
A Suite of Three Songs from Arbeau’s Orchesographie  
Arranged for  Hammered Dulcimer  

 
 
 
Summary: 
 
Three tunes have been selected from Thoinot Arbeau’s 1589 
manual of French court dance, Orchesographie, and arranged 
for hammered dulcimer, an instrument well-known 
throughout Western Europe by the mid-15th century, and 
depicted in several media being played by French noble 
women of the 15th and 16th centuries. The tunes selected are 
“Belle Qui Tiens Ma Vie,”  “Jouyssance”  and “Bransle 
d’Ecosse.”  
 
 
 
 
The Hammered Dulcimer  - or igins 
 
In the United States, the hammered dulcimer is most commonly associated with Appalachian 
Folk music. However, the instrument is intimately suited to the music of the Middle Ages and 
Early Renaissance as well, and is closely related to the plucked, or hog-nose, psaltery. 
 
The hammered dulcimer was once generally thought to have been developed in the Middle East, 
and gradually moved westward. This theory was based primarily on the survival of an ivory cover 
of Byzantine origin as the earliest known depiction of the instrument, combined with the lack of 
any other depiction in Western art until the mid 15th c. However, the book cover is itself a mix of 
Byzantine and Western styles, and may well have been produced for French nobles in Jerusalem, 
inviting speculation on an earlier exchange of instruments between the East and West. 
 
Current theory, as argued by Paul Gifford in his work, The Hammered Dulcimer: A History, 
holds that the dulcimer developed simultaneously from two different instruments: in France from 
the psaltery, and in Germany and the lowlands from the string-drum.  
 
The doulcemèr peaked in popularity in France in the latter half of the 15th century among the 
nobility, and was most often played by women of the court, or male entertainers at court. In 
Germany, the Hackbrett was perceived as a folk instrument, and was played primarily by the 
rural population and by professional minstrels, peaking in popularity in the early 16th century.  
 
Both the doulcemèr in France and the doulcemèr in Germany evolved toward the trapezoidal 
shape of the modern instrument, driven by the physical requirements of an expanding tuning 
range. The doulcemèr’s earlier shape was the same as that of the hog-nose psaltery – a rectangle 
with in-curving cut-outs at the upper corners. The Hackbrett, however, never had curved sides. It 
began, like the string-drum, as a long narrow rectangle, widening as more strings were added, and 
then angling the sides to accommodate the wider range in tuning. The modern German folk-
Hackbrett is more-or-less identical to the modern dulcimer. 
 



There are numerous depictions of the instrument being played in European manuscript and 
tapestry art (see appendix).  Generally, earlier illustrations depict noble women playing the 
instrument, while later illustrations include men playing the instrument in middle class settings of 
celebration. (festivals and the like). 
 
The tuning of the period dulcimer cannot be determined with confidence from surviving 
illustrations, especially given the fluidity of medieval “perspective”  and the trapezoidal shape of 
the instrument. However, the more carefully rendered trapezoidal depictions give the ratios 
necessary to accommodate modern tuning, and it is quite likely that the tuning scheme of the 
modern instrument survives from much earlier times. In fact, a reproduction instrument based on 
surviving construction plans from c. 1575 produces an instrument with modern tuning. 
 
Tuning Scheme 
 
The modern hammered dulcimer is essentially a modal diatonic instrument, with four sets of 
Ionian scales set above one another. Each scale is played on four double-courses of strings, which 
run over the central bridge. The Ionian mode (major scale) begins on the lower right marked 
string, and runs as illustrated here. 

 
Other modes are easily executed. To play 
in Dorian mode, for example, the player 
simply moves the scale pattern upward 
one string-set. Similar scale patterns fall 
within the “valley”  between the two 
bridges. Playing along only one side of the 
bridge creates a mid-scale mode shift, 
allowing the player to branch off into a 
choice of modes. Accompanying fourths 
and fifths are easily found by playing the 
nearest string from the opposite bridge. 
 

