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In Venice in 1507, Ottaviano Petrucci printed Francesco Spinacino’s Libro primo e 
Libro secondo, which was the first ever edition of lute tablature1 in movable type. 
This was followed the next year by Giovan Maria Alemanno’s Libro terzo (since 
lost)2, and in 1509 by a Libro quarto by Joan Ambrosio Dalza. The ‘Libro primo’ of 
Franciscus Bossinensis’s Tenori e contrabassi intabulati col sopran in canto figurato 
per cantar e sonar col lauto was also published in 1509, with the ‘Libro secondo’ 
following in 1511. 

The Intabolatura de lauto Libro primo and Libro Secondo by Francesco Spinacino 
contain 81 compositions, consisting of 27 Ricercars and 54 tablatures of Franco-
Flemish vocal music.3 These are preceded by the Regola per quelli che non sanno 
cantare (Rule for those who do not know how to sing), which provides an 
explanation of the tablature: in other words, a key to playing 16th century lute music.

In his Ricercars and the arrangements of vocal music, Spinacino reveals extensive 
musical culture and remarkable variety in his handling of form. In some of the 
Ricercars monothematic elements prevail, while in others dance motifs are skilfully 
interwoven with echoes of vocal material.

This style is even more evident in the pieces for two lutes, which suggest 
developments in the art of improvisation based on well-established theoretical 
precepts and consolidated practice4. Of particular importance is the Ricercar de tutti 
li toni, which systematically proceeds through each of the eight ecclesiastical modes. 
In this sense it is practically a treatise of how to pass from one mode to the next, 
exposing the diversities of the modal system within one piece consisting of 186 tactus-
beats. Clearly in his musical creativity Spinacino tended towards experimentation, a 
fact that is even more evident in the last Ricercar of the first book, where the player 
constructs cadences on each of the 12 semitones of the chromatic octave. Thus the 
most important features of the work are its structural balance and the innovation 
implicit in creating the cadences on the octave semitones. Arguably there is no other 
instrumental or vocal work composed during the 16th century that embodies such 
astounding and effective musical innovation.5 

OTTAVIANO PETRUCCI 1446–1539
Tablatures for Lute (1507-1511)

FRANCESCO SPINACINO  
(late 15th century)
Libro primo (1507)
1. Recercare de tutti li toni 3’58
2. Recercare f.43 1’27
3. Recercare f.49 3’50
4. Recercare f.44 3’58
5. Recercare f.51 2’12
6. Recercare f.52 2’24
7. Recercare f.53 6’27

Libro secondo (1507)
8. Recercare f.54v 1’48
9. Recercare f.55v 2’48

JOAN AMBROSIO DALZA 
(late 15th century)
Libro quarto (1508)
10. Calata alla spagnola 1’23
11. Pavana alla venetiana 1’31
12. Saltarello I 1’48

13. Tastar de corde 1’18
14. Calata de strambotti 1’44
15. Caldibi castigliano 1’46
16. Recercar 0’33
17. Pavana alla ferrarese 2’25
18. Saltarello II 2’26
19. Piva 1’16
20. Tastar de corde 1’19
21. Recercar dietro 1’12
22. Poi che volse la mia stella 1’35

FRANCISCUS BOSSINENSIS  
(1485-1535) 
Tenori e contrabassi (1509-1511)
23. Recercare 1 0’39
24. Recercare 2 0’25
25. Recercare 3 0’33
26. Recercare 4 0’40
27. Recercare 5 0’49
28. Recercare 6 0’54
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With respect to the two earlier Libri by Francesco Spinacino, the compilation of 
works by Joan Ambrosio Dalza contains a variety of instrumental forms, including 
the first ever mention of “tastar de corde”. This was a short composition that 
alternates harmonic elements with rapid monodic passages. In this sense it precedes, 
and was perhaps the stylistic model for, the Fantasia de consonancyas y redoubles 
that appeared in Luys Milan’s Libro de Musica de vihuela de mano intitulado “El 
Maestro”, published in Valencia in 1536.

A “tastar de corde” was often followed by a Ricercar, usually in the monodic style, 
though chords also featured here and there.

