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Introduction

For the Composer: A Compositional Aid for the Classical Guitar was the culmination
of my practice-led research undertaken as part of my Master of Arts degree in 2024/25.
Alongside this compositional aid, a dissertation contextualised the research by
articulating the epistemological, theoretical, methodological, and practical frameworks
informing its development. However, the dissertation is not included; this is solely the

compositional aid itself.

| chose to create this compositional aid because my practice is primarily situated within
contemporary music and involves working with living composers. However, there is a
distinct lack of literature and pedagogical material specifically tailored to, readily
available for, and easily accessible to composers seeking support throughout the
compositional process. To contextualise this compositional aid within a composer-
centred framework, | employed autoethnographic and qualitative research methods.
These methods drew on my own experience working in contemporary music with
composers to identify key themes to inform the development of this compositional aid,
and incorporated consultation with composers and classical guitarists in order to

determine what they would find most useful.

| think it is important to emphasis two points here. Firstly, this compositional aid is not
intended to be a replacement for a collaborative relationship with a classical guitarist
— this process is crucial to composition, however, it is not always accessible. Rather,
this aid aims to bridge a gap in available, visible, and comprehensive resources for
composers, providing foundational principles to advanced knowledge of the classical
guitar, both as an instrument and within the compositional context. Secondly, while
this compositional aid is both necessary and useful, it is not intended as a prescriptive
method that stifles your own voice; rather, it presents a framework and creative
approach to the classical guitar. The real creativity belongs to you, the composer.
Explore the instrument, push boundaries, disregard anything written here if it does not
serve your vision. Do not be encumbered by tradition — bring something new that is
uniquely yours. As a friend put it, “In some ways, it is up to you as a composer to forge

your own manual through your compositions”.



This compositional aid is structured in three chapters: the first discusses the guitar and
its parts, geometric function, fingering notation, sonorities, colour, tone, and timbre;
the second covers techniques; and the third provides a comprehensive list of visual
and audio examples for each technique used in different contexts, as well as additional

useful resources.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that while this compositional aid is one of few
resources tailored to composers writing for the classical guitar, some the information
is inevitably dated as this stage, and not all possible techniques are documented. The
classical guitar repertoire is continually evolving, with new techniques being explored
through both individual and collaborative efforts. As such, this compositional aid will
need ongoing updates over time. Additionally, although | have written this
compositional aid and am a classical guitarist, | myself have limitations in knowledge
and expertise regarding some of the techniques discussed, and there are some
techniques | have not yet been able to discuss. This aid will never hold all the answers
you seek, and self-directed exploration will always be key to your own compositional

process.

This compositional aid — in the aim of being an available, visible, and comprehensive
resource — will remain free and accessible to everyone who needs it. All | ask is that
those who engage with it provide feedback on what is useful, what could benefit from
further explanation or simplification, and what can be improved and refined. | see this
compositional aid as a community project — something that can be continually
improved and refined by those who use it, for the benefit of future composers. My

deepest thanks to all who have already contributed towards it.

— Kieran McCrossan, January 2026.
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The Classical Guitar and Its Parts

The roots of the classical guitar can be traced back to the renaissance era
(approximately 1300—-1600), particularly from instruments such as the Spanish Vihuela
and the Italian lute. During the baroque era (1600-1750), these instruments developed
into five-course instruments, which further developed in the romantic era (1780-1910)
into the six string instrument we know today (Turnbull, 2006). However, in the twenty-
first century, as the classical guitar has become a firmly established concert
instrument, the construction of the instrument has continued to evolve, with larger-

bodied guitars built to enhance projection, sustain, and tonal quality (ibid.).

Here is a diagram and description of the standard classical guitar today:

Tuning Machines ~—,

Nut

Fretboard

Fretwire

Soundhole

Strings

Bridge

Figure 1 — Front and side of the classical guitar. Hans Van Velzen, “Garcia 1917”,
spruce top. Photo by Kieran McCrossan.



There are three main parts of a guitar: the body, the neck, and the headstock. The
tuning machines are using to tune the instrument. The nut holds the strings in place,
taking on the tension as the strings are wound. The fretboard is used by the fretting
hand to press and hold notes, and the fretwire divides the frets into semitones. The
soundhole is where the sound of the guitar resonates and is produced from. The
strings create sound when played, and the bridge also holds the strings in place, taking

on string tension.

The question of the differences between a classical guitar and an acoustic guitar
nearly always arises in conversation with composers and instrumentalists. With aim
the of addressing this question, here are some key distinctions: on a classical guitar,
the neck of the guitar is wider, and the frets are spaced further apart compared to an
acoustic guitar, which has a thinner neck—to allow the guitarist to reach the thumb
over to play the bass strings—and smaller frets. The fretboard of a classical guitar has
twelve frets before the fretboard joins the body, whereas an acoustic guitar has
fourteen. A classical guitar uses fan bracing, which supports a lighter soundboard,
whereas an acoustic guitar uses X-bracing to support higher string tension. Lastly, a
classical guitar uses nylon strings (with silver-wound bass strings), whereas an

acoustic guitar uses steel strings.



Tuning and Strings

The classical guitar has six strings — known as the open strings — and is tuned in
perfect fourths, except for one major third between the third and second strings. The
major third between the third and second strings allows for idiomatic fingering across

the fretboard, idiomatic chord shapes, and full triadic harmonies (Turnbull, 1974).

From lowest to highest — string six to string one — the tuning is E-A-D—-G-B-E,
which is known as standard tuning (based on A = 440 Hz). With regard to notation on

a stave, the notes appear as follows:

A ® 60 ® ® @ O

Y . *

ANV S

-

-
Figure 2 — Open String Tunings. Constructed in MuseScore.

In relation to middle C, the open string notes of the classical guitar are as follows: the
sixth string is E2, the fifth string is A2, the fourth string is D3, the third string is G3, the

second string is B3, and the first string is E4.

A fundamental distinction of a classical guitar is that the treble strings — strings one,
two, and three — are made of nylon instead of steel, which is typically used on acoustic
and electric guitars. Nylon strings trace their evolutionary roots from gut strings, which
were used from the renaissance period (fourteenth century) through to the 1940s, until
nylon strings were first developed by Albert Augustine (1900-1967) in collaboration
with classical guitarist Andrés Segovia (1893—-1987) Nylon strings are softer to the
touch, making them a more comfortable option for players. Furthermore, they are able
to produce an abundance of tones, colours, and dynamics — a distinct attribute for an
instrument capable of polyphonic writing, which allows for clear voice separation
across the strings (Godfrey, 2013).
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The Fretboard

The fretboard is the foundation for understanding how the classical guitar works and
for beginning to composing music for it. In general, fretboards consist of nineteen frets,
though newer models often include an extra fret on the first string (E), bringing the total
to twenty frets. The overall range spans approximately three octaves, from E2 to B5

— or up to C6 on classical guitars with twenty frets.

Each fret on the guitar corresponds to one semi-tone, moving chromatically. For
instance, on the first string (E), the first fretted note is F, the second fretted note is F-

sharp, the third fretted note is G, and so on.

] OO OO O OO OO OO

s [ OO+ OB OO OO+ B+ O- 6

e [ MO OO O OO OO

o [ LB OO OO0
I 1] \ vil IX

Figure 3 — Fretboard diagram. Empty diagram, free source (Bolt 2023). Filled by Kieran
McCrossan.

The diagram above shows the clear chromatic movement of each string, from its open
note up to its octave on fret twelve, where the pattern begins again and continues to
the nineteenth fret — equivalent to fret seven on the above diagram, but one octave
higher.

Geometric Function — Chords, Scales, Arpeggios, and Interval Relationships

As well as horizontal movement across the fretboard — moving along a string one
from one fret to the next — there is also vertical movement. This vertical movement
— which occurs across the fretboard — is what enables harmony and polyphony on
the classical guitar. It forms the basis for constructing chords, scales, arpeggios, and
intervals. Both horizontal and vertical movement contribute to the geometric function
of fretboard, by which patterns such as scale shapes, chord shapes, arpeggio shapes

and interval relationships become moveable and transposable. For example, the same

olelclclole

X
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scale pattern can be shifted a semitone higher or lower and still function; only the key
changes. Essentially, this means that if you learn the different scale shapes, you
unlock all the keys — and the same applies to chords and arpeggios. With this being
said, this essay does not go into detail about specific chord, scale, and arpeggio
shapes and patterns, given that there are a vast number of them and it would not be
possible to cover every detail within the scope of this essay. However, to address this
important topic, | have provided a key source? for learning and exploring all of these
elements in a self-directed manner, covering them extensively. It is my hope that the
broader explanation of geometric function may help ease the understanding of the

fretboard.

