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Both Kachian and Bream claim that a polyphonic texture involving more than two 

voices would not be realistic on the guitar. They do agree that this texture could be 

evoked without strictly maintaining all the voices all the time. According to Kachian 

“Consistent three and four-voice counterpoint that contains true melodic and rhythmic 

separation is not possible on the guitar.”44. Bream writes that: 

Some composers may argue that since there are so many limitations in two- part 
writing, how on earth are they to compose in three or four parts if the musical 
conception of a composition requires it? To this I would answer that two parts 
played on the guitar have an effect of peculiar fullness and completion. However, 
a discreet and fragmentary use of a third and fourth part, in the form of harmonic 
punctuation, is often playable, as well as being suitable to the instrument. This 
technique is exploited to perfection in the fugues and other compositions of J.S. 
Bach.45 

 
In Variation 5 – Arabesque, Ross succeeds in evoking a three-voice texture. At 

times he even manages to suggest a four-voice texture by ingeniously manipulating the 

listener’s perception, and by utilizing open string. The Arabesque is a good case study in 

guitaristic polyphony. This fifth variation is divided into two sections, as are all the other 

variations, and the polyphony is handled differently in each half. In the first half of the 

variation the ostinato bass remains constant for 12 measures, and consists of only two 

open strings, the open sixth string D, and the fifth string A. Over that bass, a tenor line 

maintains a secondary ostinato: F-E-Eb-Gb, for four consecutive measures. The top 

voice, which sometimes divides into two lines, is built above this foundation. This voice 

also starts as an ostinato for two measures before blossoming into a fully-developed 

melody that recalls the main theme. example 3.49 shows the opening measures of this 

variation, where these three voices make their entries.  
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Example 3.49: Entries of bottom, middle, and top voices in 
Variation 5 – Arabesque from McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm.104–109) 

 
 The middle voice is moved up an octave in the last measure of example 3.49. This 

allows the listener to continue to perceive a three-voice texture, and makes the passage 

much more comfortable for the guitarist. The open strings in the bass function as musical 

glue that enhances the resonance and the legato in the first half of the variation.  

 The second half of the variation features a chromatically descending bass line 

which is no longer playable on open strings. As a result the rest of the voices have to 

accommodate the bass. In other words, the range of the voices is restricted by what the 

bass does. Note that in the second half of the variation (example 3.50) the higher voices 

do not exceed the high G on the first string third fret. The fact that the bass line is in first 

position means that the entire passage has to be played there. 

       

Example 3.50: Second half of Variation 5 – Arabesque from  
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 117–127) 

& 444 q = 52Gentle, hypnotic (like a lullaby)

&
7

-  Variation 5 – Arabesque

∑ 
œ _ _ _ _ . œ _ _ 

p 
œ _ _ œ _ _ _ _ . œ _ _ œ _ _ ≈  

œ _ _ _ _ . œ j    . ? œ _ _ œ > œ _ _ œ œ _ _ _ _ . œ . = b œ _ _ œ @ œ _ _ b œ 
œ _ _ _ _ . œ œ ? 

œ _ _ œ œ _ _ œ . 
4/6 CI _____________> = œ 

œ _ _ _ _ . œ b œ = ? 
œ _ _ œ œ _ _ 

= 
b œ œ . . @ = 

≈  
œ _ _ _ _ . œ œ œ _ _ œ œ _ _ œ . œ 

œ _ _ _ _ . œ b œ 
œ _ _ œ œ _ _ b œ œ . . ≈  

œ _ _ _ _ . œ œ ? 
œ _ _ œ œ _ _ œ . > ? œ 

œ _ _ _ _ . œ b œ = @ 
œ _ _ œ œ 

œ _ _ n œ œ œ œ _ 
> > 

= @ 
# ≈  

œ _ _ _ _ . 
œ œ _ ? @ 

œ _ _ œ 
œ _ _ 

œ _ _ . ? @ # œ _ _ 
œ _ _ _ _ . 

œ œ _ _ = @ 
œ _ _ œ œ _ _ b œ œ œ _ _ > = @ ? # # 

  
      

  

         
     

/  CIX 

   
           

      
         

    
  

                 
            

               
                        

          
       

     
           

                
  
 

  
      

     
   

 
   

          
      

        
   

 
               

      
 

  
          

   
     

        
 

       
 

       
 
        
  

            
           

              

 
        
  

            
            

   
              

                   
            

   
      

 
     

 
             

     
    

          
      

 
     

       
 

         
      

           
      

     
      

 
     

  
 

    
  

  
          

  
      

                         
             

   
         

       
 
        

  
      

    
  

    
      

        
  

    
                 

       
      
 

  
 

  
          

      
           

      
     

      
 
     

  
 

    
  

  
          

  
        

 
          

          
       

 
      

  
                  

      
                   

                     
   

         
 

           
      

      
     

   
     
  

 
 

l l l

l l l

 

      

     

 
         
 

                 
                                          

         
         

     
           

       
 

       

  
                  

         
              

         
       

     
           

                
  
   

      
     

   
 
   

          
      

      
                   

  
      

  

         
     

  

   
           

      
         

    
  

                 
            

               
                        

          
       

     
           

                
  
 

  
      

     
   

 
   

          
      

        
   

 
               

      
 

  
          

   
     

        
 

       
 

       
 
        
  

            
           

              

 
        
  

            
            

   
              

