
Mandolin	  Tuning	  the	  Smart	  Way
by	  Chris	  Rizos

A Complete Guide to Understanding and Mastering the 
Methods and Tools for Mandolin Tuning

by Chris Rizos of the Mandolin Tuner blog @ 
http://www.themandolintuner.com

2012 Chris Rizos. All Rights Reserved.

MANDOLIN TUNING THE SMART WAY By Chris Rizos

 www.themandolintuner.com       1  

http://www.themandolintuner.com
http://www.themandolintuner.com
http://www.themandolintuner.com
http://www.themandolintuner.com


Mandolin	  Tuning	  the	  Smart	  Way
A	  Complete	  Guide	  to	  Understanding	  and	  Mastering	  the	  Methods	  and	  Tools	  for	  Mandolin	  Tuning

by	  Chris	  Rizos	  of	  the	  Mandolin	  Tuner	  blog

This eBook is dedicated to my kids, Panos and Alexandra. You are my inspiration for 
everything I do, and every decision I make.

The information contained in this guide is for informational purposes only.

Any advice that I give is my opinion based on my own experience. You should always seek the advice of a professional before acting on 
something that I have published or recommended. 

Please understand that there are some links contained in this guide that I may benefit from financially.

The material in this guide may include information, products or services by third parties. Third Party Materials comprise of the products and 
opinions expressed by their owners. As such, I do not assume responsibility or liability for any Third Party material or opinions.

The publication of such Third Party Materials does not constitute my guarantee of any information, instruction, opinion, products or services 
contained within the Third Party Material. The use of recommended Third Party Material does not guarantee any success. Publication of such Third 
Party Material is simply a recommendation and an expression of my own opinion of that material.

No part of this publication shall be reproduced, transmitted, or sold in whole or in part in any form, without the prior written consent of the author. 
All trademarks and registered trademarks appearing in this guide are the property of their respective owners.

Users of this guide are advised to do their own due diligence when it comes to making decisions and all information, products, services that have 
been provided should be independently verified by your own qualified professionals. By reading this guide, you agree that myself and my company is 
not responsible for the success or failure of your decisions relating to any information presented in this guide.

©2012 Chris Rizos. All Rights Reserved.

MANDOLIN TUNING THE SMART WAY By Chris Rizos

 www.themandolintuner.com       2  

http://www.themandolintuner.com
http://www.themandolintuner.com


Mandolin	  Tuning	  the	  Smart	  Way
A Complete Guide to Understanding and Mastering the Methods and Tools for Mandolin Tuning

Thank You Note from the Author

A tuned instrument is a prerequisite to playing music. 

You’ve probably found your way to this eBook from my blog, or maybe a friend passed it along to you. Either way, I’m happy you’re here.

I wrote this guide because when I was trying to learn how to play mandolin, a long time ago, a valuable teacher taught me how to tune it 
and that saved me from the frustration and disappointment of failure. Not only did he help me start enjoying music quickly, but it opened my 
eyes to this world of music and the joy that it can create for a person’s life. The Mandolin Tuner Blog, and this eBook, is my way of giving back 
for all of the fortunate things that have happened to me ever since starting playing the mandolin, including appearing in TV, recording multiple 
CDs and touring Greece and part of Europe to play in Concerts.

This eBook is a guide, and the purpose of this guide is to do just that - guide you. It is not a “system”, and definitely not anything related to 
“becoming a mandolin virtuoso quick”. It will, however, take you through the process of understanding the mechanics and terminology used for 
tuning, putting them into action and start enjoying music. If I can help just one person learn one thing that will help them in their music journey 
and/or life, the 2 months I have spent writing this eBook will have been totally worth it.

To all of my subscribers, followers and friends out there, old and new, thank you for the gift of your support. I only hope this free guide can 
begin to repay you for the time and attention that you’ve given me. Here’s to you and your happiness and joy!
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Why	  is	  Tuning	  important?
Simply	  put,	  when	  instruments	  are	  out	  of	  tune,	  
music	  sounds	  weird	  even	  if	  you	  play	  perfect.

Most of us learn to play mandolin in order 
to be able to enjoy playing with others, be it 
our brother, sister or friend, but some of us, 
may be lucky enough to join a band of fellow 
musicians. In order to play in harmony we 
need instruments to be in tune: 

ü At home, playing the mandolin alone
ü With a friend, playing together
ü With others, playing different 

instruments
ü In a gig, with lots of instruments but 

also lots of noise
ü While rehearsing with a big band, 

where everybody tries to tune as well.
The tuning method is not the same for all 

cases. We follow different methods and use 
different tools in each situation, to tune fast 
and efficiently.

Succeeding	  in	  Noisy	  Environments
I will never forget the first time I played in 

a concert with my Mandolin Orchestra that 
consisted of 30 mandolins, 5 mandolas and 8 
guitars not to mention a choir of 30 singers.

I was just 9 years old and my orchestra 
was about to play in front of a big audience in 
the largest Concert Hall in Greece with 
almost a thousand people waiting for us to 
start. There was a lot of noise and at that 
time there were no digital tuners available to 

assist us. We had only 
tuning forks. 

It was a difficult 
task, but with the help 
of a more experienced 
mandolinist, I 
somehow managed to 
find a way to tune my 
mandolin and play. 

Selecting	  the	  Best	  Tuning	  Method
There are different methods and tools that 

experienced musicians use to tune, 
depending on the situation. You should use 
these methods and tools as well, as you don’t 
have to be a virtuoso 
to do so.

This guide will 
help you understand 
all the terminology, 
methods and tools 
available to assist 
you in this seemingly 
impossible task, that 
when mastered, 
becomes as simple 
as ABC.

Will you be able to tune 
your mandolin in one minute after reading 
this?

I don’t know. But, I’ve done my best here 
in this guide to give you the best chance.

Enjoying	  music
Besides the efficiency and speed I have 

with tuning, the best part about learning how 
to effectively tune a mandolin, is that it has 
given me the opportunity to enjoy music 
more, while playing alone or with others.