Because much medieval polyphony (such as early church polyphonic chants) is characterized by 
open fourths and fifths, the hammered dulcimer easily creates the open harmonic atmosphere we 
associate with the era. 
 
A discovery I found particularly exciting is that the mode shifts found so commonly in early 
Renaissance dance music are easily and naturally achieved on the dulcimer. One simply moves 
the scale to a different section of the instrument (usually from one bridge to the other, or from one 
side of the central bridge to the other). “Horses Bransle,”  for example, has a characteristic mode 
shift which recorder players experience as a key-change. On the dulcimer, no such notion of a 
fixed key exists, and such a mode-shift feels like a natural extension and enrichment of a tune’s 
character. It is tempting to theorize that some of our favorite dance tunes may have been 
developed on dulcimer! 
 
Ar ranging for  the Dulcimer  
 
Despite the existence of ample evidence for the existence of the hammered dulcimer in period, no 
known record survives of how the instrument was played. No instructional materials have come 
to light, and no arrangement specifically for the dulcimer is known to have survived. 
Arrangements for polyphonic instruments such as the lute and virginal give us insight into the 
harmonic tastes of the time, and multi-part settings give evidence of the degree to which the taste 



for counter-point had developed. Ultimately, however, the nature of the instrument itself must be 
embraced in creating arrangements for it. If we assume that the modern tuning is the same as that 
in period, what naturally flows from the instrument now should be an excellent guide. 
 
The challenges of arranging for the hammered dulcimer are two-fold. The instrument has a long 
sustain, so harmonic coloration must be very deliberate and selective. Especially in the lower 
courses, which sustain the longest, a supporting harmony note must harmonize pleasantly with a 
full measure or two of melody.  
 
The other practical limitation is that only two notes can be played simultaneously. Triads can only 
be played by executing a quick arpeggio. Although triads, and even larger chords, are often 
executed in Appalachian dulcimer arrangements, that genre is largely driven by simple and 
predictable chord structures. Because of the instrument’s long sustain, such extended chords are 
best played only on the down-beat of each measure Doing so makes the Arbeau tunes sound 
overly modern to my ear, and I have chosen to forego them here. 
 
Thoinot Arbeau’s Orchesographie 
 
Authored by Jehan Tabourot, canon of Langres, under the anagrammed pseudonym of “Thoinot 
Arbeau,”  Orchesographie was published in Langres, France in 1589, presumably after the 
author’s death. Orchesographie is primarily a dance manual, and only secondarily a source of 
dance tunes. Arbeau describes each dance in the book as a sequence of itemized steps. The 
melody line of the suggested accompanying tune is notated along the left margin, such that each 
note falls to the left of its corresponding dance step. Because Arbeau’s concern is the dance, 
rather than the melody, it is possible that the melodies have been simplified rhythmically to better 
correlate with the dance steps. The tunes may well have been more complex than Arbeau leads us 
to believe, and in performance would most certainly have been embellished by the musicians. 
Surviving lute settings for some of the tunes are generally far more complex than Arbeau’s 
versions. 
 
The Suite 
 
I chose three pieces from Orchesographie that I thought would give variety and breadth to the 
suite. It begins with three passes of “Belle Qui Tiens Ma Vie, ”  followed by the full structure of 
“Joyeussance”  as given by Arbeau. The set closes with “Bransle d’Ecosse.”  
 
“Belle Qui Tiens Ma Vie”  is the only tune in Arbeau written in polyphony. Arbeau gives four 
vocal parts. Because the dulcimer is limited to two hammers, the challenge with this arrangement 
was to select the support harmony which best delivered the flavor of the full setting. For the most 
part, the tenor gave the most pleasing accompaniment. The middle pass of the tune places the 
tenor above the melody for variety and interest. 
 
“Jouyssance”  is of particular interest because it is the only song for which Arbeau gives a 
complete “song structure”  The sections consist of an “A”  section and “B”  section, with a partial 
variation on the “A”  section, which I will call “A1” . The overall structure of the song is:  A - A - 
B - B - A - A1/A.  
 