≈  œ _ _ _ . œ j    . o

œ _ _ _ 
> > 

œ o

œ _ _ _ œ œ _ _ _ . b 
œ . > 

œ _ _ _ _ 
= 

œ o

œ _ _ _ _ œ 
œ _ _ _ . œ œ œ _ _ _ 
? > 

œ œ _ _ _ œ . > œ 
œ _ _ _ . b œ œ > # 

œ _ _ _ _ 
= 

œ 
œ _ _ _ _ b œ œ . . @ = 

n 

         
      

           
      

     
      

 
     

  
 

    
  

  
          

  
      

                         
             

   
         

       
 
        

  
      

    
  

    
      

        
  

    
                 

       
      
 

  
 

  
          

      
           

      
     

      
 
     

  
 

    
  

  
          

  
        

 
          

          
       

 
      

  
                  

      
                   

                     
   

         
 

           
      

      
     

   
     
  

 
 

l l l

 



 

	
   76	
  

 

Example 3.50, continued 

The polyphonic writing in Patrick Roux’s Aurore Boreale is guided by the same 

principals. The polyphony in this piece relies on slow motion, the choice of notes is 

guided by position, and any additional voices beyond two are suggested rather than fully 

realized. Roux suggests a three-voice texture in the last measures of the piece (shown in 

example 3.51). The lower voice features a descending bass line from A to D# (mm. 58–

61), followed by the same descent an octave lower (mm. 62–65). The top voice is present 

throughout the example and consists of two phrases. The material in the second statement 

(mm. 62–65) acts as a variation on the first statement (mm. 58–61). The middle voice, 

which is characterized by an eighth-note rest followed by a dotted-quarter, appears 

sporadically. The voice leading in the middle voice is imperfect and unresolved. Note the 

leap from E – Bb followed by an unresolved chromatic movement towards A in mm. 60–

61 that does not arrive at this pitch. The middle voice is present sporadically (mm. 58–

60) then disappears, returning a few measures later (mm. 63–64). The change to a two-

voice texture in m. 62 is handled masterfully. Suggesting a voice crossing, the top voice 
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leaps downward by a ninth, below the middle voice. This serves to suggest a three-voice 

polyphonic texture, although in reality there are only two voices. Note also the return of 

the middle voice in m. 62 through the use of a Bach-like implied polyphony. The notes 

C-B-F-E, circled in example 3.51, are essentially a Bach-like single line that suggests two 

voices through the use of melodic leaps B-F-E. 

 

Example 3.51: Polyphonic textures in Aurore Boreale  
by Patrick Roux (mm. 58–70) 

voice crossing

implied polyphony



 

	
   78	
  

 

Chapter 4: ARTICULATION 
 

Staccato and Legato 
 
 Guitarists are keenly aware of the need to stop the ringing of vibrating strings. It 

is ironic that even though the instrument is plagued by incredibly short sustain, the player 

is nonetheless seemingly always preoccupied with the need to stop unwanted sustaining 

notes. As a result, guitarists are quite adept at playing staccato when needed, and this can 

be accomplished by one of two ways on the guitar. 

 According to Kachian46, the preferred method for stopping notes is to return a 

right-hand finger to the string. This is particularly appropriate at slow or moderate tempi. 

This right-hand articulation becomes too physically demanding when the tempo is fast. It 

literally doubles the work of the right hand to both produce and stop each note. The 

second option is to release the left-hand finger responsible for a stopped note. This 

obviously cannot be done with open strings. Left-hand stacatto is a much easier 

procedure, but it suffers the disadvantage of being audible at slower tempi. The release of 

the string can produce a light buzzing sound and sometime sound the open string as well.  

 Articulation is normally left to the discretion of the performer, but the composer 

can also specify staccato articulation when desired. It is highly unusual for the composer 

to indicate which manner of staccato the performer should choose. Examples 4.1 and 4.2 

show two instances of staccato requested by the composers for stylistic effect. Example 

4.1, from Variation 3 – Scherzo of Ross’ McGillicuddy’s Rant, calls for staccato on the 

chords in the lower voice. Note that many of these chords involve the open strings, 
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therefore at least some right-hand involvement is needed. This might also be the reason 

the composer chose to spell out the staccato articulation, rather than relying on the 

performer’s sense of style.  

 

Example 4.1: Stacatto articulation in Variation 3 – Scherzo from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 49–56) 

 
 In Example 4.2, from the second movement Shuffle Boogie of Ellias’ sonata 

Emptying, the staccato is meant to help convey the bluesy style. Here, a left hand staccato 

might be desirable not only because of the faster tempo and absence of open strings on 

the chords, but also because some buzzing might be evocative of the rougher playing-

style associated with blues and shuffle. Staccato is indicated in m. 48 and m. 52. 
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Example 4.2: Staccato articulation in Shuffle Boogie from  
Emptying by Roddy Ellias (mm. 44–54) 

 
 Similarly, legato articulation is not frequently requested specifically. It is 

generally a challenge to produce true legato articulation on the guitar. Legato playing is 

greatly aided by the inclusion of open strings that can carry on the resonance after the left 

hand has had to move, and by the avoidance of frequent shifting or dense textures. When 

a composer specifically asks for legato articulation, the most common way to indicate 

that is using phrasing slurs or by including the word legato next to the music as a 

performance indication (as in example 4.3).  

 Example 4.3, from Roux’s Aurore Boreale shows a passage in which the 

composer specified legato articulation. This is aided by the use of slurs and open strings. 

This passage can be described as cross-string fingering, which has already been shown to 

increase the legato sonority on the guitar. 
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Example 4.3: Legato articulation in Aurore Boreale by  
Patrick Roux (mm. 52–57) 

 
Slurs 

 
Similar to bowed instruments, the guitar is capable of producing more than one 
pitch with a single articulation. This technique is defined by the term slur. On the 
guitar, slurring is possible in both the upward and downward directions. Both 
versions produce pitches on the string after the original pluck47.   