1 See Fretboard (chords, scales, and arpeggios) — All Guitar Chords, Scales, and Arpeggios. in Resources and
Video Examples for the Composer.
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Fingering Notation

Fingering notation is an essential part of a score, helping guide the classical guitarist
throughout your work and contributing towards the specific vison of how you want your
piece to be performed. Fingering indications are used for both hands: the hand that

plucks and the hand that frets.

For the plucking hand, the fingers are referred to as follows: p is thumb, i is index

finger, m is middle finger, a is ring finger and c is pinkie finger.

) o : m o -
= .
@ > — | |i- r
. - !

Figure 4 — Plucking hand notation example. Constructed in MuseScore.

Plucking hand notation is typically placed above the note, as shown in the ¢ major
arpeggio example above. To clarify, the letters used for the plucking hand are derived
from Spanish terminology for the fingers: pulgar (thumb), indice (index finger), medio

(middle finger), anular (ring finger, and chico (pinkie finger).

For the fretting hand, the fingers are referred to as follows: index finger is 1, middle

finger is 2, ring finger is 3, and pinkie finger is 4.

The number 0 is also used to indicate that the note should be played as an open string.

[a) P i m a

He
s}
___. =

| THES

=
[

Figure 5 — Fretting hand notation example. Constructed in MuseScore.

Fretting hand notation is typically placed beside the note, as shown in the ¢ major

arpeggio example above.
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String Notation

A second helpful notation is that of string notation. From highest to lowest, the strings
are numbered one through six, and these numbers are used to indicate which string a
note or phrase should be played on.

_ , T
A ® ® 9@ ©® 0 .
L

i
LY

Figure 6 — String notation example, across strings. Constructed in MuseScore.

X

—

.EJ'

Figure 7 — String notation example, phrase playing. Constructed in MuseScore.

String notation is typically placed above the note, as shown in the example above.

Position Notation

A third helpful form of notation is that of position notation. Roman numerals are used
to indicate the fretboard position of the fretting hand, meaning the index finger (1) will
align with the notated fret position. Each fret corresponds to a position on the guitar:
for example, first fret is first position, second fret is second position, so on. It is
important to notate each change of position when it occurs, in order to avoid any
confusion for the classical guitarist.

] 11 m_u 1 _
@ = —— ===|I =

Figure 8 — Position notation example. Constructed in MuseScore.

Position notation is typically placed above the note where the shift in position occurs,

as shown in the chromatic movement example above.
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Barre Notation

A fourth helpful form of notation is that of barre notation. A barre occurs when the
classical guitarist holds down multiple strings across a single fret simultaneously,
typically using the index finger (1). To indicate a full barre, the letter C followed by the
position notation is used. A half barre follows the same principle; however, the letter
C has a line through it. For clarification, the use of the letter C is derived from the

Spanish term ceja, meaning “bar”.

CI1I \CIV |
= cv ovI
he grote tietep® o e2ie!
:
H# b

Figure 9 — Full barre example. Constructed in MuseScore

G111 Qv NV VI——
oo Jtote Lieolio g2 o o 2HE
R

Ll
Figure 10 — Half barre example. Constructed in MuseScore
Barre notation is typically placed above the note where the barre occurs, alongside an

indicator of how long the barre should last, as shown in the chromatic movement

examples above.

A Note on Fingering
While the above notations are necessary and important in a score, there is a musical

consideration worth discussing.

Classical guitarists will often adapt fingering to tailor to their hand size, technical ability,
and musical interpretation. As performers, their own interpretation and vison of the
piece are continually shaped over time, with fingering adapted to achieve their musical
intentions — an important part of artistic exchange between composer and performer.
However, if specific fingering is essential to your musical intent as the composer and
should not be altered, this should be clearly communicated to the guitarist. Of course,
there may be instances where fingering must be adjusted due to technical limitations,
but in general, guitarists will respect the notated fingering of the composer when

clearly specified.
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Sonorities

In this section, the sound of the classical guitar is discussed, first discussing its
relationship to the stave and its notation, and then addressing specific factors such as

resonance, sustain, projection, and dynamic range.

Relationship to the Stave and its Notation
Firstly, with regard to the sound of the classical guitar in relation to the stave, it is
important to note that it sounds one octave lower than written pitch on the treble clef.

For example, a C5 (middle C) on the piano is notated here and sounds at this pitch:

e

Figure 11 — Piano, C5 example. Constructed in MuseScore

However, this same noted note on the classical guitar would sound a C4:

Played Note

}
Sounding Note in
Relation to Piano

Figure 12 — Classical Guitar, C5 played in relation to piano, sounding a C4. Constructed
in MuseScore.

The small number (8) underneath the treble clef is used to indicate that the note on

the stave will sound an octave lower than the written pitch.
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Resonance

The resonance of the classical guitar largely depends on the construction of the
instrument itself, with contributing factors such as the woods that have been used, the
bracing pattern on the soundboard, the finish, and the body size and shape. However,

there are also some other factors to be aware of.

Firstly, sympathetic resonance occurs on the instrument when the open strings and
the body resonate in response to vibrations from plucked notes — creating overtones
— as they share related frequencies. This can have a positive knock-on effect of
enhancing other factors such as sustain. However, when unwanted sympathetic
resonance occurs — creating unintended overtones — the classical guitarist can use

right-hand technique in order to mute the strings where it is occurring.

Secondly, resonance changes the higher up the classical guitarist plays on the
fretboard due to increasing string tension. On the lower part of the fretboard, where
the string tension and note frequencies are lower, more air moves through the body of
the guitar, producing greater resonance. However, as the classical guitarist moves up
the fretboard, increased string tension allows less air to move through the body of the
guitar, gradually reducing resonance. This can have negative knock-on effects on

factors such as sustain.

Sustain

Sustain is significant limitation of the classical guitar. As soon as a note is plucked, it
begins to fade quickly. This makes highly polyphonic music challenging, as the
classical guitarist must keep multiple voices clear, articulated, and sustained. The
classical guitarist takes an active role, choosing careful fingers and overlapping voices

to create a thread of continuity.

Projection

Projection is another challenge posed by the classical guitar, as the instrument
produces a much quieter sound compared to many others. Projection is yet another
factor the classical guitarist is responsible for, although classical guitars being built

today take this into consideration by trying to enhance power and projection.

Performance space also plays a key role in projection of the instrument. In smaller

recital spaces, the acoustics are often better suited, allowing the classical guitar to fill
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the room with its sound. However, in larger recital spaces, the classical guitar will
typically struggle to project well without a very good acoustic or the use of
amplification. When neither of these factors are available, the classical guitarist often
has to attempt to project more; however, playing too forcefully to increase the volume

always results in negatively impacting the overall sound quality.

Dynamic Range
The dynamic range of the classical guitar is very limited compared to other instruments

as it naturally produces an intimate, soft sound. This does not mean a contrast in

dynamic is not possible, but it is achieved in more nuanced ways.

Firstly, all written dynamics — such as pp, p, mf, f, ff, and so forth — can all be
deliberately emphasised by the classical guitarist in order to convey the sense of
dynamic shifting. Secondly, these subtle yet emphasised dynamic shifts can be used
to achieve deeply expressive and musical effects throughout a composition.

The performance space plays a key role in the dynamic possibilities of the classical
guitar. In smaller halls and more intimate recital spaces, the dynamic range of the
classical guitar can be fully effective, particularly with a good acoustic and the
audience positioned closer to the instrument. However, in larger recital spaces, it
becomes increasingly difficult for the classical guitar put across its full dynamic
potential without the support of good acoustics or amplification. A significant limitation
arises if the acoustic does not support the dynamic range and amplification is not
available; in these situations, the classical guitarist inevitably has to try to play louder,
which can often be at the expense of conveying an effective dynamic range during a

performance.
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Colour, Tone, and Timbre

In this section, | would like to explore the characteristics of the classical guitar,

discussing expressive qualities such as tone, colour, timbre, and single-string voicing.

Imitation of Instruments (The Miniature Orchestra)

There is a documentary, known to nearly all classical guitarists, called Andrés Segovia
at Los Olivos, in which Segovia discusses his life, musical journey, relationships with
composers, and of course, the classical guitar itself. What makes this particular
documentary so important is that it features Segovia sharing an analogy that depicts
the classical guitar as an orchestra in miniature: “For instance, it is like an orchestra,
to which we could look with the reverse side of binoculars. | mean by that, that
everything, every instrument of the orchestra is inside the guitar, but in smaller sound
size” (Nupen, 1968).

There are two very distinct tonal possibilities on the classical guitar: tasto, where the
classical guitarist plays over the fretboard — twelve frets (one octave) above — to
produce very warm, full colours; and ponticello, where the classical guitarist plays over
the bridge to produce colder, sharper colours. While these two possibilities are
certainly part of the expressive palette, they are not the only ones. Segovia’s vision is
much more expansive and acknowledges the full expressive potential of the classical
guitar, likening its timbres to those of the piano, brass instruments, string instruments

— particularly the cello.?