The references to dance motifs and rhyming couplets are explicit: “Poi che volse la 
mia stella”, a vocal composition by Bartolomeo Tromboncino, is an example of how 
a piece originally conceived for four voices can be effectively adapted to solo lute.

The dance forms found in this collection are Pavana alla ferrarese, Saltarello, 
Piva, or indeed Pavana alla venetia(na), Saltarello, Piva, which embody the seeds 
of a tripartite instrumental development with thematic and harmonic elements 
that undergo rhythmic variance in a manner that heralds the later evolution of the 
Suite. The Calata alla spagnola and the Caldibi castigliano reveal the close cultural 
relationship between Italy and Spain during that period.6 Dalza’s compositions are 
more direct and popular in orientation, however, especially when compared with the 
refinement and originality of Spinacino’s somewhat loftier style.

The Ricercars composed by Franciscus Bossinensis are included in the volume 
Tenori e contrabassi intabulati col sopran in canto figurato per cantar e sonar col 
lauto (Libro primo and Libro secondo)7. These are the only two collections to have 
come down to us, though we know from a sonnet that accompanied the dedication to 
Barbarigo that there was originally also a third volume.

The Ricercars written by Bossinensis were more than just preludes to vocal pieces. 
Indeed, the handling of instrumentation is so visionary and original that it warrants 
further study.

Francesco Spinacino
He was born in the city of Fossombrone, probably around 1485. In the preface to the 
first of the two collections of music for lute published by Spinacino in Venice around 
1507 (the only absolutely certain date pertaining to his lifetime), the poet Cristoforo 
Gigante described him as “a true heir to Orpheus”. Spinacino was probably still 
alive in 1520, since Philippo Oriolo da Bassano mentioned him in the poem Monte 
Parnaso, where he included him in a list of names of the great lutenists of the 15th 
century.

Joan Ambrosio Dalza
Nothing has come down to us about Dalza’s life. He was probably born in the Milan 
area, and died there as well. All that we do know relates to the publication of his 
Quarto Libro, printed in Venice in December 1508.

Franciscus Bossinensis (Franjo Bosanac)
He was born towards the middle of the 15th century in Bosnia, though he was 
probably of Venetian origin. We know nothing about his early years, or his training 
as a musician. Various sources claim that he was engaged as a musician in Bosnia 
around the end of the 1400s, but there is no direct evidence to confirm this. The only 
extant biographical data is to be found in the editions of his works, which reveal him 
to have been active in Venice from 1509 through to 1511, as an instrumentalist in the 
employ of the Venetian Girolamo Barbarigo, protonotary apostolic and dean of the 
chapter of St. Mark’s from 25 August 1501.

Ottaviano (Ottavio) Petrucci (de’ Petrucci)
He was born in Fossombrone on 18 June 1466 to Giovanni Lodovico Baldi Petrucci, 
and he died in the autumn of 1538. The various sources that provide us with material 
for reconstructing his biography are to be found in S. Boorman’s study, O. P.: 
catalogue raisonnée (New York 2006), which also features an analytical description 



1)  Despite the privilege conferred on Marco dall’Aquila in 1505, the first two printed editions of 
lute music published in 1507 contained works by Francesco Spinacino

2)  The composer was in the service of the Duke of Urbino in 1510, and later in that of Pope 
Leone X

3)  The Intabolatura de lauto Libro Primo, Venice, 1507, contains 38 compositions, of which 17 
are ricercars and 21 arrangements of songs by Josquin, Brumel, Busnois, plus a Regula pro illist 
qui canere nesciunt, also in Italian. The Intabolatura de lauto Libro Secondo, Venice, 1507, 
contains 43 compositions: 10 ricercars, and 33 arrangements of songs by Josquin, Brumel, 
Busnois, plus the Regula already mentioned.  
   Now kept at the Jagiellonska Library in Cracow, the only known copies of Spinacino’s 
lute books were probably purchased in Florence by the collector Georg Pölchau, and later 
bought by the Berlin collection (part of the Prussian State Library). There they remained 
until the onset of the Second World War, when they were hidden in a monastery in Grüssau, 
along with manuscripts by Mozart and Beethoven. At the end of the war, the border between 
Germany and Poland changed substantially, and the monastery ended up in Polish territory. 
The collection was moved from the monastery to the Jagiellonska Library, thus becoming State 
property available for research.