 
As Kachian explains, slurring produces additional notes after the original pluck of 

the string. Slurs can be played between any two notes on a single string that are within 

the finger span of the hand. The slur could include an open string or exceed the span of 

the hand by sliding on the string, which is called glissando, or portamento and is 

discussed in the following section. Slurring to an open string is a very popular technique 

amongst guitar composers. It makes for a very idiomatic texture and can be helpful in 

shifting as well. Slurring to or from an open string can be seen as a sub-category of 

slurring technique in that one of the notes in the slur-group is an open string. 

Variation 4 – Bluesy in McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross employs slurs with an 

open string throughout the variation. In order to understand the context for Ross’ use of 
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this technique, it is helpful to examine Ross’ manipulation of a melodic cell from the 

original theme. Ross creates an ostinato figure employing slurs with an open string out of 

this melodic cell in the theme. Example 4.4 shows the first four measures of the theme. 

 

Example 4.4: Opening of Theme from McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 1–4) 

Ross takes the pitches E, G, and D from the upper voice (mm. 3–4) and turns 

them into an ostinato group. The notes G and D are played on the third fret, while the E is 

an open string. Ross chooses to slur the notes E and G into a three-note slur group: E-G-

E. Similarly by slurring the note D to the open second string he produces the second slur 

group B-D-B. He then creates a third group on the third string to complete the pattern, 

using the pitch on the third fret of that string, which is Bb. The resulting pattern consists 

of three slur-groups on the top three strings, shown in example 4.5. 

 

 

Example 4.5: Ostinato pattern with slurs, in Variation 4 – Bluesy  
from McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (m. 93) 

 
Ross also creates an identical pattern on the three bass strings, shown in example 4.6. 
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This second ostinato pattern is, in fact, a mirror image of the fingering of the first 

ostinato. The slurs start on the sixth string and proceed towards the fourth string, utilizing 

the open string and the third-fret note.  

 

Example 4.6: Bass ostinato pattern with slurs, in Variation 4 – Bluesy from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (m. 82) 

 

These patterns are very idiomatic, as the work of both hands is quite simple. The right 

hand only plucks once per string, in a fixed order, and the left hand only employs one 

finger to produce the notes, due to the fact that only the third fret is utilized. In this 

manner, Ross is able to free up the player to perform another voice while the ostinato is 

being played. This two-voice texture is shown in Example 4.7. 
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Example 4.7: Ostinato pattern and upper voice in Variation 4 – Bluesy from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 82–87) 

 

There are interruptions in the slur-groups on the second quarter note in m. 87, and on the 

second and third eighth notes in m. 89. These are not essential breaks in the slurring but a 

fingering suggestion. It is possible to slur one voice while simultaneously plucking 

another, although it requires coordinating the actions of the two hands. Ross has chosen 

to offer a simplification to this procedure, by removing the slur in m. 91, in example 4.7 

and also showcases another instance of slurring to the open strings. There are slurs to 

each of the top four open strings: A-E on the first string; F-B on the second string; C-G 

on the third string; and F#-D on the fourth. The second half of the variation features the 

ostinato pattern on the top three strings (mm. 93–100), with an independently moving 

lower voice on the bass strings. Example 4.8 shows the second half of the variation (mm. 

92–103). 
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Example 4.8: Second half of Variation 4 – Bluesy from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 93–103) 

Ross also employs slurring technique extensively in the guitar quintet. Some of 

his application of slurs has been discussed in relation to cross-string fingering technique.  

Example 4.9 shows slur groupings of two and three notes per slur. There are three-note 

groups in m. 87, and in mm. 93–96. There are also examples of slurs involving open 

strings, as well as slur groups in which all slurred pitches are stopped. 
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Example 4.9: Slur groups in guitar solo section from  

I sleep and my soul awakens by Clark Ross (mm. 86–96) 

 John Oliver dedicated three studies from his series Minimusica to slurring 

technique. He calls these three studies Aequum 1–3. Each study in the Aequum series is 

more difficult than the preceding one, and each study also gets more difficult as it 

progresses. It is helpful to observe what aspects of slurring technique increase the 

challenge to the guitarist. One of the main issues of slurring technique is evenness of 

accents, and that is the primary concern of the first study, as shown example 4.10.  

 

Example 4.10: Opening of Aequum 1 from Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 1–7) 

In these first measures of the piece the slur-groups identify metric accents. The slurs help 

to differentiate measure 3, which features four groups of two notes, from measures 5 or 7 

where the accents suggest groupings of 2+3+3. Oliver explains that this is meant to 
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develop evenness of dynamic and articulation between the fourth finger, which is usually 

the weakest, and the rest of the left hand. In example 4.10, the fourth finger is responsible 

for the slurred Gs (in mm. 5–7), while the other slurs are produced with the first and third 

fingers.  

 Another technical challenge Oliver tackles in this piece is separation of voices. 

While some fingers are engaged in slurring, others are responsible for a sustained 

melodic line, as in example 4.11. 

 
Example 4.11: Separation of voices, with slurs, in  

Aequum 1 from Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 15–24) 
 

 The upper voice proceeding in half notes, in example 4.11, needs to sound 

unaffected by the slurs in the lower voice. This challenge is exacerbated in m. 21, and m. 

23, where the span of the hand is gradually increased forcing a stretch. In the first half of 

m. 21, the left hand has to cover five frets in eighth position, and in the first group of m. 

23 that five-fret span is brought to fifth position where the distance between the frets is 

greater.  
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 By way of contrast, example 4.12 features some left-hand contractions. The 

second finger is constantly holding the note A on the second fret of the third string, while 

the other fingers articulate within a span of two frets from it. 