Furthermore, other factors also affect colour, tone, and timbre, such as the nuances

the classical guitarist’s nails, single-string voicing, and the fretboard position.

Nuances of Nails

Most classical guitarists pluck the strings with a mixture of nail and flesh; however, it

is important to note that not all classical guitarists use nails — some only use flesh.

Firstly, changing the angle of attack can produce slightly warmer and colder tones.
Secondly, combining this with chosen power of attack can produce much bolder
timbres — by applying more power through the string using apoyando (rest stroke) —

or softer, more ethereal timbres — by applying less power through the string using

2 To hear these contrasts in full effect, please refer to Timbre — The Miniature Orchestra: Andrés Segovia’s
Guitar Lesson: The Different Guitar Timbres in Resources and Video Examples for the Composer.
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tirando (free stroke). These nuances widen the palette of colours, tones, and timbres

available to the classical guitarist.

Single-String Voicing

With thinking about colour, tone, timbre, and phrasing, Segovia presents another
wonderful analogy: treating the strings as distinct voices, similar to a choir. A notable
characteristic of Segovia’s playing is his avoidance of string-crossing in the middle of

a phrase, whenever it could be avoided.

Each string of the classical guitar has a different colour, tone, and timbre, even when
playing the same note on a different string. While this approach to playing potentially
means sacrificing ease of technique for more challenging fingering, it ensures
consistency of colour, tone, and timbre across a phrase, producing an expressive
musical line resembling that of a single voice. While, as highlighted above, that this
may not always be possible, it is an important a factor to consider.

Position

Building on the analogy of single-string voicing, this closely relates to position. Where
you play a phrase on the classical guitar — the position on the fretboard and the choice
of string — makes a significant difference in the colours, tones, and timbres that are
available. This is again taking into consideration that the strings represent different
voices. The colours, tones, and timbres produced by playing the same phrase on the

first string compared to the second string, and so on, will be very different.

A Note to the Composer

All of these factors contribute to the colouristic, tonal and timbral possibilities of the
classical guitar. An important point to highlight is that this emphasises for you as a
composer to have a sense of what colours, tones, and timbres you want to explore
and incorporate throughout your composition. Establishing a collaborative relationship
with a classical guitarist shall make experimentation possible, allowing you to explore
colour, tone, and timbre first-hand and gain insight into how that particular classical
guitarist approaches these elements. Segovia expresses this well by saying, “It is not
really as listening to music, but better, dreaming with music” — encouraging you, as a
composer, to engage in creative exploration through your imagination and to realise

those ideas through the expressive capabilities of the instrument.
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Techniques

The following sections of this compositional aid discuss a broad range of techniques
on the classical guitar, along with their notation. For ease of navigation, the techniques
are presented in alphabetical order. At the end of this compositional aid, a section
entitled Resources and Video Examples for the Composer provides a range of visual
and audio examples for each technique used in different contexts, as well as additional

useful resources.



21

Arpeggios and Their Variations

As mentioned earlier, this research shall not discuss specific arpeggio shapes;
however, there are playability factors and further variations of arpeggios that are worth
discussing.

Arpeggios are one of the most idiomatic techniques on the classical guitar, differing
from those on other string instruments. The classical guitar can allow notes to sustain
and ring over one another, creating a flowing texture. Of course, arpeggios can
produce different musical effects: slower arpeggios can create a rich, resonant texture,
while faster arpeggios can create a shimmering texture and showcase virtuosic
playing. Both of these effects can be heard in Etudes No.1 and No.2 by Heitor Villa-
Lobos (1887-1959):
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Figure 13 — Arpeggio, rich and resonant texture. Bar 1 from Etude No.1 by Heitor Villa-
Lobos. Reconstructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 14 — Arpeggio, fast and shimmering texture. Bar 1 from Etude No.2 by Heitor
Villa-Lobos. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

The key difference between these two examples is that the first utilises only one note
per string, while the second sometimes includes two notes per string; this distinction
is what creates the two different effects. If your desired effect as the composer is to
achieve a rich and resonant texture, it is recommended that you write one note per
string, as writing two notes on one string will cause the first note to stop sounding when

the second note is played, thereby ending the sustain.

The idiomatic fingering for an arpeggio is one finger per string. A technical factor to
consider of when writing an arpeggio with two notes on one string is that, while it is

completely possible, some fingerings may be unnatural for the plucking hand,
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potentially requiring an awkward string-crossing or finger repetition. Being aware
where slurs can be added in these instances will make these passages technically

easier for the classical guitarist — as demonstrated in the second example above.

Swept Arpeggio

A swept arpeggio is a technique that can be used for textural effect. It requires the
classical guitarist to play in a continuous, rapid, and fluid motion with the plucking hand
— almost like a fanning technique — sweeping back and forth across the strings. This
is executed by sweeping across the strings with the thumb, followed by the return
motion using either the i or a fingers or vice versa. Here is an example from the second

movement of Concierto de Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo:
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Figure 15 — Swept arpeggio. Excerpt of bar 77 from movement ji of Concierto de
Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

Tremolo Arpeggio

A tremolo arpeggio is another technique that can be used for textural effect, imitating
a harp-like shimmer. It requires the classical guitarist to rapidly repeat an arpeggio
sequence, such as p—i—-m—a—m-i—p, creating the tremolo effect. Here is an example

from the second movement of Concierto de Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo:
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Figure 16 — Tremolo arpeggio. Excerpt of bar 76 from movement ii of Concierto de
Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo. Reconstructed in MuseScore.



23

Body Percussion

As well as being a melodic instrument, the classical guitar also offers percussive
techniques — with its roots in the folk tradition of flamenco music — providing a range
of sounds from various parts of the instrument. This involves striking the classical
guitar with either the plucking or fretting hand — or a combination of both — in areas
such as the upper and lower parts of the body, the sides of the body, the neck, the
strings, and the nut. These techniques expand the expressive potential of the
instrument, allowing the classical guitarist to combine rhythmic and percussive
elements into their playing. In music being written today, composers are increasingly
incorporating body percussion into their compositions for classical guitar, exploring

and expanding on the instruments boundaries and expressive capabilities.

The most common notation for body percussion on a stave is the use of an X note

head, in the range area of what sound you would like.
Here are some examples of how to notate body percussion on the classical guitar:

Tap Lower Body For Low Pitch Sound

%

Figure 17 — Body Percussion, Low Pitch Sound. Constructed in MuseScore.

Tap Higher Body For High Pitch Sound
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Figure 18 — Body Percussion, High Pitch Sound. Constructed in MuseScore.

Use Nail To Tap Side
a Of Body for High Pitch Sound
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Figure 19 — Body Percussion, High Pitch Sound. Constructed in MuseScore.



24

Strike Strings While Muted
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Figure 20 — Body Percussion, String Strike. Constructed in MuseScore.

Strike Strings At Nul
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Figure 21 — Body Percussion, Nut Strike. Constructed in MuseScore.

Although these examples use very basic rhythms, they demonstrate how to use clear
notation to help the classical guitarist understand how to execute the technique and
achieve the desired sound. In addition to note head notation, be sure to provide clear
written instruction — shown in the examples above — with the goal of making it clear
and easy for the classical guitarist to play what you desire. A further example of this
can be seen in Sonata for Guitar by Alberto (1916—-1983):
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Figure 22 — Body percussion, nut strike. Excerpt of bars 25 & 26 from /I. Scherzo,
Sonata for Guitar by Alberto Ginastera. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

While Ginastera uses different notation—using a diamond note head instead of an X
— he provides clear written instruction in the preface of his Sonata about how to

execute the technique to perform his desired sound.

All of these body percussion examples incorporate that of muted sounds, achieved by
striking the body of the classical guitar or striking the strings with your plucking hand
while your fretting hand holds them muted. Striking the lower body produced deep
thuds, while striking the upper or side areas of the body results in higher, yet still dulled,
pitches. Striking the muted strings produces a sharp and dry percussive sound.
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However, a further technique can be deployed in order to combine percussive
elements with resonating sound — this is called Tambora. This involves striking the
strings near the bridge of the classical guitar with the palm of the plucking hand, while
the fretting hand frets as normal, allowing the strings to resonate. This produces a

warm and resonant sound, yet slightly muffled.
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Figure 23 — Excerpt of bars 87 & 88 from Fandanguillo by Joaquin Turina.
Reconstructed in MuseScore.

While this percussive technique can be used to create a warm, quiet, and intimate
atmosphere — as in the example of Fandanguillo by Joaquin Turina — the opposite
is possible in producing a cold, loud, and almost violent atmosphere as heard in

Esordio from Sonata for Guitar by Ginastera.



