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Classical Guitar Technique

It is useful to imagine in detail what kind of technique a great player has. A great technique allows the guitarist
to play music with the greatest range of expression. Here are our idealized master guitarist’s attributes:

1. A great range of dynamics:
a. Can play passages from softest to loudest easily.
b. Able to separate parts dynamically and bring out a melody clearly over a softer accompaniment
no matter which voice the melody is in.

2. A great range of tempi:
a. Can play slow pieces with great sustain, legato, and beautiful tone.
b. Can play rapid passages that can move all over the instrument and change direction on a dime
with clear articulation and coordination between left and right hands.

3. A great range of tone color:

a. Able to move the right hand quickly and accurately along the string to change tone colors from
thick and rich to metallic.

b. Can pluck strings with a beautifully balanced basic tone free of clicks and scrapes.

c. Able to vary the angle of the fingernail as the string leaves the finger to bring out a variety of
expressive tones.

d. Able to move easily from rest strokes to free strokes.

e. Has great control of the width and speed of left-hand vibrato.

4. A physically healthy approach:
Basic posture, positioning, and movements of head, shoulder, arms, hands, and fingers are nat-
ural and allow for the release of tension while playing. The late great Cuban guitarist (my
teacher) Juan Mercadal once said to me, “The true judge of a technique is how the artist per-
forms as he gets older.” With the vigor that comes with youth, many players play with detri-
mental habits, which will eventually catch up and debilitate their technique. Unfortunately, the
world is full of these “former” players.

The way one holds a classical guitar can have great bearing on the success of the performer.
The ideal playing position allows the player to:

1. Sit comfortably for long periods of time if necessary.
2. Hold the instrument securely and stably without muting its sound projection.
3. Move the left arm freely and easily from 1st position to beyond the 12th fret.

4. Move the right hand easily along the strings to emphasize the wide variety of tone colors a
guitar offers.

5. Move the right hand easily and confidently from the lower strings to the higher strings and back
again as needed to execute long scale and arpeggio passages.

Rather than being fixed, a position is actually a range of motions that allows for the successful completion of
movements that result in music to our ears.
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CHAPTER NINE:

Etude
Two-Part Counterpoint

addition to his numerous concert works, Sor composed many short etudes (studies) for beginners. The
following etude in the key of G major is a lovely melody accompanied by a flowing bass line.
There are some interesting parallels between nineteenth-century classical guitar technique and today’s steel-
string fingerstyle virtuosos. Sor almost never used his 3rd finger (a) to pluck. Carcassi, another nineteenth-century
virtuoso, anchored his right-hand pinky by the bridge to give his playing more stability. It was also common for
players of this era, notably Mauro Giuliani, to fret bass notes with their left-hand thumb in the manner of today’s
rock and blues players.

F ernando Sor is considered to be one of the finest composers of guitar music in the classical era. In

In the late nineteenth century, Francisco Tarrega, playing the larger Torres guitar, which had a wider neck than
its forbearers, abandoned the technique of fretting with the thumb. The twentieth-century master Andres
Segovia exploited the freedom of not anchoring the right hand combined with the use of carefully shaped nails
to explore the many tone colors available on the guitar by playing at various points along the string. Plus, the
3rd finger (a) was integrated into right-hand technique to accommodate elaborate right-hand patterns. Sor’s
well-written music continues to interest twenty-first-century players, although the techniques used today may
not be exactly the way Sor would have done it.

Twenty-first-century classical guitarists are continuing to build upon the traditional approach. The right-hand
pinky (c) is being used more and more to accomplish five-part harmony and even more elaborate right-hand
patterns. The left-hand thumb is sometimes used to fret notes by coming around to the front of the fingerboard
from the same side as the other fingers in a technique adapted from double bassists and cellists.
Points of Interest:

1. The “a” finger is used to help with a jump from the 3rd to the 1st string in measure 7.

2. The “a” finger is used to position the right hand for arpeggios in measures 15—16.

3. The melody is passed around among the right-hand fingers and thumb. Care must be given to
separate musically the melody (stems up) from the accompaniment (stems down).

4. In measures 5—6 make sure to hold the melody note for its full value. Play the bass part very lightly
so as not to drown out the melody.
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