Because only the melody line is given in Arbeau, my challenge was to create supporting harmony 
that would play to the instrument’s strengths while not obscuring the melody line. I have favored 
open fourths and fifths, but thirds and sixths were introduced sparingly when I wanted to give 
more “sweetness”  the harmony. The variation section is played higher up on the instrument and 



without harmony to draw attention to its difference. The return to the original A section lower on 
the instrument then has a grounding effect for the close of the section. 
 
“Bransle d’Ecosse”  means “Scottish Bransle”  in French. Scottish music is strongly associated 
with droned intervals. Because the dulcimer naturally has a droning effect, I thought it would be 
fun to exploit this. Arbeau gives only the melody of two Scottish Bransles, which I have merged 
together as one piece. The same open fourth is hammered under the melody for the entire tune. 
Thus, whereas the first two pieces in the suite give a constantly evolving harmonic environment, 
the interest of “Bransle d’Ecosse”  arises from how the melody dances over the constancy of the 
drone. For added interest, I have included an alternative melody for the A section, which comes 
from the tenor line of an arrangement by Joseph Casazza, known in the SCA as Giuseppe. 
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Appendix A – illustrations for period sources 
 

 
 
Ivory Book Cover, possibly Byzantine, 12th c.  (detail) 
British Museum, item no. Egerton 1139 
The actual size of the carved instrument is 9mm. 
 
 

 
 
Manuscript Illustration, Flemish, 1492 (detail) 
British Library Add. 18851, fol. 164r (7235) 
 

 
 
Manuscript Illustration of the Poem, “Les Echecs 
Amoureux,”  French 15th c. (made for Louise de Savoie) 
Biblioteque National 32283, Fr. 143, fol. 66 
 

 
 
Tapestry, c. 1500, Loire Valley 
Musée Nationale du Moyen Age, Paris 
 
 

 
 
Manuscript Illustration, c. 1450 
Stiftsbibl. Einsiedeln, Cod. 600 (4) fol.163 
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Appendix A – illustrations for period sources 
 

 
 
Brussels Tapestry (detail), c. 1500 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, ref. 813 
 

 
 
Manuscript Illustration from Giovanni Boccaccio, Le 
Livre des cleres et nobles femmes, French, 15th c. 
Bibliothèque Nationale, Fr. 599, fol. 29 

 
 
Wappenscheibe, Sebastian vom Stein Bern, 1504. 
470 cm x 337 cm - stained glass 
 

 
 
Adorazione del Bambino, 1512 Cornelisz van 
Oostzanen 
Soprintendenza alle Galerie, Napoli (ref. 14930) 
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Appendix B 
 

Plans for  building a hammered dulcimer by Johannes Hutmacher, c. 1575 
 

“The earliest drawing 
intended to give any 
significant technical 
detail about a dulcimer is 
that of the pastor 
Johannes Hutmacher, a 
German who studied at 
Basel University, and 
became a priest in 
Baselland; sometime 
between 1561 and 1590 
he gathered all sorts of 
recipes and advice for the 
country communities in 
which he was working, 
in a ms of 214 pages 
which he called 
Uffzeichnung der 
Künsten, ©Account of the 
Arts©.  

“He devotes two pages to 
a discussion of the form 
of the Hackbrett (fig. 58) 
giving dimensions, firstly 
of a large instrument, 
80cm x 32cm and then of 
a medium-sized one, 
72cm x 28cm, with 
bridges 2.2cm high.”  

- From “The Dulcimer,”  
by David Kettlewell 

 

 

 

 

Reproduction 16th c. Dulcimer  
By Beat Wolf, Schaffhausen, 1990 

Built according to the construction plans of 
Johannes Hutmacher, c. 1575 
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Appendix C – facsimile images of Orchesographie from the Library of Congress 
 
Belle Qui Tiens Ma Vie, Orchesographie, p. 30r – 32r 
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Bransle d’Ecosse, Orchesographie, p. 80r – 81r 
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