26

Figure — 24, 25, and 26 — Capo on the classical guitar. Pictures by Kieran McCrossan

A capo is a tool that is used to alter the pitch of the instrument without the need of
changing the standard tuning. The capo works by clamping down onto the fretboard
of the classical guitar, beside the metal fret, which both shortens the fretboard scale

length and raises the overall pitch by a semitone with each passing fret.

The key characteristic that a capo provides is that of ease of transposition. Rather than
having to adapt fingerings or tune strings differently — creating possible technical
difficulties — the capo allows the classical guitarist to play in different keys without
difficulty or confusion. Beyond the capo being used primarily to alter pitch, this tool

offers significant musical choice in composition with its unique characteristics.

Using a capo will impact the classical guitar in different ways. This is because when
the capo clamps onto the fretboard, it shifts the tension on the strings, affecting tone,
timbre, and sustain. When the capo is clamped higher up on the fretboard, the more
tension there is on the strings, producing a brighter tone, a sharper timbre, and less
sustain, as the notes are higher frequencies. On the contrary, when the capo is
clamped lower down on the fretboard, the less tension there is on the strings,
producing a more mellow tone, a softer timbre, and more sustain, as the notes are
lower frequencies. The capo allows both the composer and the classical guitarist to
explore these two unique and opposing soundworlds, which would not exist without

the capo.
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Spider Capo

Figure 27 — Spider Capo, photo from spidercapo.com.

Once becoming comfortable with the use of a capo, there is another similar tool that
can be used, however, slightly more intricate, called a Spider Capo. A Spider Capo
takes on all of the previously spoken about characteristics of a capo, however, it
operates slightly differently. There are six switches on the Spider Capo, one for each
string, meaning you can choose whether or not you would like the capo to be clamped
onto individual strings. For example, you could choose to clamp down strings one,
three, and six, and leave strings two, four, and six unclamped, leaving these strings in
their open tuning. This allows you as a composer to explore and experiment with a
wide range of alternate tunings, providing creative possibilities in harmonies, partial

chords, colours, tones, and textures - this is certainly not an exhaustive list.

Composing with the Capo

An important factor to consider is how you notate the music you write for the classical
guitar using a capo. Treating the guitar now as a transposing instrument, the simplest
approach — both for the composer to notate, and for the classical guitarist to read —
is to write the music as if there was no capo on the guitar.

Capo 2nd Fret

%
Figure 28 — Composing with the Capo example, created in MuseScore.
Using the example above, a classical guitarist knows the position to play these notes
without complication, but with the capo being on the second fret, we know that the

music will sound two semi-tones higher, e.g. C sounds D, D sounds E, E sounds F#

and F sounds G.



Campanella

28

Campanella is a textural technique in which a melody or phrase is played across

different strings on the classical guitar, rather than consecutively on a single string.

This allows notes to overlap and resonate with one another to produce a rich, bell-like

sound. This technique requires thoughtful fingering for the classical guitarist to execute

it properly and maintain the resonance. Here is an example from Vals No.4 by Agustin

Barrios Mangoré (1885-1944):

Campanella
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Figure 29 — Campanella example. Excerpt of bars 95-98 from Vals No.4 by Agustin

Barrios Mangoré.
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Cross-String Trill

Like other instruments, the classical guitar is capable of producing various types of
ornamentation — for example, trills, mordents, turns, acciaccaturas, and
appoggiaturas. However, there is one mordent — the trill — that allows a unique
technique in its execution: the cross-string trill.

In the more general execution of a trill, the fretting hand is required to rapidly slur on
and off the fret continuously, using the second finger or both the second and third
fingers. The unique aspect of the cross-string trill is that the action shifts entirely to the
plucking hand. While the fretting hand holds the two notes required for the trill on
adjacent strings, the plucking hand uses a rapid rotation of the fingers across these
two strings to produce the trill effect.
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Figure 30 — Cross-string trill, beginning on principle note. Constructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 31 — Cross-string trill, beginning on upper note. Constructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 32 — Cross-string trill, beginning on lower note. Constructed in MuseScore.

The above examples show the plucking hand fingering for a cross-string trill on strings
one and two, beginning on the note E. Starting on the principal or lower note requires
the classical guitarist to begin the cross-string trill with the thumb (p), while starting on

the upper note requires beginning the cross-string trill with the ring finger (a).

This cross-string technique can be used more broadly in your composition,

incorporating different notes (not necessarily those typically used for a trill) and
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different strings (not necessarily adjacent ones). This technique creates interesting
textural writing and works well in both fast and slow passages, although one limitation
to be aware of in slower passages in the sustain on the trill. Stamina and technique
vary between each classical guitarist, so extended cross-string stills may be difficult to

sustain.
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Electronics

Electronics is a relatively recent development in the classical guitar repertoire, within
the context of its history. Composers first began beginning writing for the combination
in the 1960’s, with one of the earliest examples being Micréfono by Leo Brouwer (b.
1939), which explores live microphone feedback as a compositional tool when playing
the guitar. Today, electronic soundscapes are being increasingly explored by
contemporary composers, with new works continually being written for the
combination, using software to process and manipulate performed sound in real time,
allowing greater interaction between the classical guitarist and electronic elements.
Some of the electronic elements which have been explored are digital delay, live

electronics, looping and tape recording.

Digital Delay

Digital delay records the input sound from the guitar and plays it back after a set period
of time, which can be adjusted. This playback functions as an echo repetition of the
original sound, creating a pathway to explore concepts like minimalism and
improvisation. Hinchinbrook Riffs by Nigel Westlake (b. 1958) explores minimalism
through the development of small motifs, while Nirjanavana by Simon Thacker (b.

1979) explores improvisation, the act of reacting to yourself in real time.

Live Electronics

Live Electronics uses the guitar signal in real time, processing it through music
software enabling a wider range of interactive possibilities between the classical
guitarist and electronics. This allows the classical guitarist to musically respond to or
manipulate the electronic elements during a live performance. A piece which explores

this concept is Something Sawed by Luke Blackmore.

Looping

Looping allows the classical guitarist to record sections of live or pre-recorded music,
which are then played back on repeat to create a loop. This allows the classical
guitarist to layer multiple sounds and build up varying textures, creating and exploring

different soundscapes. A piece which explores this concept is Tango by Ali Tod.
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Tape Recording

Tape recording is used when the classical guitarist performs notated music alongside
a pre-recorded track. The pre-recorded track may include synchronised sounds that
align with the guitar part, sampled audio, and even processed guitar sounds. A piece
which explores these concepts is Time Grids by Shirish Korde (b. 1945).

Performability

A factor to keep in mind if you want to compose music for classical guitar and
electronics is the issue of performability. Not every classical guitarist has access to
electronic equipment such as electro-acoustic guitars, microphones, amplification,
audio interfaces, loop stations, and music software which significantly impacts on the
performability of this repertoire. In addition to attaining these additional electronic
resources, the classical guitarists performing this repertoire require extensive
knowledge of how to operate the electronic resources effectively in order to deliver
musically consistent performances. While this repertoire expands the creative
possibilities of the classical guitar, performability is limited due to these practical
constraints. This is by no way a deterrent to compose this music — it is simply a factor

to be aware of.



33

Extended Techniques

Extended Techniques on the classical guitar offer the opportunity to explore a broader
palette of musical possibilities beyond the more traditional methods of playing the
instrument. Some key pieces that explore extended techniques are Sonata for Guitar,
Op.47 by Alberto Ginastera, Fantasy for Guitar by Malcolm Arnold (1921-2006),
Serenades Of The Unicorn by Einojuhani Rautavaara (1928-2016), and Dance Suite
by Stuart Murray Mitchell, among others. The following score excerpts in this section
are taken directly from the each published piece and were deliberately not
reconstructed using other notation software, in order to showcase each composer’s

own created notation for their score.

Firstly, in Sonata for Guitar, Op.47 by Alberto Ginastera, the extended techniques

used include a whistle effect, ghost notes, plucking the nut of the guitar and glissandi.

a
Son 1iffTe, “whistling sound”, means slide upward as fast as possible on the
string indicated, using the thumb and middle hingers.

®

Figure 33 — Whistle effect. Excerpt taken from preface of Sonata for Guitar, 0p.47 by
Alberto Ginastera.

This whistle effect is created by the classical guitar scratching their nail across one of

the bass strings, producing a sharp, high-pitched sound.
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Means an indeterminate group of very high-pitched sounds.

Figure 34 — Ghost notes. Excerpt taken from preface of Sonata for Guitar, op.47 by
Alberto Ginastera.