 

Example 4.12: Left-hand contractions in Aequum 1 from  
Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 36–43) 

 
A contraction occurs on the third and fourth slurs (m. 36, third and fourth beats). Fingers 

2 and 3 are both on the second fret, while fingers 1 and 3 are on the first and third frets, 

respectively. Similarly, in example 4.13 (m. 55), the fingers are all placed in a contracted 

second position. The fourth finger is on the third string fourth fret, while fingers 1 and 3 

articulate the slurs between the second and fourth frets of strings 4,5, and 6. 

 

 

Example 4.13: Left-hand contractions in Aequum 1 from  
Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 55–57) 
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In this example, the issue of evenness between slurred and plucked notes is addressed. 

While the right hand performs a constant p-i-m-a arpeggio, the slurred notes have to 

match the volume and timing of the notes produced by the right hand. Since the slurs 

occur in the lower moving line, it is expected that they project over the upper notes of the 

arpeggio. Thus, the slurred notes need to be quite sonorous. The final challenge in this 

first slur study once again has to do with evenness of volume and articulation. The coda 

of the piece, shown in example 4.14, requires that slurred and plucked notes be produced 

simultaneously. The lower voice notes E-F# are slurred while A and B in the upper voice 

are plucked. This means that the player has to be able to match the volume of the plucked 

notes with the slurs at all the dynamic levels from forte to pianissimo.  

  

Example 4.14 Ending of Aequum 1 from  
Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 75–79) 

  

 

 

Glissando 
 
“[A] highly idiomatic technique used for creating a smooth phrase… any left-hand finger 
or fingers slide upward or downward from one desired pitch or set of pitches to 
another.”48  
 

Kachian makes a distinction between two types of glissando. He calls the first a 

“violin-like” quick and light slide, which can be executed at any tempo. The second type 
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is a more heavy-handed slide, which exerts more pressure on the string and makes each 

semi-tone pitch audible along the way. Although this distinction is not a common one, it 

does appear to be useful to differentiate between musical contexts. Both types of 

glissandi appear in these pieces. The first type, in which two notes or groups of notes are 

simply connected by a light slide, appears in the chorale variation of Ross’ 

McGillicuddy’s Rant, as shown in example 4.15. 

 

Example 4.15: Light glissando in Variation 8 –Chorale from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 181–182) 

 

In m. 182 of example 4.15, the notes held by fingers 1 and 2, E and G on the fifth 

and second strings, respectively, are connected to the notes held by the same fingers in 

the following chord on the same strings, the notes B and D. It is interesting that the 3rd 

finger is not requested to perform a glissando, since it also participates in both chords and 

could easily perform this glissando. This could be simply a typesetting issue or an 

omission, or an idiomatic choice, perhaps meant to reduce bass-string squeak, since the 

three wound bass strings produce an additional squeaking noise in these contexts. All the 

notes are rearticulated upon arrival at the lower position, thus the glissando is purely 

decorative and not meant to produce the pitches of the destination chord. 

In example 4.16, from the Arabesque variation of the same piece, only one finger 

is requested to perform the glissando. This effectively turns that finger, the second, into a 

guide-finger for the left hand as the hand shifts between positions. 
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Example 4.16: Glissando as guide finger in Variation 5 – Arabesque from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 107–108) 

 

In example 4.17, the final measure of the Bluesy variation shows a glissando that has a 

different effect. Rather than connecting two pitches, the final chord slides downward 

without a destination pitch, producing a trailing-off effect. 

 

Example 4.17: Glissando at the end of Variation 4 – Bluesy from 
McGillicuddy’s Rant by Clark Ross (mm. 101–103) 

 

An example of the second, heavy-handed type glissando can be seen in I sleep and my 

soul awakens by Clark Ross. In example 4.18, all five instruments perform the heavy-

handed glissando, which is sometimes called a portamento. The dynamic is fortissimo, 

and the tempo is slow and deliberate.   
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Example 4.18: Second type, or heavy glissando from  
I sleep and my soul awakens by Clark Ross (mm. 65–71) 

Other moments in this piece also call for relatively heavy glissandi on the bass strings. It 

is noteworthy that Ross gradually makes the glissando, which he calls portamento, more 

prominent in the score. As a result it becomes more prominent and meaningful to the 

listener as well.  

The first occurrence of the glissando in example 4.19 (mm. 114-115) is in the 

written comment above the score “slight portamento down is okay here” suggesting a 

glissando is optional. The second instance occurs in m. 119 where the glissando is 

marked below the notes in the left-hand fingerings. In the third occurrence a glissando is 

clearly intended as an audible device, appearing as it does between the pitches G#-D 

within the staff. This progression suggests an increase in the importance and audibility of 

the glissando technique in this solo guitar section.   
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Example 4.19: Three instances of glissando (portamento) in the second guitar solo 

from I sleep and my soul awakens by Clark Ross (mm. 114–127) 
 

Rasgueado 
 
 Kachian states that rasgueado technique, is most commonly associated with 

flamenco guitar technique. He writes: “This [rasgeuado] effect is specific to the guitar. It 

is most commonly found in the flamenco guitar tradition although it is not restricted to 

that genre. It is quite simply a strumming technique that can be very loud.”49 However, 

the connection to the classical guitar goes all the way back to the baroque guitar 

traditions of the seventeenth century. In fact, strumming is so inherent to guitar playing 

that it might be impossible to ascertain when it started. Rasgueado technique has been 

used to create rhythmic interest and increase the volume of harmonic progressions played 

on the guitar since the early seventeenth century.50 This technique can be used as a 

harmonic tremolo and be marked without any specified rhythm. Alternatively, rasgueado 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
49 Kachian 2006, 38 
50 James Tyler has written extensively on rasgueado techniques on the Baroque guitar. 
His excellent textbook includes invaluable information on the practice of rasgueado 
strumming. James Tyler. A Guide to Playing the Baroque Guitar (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2001) 
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strumming can be employed with a very specific and precisely notated rhythm. When 

used as tremolo, slashes through the stem are used, as in the traditional tremolo notation 

in example 4.20. When a specific rhythm is desired, it is notated with repeated chords in 

that rhythm, and the word rasgueado is often added above the score.  