4)  The most famous virtuoso player of this typically 15th century practice was Pietrobono dal 
chitarino, who was active at the Este court towards the middle of the century.

5)  Venice, O. Petrucci, 27 March 1509. This comprised 70 pieces for voice and lute, and 
26 ricercars for solo lute. It was followed by a Libro secondo, also printed by Petrucci in 
Fossombrone on 10 May 1511, consisting of 56 pieces for voice and lute and 20 ricercars. 
Unique copies of the two volumes are now kept at the Biblioteca Braidense in Milan.

6)  Half a century after Spinacino, Giacomo Gorzanis composed a series of 48 Passamezzi and 
Saltarelli in major and minor modes on the 12 semitones of the octave. The work is preserved 
in one of the Heinrich Herwarth manuscripts in the Bayerische Stadtsbibliothek in Munich. 
Ness has described it as a cycle of 24 pairs of Passamezzo-Saltarello that cover all the major 
and minor modes, adding that it could be considered a sort of “well-tempered lute”. Vincenzo 
Galilei likewise produced a series of 24 ricercars in major and minor modes on each of the 12 
semitones of the octave in the enlarged Fronimo edition of 1584.

7)  Dalza’s Libro Quarto consists of 42 dances, three of which are for two lutes. It also comprises 
four vocal tablatures, nine Ricercars, five Tastar de corde and a Caldibi Castigliano that 
probably derived from an Arab melody known as “Calvi Vi Valvi, calvi arravi”, which suggests 
that Dalza was familiar with the Arab lute tradition of medieval Andalusia.

of all the known editions. The great historical significance of Petrucci’s activities as a 
printer relates to the fact that he printed the first book of polyphony with moveable 
type, and was one of the first to print sheet music using the same technique. The 
quality of his products was remarkable, as was that of his main rival, the Istrian 
Andrea Antico, who printed from woodcuts and was active in Rome and Venice 
between the second and fourth decades of the century. Despite this, however, both of 
them found that the techniques they adopted were uneconomical. Although Petrucci 
certainly heralded the great boom in Italian music printing of the 1500s, when the 
madrigal also flourished, the development was essentially due to the fact that from 
1538 Venetian printers such as Antonio Gardano and Girolamo Scotto turned to the 
single-impression system of printing.



Sandro Volta is appreciated 
for his performances 
of Renaissance and 
Baroque lute works. 
Since the late 1980s, 
his busy international 
concert schedule and 
recordings have brought 
him widespread fame. As 
a soloist and accompanist 
he has recorded for the 
Dynamic, Arion France, 
Tactus and Brilliant 
Classics labels.

He won 1st prize at 
the Gold Theater in San 
Francisco, and was also 
awarded the Grand Prix du 
Disque in Paris in 1994.

Playing period instruments, he has greatly contributed to the rediscovery of guitar 
music of the 17th to 19th centuries.

His publications include Gabriello Chiabrera, la Musica e i Musicisti, a major 
study and catalogue of the relationship between music and poetry in the 1600s. He 
also directed for Le Luth Doré Editions (Paris) the new edition of Marc’Antonio del 
Pifaro’s Intavolatura de Lauto.

“Following volume 1, which came out in 2014 (Brilliant Classics 94805), the 
Italian lutenist Sandro Viola, a great expert on the Renaissance period, has pursued 
his devotion to the repertoire by recording a series of Ricercars composed by 
Marco Dall’Aquila. Apart from the Ricercars, he also plays with great mastery 
and expression some lovely fantasies that already reveal considerable structure. 
The recording ends with two interesting and rare lute duos, which he plays with 
Fabio Refregeri. Like the famous Francesco da Milano, Marco Dall’Aquila greatly 
contributed to the rise of Italian lute music during the 16th century. The twenty pieces 
recorded here reveal the extraordinarily inventive nature of lute polyphony. This is 
intimate, soothing music that takes the listener back in time” (Philippe Zanoly).
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