Ghost notes are created by the classical guitarist sliding the fretting hand across the
fretboard — even up to the area above the soundhole — while applying light pressure
to produce a sound without fully fretting the notes. The result is a slightly muted sound,
which can be very percussive. It can also be combined with glissandi to create shifting

pitches.
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— Means play on the strings at the head (see note page 3).

Figure 35 — Plucking the nut. Excerpt taken from preface of Sonata for Guitar, op.47
by Alberto Ginastera.

Plucking or striking the nut of the guitar produces a very high pitched, metallic sound,

again that is very percussive in nature.
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Figure 36 — Glissandi. Excerpt of bars 42 & 43 from /I. Scherzo, Sonata for Guitar,
op.47 by Alberto Ginastera.

The glissandi in this Sonata are used in a unique way, creating sweeping motions
between beginning and ending pitches due to the speed at which they are performed
— almost blending glissandi with the ghost notes previously discussed. This produced

somewhat muted, muffled tones between the articulated pitches.

Moving on to Fantasy for Guitar by Malcolm Arnold, the extended technique used in

this piece is crossed strings.
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Figure 37 — Crossed strings. Excerpt of bar 1 & 2 from V. March, Fantasy for Guitar by
Malcolm Arnold.

By crossing two strings on the guitar and striking them, a uniquely percussive, muffled
sound is produced — resembling a snare drum as the strings vibrate against each

another.
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Next, in Dance Suite by Stuart Murray Mitchell, the extended technique used is

prepared classical guitar.
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* For the entirety of this movement, a piece of paper should be placed in between the strings towards the
bridge of the guitar to give a Indonesian Gamelan-cffect

Figure 38 — Prepared guitar. Excerpt of bars 25 to 28 from V. Baris Dance, Dance Suite
by Stuart Murray Mitchell.

In this piece, preparing the classical guitar involves placing a piece of paper between
the strings at the bridge, producing a muffled, buzzing effect. As in other prepared
pieces — such as piano pieces by John Cage (1912-1992) — many other various

objects can be placed under the strings of the guitar to produce different effects.

As well as placing objects under the strings of the guitar, objects can also be used to

play or affect the strings.
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Figure 39 — Using objects on the strings. Excerpt of bars 1 & 2 from [/I. Serenading A
Pair Of Giggly Nymphs (Drunk Of Night) from Serenades Of The Unicorn by Einojuhani
Rautavaara.

In Serenades Of The Unicorn by Einojuhani Rautavaara, the classical guitarist is
asked to use a teaspoon to play the strings. This technique produces metallic,

percussive pitches.

Another object that can be used to alter the sound of the classical guitar is a violin
bow. While there are not any currently known published piece that incorporate this
technique, | am personally aware of two works — by Brandon Walker (b. 1974) and

Craig Morrison (b. 1999) — that do. This technique has also been explored more
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extensively on acoustic guitars, as their steel strings are easier to achieve a sound
with a violin bow compared to the nylon strings on classical guitars, which are more
difficult.

A further object used to alter the pitch of classical guitar strings is a bottleneck slide.
A bottleneck slide is worn on one of the fingers of the fretting hand and glides over the
strings while the plucking hand plucks the strings to produce sound. Because the
bottleneck slide is not restricted to fixed pitches like frets, this allows for microtonal
possibilities. Again, there are no currently known published pieces that incorporate this
technique, but | have personally performed a work by composer Nancy Johnstone
titled Foreign Body, which uses a bottleneck slide. Additionally, a recent commission
by Sean Shibe (b. 1992) to Cassandra Miller (b. 1976) resulted in a new guitar

concerto that included the use of a bottleneck slide.

Lastly, an extended technique to discuss is tapping. Tapping involves using one or
both of the hands to tap and sound notes on the fretboard without plucking them,

similar to a hammer-on.
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Hit the string with left hand finger. (Use the wire strings whenever possible )

Figure 40 — Left-hand tapping. Excerpt of bars 3 to 6 from /. Serenading A Pair Of
Giggly Nymphs (Drunk Of Night) from Serenades Of The Unicorn by Einojuhani
Rautavaara.

The above example is of left-hand tapping from Serenades Of The Unicorn by
Einojuhani Rautavaara. This technique produces sharp, percussive and buzzing
sounds as the string are snapped onto the fretboard by the left hand fingers.

Two hand tapping involves the classical guitarist using both hands to tap two different
voices on the fretboard. | am not aware of a published piece that incorporates this
technique, which is significantly more explored and used on acoustic and electric

guitars. However, videos demonstrating this technique are available.

These are just a few extended techniques that have been previously used or recently

explored. | have included direct excerpts from each composer’s scores to showcase
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their own created notation — something | encourage you, as a composer, to
experiment with. Just be sure your notation is clear for the classical guitarist
performing your work. Additionally, while it is certainly exciting to explore established
or emerging techniques, | encourage you to bring your own creativity and vision to the
instrument, and explore your own ideas to produce the sounds you envision. The
techniques discussed here are not meant to be restrictive, but rather a pool of
possibilities to inspire further exploration. Furthermore, while | have spoken about a
handful of extended techniques in this section, others — such as artificial harmonics,
scordatura, body percussion and tambora, snap pizzicato, and further discussion of
glissandi — are addressed in other parts of this essay where they are more

appropriately placed.
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Harmonics

Harmonics are common among string instruments, the main difference for classical
guitar being that they are plucked, rather than bowed, giving them their distinct bell-
like tone. Harmonics for the classical guitar can be set into two categories: natural and

artificial.

Natural Harmonics

Natural harmonics are harmonics that naturally occur due to string tension, and are
played by the fretting hand lightly touching a string directly above specific fret wires,
with the other hand plucking the string.

Natural harmonics occur on frets twelve, nine, seven, five, and four. They also occur
on frets three and two, however, these are much more difficult to play clean and clear,
becoming very quiet and muffled because of the higher tension in the strings in this

area of the fretboard.
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Figure 41 — Figure x — Natural harmonics fretboard diagram. Empty diagram, free
source (Bolt 2023). Filled by Kieran McCrossan.
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Figure 42 — The open strings and their respective 12" fret harmonic soundings of one
octave. Constructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 43 — The open strings and their respective 9th®™ and 4" frets harmonic
soundings of two octaves, plus a major third. Constructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 44 - The open strings and their respective 7" fret harmonic soundings of one
octave, plus a perfect 5t". Constructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 45 - The open strings and their respective 5" fret harmonic soundings of two
octaves. Constructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 46 - The open strings and their respective 3rd fret harmonic soundings of two
octaves, plus a perfect 5. Constructed in MuseScore.

39



40

8va @ i
(3
® @ @
© 2 o 9 42 F
£ . — > — =
h S e e b f—
= -
4 r I

N
¥
L

Figure 47 - The open strings and their respective 2nd fret harmonic soundings of three
octaves, plus a major 2", Constructed in MuseScore.

Artificial Harmonics

Artificial harmonics are created by altering string tension when a note is fretted. This
means that any fretted note can now become a harmonic, with the note sounding one

octave higher than the fretted pitch.

Artificial harmonics function similarly to natural harmonics with the only difference
being in how they are executed. The fretting hand presses on the desired note, while
the plucking hand lightly touches the string — over the fretwire — twelve frets higher
(one octave above) using the index finger, and uses either the thumb (p) or middle
finger (m) to pluck the string.
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Figure 48 — Example of artificial harmonics with fretting hand fingering and string
number. Constructed in Musescore.

Notation of Harmonics
The examples above in both natural and artificial harmonics show some of the

recommended ways for a composer to notate natural harmonics in their music.

Firstly, as an example, you could use a diamond note head to indicate the chosen
notes that are to be played as harmonics. Also, it is very important to indicate the string
you want the harmonic played on, include left hand fingering, and include fretboard

position so the guitarist knows where you want the note to be played.
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Figure 49 — Harmonics diamond headed notes, string indication, left hand fingering,
and fretboard position. Extract of bars 25 & 26 from /. Happy from Five Miniature
Pieces by Edward McGuire, arranged by Kieran McCrossan. Reconstructed in
MuseScore.

An important point highlighted in the example above if you are using both natural and
artificial harmonics in the same passage of music, you can write Nat. above notes that
can be played as natural harmonics for ease of reading and playing for the classical

guitarist.

Alternatively, to diamond note heads, you could write Harmonics, Harm., or H. followed
by a bracket over the specified passage of music, or write Harmonics, Harm. or H.
followed by Norm. or Normal to indicate when the harmonics should end, including

string indication, left hand fingering, and fretboard position.