 Example 4.20 shows the use of rasgueado at the conclusion of Variation 4 – 

Bluesy from Clark Ross’ McGillicuddy’s Rant. In that instance, it appears as a loud 

tremolo on the final chord of the variation. 

 

Example 4.20: Rasgueado strumming at the conclusion of  
Variation 4 – Bluesy from Clark Ross’ McGillicuddy’s Rant (mm. 101–103) 

 
This ending imitates the endings of many blues or rock songs, which end with a loud 

final chord that is abruptly cut off with a glissando. The rasgueado allows for a very loud 

ending that enhances this stylistic effect. 

Tremolo 
 
 The tremolo technique is a very idiomatic device that guitarists employ to great 

effect. There are various types of tremolo, but what unites all tremolo settings is the basic 

concept of relatively rapid note repetition that imitates a sustained melody or harmony. 

Bream writes: 

Another delightful technique on the guitar is the tremolo. This effect should be 
used very sparingly, and I would advise composers to limit their use of it to 
extended compositions such as a sonata, suite, or concerto, where it can 
effectively be used to give textural variety, when all the other ‘stops’ have been 
pulled!51 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
51 Bream 2003, 7 
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Kachian adds that “This technique is a standard one for creating a sustained melody on 

the guitar. Given the relatively quick decay of the instrument, the tremolo is a valuable 

resource.”52  

 The typical melodic tremolo is performed by the thumb and three plucking fingers 

of the right hand. The thumb is responsible for all the non-tremolo notes while the 

remaining fingers (index, middle, and ring) take turns plucking the tremolo note that is 

usually the melody note. Bream gives an example of such a tremolo, reproduced here in 

example 4.21. 

 

Example 4.21: An example of a typical melodic tremolo53 

In Bream’s example, the tremolo line is played by fingers a,m,i, in order. The 

effect of the tremolo in example 4.21 sounds like a sustained a melody with a half note E, 

followed by a quarter note F#. The thumb plays all the other notes, which are notated 

with downward stems. 

   Composer John Oliver includes some moments of tremolo technique in one of his 

final three studies, entitled Reliquarum 1 Cetritude from Minimusica. The instances of 

tremolo technique are always in passing and are slightly slower than standard tremolo 

passages. Tremolo is normally notated in 32nd notes at a fairly elevated tempo, while in 

this case (example 4.22) these are 16th notes at a moderate tempo. Another important 

difference between Oliver’s tremolo and the standard is that Oliver does not necessarily 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
52 Kachian 2006, 41 
53 Bream 2003, 7 
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give the melodic interest to the tremolo notes. Oliver uses the tremolo more for rhythmic 

effect. The slightly slower tempo allows guitarists to use two-finger alternation (i and m) 

instead of the standard three-finger tremolo pattern. This seems to be desirable in m. 14 

and in mm. 16–17 due to the musical context.  

  

 

Example 4.22: Tremolo used sporadically in Reliquarium 1: Certitude from 
Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 9–18) 

 
 Patrick Roux’s piece Aurore Boreale utilizes the harmonic tremolo type, or 

tremolando, in which the function of the repeated notes is to suggest a sustained, 

shimmering, orchestral effect. Example 4.23 shows the tremolando writing in this piece. 

The repeated bass notes imitate a pianistic or orchestral rumble. The thumb and index-

finger, p and i, suggest a steady alternation between D# and G# while the ring and middle 

fingers, a and m, carry the melodic content of the passage. 
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Example 4.23: Tremolando in accompaniment, from  

Aurore Boreale by Patrick Roux (m. 32) 
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Dynamics 
 

Kachian:  

In comparison to most other instruments, the guitar has a relatively small dynamic 
voice. While the normal range of dynamics should be used, the guitar’s actual 
range is approximately from ppp to f.”54  
 

He later adds that: 
 
When notating dynamic levels for the guitar in chamber music, some composers 
and performers find is desirable to apply louder markings for the guitarist and 
softer ones for the other players in an attempt to achieve the desired musical 
balance.55 
 
 

Kachian points out that even the forte dynamic is only truly reachable by special 

guitaristic techniques, such as rasgueado, or by including the lowest open-string bass 

register of the instrument.  

The issue of dynamics becomes most relevant when considering the guitar in a 

chamber music setting. Due to the guitar’s inherent quietness, the question of balance can 

become a real compositional challenge. However, creative solutions to this perceived 

problem have produced many fine pieces of chamber music and even concerti. 

Amplification is often used in larger instrumental settings. However, amplification alone 

does not solve balance issues. When used well, amplification subtly enhances the guitar’s 

presence, enabling all the musicians to play naturally and enjoy the ensemble. This only 

works when questions of balance are resolved by the composer first.  

Examples 4.24 and 4.25 show how Clark Ross deals with issues of balance 

between the guitar and the string quartet in his quintet I sleep and my soul awakens. In 

example 4.24, note the difference in dynamic markings between the guitar’s part and that 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
54 Kachian 2006, 44 
55 Ibid 
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of the string quartet. While the guitar is instructed to play forte (mm. 30–31, and m. 34), 

the strings are requested to play in the mezzo piano to mezzo forte range.   