Because tuning is all about hearing, I 
have extensively trained my ears via 
advanced, targeted ear training software and 
now everything concerning sound is received 
with more clarity. Mistakes are easier 
recognized, while at the same time correct 
intonation, variation and expression in 
performances are distinguishable and 
therefore more enjoyed.

In this guide, I will show you exactly how I 
used specialized software to train my ears so 
that you can do the same.

In the meantime, I just wanted to thank 
you once more for taking the time to read 
this guide. I hope it provides you with the 
information you need to take action and really 
succeed to tune your mandolin in order to 
take your music to a whole new level. Good 
luck!
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The	  Music	  Terminology
You	  need	  to	  read	  this	  chapter	  before	  
continuing,	  as	  it	  will	  make	  everything	  
following	  look	  simpler.

It is almost inevitable when beginning to 
play a music instrument, to come across 
music jargon. Is it mandatory for you to learn 
it and use it too? Well, no, but if you don't, 
you will sometimes feel like everybody else 
speaks a different language and that will limit 
your participation and eventually the joy you 
get back.

So, don't be afraid, it is nothing difficult; 
on the contrary I definitely believe that you 
will be able to master the basics at no time. 
Also remember that practice makes 
excellence. The more you play, the easier 
you will find it to remember the jargon.

In the following paragraphs I explain 
music terms you will use when tuning and 
also when discussing with other musicians 
such as pitches, notes and chords. 

Naming	  Musical	  Notes
Music notes are named with letters, using 

the A to G letters of the alphabet. What 
comes after G? It is A again, thus the music 
notes form a circle - A, B, C, D, E, F, G and 
then again A, B, C, etc.

These same letters correspond to the 
sounds we all know, ‘do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti, 
do’. The correspondence is displayed in the 

figure below, where you will notice that the 
sound “do” corresponds to letter C.

If you are familiar with the piano or 
keyboard, the below figure may help you also 
to connect the letters to sounds and notes.

The black keys on the keyboard 
correspond to sharps and flats, but more 
about these you will read in following 
sections.

Notes	  of	  Mandolin	  Open	  Strings
The Mandolin open strings (when the fret 

board is not used) are sol, re, la, mi, or using 
the naming convention I just described, they 
are: G, D, A, E.

This is essential to know, as the digital 
tuners available, will display the note you are 
playing, so you need to be able to do the 
match.

About	  Sharps	  and	  Flats
We use sharps in music to increase the 

pitch of the sound by a small step and flats to 
decrease it. 

The sharp is represented by an italic hash 
sign #, or s.

The flat is represented by an italic 
lowercase letter ‘b’ or f.
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Referring	  to	  Distances	  between	  Notes
Distances between notes are typically 

referred to as half steps and whole-steps. In 
music theory you may find them also 
mentioned as semitones and tones.

A half step is the distance from one fret on 
the fret board to the next adjacent fret.

A whole step is the same distance as two 
half steps.

Playing	  Sharps	  and	  Flats	  on	  the	  Mandolin
The flat lowers a note by a half step, while 

the sharp raises a note by half step.

If you are reading sheet music, you will 
notice a sharp symbol just before the note 
name. In this case you should play one fret 
higher than the named note.

 Accordingly, when you see the flat symbol 
it means you need to play one fret lower.

Understanding	  Chords
A chord is a combination of three or more 

notes, in other words it is the term we use 
when we play a group of notes at the same 
time. 

Chords are built off a single note, called the 
root. The basic chords consist of three-notes 
and we call them in music theory triads. More 
complex chords can be made up of more 
notes, four or more.

Scales,	  and	  Why	  They	  Are	  Important
Scales are series of notes, and they are 

named after the base or root of the scale, i.e. 
the beginning note.

When we create or play melodies, we 
select and play notes that belong to a scale. It 
is not only about melodies though. Chords and 
even bass-lines can be referred back to a 
specific scale. It is therefore obvious, that the 

scale is a key term used by musicians when 
they are about to play a song or piece.

You can consider the scale as the ‘key’ that 
unlocks a music song, and this is why when 
you play with other musicians you will possibly 
hear  someone asking ‘what key are you in?’, 
referring to the scale used for this song.

Western music contains seven notes, and if 
you consider also sharps and flats, you count 
12 possible notes to be used as ‘key’ for a 
song.
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The	  Tuning	  Parts	  &	  Tools
Read	  this	  chapter	  to	  get	  an	  overview	  of	  tuning	  
parts,	  methods	  and	  tools.

Is it easier or more difficult to tune a 
mandolin when compared to a guitar? I 
personally find it easier to tune the mandolin 
as it has less strings if you forget the pairs, but 
there are some things you need to understand 
first. 

The one thing that frustrates beginners is 
the mandolin pair of strings that are tuned to 
the same note. We called them unison strings 
and they are the reason the mandolin has this 
distinctive and unique sound. But how do you 
tune them?

I have come across mandolin beginners 
that honestly admit that they have never 
managed to tune their mandolin! The unison 
strings were to be blamed and I had to try to 
convince these wannabe mandolin players not 
to quit the mandolin. You see, the problem with 
the mandolin is that if a pair of strings is out-of-
tune, i.e. both strings do not sound exactly the 
same, then the sound can be simply annoying. 

Tuning	  strings	  relevance
So, now that you understood the concept of 

the string pairs, let’s see how different pairs of 
strings relate. The four string pairs are: 

• The G-string pair (the thickest strings). 
• The D-string pair.
• The A-string pair.
• The E-string pair (the thinnest strings)

So, if you tune both strings of the pair to 
sound exactly the same you are done? Not 
quite so. All the strings must be in tune with 
each other. 

For example, if you play an open or un-
fretted A note on the a-string pair (figure on the 
left) it must sound the same as the A played on 
the d-string pair, i.e. played on the 7th fret 

(figure on the right). 

Sounds complicated? Maybe, but if you 
understand the concept, everything becomes 
simpler. Try it!