Further to that, you could place a small circle symbol above notes to indicate you
would like them to be played as harmonics, including string indication, left hand
fingering, and fretboard position.
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Figure 50 — Harmonics example using circle symbol above note, H. with bracket, string
indication, left hand fingering, and fretboard position. Extract of bar 36 from . Waltz
from Dance Suite by Stuart Murray Mitchell. Reconstructed in MuseScore.
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Pitch Bends

Pitch bends are a technique that can be utilised in order to manipulate the pitch of a
note by physically pulling or pushing the string vertically across the fretboard when
plucked, creating a gliding effect. When a string is bent, it creates higher tension in the
string, resulting in the pitch of a note to shift higher. There are a range of possible pitch
bends on the classical guitar such as a full bend, half bend, quarter bend, pre-bend,

and a grace note bend.

The full bend allows a note to be shifted one tone; however, this is very difficult in lower

range of the classical guitar due to high string tension.
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Figure 51 — Pitch Bend example, full bend, one tone. Excerpt of bar 113 from Los
Campos Desolados by Brandon Walker. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

The half bend allows a note to be shifted one semi-tone.

1/2 bend
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Figure 52 — Pitch Bend example, half bend, semi-tone. Constructed in MuseScore.

The quarter bend allows a note to be shifted one quarter-tone.

1/4 bend
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Figure 53 — Pitch Bend example, quarter bend, quarter-tone. Constructed in
MuseScore.
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The pre-bend operates slightly differently, as this is the only pitch bend allowing you
to lower the pitch through the manipulation of the string. You begin by pre-bending the
string to the higher pitch — in the example below, this is the note C — and as the
string is unbent and returned to its normal position, the pitch lowers to B — the note in
the brackets.

A pre-bend
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Figure 54 — Pitch Bend example, pre-bend. Constructed in MuseScore.

The grace note bend is similar to a half bend in that it shifts the pitch by a semi-tone.
The main difference being the timing of the bend: it is a rapid transition, where the
string is bent simultaneously as it is plucked resulting in a more immediate pitch shift
that imitates a grace note.

grace note bend
o)

Y

Figure 55 — Pitch Bend example, grace note bend, semi-tone. Constructed in
MuseScore.

g

Notation
The examples above show the recommended ways in which to notate pitch bends in
your music. Be sure to annotate the specific bend you would like used to avoid any

confusion.
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Glissando

Glissandos are another technique as part of pitch shifting; however, this involves
sliding across the string and the fretboard, physically shifting from one note to another.
This technique is common across instruments; however, there are some small

differences in its execution on the guitar, allowing different effects.

Firstly, unlike other string instruments such as the violin — which are bowed, allowing
the sustain of notes, dynamic control, and articulation control — the sustain of a
glissando on the classical guitar is very different: as soon as a note is plucked, it begins
to decay. Secondly, unlike the flat fingerboard of a violin — which allows glissandos
to be completely smooth — the classical guitar neck is fretted, allowing the possibility
of unwanted articulation of notes as the finger slides over the metal frets. Thirdly, it is

possible to glissando with multiple notes at once using multiple strings.

In regards to these observations, there are a few factors that need to be considered:
the distance of the glissando, the speed of the glissando, and the effect desired by the
composer. Glissandos can be smooth and give the impression of controlled sustain
and dynamic across large distances. An example of this is below, taken from Prélude
No.1 by Heitor Villa-Lobos. In this context, the smooth and sustained effect is due to
the speed of the glissando — it is a quick shift. Slower shifts result in the continuous
loss of sustain and dynamic, as well as the possibility of unwanted articulation of notes
as the finger slides over the metal frets; however, these factors in themselves can aid
in the production of other distinct musical effects.® My aim in highlighting these factors
is not for them to be seen as weaknesses as such, but solely to bring awareness as
to how they function, in the hope it may aid your creative palette if you wish to explore

and experiment with these elements this in your music.

Figure 56 — Glissando example, excerpt of bar 1 from Prélude No.1 by Heitor Villa-
Lobos. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

3 see Extended Techniques for more on this
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Pizzicato

For other string instruments, such as the violin, pizzicato means to change from
bowing the string to plucking it with your finger. While the classical guitar already uses
plucking as its primary sound production, pizzicato offers a further tonal exploration.
On classical guitar, pizzicato requires the classical guitarist to lightly dampen the
strings over the bridge of the guitar with the palm of the plucking hand while
simultaneously playing the strings with the thumb. This produces a sound very similar

to that of pizzicato on a bowed string instrument such as violin.

This technique can be utilised in either as a single line or multiple voices at once. Here

are some examples:
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Figure 57 — Pizzicato, single line. Excerpt of bars 1 & 2 from Pavane by Gabriel Fauré.
Reconstructed in MuseScore.
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Figure 58 — Pizzicato, multiple voices. Excerpt of bars 7 & 8 from Fandanguillo by
Joaquin Turina. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

Both examples above show the recommended way to notate pizzicato in music for
classical guitar — either by writing Pizzicato or Pizz. with a bracket over the intended
passage, or writing Pizzicato or Pizz over the intended passage with Normal or Norm.

to indicate when to stop using the technique.
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Snap Pizzicato

Snap Pizzicato is a further expressive tool, one much more aggressive than that of
regular pizzicato. This technique is executed by the classical guitarist pulling the string
away from the fretboard and releasing it, causing it to snap back against the fretboard

and produce a loud, sharp slap sound.
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Figure 59 — Snap Pizzicato. Taken of bar 89 from Sanctum by Kenneth Dempster.
Reconstructed in MuseScore.

The articulation sign for snap pizzicato is a circle with a small line through the top, as
seen in the above example. The example above also shows the recommended way
to notate snap pizzicato in music for classical guitar — by marking the articulation

above the specific notes intended to be played with the technique.

Estridente

Estridente is a technique similar to that of pizzicato. While pizzicato involves lightly
dampening the strings, estridente is produced by moving the palm of plucking hand
slightly closer to the soundhole while applying less pressure, resulting in a buzzing,

distorted tone which can be used to great effect.

Estridente
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Figure 60 — Estridente. Excerpt of bars 1 & 2 from Guajira by Emilio Pujol.
Reconstructed in MuseScore.

This example above shows the recommended way to notate estridente in music for
classical guitar — by estridente with a bracket over the intended passage, or writing
estridente over the intended passage with Normal or Norm. to indicate when to stop

using the technique.
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Rasgueado

Ragueado categorises a variety of strumming techniques originating from Spanish
flamenco traditions. Very different to standard strumming on the classical guitar,
rasqueado requires the classical guitarist to use each individual finger to strike the
strings in rapid succession, creating its highly distinctive percussive sound and rolling
texture. This technique can be very demanding for a classical guitarist, with it needing
to be fast, fluid, and rhythmic, requiring secure finger coordination and much stamina

for longer passages.

As a standard strumming pattern, rasgueado uses circular succession of the fingers,
starting from a closed fist it begins with the pinkie finger (c), followed by the ring finger
(a), followed by the middle finger (m), followed by the index finger (i). What creates
this circular motion is when the classical guitarist plays the i finger, they then have to
retract the c, a, and m fingers back to the palm, and once the c finger plays again, the
i finger is then retracted back to the palm, beginning the sequence again. Another
standard strumming pattern brings in the use of the thumb (p). First, beginning with
the middle (m) and ring (a) fingers striking down, followed by the thumb (p), but then
the thumb (p) strikes again, this time with an up stroke, allowing the m and a fingers
to get back into position to start the cycle again. With that being said, like other
techniques, fingering preferences differs from each individual guitarist, so there is no
need to notate it. Fingering will also depend on the context of any given written score

and what is being asked to be played.

Rasg. —

@m‘igi-

o

Figure 61 — Rasgueado example. Excerpt of bar 15 from Dance Suite - I. Waltz by
Stuart Murray Mitchell. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

In this first example above, the classical guitarist is being asked to play these two
successive accented chords using rasgueado with fortissimo dynamic. This could be
executed using the standard pattern of c—a—m—i discussed above, however, instead

of this circular motion, it would be two explosive uses of this pattern.
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Rasqueado ]

drpidie

Figure 62 — Rasgueado example. Excerpt of bars 71 to 74 from Rafaga by Joaquin
Turina. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

419 400

In this second example above, the classical guitarist is being asked to play a flowing
passage of music using rasgueado. This could be executed using either pattern of c—

a—m—i or m and a—p—p discussed above using the circular motion.

In both examples, they show the recommended way to notate rasqueado in your
music: by writing Rasg. or Rasgueado followed by a bracket over the specified
passage of music. Alternatively, Rasg. or Rasgueado can be notated over the
specified passage of music followed by Norm. or Normal to indicate when the

rasgueado should end.

Rasgueado is more than just a strumming technique, it can be utilised as an
expressive tool within its placed context. For examples, see Resources and Video
Examples For The Composer where there are two contrasting contexts of music,
showcasing rasgueado’s expressive qualities combining texture, tone, and colour. The
first example, a gentle and flowing romantic context presented in Cordoba by Isaac
Albéniz (1860-1909); the second, an aggressive and pulsating contemporary context
presented in Phirado by Simon Thacker (b. 1979).