 

Example 4.24: Different dynamics markings for guitar and string quartet in  
I sleep and my soul awakens by Clark Ross (mm. 29–37) 

 
In example 4.25, Ross not only uses different dynamics for the guitar, but he also 

employs the rasgueado technique to reach the dynamics he requests from the guitarist. 
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Example 4.25: Use of loud rasgueado strumming to achieve balance between guitar 
and string quartet in I sleep and my soul awakens by  

Clark Ross (mm. 151–160) 
 

 In addition to the difference in dynamics, and the rasgueado effect, Kachian also 

suggests that a difference in textures between the guitar and other instruments would be 

well advised. Kachian recommends sparser textures while the guitar is featured. He 

writes: “Another method of dealing with the guitar’s dynamic limitations, in chamber 

music or orchestral settings, is to make other instrumental activity sparse while the guitar 

is active.”56  
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 Ross’ quintet illustrates this point as well. This can be seen in example 4.26.  

Single instruments enter and drop out while the guitar continuously plays. It is also 

instructive that Ross frequently includes guitar solo sections within this piece. 

 

 

Example 4.26: Sparse instrumental textures in string quartet while guitar plays, 
from I sleep and my soul awakens by Clark Ross (mm. 182–187) 

 
 Dynamics on the guitar, especially in chamber music or concerto settings do not 

necessarily need to be seen as a problem. Rather, dynamics are a challenge that a 

composer must find ways to deal with musically. Musicians that play chamber music 

with guitar often comment on the joy they feel from being able to explore the more tender 
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aspects of their instruments’ dynamic range. However, balancing the dynamic ranges of 

the guitar and other instruments is an issue that a composer must always bear in mind 

when composing chamber music with guitar.  

  



103	
  

Chapter 5: TIMBRE 
 

Perhaps more than any other instrument, the guitar possesses a large pallet of 
easily perceivable tone colors[…]The guitar is unlike other instruments in many 
ways but it is particularly idiosyncratic regarding timbre.57 

 
Tone colors controlled by the Right Hand: Naturale, Tasto, and Ponticello 

The three timbre categories for the right hand are ponticello (pont., metalico) 

played by the bridge; tasto (or tastiera, dolce), which is played above or near the 

fingerboard; and naturale (or, ord., normal) in which the right hand plucks just behind 

the sound hole. Although these categories of sound exist in other string instruments, the 

difference in tone-color these categories have on the guitar is very dramatic.  

Tone color is often left to the performer’s discretion, as an interpretive decision, 

however, it can be also be indicated by the composer when a particular color is desired. 

Example 5.1 comes from the ending of Roux’s Aurore Boreale where the tone color 

change to dolce foreshadows the calmness of the following phrase (m. 66). 

Example 5.1: mm. 61–66 from Aurore Boreale by Patrick Roux 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
57 Kachian 2006, 48 
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Example 5.2 shows a passage from John Oliver’s study Reliquiarum 3: Square Building 

Waltz from Minimusica. This passage features a tone color change, which creates an echo 

effect (mm. 28–31) before returning to the normal range. Note that Oliver instructs the 

guitarist to gradually return to normal position using an arrow. 

 

Example 5.2: Tone color change in Reliquiarum 3: Square Building Waltz from 
Minimusica by John Oliver (mm. 24–32) 

 
  A tone-color change can also be used to demarcate the beginning of a new section 

or to separate musical ideas. Roddy Ellias uses this technique in the second movement of 

the sonata Emptying, entitled Shuffle Boogie. The movement opens with a muted sound,  

also called guitaristic pizzicato, and gradually settles into the naturale (or normal) sound 

color (marked ord. in example 5.3).  
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Example 5.3: Opening of Shuffle Boogie from Emptying by  
Roddy Ellias (mm. 1–12) 

 

In example 5.4 (mm. 54–72), the return of this material is marked sul tasto, a 

marking that serves to distinguish it from the preceding “bluesy” section and to echo the 

feel of the opening section. 

 

Example 5.4: Tone color change in Shuffle Boogie from  
Emptying by Roddy Ellias (mm. 65–72) 

 
 The tone color changes again in m. 93 (example 5.5), with a return to normal 

playing position and the naturale tone color (marked ord.). The color change divides the 

arpeggios section that starts at m. 93 from the opening material that preceded it. 
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Example 5.5: Tone color change in Shuffle Boogie from  
Emptying by Roddy Ellias (mm. 93–112) 

 
Timbres controlled by the Left Hand, Position, and String Characteristics 

 
 On the guitar most pitches are available on multiple strings, particularly the 

pitches in the instrument’s middle range. Therefore, assigning the string on which to play 

a note is not only a technical decision but also a musical one, creating the right sonority 

for the character of the passage. Kachian writes: “For the left hand, timbral variety results 

from the variation in the thickness and composition of the strings (metal-wrapped basses 

vs. nylon trebles) and the difference in string tension found in the various positions.”58 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
58 Kachian 2006, 51 
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 Guitarists often make these position choices. Such fingering decisions doubtlessly 

reflect the performer’s musical personality as much as they do the composer’s intention. 