How	  to	  Use	  The	  
Tuning	  Pegs
Mandolins have eight 
tuning pegs, one for 
each string. In order to 
use them, you need 

first to identify which peg to use for the string 
you are tuning. 

The tuners are gear-driven pegs to which 
we attach the strings. To change the pitch of 
an open un-fretted string, i.e. to tune a 
mandolin, you must turn the knob on the end 
of each tuner.

The	  Role	  of	  the	  Mandolin	  Bridge
The bridge is an important wooden piece 

that has two functions. It is a guide to line up 
the strings, but more importantly it transfers 
the string vibrations from the strings to the 
soundboard (top part of the body). 
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The bridge, is held in place only by the 
strings pressure, so when you replace your 
strings it can fall of in case you remove all 
strings at the same time. 

So, you either replace one string at a time, 
or you need to learn how to place the bridge at 
the right spot (more information on this subject 
is presented at a following chapter “How to 
Setup”).

Using	  Sharps	  and	  Flats	  when	  Tuning
When tuning, the terms sharp and flat 

refer to small adjustments that you need to 
make to get the strings in tune.

So, when tuning in a gig, you may hear 
“your d is still a bit flat”. What does that mean? 
It means that your d-string is a bit lower than it 
should be and you need to tune it a bit higher.

The	  Methods	  and	  Tools	  for	  Tuning
There are many methods and tools 

available to tune your mandolin, but how do 
you select the best or the appropriate one? 
Let’s first list all the options available and then 
based on the benefits and technologies you 
can select your preferable method(s). 

So the available tuning options are:
• Tuning Forks & Pitch Pipes.
• Online Tuners.
• Digital Tuners.
• Tune with Another Instrument.

• Tune alone with Relative Pitch (by 
Ear).

Is tuning difficult for beginners? Well, 
getting the mandolin in tune with a 
tuning fork can be tricky, but thanks 
to modern digital technology, tuning 

has become much easier and I firmly 
believe that even a true beginner can 

tune a mandolin given the right tools 
and instructions.

The	  BeneJits	  of	  Chromatic	  Tuners
A chromatic tuner “hears” and identifies any 

note and not only the predefined ones for a 
specific instrument. The benefits are many, as 
you can read below:

• You can tune almost any instrument 
and not only the mandolin

• You can use it to find where a note is 
located in the fret board

• You can use it to tune your mandolin 
on a different tuning than GDAE.

You should definitely opt-in for a chromatic 
tuner if possible to get all these benefits.

Tuner	  technologies
There is one feature that separates modern 

digital tuners, and that is the sound input 
method. There are two input technologies 
used, Microphone and Vibration Sensors. 

Tuners with vibration sensors measure 
vibrations caused by string movement when 

you pluck a string. These vibrations travel from 
the string to the body and neck of the 
instrument via the bridge. At the neck, the 
Tuner converts them into musical notes. Of 
course, to do this work, the tuner must be 
attached to the mandolin neck or head and 

therefore we call 
these tuners 
clip-on.

Tuners based 
on vibration 
sensors enjoy 
the advantage 
that they are fully 
usable in even 
the noisiest 
environment, 
such as in the 

middle of a 
rehearsal with a big orchestra.

Look also for hybrid tuners, which offer a 
combination of the two technologies in order to 
let you select the technology to use.

Tuning	  by	  Ear
Experienced musicians are able to tune 

their mandolin by ear, seemingly without the 
need for any tool.

Although this is of course true, there are 
limitations. For example, if you ever have a 
chance to play with a group, and the other 
players are all tuning simultaneously, tuning by 
ear can be very difficult.
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The	  Four	  Tuning	  Steps
Read	  this	  chapter	  to	  @ind	  a	  step-‐by-‐step	  
procedure	  for	  tuning.

Step	  #1:	  Check	  Intonation
Experienced musicians are able to tune 

their mandolin by ear, and beginners normally 
with a clip-on tuner. But, in any case if the 
mandolin intonation is not good, tuning will 
fail.

The first step towards a successfully tuned 
mandolin, is to make sure the intonation of the 
mandolin is good.

In case the intonation is not good, check if 
the bridge is setup correctly (and fix it if 
required - instructions provided in the next 
chapter).

Step	  #2:	  Tune	  the	  Jirst	  String
When you start to tune the mandolin, start 

(first) by listening to a reference sound so that 
you can get your ear acquainted with the pitch 
of the string, in order to lessen the risk of 
breaking strings due to over-tightening.

Listen to the reference G sound and try to 
match your first G string. In case there is no 
match, use the tuning peg displayed below to 
adjust till you get a perfect match. Use the 
image to understand what the notes are for 
each string. Remember that the mandolin 
strings are tuned in pairs. The 2 thickest 

strings on the mandolin would be the G 
Strings, hence the thinnest pair are the E 
strings. So pluck a G string on the mandolin 
and tweak the pegs on it until you match the 
reference sound.

Step	  #3:	  Tune	  the	  Jirst	  String	  of	  each	  pair
The seventh fret of a string (when tuned) is 

the same pitch as the open next string. For 
example:

ü The seventh fret of the “G” string 
(when tuned) is the same pitch as the 
open “D” string. 
ü So, if you have it tuned up, then if 
you press down on the seventh fret on 
the G string, the G and D strings should 
have the same pitch. 
ü If one is off, then you will need to 
tune one string up, or the other lower.

Repeat this step for all pairs.

Step	  #4:	  Tune	  all	  pairs	  and	  check
During previous steps, we tuned just one 

string from each pair and we were not 
concerned with the second string in the pair.

Now, after having one string on each pair 
tuned, we come to the last step, i.e. to strum 
both for that pair of strings and bring the 
second string into tune.

Once this is done, we are ready to make 
the last check, by repeating the whole process 
and we are ready.

A	  Tuning	  Tip	  From	  Chris
Make several passes with each of the 

strings. 

You might have noticed that after you have 
tuned all the strings once, if you go back to the 
first one you tuned, it might be off a little bit. 
This is because you are increasing or 
decreasing the tension on each of the strings 
as you tune it and the mandolin body might 
bend ever so slightly due to this difference in 
tension. 