Rasgueado Sordino

Related to rasgueado, there is the technique rasqueado Sordino — sordino meaning
‘muted’. Rasgueado sordino involves the classical guitarist rapidly brushing the top of
the strings near the bridge of the classical guitar with the flesh of the fingers, producing

a muffled, whispering sound with an airy texture.

Rasgueado sordino can be utilised by incorporating different factors to produce
different effects. A few examples are that it can be slow, gentle, soft, and quiet, by
playing closer to the sound hole, it could be rapid, harsh, sharp, and loud, by playing
closer to the bridge of the guitar. You could also incorporate a swelling effect by

moving through dynamic, colour, and tone.



49

Scordatura

Scordatura allows for an extended range of the classical guitar and opens up further
harmonic possibilities, creating new sonorities not possible in standard tuning. There
are a few re-tunings that could be considered standard in classical guitar, such as drop
D — when the sixth string (E) is tuned down to D — and drop C tuning — when the
sixth string (E) is tuned down to C and the fifth string A is tuned down to G. There are
a multitude of wonderful pieces in the repertoire utilising these tunings — namely Julia
Florida (drop D) and Un Suefio en la Floresta (drop C and G), both pieces by Agustin
Barrios Mangoré. These works showcase a creative exploration of harmonic and
sonoric possibilities on the instrument in these tunings, while maintaining idiomatic
fingering. Having said that, it is important to highlight that no alternative tunings should
feel mandatory for you to follow. Rather, the intention is to point out that exploring
different tunings on the classical guitar can provide another way for you, as a
composer, to approach harmony for the instrument in your own way — allowing the

individuality of your writing to come through.

An important factor to be aware of when exploring alternate tunings is string tension.
Tuning the strings too low can cause them to become very loose and hit against the
fretboard of the classical guitar when plucked, while tuning them too high increases
tension, which can potentially damage both the strings and the instrument. An
approximate range to stay within to avoid these problems is a major fourth lower than

standard pitch and a minor second higher.

A further factor to be aware of when writing in alternate tunings is fingering. When
notating alternative string tunings in your music, there are two recommend ways to do
this, depending on how many strings are being tuned differently. Firstly, if a piece you
write requires only one or two strings to be alternatively tuned, it is recommended that
you use the string number symbol for the string you are changing, along with the note
to which it is being changed to, and place them at the beginning of the work. For

example:
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Figure 63 — Sixth string drop D notation. Constructed in MuseScore.
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Secondly, if a piece you write requires all of the strings to be alternatively tuned, it is

recommended that you notate this in a preface. For example:

Scordatura = i
i)
This piece uses scordatura, with all ( S C4)
strings flattened. (}
Z —

The top stave shows the pitches which @ o
will sound, and the bottom stave shows e L h'f S

, - L e L
the criginal tuning - which frets the '5_ — T
player should play. O — q—,._';

Figure 64 — Scordatura notation in relation to standard pitch. Taken from the preface

of mossy rocks catch the sea by Nancy Johnstone.

A final consideration when using alternative tunings is related to notation and fingering.
Tuning one or two strings differently will not significantly affect a guitarist, but extreme
use of scordatura can make fingering very difficult. Like all instrumentalists, guitarists
are familiar with where notes lie in relation to the standard tuning of their instrument.
While minor alternation will not have a major effect, more significant changes disrupts

the familiarity with note positions on individual stings.

To address these issues, firstly, it is important for you, as the composer, to become
more familiar with understanding guitar fingering. This will of course will take time —
but if you have access to a guitar while composing, use it to evaluate whether your
fingerings are idiomatic. Furthermore, if you are able to send drafts of your music to a
guitarist to evaluate your fingering, this is also recommended. Secondly, with extreme
use of scordatura, it is recommended you use a two stave notation: one stave showing
the original tuning — this is what the guitarist will read and play from — and the second
stave with the scordatura, indicating what is actually sounding. This makes the music
easier for the guitarist to read and perform. Again, if you are able to consult with a
guitarist, it is recommended you do so as this can be a very difficult and confusing
task. This is an example of two stave notation from a recent commission by composer

Nancy Johnstone:
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Figure 65 — Scordatura, two stave example. Excerpt of bars 1 & 2 from mossy rocks
catch the sea by Nancy Johnstone.
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Slurs

Slurs are an important tool in writing music for classical guitar, both for technical ease
and musical expression. Unlike other string instruments such as the violin — which
are bowed, allowing dynamic control and articulation control — slurs on the classical
guitar are executed quite differently, using hammer-on and pull-off techniques. A
hammer-on, also known as an ascending slur, occurs when the plucking hand plucks
the string, followed by a finger of the fretting hand pressing down on a fret to articulate
a second, higher-pitched note. A pull-off, also known as a descending slur, occurs
when the plucking hand plucks the string, followed by a finger of the fretting hand
pulling off the string to articulate a second, lower-pitched note. Here are examples of

both hammer-ons and pull-offs in written notation:

i

hﬂ*‘

Figure 67 — Slurs, Pull-off Example. Constructed in MuseScore.

With the slurred note not being plucked, this means that they have the potential to be
weaker in dynamic and articulation. However, it is the classical guitarist’s responsibility
to maintain good technique to ensure the slurred note has the same tone, dynamic,

and articulation as if it were plucked — while also considering the musical context.

Slurs are an expressive tool to use when wanting to achieve legato phrasing, allowing
for a smoother, more connected flow of the music without constant interruption of the
plucking hand rearticulating each note. A more technical use for slurs lies in fast,
intricate passages of music where plucking every note would be near impossible for
the classical guitarist. Here is an example from the third movement of La Caterdral by

Agustin Barrios Mangoré:
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Figure 68 — Slurs, Fast Passage. Excerpt of bars 49 & 50 from //l. Allegro from La
Catedral by Agustin Barrios Mangoré.

While single-note slurs are more conventional, it is possible to slur multiple notes at
once — but this requires idiomatic fingering. If the fingering is awkward, or if it involves
slurring across strings depending on the notes being slurred and fretboard position, it

may not be practical or even possible.
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Figure 69 — Two-note slur, idiomatic fingering. Constructed in MuseScore.
The above example shows idiomatic fingering, where the same fingers can be used
to slur and ascend to the next notes while remaining on the same strings. These slurs

would also work if reversed to descending slurs.

Figure 70 — Two-note slur, poor fingering. Constructed in MuseScore.

The above example shows poor fingering, in which the fingers would need to switch

positions to execute slur and descend to the next notes, making the slur impossible.
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Cross-String Slurs
While maintaining a slur on the same string is more conventional, it is possible to slur

across strings — Cross-string slurs. The main limitation being that the string and note
you are slurring to receives no articulation from the plucking hand, which further
emphasises the need for the classical guitarists good technique to maintain continuity
of tone, dynamic, and articulation. Cross-string slurs makes these factors more difficult
to maintain — but not impossible. Here is an example of cross-string slurs from Lost

in Venice by Brandon Walker:
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Figure 71 — Cross-string Slurs. Excerpt of bar 43 from Lost in Venice by Brandon
Walker. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

In the above example, string numbers are included to showcase the where the cross-

string slurs are taking place.
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Tremolo

While the classical guitar lacks the ability to sustain notes compared to the voice,
bowed instruments, and wind instruments, there is a distinctive and expressive
technique that is unique to the instrument that provides a lyrical quality. Tremolo is a
technique that uses rapid repetitions of a note in even rhythmic succession —
balancing articulation and volume of each finger — to create the illusion of a flowing
and sustained melodic line, allowing the guitarist to shape the phrasing of a melody.
As standard, tremolo is played on the treble strings by the a—m-i fingers with the
thumb (p) playing an accompanying second voice, providing the harmonic

framework.
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Figure 72 — Bars 56 & 57 from Una Limosna por el Amor de Dios by Agustin Barrios
Mangoré. Reconstructed in MuseScore.

In the above example, this shows how tremolo is written as standard with the use of
demisemiquavers: the accompanying second played by the thumb (p) followed by the

next three tremolo notes played by the fingers (a—m-i).

Tremolo is easily identified by classical guitarists from looking at the score, so when
you are composing music that incorporates this technique there is no need to notate
the fingering for it. Further to this, fingering preference for this technique differs

between each classical guitarist as there are many possible variations.
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Resources and Video Examples for the Composer

Arpeggios
Fast and Virtuosic — Etude No.2 by Heitor Villa-Lobos performed by Xingye Li.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEH|D4CyAU8

Rich and Resonant — Etude No.1 by Heitor Villa-Lobos performed by Xingye Li.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyNb 2y51SE

Swept — Concierto de Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo performed by John Williams.