However, composers sometimes wish to take advantage of certain tonal qualities of the 

string, and in those cases would indicate their preference. Kachian ascribes the following 

characteristics to the different strings: 

The bass strings possess a sweet, cello-like sonority in their middle and upper 
positions and a capacity for punchy articulation throughout. They tend to be 
louder than the treble strings but may be used for soft playing as well. Melodies 
written on the bass strings are particularly favored by guitarists. This is due to 
their capacity to express a melody with a vocal quality, their longer sustaining 
capability, and their responsiveness to all types of vibrato.59 
 

 Roux requests that the melody in example 5.6 be played on the third and fourth 

strings. The advantage of these strings in this context is that the lower strings give a 

warmer tone and respond more to vibrato. This melodic moment benefits from this 

warmth and expressivity even when a large stretch is required from the E to the bass G in 

m. 63. 

 

Example 5.6: String indications for tone color in  
Aurore Boreale by Patrick Roux (mm. 61–63) 

 
 Example 5.7 shows the opening of the third movement Chorale of the sonata 

Emptying by Roddy Ellias. Ellias requests that the B in the opening chord and in the third 

measure be played on the third string in order to evoke the espressivo character that the 
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music calls for. A vibrato would not be possible if the B were to be played as an open 

string. 

 

Example 5.7: Opening of Chorale from Emptying by Roddy Ellias (mm. 1–5) 

In the case of the Chorale in example 5.7, having the composer indicate the string 

preference for the opening chords sets up a mood for the movement. The performer 

would be expected to maintain this atmosphere and sonority with similar fingering 

choices throughout the movement. In this way the string marking at the opening can be 

seen as a musical shorthand for the character of the movement. 

 
 

 Natural and Artificial Harmonics 
 
Natural harmonics 

Ricardo Iznaola explains that: “[Natural harmonics] are the upper partials of any 

fundamental pitch. On the guitar they are found in specific proportional subdivisions of 

the string length, measured in number of frets from the fundamental.60 Natural harmonics 

can be produced at several points along the string. The most practical harmonics, in terms 

of audibility are produced at the half length point, twelfth fret; the third length, and two-

thirds length points at seventh and nineteenth frets; and the quarter length and the three-

quarter length points at the fifth and twenty-fourth frets. The harmonics at the fourth and 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
60 Ricardo Iznaola, Kitharologus: The Path to Virtuosity (Colombus OH: Guitar Heritage 
Inc. 1997), 70 
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ninth frets are also commonly used, but the harmonics at the third fret are rarely 

employed.  

According to Kachian: 
 

Two different types of harmonics can be produced on the guitar: natural and 
artificial. Unfortunately, several methods exist for notating harmonics, much to 
the detriment of clarity.  
 

He adds: 
 

 [Natural] harmonics are easily accessible along the string and are frequently 
incorporated into textures that are principally made up of non-harmonic pitches. 
On the bass strings, they are robust and percussive. When played on the treble 
strings, they retain the percussive initial attack to their sound but are considerably 
less penetrating. This type of harmonic is best reserved for the softest dynamic 
levels with the loudest practical dynamic being mf. One to six harmonic tones can 
be produced simultaneously.61  

 

Ricardo Iznaola provides the chart in figure 5.1 to illustrate the location of harmonics 

along the string, and uses the sixth string as an example. 

 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
61 Kachian 2006, 53 
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Figure 5.1: Iznaola’s chart62 of natural harmonic locations along the sixth string  
 

John Oliver has dedicated three studies to harmonics technique, under the title 

Nocturnum. The three studies focus largely on the most commonly used natural harmonic 

types. Oliver chose a notation method that indicates all the elements of a note in order to 

avoid the confusion that Kachian refers to63. Oliver indicates rhythm, audible pitch, and 

the fret at which the harmonic is played. He marks the harmonic notes with an o above 
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63 Kachian 2006, 53 
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the note. Oliver purposefully avoids adding any redundant information, such as string 

numbers, in order to help train the reader’s memory and familiarity with the locations of 

natural harmonics. Note that Oliver does exceed the dynamic range recommendation of 

mezzo-forte. The reason for that could be that the dynamic marking he uses is relative 

within a context of harmonics as opposed to a texture of normal notes. 

 

 
Example 5.8: Opening of Nocturnum 1 from Minimusica by  

John Oliver (mm. 1–21) 
 
Oliver calls for chords made-up of harmonics on several occasions, ranging from two to 

six notes at a time. The artificial harmonic at m. 19 is identified above the text. F natural 

is not a note that could be produced as a natural harmonic on a normally tuned guitar, 

thus the choice to employ an artificial harmonic.  

The second study, Nocturnum 2 (example 5.9), aims to balance the most 

commonly produced harmonics with those of the fourth and ninth frets, which are 
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somewhat less clear, particularly on the treble strings. Oliver has indicated the number 

for the string on which the harmonic is to be played, as occurs in mm. 10, 12, 15, 25, 31, 

36, and 50 (example 5.9), or the fret number as in m. 38.  
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Example 5.9: Nocturnum 2 from Minimusica by John Oliver 

In the third study, Nocturnum 3 (example 5.10), Oliver increases the tempo and 

also requires a combination of harmonics performed in the context of other techniques 

such as the arpeggio technique, which is called for in m. 5. Note that the only instance of 

an artificial harmonic occurs in m. 6, since the high A is not playable otherwise. 

  

Example 5.10: Nocturnum 3 from Minimusica by John Oliver 
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A good example of a mixed context, where harmonics and regular notes are 

juxtaposed is found in the final eight measures of the first movement Calm from Roddy 

Ellias’ sonata Emptying (example 5.11). It is also a rare example of the utilization of the 

harmonic at the third fret on a treble string, which is called for in the final measure. This 

is effective because the dynamic range is very quiet, and the music fades away, with the 

final note being barely audible. 