This causes the other strings to slightly 
change in pitch. So make sure you keep on 
checking and tuning the strings until all are in 
tune, so make several passes.

About Tuning Safety

When tuning, take all necessary 
security precautions, namely hold the 
mandolin properly to protect your eyes 
against string breaks.

Note: If you prefer to hold the mandolin 
facing toward you, wear glasses to 
protect your eyes in the event that a 
string breaks. Protect your eyes! 
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How	  to	  Setup
Read	  this	  chapter	  to	  @ind	  a	  step-‐by-‐step	  
procedure	  for	  setting	  up	  your	  mandolin	  
bridge	  for	  intonation.

It’s imperative that the bridge is in the 
proper place to achieve intonation, especially 
in mandolins where bridges have a tendency 
to move. For best results, you must place the 
bridge in the correct spot.

What	  is	  Intonation?
Intonation means that the instrument 

should produce a correct octave higher pitch at 
the 12th fret. If the bridge is in the wrong 
place, the intonation will be wrong and the 
instrument will probably sound somewhat ”out 
of tune” as you play various chords, especially 
as you play chords at the middle or higher 
positions up the neck.

The five easy steps to set the mandolin 
bridge are following, but note that the bridge 
can slide up or down (forward/backward) over 
the face of the sound-box:

Step	  #1:	  Initial	  Bridge	  Setup	  
During the first step, you need to set the 

bridge at about ONE INCH from the edge of 
the sound-hole. Note that if there are f-holes, 
you must set the bridge between notches at f-
holes.

Step	  #2:	  Bring	  Strings	  up
During the second step, you need to bring 

the strings up to about 1/2 pitch. There is no 
meaning to try to tune now before the next 
verification step.

Step	  #3:	  Bring	  Strings	  up
Press down on the 12th fret(see double 

set of dots on side of fingerboard) and listen to 
see if the pitch of the string is one octave 
ABOVE open string. 

ü If yes you are done! => STOP. 
ü If not, proceed to #4.

Step	  #4:	  Slide	  the	  Bridge
Sliding should be forward (toward sound 

hole) to raise the pitch at one octave OR to the 
opposite direction to lower the pitch at one 
octave. Now go back to step #3

What	  if	  this	  fails?
There are cases where intonation setup will 

fail , and so will tuning. The root cause for 
these abnormal situations can be:

ü Issues with the Mandolin Neck
ü Bad Tuners Quality
ü Poor Stringing
ü Old Strings

Obviously, cheap tuners can be one 
source of problems. If you suspect an issue, 
check to see if the tuners wiggle around a bit, 
and if so use a small screwdriver to tighten 
them, if possible, or consider replacing them 
entirely.

A bad neck is another big source of tuning 
issues. If the mandolin notes seem to shift up 
in pitch when pressure is applied to the neck 
(even in normal fretting), then you’ve got a 
neck issue that needs to be treated by a music 
shop.

Old strings cause tuning issues. You will 
recognize this if you use a digital tuner to tune 
an old string, as you will notice that the string 
tone will not be stable. Also you will notice that 
it will be increasingly difficult to tune the two 
strings of the pair together. You should replace 
mandolin strings at the first sign of rust, or as 
soon as you notice a bad tone.

One of the most common issues that cause 
tuning problems and 
is very common 
between beginners, 
is related with 
restringing. The 
problem rises when 
you use too much 
string or too little 

string when you string your mandolin. 
Beginners find it boring and difficult to properly 
string. I have found that using a good tool such 
as the Planet Waves Pro Winder String Winder 
and Cutter can help you do the job right.
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Why	  a	  trained	  ear	  is	  better	  
than	  any	  tuner?

Ear	  training	  is	  the	  process	  of	  connecting	  
music	  theory	  (notes,	  intervals,	  chords,	  scales,	  
melodies,	  etc.)	  with	  the	  sounds	  we	  hear.

 Studying ear training is building a bridge 
between the language of music and the 
sounds that are designated by that language.

The more we train our ear to recognize this 
connection, the better we get not only at 
tuning our instrument, but also at playing 
music, because we learn to understand what 
we play and to anticipate musical structures.

 

Who	  needs	  Ear	  Training?
The short answer is all musicians. Both 

beginners and professionals need to keep 
their ear in shape in order to know what they 
(and others for that matter) are playing and to 
anticipate what they are about to play.

 
This is why ear training is a mandatory 

course in about 99.9% of all music schools, 
conservatories and general music courses 
around the world. Ear training is also essential 
in order to master tuning by ear and 
relatively tuning.

 

How	  can	  You	  Train	  Your	  Ear?
The main focus of ear training being the 

development of aural skills, the training 
sessions mainly involve identifying sounds 

by ear and naming them, transcribing them, 
playing them back, singing them or, at more 
advanced levels, improvising upon them 
according to harmonic rules.

Basic ear training consist in the study of:
1. Pitches
2. Intervals
3. Chords
4. Scales and modes
5. Chord progressions and cadences
6. Rhythm

What	  are	  the	  beneJits	  of	  ear	  training?
With ear training you can master tuning by 

ear and relatively tuning. But the benefits are 
more, as with a trained ear you can:

• Add improvisation to your performance
• Improve your rhythmic skills
• Acquire greater musicality
• Interact with other musicians
• Transcribe melodies and chords by ear
• Compose music
• Sing in pitch
 

Why	  use	  Ear	  Training	  Software?
Ear training typically requires two persons 

to be efficient: one to ask questions, and one 
to answer them.

The feedback you get on how you identify 
intervals, chords or scales is the key element 
to your progression.

This is where computers come in very 
handy for ear training.

 
There are many ear training software 

products to choose from, but EarMaster.com is 
one of my favorites. Why? Because...

ü It’s easy to use
ü It’s the favorite tool of music schools 
and conservatories across the world.
ü There are many options starting with 
a low price suitable for students.
ü The customer service and forums 
always come through.