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ekznnxaGzNU (8:57-9:01)

Tremolo — Concierto de Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo performed by John Williams.

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ekznnxaGzNU (9:01-9:10)

Body Percussion

San Telmo from Suite Buenos Aires by Maximo Diego Pujol performed by Roberto
Alvarez and Kevin Loh. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M|SiUmgINcw (2:33-2:57)

Nut Strike - The Impossible by Mike Dawes. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYksCAhjthk (From 0:10, then used throughout)

Tambora — Fandanguillo by Joaquin Turina performed by Julian Bream. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Tgh6 e X5s (3:56—4:14)

Tambora — Esordio from Sonata para Guitarra by Alberto Ginastera. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_X-iI9TJMJKS8 (1:50 onwards)

Side Body, Tambora, and Nut Strike — Fuoco from Libra Sonatine by Roland Dyens.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A09AhMgXs_s (3:23-3:30)

Campanella
Campanella — Vals No.4 by Agustin Barrios Mangoré performed by Gabriel Bianco.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=27GUIMGzrDQ (2:18-2:51)



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEHjD4CyAU8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyNb_2y51SE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ekznnxaGzNU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ekznnxaGzNU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MjSiUmqINcw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYksCAhjthk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Tqh6_e_X5s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_X-i9TJMJK8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AO9AhMqXs_s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=27GUIMGzrDQ
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Capo

Capo, showcasing both higher and lower positions of the fretboard — Rosewoods by
David Fennessy performed by The Manchester Collective with Sean Shibe. Available
at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwVy0QTQKkJO

Cross-String Trill
Practicing Cross-String Trills by Beyond The Guitar Academy. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmDg9MfVBWg

Basic Trill — Ornaments on the Classical Guitar, 3. Basic Trill by Karl Byrne. Available
at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6RM06HMDgko

Ekla  Chalo Re performed by  Simon  Thacker. Available  at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dle-69ZgX0E (2:10-2:31)

Electronics

Digital Delay, Improvisation — Nirjanavana by Simon Thacker. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rZGpELWoJc

Digital Delay, Minimalism — Hinchinbrook Riffs by Nigel Westlake performed by Dan
McKay. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p79MLUddvIU

Looping - Tango by Ali Tod. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eUMuTEOK2Ik (2:10 onwards)

Tape Recording — Time Grids by Shirish Korde performed by David Tanenbaum.

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RWZjger0Ino,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hlor9k8TcNU, and

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7qgNzEhwI3E

Recorded Electronics — Something Sawed by Luke Blackmore performed by Ben

Diamond. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A6bUvgJDGEQ



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwVy0QTQkJ0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmDg9MfVBWg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6RM06HMDgko
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DIe-6qZqX0E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rZGpELWoJc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p79MLUddvlU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eUMuTE0K2Ik
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RWZjqer0Ino
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hlor9k8TcNU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7gNzEhwI3E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A6bUvqJDGEQ
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Extended Techniques

Bottleneck Slide — Playing A Slide On Classical Guitar by Rolf van Meurs. Available

at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=esC3DHeaDnU

Crossed Strings — Fantasy for Guitar by Malcolm Arnold performed by Sean Shibe.
Avalilable at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3VFw6cvWV78 (11:14-12:05)

Objects Playing Strings — Serenades Of The Unicorn by Einojuhani Rautavaara
performed by Franciso Berény Domingues. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfQ4vi4UXdk (2:18 onwards)

Left-Hand Tapping — Serenades Of The Unicorn by Einojuhani Rautavaara performed
by Franciso Berény Domingues. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfQ4vi4UXdk (2:33 onwards)

Two-Hand Tapping — Tapping on Classical Guitar by Anton Baranov. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tzMat-6 WfTU

Violin Bow — Guitar and Violin Bow performed by Arlo Anwin. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c |IPApycgQY

Whistle, Ghost Notes, and Nut of the Guitar — Sonata for Guitar, op.47 by Alberto
Ginastera performed by Sabrina Vlaskalic. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=714Mq7yGG10 (7:12-7:20)

Fretboard

Fretboard (chords, scales, and arpeggios) — All Guitar Chords, Scales, and Arpeggios.

Available at: https://www.all-guitar-chords.com/



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=esC3DHeaDnU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3VFw6cvWV78
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfQ4vi4UXdk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfQ4vi4UXdk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tzMat-6WfTU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c_lPApycgQY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7l4Mq7yGG10
https://www.all-guitar-chords.com/
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Glissando

Fast and smooth — Prélude No.1 by Heitor Villa-Lobos performed by Marcin Dylla.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pmry5uquwDI (0:12-0:15)

Fast and smooth, in successive use — Un Suefo en la Floresta by Agustin Barrios
Mangoré performed by David Russell. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xxkCaMol1Sq (3:10-4:20)

Slower — Quick Lesson on Glissando Technique by Matthew McAllister. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7yddndNbvko

Harmonics — Natural and Artificial

Artificial — Bagatelle No.1 by William Walton performed by Sean Shibe. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74 86Ez6-Cl (2:24—-3:04)

Artificial and Natural — El testament D'Amelia trad. arranged by Miguel Llobet
performed by Petra Polackova. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0QM66vhIGPfA (0:44-1:00)

Artificial and Natural — Lesson: Harmonics on the Classical Guitar by This is Classical

Guitar. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6S16BsZrCjs

Natural — Carpice No0.25 by Luigi Legnani performed by David Jacques. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Moo9Ybz4LLE (0:00-00:18)

Pitch Bend

Grace Note Bend by Matts Guitar Channel. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ultl-YKYXMY

Half-Bend — MaNN Vasanai performed by Simon Thacker’s Svara-Kanti. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DKoSo09V9pdw (3:22-3:40)



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pmry5uquwDI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xxkCaMoI1Sg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7yddndNbvko
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=74_86Ez6-CI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QM66vhlGPfA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6SI6BsZrCjs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Moo9Ybz4LLE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UItI-YKYxMY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DKoSo9V9pdw
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Pizzicato, Snap Pizzicato, and Estridente

How to Play Pizzicato on Classical Guitar by Classical Guitar Shed. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EdXPGCJErUU

Chord - Fandanguillo by Joaquin Turina performed by Julian Bream. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Tgh6_e_ X5s (0:24-0:30)

Snap Pizzicato — Fuoco from Libra Sonatine by Roland Dyens. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A09AhMgXs_s (3:13-3:30)

Estridente — Guajira by Emilio Pujol performed by David Russell. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcVEICyWxMk (0:04-0:23)

Rasgueado and Rasgueado Sordino

Cordoba by Isaac Albéniz performed by John Wiliams. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mysRRAdARXk (4:04—4:18)

Phirado by Simon Thacker performed by Simon Thacker, Justyna Jalonka, Gyula Csik
and Gyula Lazar. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjRA1JIcnAJE (3:00—
3:10)

Rafaga by Joaquin Turina performed by Edson Lopes. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t_d-9mLY9bg (2:50-3:00)

Sordino — Beyond Mara (Part 1) by Simon Thacker's Svara-Kanti. Available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQBJxTJ-UgU (1:10-1:14)

Scordatura

Drop C & G — Un Suefio en la Floresta by Agustin Barrios Mangoré performed by

Kyuhee park. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fU-RJD9gRIU

Drop D - Julia Florida by Agustin Barrios Mangoré performed by David Russell.
Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WM8RKkpT3Xbc



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EdXPGCJErUU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Tqh6_e_X5s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AO9AhMqXs_s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcVElCyWxMk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mysRRddARXk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjRA1JcnAjE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t_d-9mLY9bg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQBJxTJ-UgU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fU-RJD9qRlU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WM8RkpT3Xbc
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Slurs

Lesson: Slurs on Classical Guitar (Hammer-ons & Pull-offs) by This is Classical Guitar.

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhsEPksoygA

Fast Passages — Allegro from La Catedral by Agustin Barrios Mangoré performed by
Nicholas Petrou. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1QdJ61x50D8
(2:01-2:27)

Spider Capo
John Hardiman, Review and Example. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DtGOxJneqd8

Spider Capo website, Example Videos and Collaborative List of Tunings. Available at:

https://spidercapo.com/

Timbre
The Miniature Orchestra: Andrés Segovia’s Guitar Lesson: The Different Guitar
Timbres. Except from documentary Andrés Segovia at Los Olivos. Available at:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2zZI7Vifzw

Tremolo

Tremolo — Una Limosna por el Amor de Dios performed by David Russell. Available

at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTIhlf85zTc



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhsEPksoygA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IQdJ61x5OD8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DtGQxJnegd8
https://spidercapo.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2zZl7Vifzw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTIhlf85zTc
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