 

Example 5.11: Ending of Calm from Emptying by Roddy Ellias (mm. 32–40) 

  Note also the difference in notation used by this composer, the harmonics are 

identified by the use of the traditional diamond note-head shape. Pitches are marked at 

their audible pitch, the fret is indicated above the score, and some string indications are 

used. 
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Artificial harmonics 

Kachian explains the approach to artificial harmonics: 

Artificial harmonics are produced by a comparatively more complex technique. It 
involves fretting the strings normally with the left-hand at any fret and lightly 
touching the string twelve frets above it with the right-hand index finger while the 
right-hand ring finger or thumb plucks the string, producing a pitch one octave 
higher than the fretted note.  
 The artificial harmonic is a soft-spoken technique, the loudest practical dynamic 
being a mp.  Its bell-like color, although similar to the natural harmonic, is 
noticeably less percussive. Considering the difficulty of playing artificial 
harmonics on the guitar, it is advisable to use them sparingly, to maintain a 
compact range of notes and to choose slow to moderate tempo.64  

 
It is worth noting that while Kachian’s explanation is quite clear and accurate, one 

could add that artificial harmonics do not have to be produced only at the octave. In other 

words, it is also possible to produce an artificial harmonic seven frets away from the note 

held by the left hand, or anywhere along the string while maintaining the appropriate 

proportional subdivision of the vibrating string. However, artificial harmonics most 

commonly call for the octave harmonic, because that is the clearest sounding harmonic.  

 In example 5.12 from Patrick Roux’s Aurore Boreale, observe that in order to 

keep the twelve-fret octave harmonic, the composer uses non-existent fret numbers. 

There are usually nineteen frets on the guitar, while Roux refers to the 20th, 22nd, 24th and 

25th “frets”. This non-existent fret indication is used regularly in guitar notation. 

Guitarists are accustomed to finding the location for the artificial harmonics above the 

nineteenth fret.  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
64 Kachian 2006, 54–55 
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Example 5.12: Artificial harmonics in Aurore Boreale by  
Patrick Roux (mm. 24–29) 

 
Roux also uses artificial harmonics above the nineteenth fret in the concluding 

passage of the piece (example 5.13). Roux adds another unusual element to examples 

5.12 and 5.13. He mixes both types of harmonics by simultaneously producing natural 

and artificial harmonics. In example 5.12 this occurs on the downbeat of m. 26, where the 

harmonic note A is played at the 12th fret on the fifth string simultaneously with the F at 

the imaginary 25th fret of the first string. In example 5.13 this happens in the downbeat of 

the final measure, where the A is produced as a 7th fret harmonic on the fourth string 

simultaneously with the high E on the imaginary 24th fret of the first string.  

 
Example 5.13: Artificial harmonics at the conclusion of  

Aurore Boreale by Patrick Roux (mm. 67–70) 
  



 

	
   117	
  

Conclusions and Implications  

 
 This document has highlighted the compositions of four contemporary guitarist-

composers whose depth of understanding of the instrument has resulted in idiomatic and 

effective examples of guitar composition. Beyond the compositions’ idiomatic value as 

well-crafted pieces for the guitar, these compositions represent excellent music that 

deserves academic and popular attention. These pieces are meant to be experienced in 

live performances where their full emotional and artistic impact can be felt and perceived 

by listeners. This music can and should be appreciated in performances. As this 

document has shown, it is also music that is well worth analyzing. 

The works discussed in this document illustrate a variety of aspects of idiomatic 

composition for the guitar. These compositions demonstrate that the suggestions made by 

Kachian and Bream can be applied in creative and inspired ways, enabling great music to 

emerge in performance. By considering the technical implications of how to write for the 

guitar, the composer liberates the guitarist from having to struggle with the limitations of 

the instrument and allows the performer to focus on utilizing the many unique resources 

of the guitar in the service of the music on the page. Therefore, studying the pieces from 

an idiomatic perspective, as this document does, can lead to a deeper understanding of 

how to write for the guitar. It is hoped that the detailed descriptions of guitar techniques, 

timbres, textures, articulations, and dynamics would inspire future composers to approach 

the guitar adventurously and invite them to take advantage of the wealth of expressive 

possibilities that the guitar possesses.  

Composers who are not guitarists would find great practical advice about 

idiomatic issues by accessing the resources on which this document relied. Chris 
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Kachian’s excellent reference book65 would surely answer many questions that such 

composers might have. Julian Bream’s article66 is clear, concise, and inviting. It provides 

very helpful advice from one of the guitar’s greatest champions, a man whose knowledge 

of the guitar has inspired many great composers to write for the guitar. Bream’s article, 

along with his many fine recordings, would undoubtedly continue to inspire generations 

of future composers. 

It is also hoped that future generations of composers would have additional 

resources to which they could turn for advice. The dearth of information in 

instrumentation textbooks that Tom Schuttenhelm described in his article67 is lamentable 

and greatly overdue for change. Composers encounter the guitar regularly in their studies, 

they hear it played in a variety of contexts in any music conservatory or university, and it 

is featured in multitudes of concerts with symphonies, chamber ensembles, and in solo 

recital. It is high time that these composers also encounter this ubiquitous instrument in 

their textbooks.  

It is also felt that this document could point the way to future studies of highly 

idiomatic guitar works. There are numerous great composers working today whose works 

should be studied from a purely idiomatic point of view. Today’s leading international 

guitarist-composers, Leo Brouwer, Sergio Assad, Roland Dyens, Nuccio D’Angelo, 

Carlo Domeniconi, Francis Kleynjans, among many others could provide ample fodder 

for similar studies.  

  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
65 Kachian 2006 
66 Bream 2003 
67 Schuttenhelm 2000 
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