You probably haven’t heard of EarMaster 
and it’s probably because they don’t advertise 
much. Most of their success comes from 
people telling others about it, just like I’m 
telling you now.

So	  How	  Does	  EarMaster	  works?
Over the next couple of pages, I’ll be 

sharing screenshots of what you will see in 
EarMaster as a student. 
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EarMaster includes two complete courses 
with over 2000 exercises that helps you 
organize your training. As you move along the 
exercises, the difficulty is raised automatically 
to match your level and skills.

The basic course that you use when 
starting with Ear Training, is related with 
intervals. Intervals are important for tuning as 
we use them to compare two notes to see if 
strings are in tune.

Intervals	  Comparison
EarMaster plays two intervals: Interval A 

and interval B. You will have to point out which 
one was the larger of the two.

An interval is the tonal distance between 
two notes. The size of an interval is therefore 
measured by the distance between those two 
notes. Finding out the largest of two intervals 
is identifying the interval where the distance 
between its two tones is the biggest. For 
example, the interval C-E (Major 3rd) is larger 
than C-D (Major 2nd)

Intervals	  IdentiJication
EarMaster plays an interval and asks you 

to identify it by its name using the multiple-
choice buttons, or to transcribe the tones on 
the on-screen interface of your choice: staff, 
piano, guitar, bass, violin, solfege keyboard, 
and more.

Chords	  &	  Scales	  Training
EarMaster plays a chord and asks you to 

identify it by its name using the multiple-choice 
buttons, or to transcribe the tones on the on-
screen interface of your choice: staff, piano, 
guitar, bass, violin, solfege keyboard, and 
more.

But this is not all. With EarMaster you can 
also practice:

ü  Chord Inversions
ü  Chord Progressions
ü  Scale Identification

Rhythm	  Training
EarMaster shows you a rhythm notated 

on the staff, and asks you to clap it while 
following the metronome.

You can answer the questions by clapping 
your hands in front of a microphone, tapping 
the rhythm on the space bar of your computer 
keyboard, or play it on a MIDI instrument.

Rhythm Training should not be boring, 
right? EarMaster includes another clever 
interactive rhythm training exercise that you 
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will like. It shows you a rhythm notated on the 
staff, and then plays it with a few changes.

Your task is to identify these changes by 
highlighting on the staff the note values that 
are different from those you heard. There can 
be two types of changes:

ü A note has been removed

ü A note has been divided into two notes

By using this detective-like activity, you will 
improve your ability to identify rhythmic 
variations.

Voice	  and	  instrument	  input	  with	  real-‐
time	  feedback

Most of the ear training exercises  of 
EarMaster can be used with a microphone to 
sing or clap your answers in real-time. 

For instance, the Melody 
Imitation and Rhythm Imitation exercises are 
exciting call and response activities where you 
can interact with the program by singing or 
clapping back what you hear. You can also 
plug-in an electric guitar, electric mandolin or a 
MIDI keyboard to play your answers. 

Progress	  Statistics
To help you monitor your progress and 

analyze your strengths and weaknesses, 
EarMaster offers a detailed statistics 
window where you are able to review your 
results lesson by lesson, day after day. 

Should you identify things that demand 
extra training (if you only get 40% success at 
recognizing diminished 5th intervals for 
example), you can easily configure each 
activity in Customized training mode to focus 
on the items of your choice.

Sweet.
 

About EarMaster

Ear Training requires patience and 
perseverance but do not despair! It 
takes only 10 minutes of work per day 
to start seeing results that will make 
you a better musician.

Note: Ear Training with EarMaster has 
made me succeed, as I even enjoy not 
only playing music more, but even 
listening to music! 
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Online	  Mandolin	  Tuners
This	  mandolin	  tuning	  method	  is	  for	  you	  if	  

you	  don't	  have	  an	  electronic	  or	  clip-‐on	  tuner	  
yet,	  but	  you	  want	  to	  tune	  as	  precisely	  as	  
possible. 

Online Mandolin Tuners are used with a 
tune-by-ear method, i.e. it is a matter of 
listening to a note and adjusting your mandolin 
string to match. Online Tuners are also great if 
you want to use one of the Relative Mandolin 
Tuning methods, since you must begin by 
properly tuning to a reference sound at least 
one string.

When you use an online tuner, you usually 
click on the note name or even better on a 
strings part of an image of the mandolin, 
then adjust the pitch of your mandolin string to 
match the note that you hear.

Advantages	  of	  Online	  Tuners
The advantages of online tuners are:

• They help you develop an ear for 
what is in tune and how to adjust 
your strings; 

• They are the cheapest option 
(free!) for perfect pitch mandolin 
tuning!

• They are usually provided with 
detailed instructions to help even 
beginners use them!

Disadvantages	  of	  Online	  Tuners
The disadvantages of Online Tuners are:

• If you are away from home, they 
may be hard to use.

• If your Internet access is down or 
the computer is in use by someone 
else, they are not available 

• In a noisy environment they are 
hard to use.

• You need to train your ear to hear 
if two notes are the same and how 
to adjust your mandolin string 
accordingly.

Free	  online	  tuner	  by	  TheMandolinTuner
A nice online tuner is freely available at: 

http://www.themandolintuner.com/online-
mandolin-tuner-by-ear/. 

I designed this Online Mandolin Tuner to be 
intuitive, so even beginners are able to use it. 
You are provided with a mandolin image 
zoomed on the strings. All you need to do is 

select (mouse-over or click) one of the four 
pair of strings in the image. You will then hear 
the reference sound for the selected string 
(GDA or E). Now it is time to use your ear to 
match the sound of your mandolin string to the 
sound you hear from the Online Mandolin 
Tuner.

If there is no match, you need to use a 
tuning peg to tighten or loose your string. To 
identify which tuning pegs to use for the string 
you picked, you are provided with nice 
diagrams, as the one below. 
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Clip-‐on	  tuners
Clip-‐on	  tuners	  may	  vary	  in	  design,	  sizes	  and	  
features,	  but	  they	  all	  share	  common	  
characteristics.

