ever did this, or this book or treatise has been lost like many other important scores of 
music from this period. See in the Appendix/ Miscellaneous Texts/ 2.Contemporary Memories on Lira 
7 Where the lowest of 6 lines represents the highest string on the lute. 
8 This author also proposed the alternate tuning for lira in order that the interval between two highest strings is 
not a fifth but fourth like on the lute. 
9 Or using the only uppercase but adding a lowercase „m“ for minor. 
10 I used this „method“ for most years of my concert career. It is up to you to decide spontaneously (especially if 
playing lirone) which version i.e. position of certain chords you want to use. 
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Dalza “Tastar de corde” pieces (same as Bossinensis ricercari, various fantasias etc. could 
give you an idea how the instrumentalists (not only professional musicians but many 
amateurs too) improvised and ornamented their music and we could only suppose that this 
was similar for lira da braccio players too. Numerous pieces in my lira da braccio repertory 
could give to you an overview and idea where you could search later and find more ideas - 
always trying to use this as a “reservoir”, a “tank” of ideas for your own future improvised 
performance.11 
 
3.Singing to the Liras, for Non - Singers 
 
Already in the first, A Beginners, level I have recommended trying to sing the highest notes 
of the chord or melodies of dances together with the lira in order to feel the sensation of the 
singing to her/his own accompaniment. 
 
But, as we know from Ganassi, it was also possible that singer sings the bass line with chords 
sounding above. This can help to “complete” some chords having the third or even fifth as a 
lowest note. 
 
I thought that some of my own experiences as non-singer who (mostly as an autodidact12) 
learned to sing to his own accompaniment (first on medieval bowed and plucked instruments 
as vielle, rebec, Dalmatian lyra-lijerica, gusle and mandolin and later on both lire, da braccio 
and da gamba), could help those in same position. Here I think on all instrumentalists, music 
theoreticians or musicologists. 
 
Supposing that most ioculatores, jongleurs and minstrels of Middle Ages as well as canterini 
and humanist cantori ad lyram haven’t been professional singers in the first line, I tried to 
imagine how this could work. Similar as with playing technique on lire where we on our 
disposition have the technique of playing of their modern equivalents like violin and viola, 
cello, (or even much better viol in the case of lirone), for singing we have two possibilities: 
the way traditional singers particularly those in Southern Europe are singing or the modern 
technique of singing excluding the use of continuous “operatic” vibrato or similar.  
 
Some thirty years ago, after some searching, I found on web a method written by American 
singer/ teacher Seth Riggs13, devoted primarily to singers of pop or rock music. 
One of the most important things have been singing exercises on various vowels combined 
with consonants etc. To that, I added the edition of Vaccai songs14 which have been familiar 
to me since my childhood, listening my mother working with her pupils. 
 
In practice, I separated the learning of sung part with text, from accompaniment with chords, 
mostly already known before. When combining both, your singing and playing, you can try 
first to sing using vowels or na, la, and to add the texts only when you feel comfortable. 
 
It goes without saying that you have to know the signification of the text you want to sing and 
that your pronunciation and declamation are clear and comprehensible. You can also try to 

 
11 A choice from my repertory could be useful also latter, at least at the beginning of the third, C Advanced 
Level. See my ideas and proposals for further experiments in the Appendix. 
12 I got just couple of lessons by my mother, a renowned concert singer and solo singing pedagogue. 
13 Singing for the Stars, Alfred Music, 1992. 
14 Niccola Vaccai: Methodo pratico di canto, 1832, mod. Ed. Ricordi 1990. 
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recite on one tone to your accompaniment because it is possible that some of canterini/ 
cantori ad lyram used this way of performance of poetry.   
 
Remember that our goal is not necessarily bel canto much more singing to one’s own 
accompaniment on the bowed instrument lira. Most canterini and cantori ad lyram haven’t 
been great singers nor virtuoso players of the lira but their performances (as reported on 
many occasions) included the elements of very suggestive acting. Of course, if you want, you 
could concentrate more on the quality of tone production and interpretation, achieving the 
level of some rare, exceptional singer-poets-lira players. 
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