Operating	  a	  clip-‐on	  tuner
Here’s how to use a clip-on tuner (steps):

ü Clip the tuner onto the mandolin 
headstock, but ensure that the display 
is facing you when you play the 
mandolin

ü Turn on the tuner; if you have selected 
a good tuner, then you should not be 
bothered with battery life, as they 
include an auto-turn off feature to 
preserve battery life.

ü Pluck the g-string; remember that you 
need to tune each string separately and 
not a pair at once.

ü Make sure the tuner indicates G as 
the note; if it doesn’t, first make sure 
you plucked the correct string, and if 
yes, then use the tuning peg to increase 
or decrease tension till you see the g-
string indication

ü Fine tune, using the arrow or LED 
display till the indication is centered. 
Some tuners may use also colors to 
indicate that a not is sharp (s) or flat (f) 
or tuned. 

If you want a mandolin tuner always 
available wherever you are you should select a 
clip-on tuner. 

There are many options available and the 
good news is that clip-on tuners are relatively 
cheap, so there is no reason not to go for the 
best one!

The	  SNARK	  SN-‐8	  Super	  Tight	  tuner
If you want a mandolin tuner always 

available wherever you are, look no further 
than the Snark SN-8. 

At first glance you will think that this 
miniature, light-weight tuner is only a toy for 
kids, but this handy tool is the perfect 
companion for guitarists and mandolinists 
alike. 

I was really pleased with the accuracy, 
speed and user friendliness of this tiny tool, 
that you can use to tune not only at home but 
also at noisy environments, including gigs and 
concerts.

Ease	  of	  Use
The Snark SN-8 is a unique mandolin tuner 

in a couple of ways:
ü Setup is very simple.
ü The User Interface is uncluttered, 
just one on/off button
ü Advanced settings are done via 
hidden buttons at the back of the device
ü On reset, settings return to default
ü A colored needle is lit to indicate the 
note played and how close to pitch you 
are.

As the Snark SN-8 is chromatic, you can 
easily deal with non-standard tunings and the 
Snark will read any note you play.

Finally, the instrument clamp is strong 
enough to secure the tuner on the instrument, 
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but at the same time easy enough to use 
without any problem. 

Visibility
The Snark SN-8 visibility is excellent, as it 

uses a very bright full color display.

It also includes a “banana” shaped arm that 
connects the tuner to the clamp, for optimum 
viewing of the tuner display while the tuner 
body rotates 360 degrees so the display can 
be placed right where you want it. Isn’t that 
cool?

Design
The Snark SN-8 is a discrete tuner, that 

can be left on the mandolin during a concert or 
gig. The black color and the simple and 
modern design enables it to blend in and 
disappear.

Caution is needed though, as leaving the 
tuner attached permanently to the instrument 
for a long time period could cause marring of 
the finish. The tuner is recommended to be 

removed from the instrument after you finish 
playing.

Battery	  Life
With the Snark SN-8, things are looking 

good, since the power save feature conserves 
battery power.

ü The tuner display will dim after 
approximately 5 seconds of no sound 
detected by the tuner

ü The display will return to normal 
brightness when a note is detected

ü If no notes are detected for 2 minutes, 
the tuner will shut off

I tested that feature and found out that in 
practice you never have to switch off the tuner, 
as it automatically switches off. Also, after 
almost 3 months of operation, there is no sign 
that the battery needs replacement.

The result: there is low probability that you 
will not have enough battery for your nice tuner 
when you need it!

Versatility
Τhere are no limitations to the usage of 

Snark SN-8 as it is both:
• a mic-based tuner
• a tuner that senses the vibrations of the 

instrument it is attached to

So, this tuner is a valuable tool for quiet 
environments, but is also the preferred solution 
for tuning in noisy environments (yes I 
consider a gig to be noisy!).

You will find the tuner to be extremely 
versatile, as it can be set for standard tuning, 
all notes, common alternate tunings or any 
custom tuning that you set. You can even set 
the reference pitch. The default reference pitch 
is A=440.0 Hz tuning, but pro musicians, 
especially classical musicians, can set the 
reference pitch from 415Hz to 466Hz. This 
capability can not match a mobile app tuner 
such as iPhone GuitarTuner that can reach 
392.0 Hz (French Baroque) or go all the way 
up to 528.0 Hz (DNA Repair). But, if you are 
not a classical mandolinist, this will not bother 
you.

Very interesting is the transpose feature, 
that can prove useful if you use a capo. Then 
you can push the “b” on the back of the 
SNARK and the front display will indicate a 
single “b”, which corresponds to having a capo 
on the first fret of your mandolin. In this 
setting,the 1st open string becomes “F”, but 
the SNARK will read it as a standard “E”, 
making tuning appear to be standard. 
Additional pushes of the “b” button will give 
you up to four flats, corresponding to putting 
the capo on the fourth fret.

I use a SNARK SN-8

I believe a clip-on tuner such as 
the Snark SN-8 is the must-have 
accessory for every mandolin 
player. 
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iPhone/iPad/iPod	  Tuners
If	  you	  are	  an	  Apple	  device	  owner,	  you	  will	  @ind	  
plenty	  of	  apps	  for	  tuning,	  but	  some	  of	  them	  
are	  better	  than	  others.

Being an 
Apple iPhone 
owner, I 
wondered if 
anybody has 
created an 
iPhone tuner 
app that I could 
use to tune my 
mandolin. I 
carry my 
mobile phone 
everywhere I 
go, so having a 
tuner app 
seemed like a 
good idea. 

What	  are	  my	  options?	  
My research revealed that there are plenty 

tuner apps out there. Good news, right? I was 
happy at the beginning too, but soon I realized 
that these apps did not really conform to my 
requirements and quality standards, as I opted 
for an app with intuitive user interface and 
solid performance.

But then, I discovered Guitartoolkit, an 
interesting, good-looking iPhone/iPad app, 
with solid performance, providing a seemingly 

extremely accurate tuner, a precision 
metronome, more than two million chords, 
scales and arpeggios, suitable for guitar, 
ukulele and mandolin. Impressive, right? Well, 
this is what I thought, so I decided to purchase 
the app to perform a thorough test that I am 
now sharing with you.

The	  Guitartoolkit	  app	  
My experience from using Guitartoolkit, has 

been excellent. It allows me to tune my 
mandolin at home or at quiet environments 
very easily and at the same time provides as 
bonus plenty additional capabilities which I am 
frequently using e.g.  scales and arpeggios to 
warm-up, chords to experiment with, a 
customizable metronome to practice etc.

Pros:
ü No need to carry additional device, 
besides your own Apple device
ü Very accurate chromatic tuner
ü Many additional functions to practice 
chords & scales and use it as 
metronome etc.
ü Suitable for many instruments, 
including Guitar, Bass, Banjo and of 
course the mandolin.

Cons
ü Not suitable for noisy environments

Ease	  of	  Use
The Guitartoolkit is a unique mandolin 

tuner in a couple of ways:

ü The Guitartoolkit setup is very 
simple.
ü The User Interface is uncluttered 
without an overload of options and 
buttons.

To configure the app 
for mandolin usage, a 
simple four-step 
procedure is required 
only once, as from 
then on the 
application 
remembers the 
setting and acts as a 
mandolin toolkit, until 
it is again changed. 
Once configured for 
mandolin, the tuning 
process is very 
simple. You just 
strum the string close 
to the smart phone/
tablet, and a clear 
indication on the 

screen presents you the tuning status. The 
tuner uses the built-in microphone or your 
headset mic for earlier iPod touch devices.

Visibility
The Guitartoolkit visibility is excellent, as it 

uses the retina display of the iPhone/iPad/iPod 
to present you with the tuning capabilities. It 
also includes a high contrast mode to be used 
when in intense light.
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Design
As the Guitartoolkit is not a standalone 

gadget but only an iPhone app, there is little to 
say about hardware design. As it is used with 

your iPhone, it 
“inherits” the 
iconic design 
status of the 
iPhone itself.

From a software 
design point of 
view, one can 
only be 
impressed by the 
simplicity of the 
application and 
the pack of 
features that 
have been 
included.

Battery	  Life
As the Guitartoolkit is not a standalone 

gadget but only an iPhone/iPad/iPod app, the 
tuner battery life depends only on your apple 
device battery status. So, if you own an 
iPhone, things are looking good, since we all 
care not to be left in the middle of the day with 
a useless phone due to battery, and therefore 
we tend to keep our mobile phones charged.

The result: there is low probability that we 
will not have enough battery for our nice tuner 
app when we need it!

Versatility
As useful as an iPhone tuner app can be, 

there are limitations to the usage of a mic-
based tuner. Although a valuable tool for quiet 
environments, it is clear to me that a clip-on 
tuner is a prefered solution for tuning in noisy 
environments (yes I consider a gig to be 
noisy!).

If we exclude gigs, we will find the 
Guitartoolkit‘s tuner to be extremely versatile, 
as it can be set for standard tuning, all notes, 
common alternate tunings or any custom 
tuning that you set. You can even set the 
reference pitch. The default reference pitch is 
A=440.0 Hz tuning, but pro musicians, 
especially classical musicians, can set the 
reference pitch from 392.0 Hz (French 
Baroque) all the way up to 528.0 Hz (DNA 
Repair).

Additional	  Features
Guitartoolkit‘s huge chord library is 

described to contain 2,000,000 (!) chords for 
guitar, bass, banjo, ukulele and mandolin.

I could not possibly test this out, but while 
testing chords for the mandolin, I was pleased 
to see that for a given chord type and key, 
Guitartoolkit shows typically 24 different chord 
patterns, up and down the fretboard, including 
also inversions. It is useful to see the notes 
and finger positions on-screen and also be 
able to strum virtual chords to hear what they 
sound like and compare it with the real chord – 
or at least your version of it.

Nevertheless, I have to note that the 
chords feature is more user-friendly on the 
iPad, where the screen size makes it really 
easy to switch between chords, and the whole 
experience is greatly improved.

Good News!

Guitartoolkit is a universal application, 
meaning that you pay it only once and 
then you can download it at no extra 
cost on all your apple devices.
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Other	  Digital	  Tuners
SNARK	  clip-‐ons	  and	  smartphone	  tuners	  are	  
not	  the	  only	  options.	  Feel	  free	  to	  experiment	  
with	  other	  tuners	  till	  you	  @ind	  your	  favorite.	  

My research revealed that there are plenty 
tuners out there.

ü Korg AW2G
ü Intellitouch PT10
ü Planet Waves Headstock Tuner
ü Fishman FT-1
ü Aroma AT-300B tuner
ü Pitch Pocket Clip-On Tuner
ü Intelli IMT500
ü Cherub WST-550G
ü Profile PT-2700
ü Cherub WMT-555C

Korg	  AW2G
The Korg AW2G clip-on tuner uses a piezo 

sensor for 
vibrations but 
there is also an 
internal mic if 
you don't want 
to clip it onto 
your instrument.

The in-tune 
indicator may 
be a little too 
subtle for my 
taste. I wanted 

more of a visual change in the display.

The Korg AW2G is accurate to within +/- 1 
cent, is easy to see in all lighting options and is 
small enough to pack around wherever you 
need it.

Intellitouch	  PT10
The Intellitouch PT10 has an easy-to-read 

screen that changes colors to show if you're in 
tune and 
vibration sensor.

Although it can 
be difficult to 
adjust the tuning 
frequency this 
tuner comes 
with 
customizable 
tuning options, 
an easy-to-read 
display, and a 

limited lifetime warranty.

Planet	  Waves	  Headstock	  Tuner
The  Planet Waves Headstock Tuner can 

easily fit into the palm of your hand, as well as 
in a pocket or 
mandolin case.

Although the screen 
has limited 
maneuverability, so 
your viewing angles 
are restricted, it is a 

handy little unit that has good accuracy, 
dependability and a small size.

Fishman	  FT-‐1
The Fishman FT-1 comes with both a 

vibration 
sensor and an 
internal 
microphone.

Although its 
design is bulky 
and the screen 
is surprisingly 
small, it's still a 
useful tuner 
that is easy to 
use and is 

accurate to +/- 0.5 cent.

Aroma	  AT-‐300B
The Aroma AT-300B tuner is simple to use 

and has all of the basic features expected in 
this type of product.

 
Although 
the text on 
the blue 
screen is a 
little difficult 
to read at 
times, it 
keeps 
everything 
simplified 
and easy to 
use.
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Pitch	  Pocket	  Clip-‐on	  Tuner
The Pitch Pocket Clip-On Tuner can easily 

fit into the palm of your hand and can be used 
either free-standing or clipped on to the 
headstock.

Although the meter 
takes a second or two 
to register the 
vibrations in the 
headstock this tuner 
has the advantage of 
being free-standing 
but the disadvantage 
of a small screen.

Intelli	  IMT500
The Intelli IMT500 tuner has an option to 

tune with the capo in place so you don't have 
to remove it.

 
Although there is 
little visual 
indication when 
the note is in tune, 
this is a handy 
little unit that 
doesn't have all 
the bells and 
whistles but does 
what it needs to.

Cherub	  WST-‐550G
The main point of the Cherub WST-550G is 

that battery life is greatly extended because it 
doesn't have to 
power a screen.

If you don't 
need all of the 
extras, like 
adjustable 
frequency and 
great accuracy, the 
Cherub WST-550G 
may be worth your 
consideration for its 
simplicity.

Tuner	  ProJile	  PT-‐2700
The Profile PT-2700 tuner uses three 

colors to let you know if you are sharp, flat or 
in tune.

Although there is 
absolutely no help 
and support 
offered by the 
manufacturer for 
this guitar tuner, it 
remains a basic 
tuner option that 
can be used on 
the headstock or 
free-standing, due 

to its clever base.

Cherub	  WMT-‐555C
The Cherub WMT-555C combines a 

chromatic tuner with a digital metronome in a 
convenient palm-size unit. You can tune to 4 
different keys including C, F, Bb and Eb and 
calibrate pitch from 435-445Hz. Features 1/4" 
input, built-in microphone and a built-in tone 
generator. 

Although this is not a clip-on tuner, the 
included metronome provides adjustable time 
signature and value and includes clip-on 
pickup for tuning acoustic instruments.. Time 
signatures include: -/4 (0); 1/4; 2/4; 3/4; 4/4; 
3/8; 6/8. 

Which One?

Although I definetely recommend the 
Snark SN-8 and  Guitartoolkit as the 
best tuning tools, digital tuners are 
relatively inexpensive, so feel free to 
experiment with any of the above!
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Final	  Words	  from	  Chris
Congratulations!	  If	  you’ve	  made	  it	  to	  this	  

point,	  you’re	  a	  rock	  star,	  seriously.	  I	  know	  I’ve	  
provided	  you	  with	  a	  lot	  to	  think	  about	  in	  this	  
eBook,	  but	  you	  now	  have	  the	  knowledge	  to	  
take	  your	  mandolin,	  tune	  it,	  and	  start	  playing	  
your	  favorite	  songs	  alone	  or	  with	  your	  friends	  
or	  band.

Here	  are	  a	  few	  @inal	  thoughts	  I’d	  like	  to	  
share	  with	  you	  before	  I	  @inish	  up.

How	  Much	  You	  Succeed	  is	  All	  Up	  to	  You
The nice thing about tuning and mandolin 

playing is that you’re in total control of how 
successful you are. If you slack off, so will your 
results. If you get totally into what you’re doing 
and crush it, the sky is the limit.

Don’t	  Worry	  About	  Being	  Perfect
If you worry too much about being perfect, 

you’re never going to get anything done. Tune 
your mandolin and start playing as soon as 
you can, and you can worry about those little 
imperfections later. As long as you are 
practicing, you’ll be fine.

Results	  Don’t	  Come	  Overnight
Tuning and start practicing your mandolin is 

a fantastic way to enjoy music and also to 
gradually start participating in bands and 
events that may eventually earn you an extra 
income at the same time. That being said, 
playing a mandolin is not a “magic button” to 
stardom or riches. Nothing usually is.

Give yourself a chance to succeed by 
giving yourself time to succeed.

Don’t	  Be	  Afraid	  to	  Ask	  for	  Help!
There is absolutely no reason why you 

shouldn’t ask for help when you need it.
Many people, including myself, are happy 

to help people out. You’d be surprised.

Don’t	  Stop	  Being	  Awesome!
If you’ve finished your eBook already, 

WELL DONE! If we ever meet in person, I’ll 
buy you a drink, because you definitely 
deserve it.

 
Seriously.

But your awesomeness doesn’t have to 
stop with just an eBook that taught how to tune 

so you can enjoy playing the mandolin.

Have you ever thought about creating 
audios to record you playing your favorite 
songs? How about some videos or even a 
complete YouTube channel?! You have the 
capability to create something amazing and 
captivate people’s hearts in ways that were 
never possible until now.

Will you take advantage of the time we live 
in? I’d say, you’ve already started.
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Thank You So Much!
I hope you’ve enjoyed this eBook as much as I loved writing it for you. I can’t thank you 
enough for your continued support of The Mandolin Tuner Blog and everything I do.
I appreciate each and every one of you for taking time out of your day or evening to 
read this, and if you have an extra second, I would love to hear what you think about it.

Please leave a comment at http://www.themandolintuner.com/ebook, or if you’d rather 
reach me in private, don’t hesitate to shoot me an email. I read each and every single 
comment and email, so don’t be afraid to say hi!

Lastly, if you haven’t already, you can follow me on Twitter (@MandolinTuner), and join 
in on the conversations going on right now on my Facebook Fan Page.

Thanks again, and I wish you nothing less than success!

Chris Rizos
chris@themandolintuner.com
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