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Olga	  Amelkina-‐Vera,	  D.M.A.	  

“Six	  Silver	  Moonbeams:	  Composing	  Idiomatically	  for	  Guitar”	  

	  

1. The	  Basics	  
a) Tuning:	  standard	  and	  scordatura.	  

• Sounds	  an	  octave	  lower	  than	  written	  
• Common	  types	  of	  scordatura	  
• Scordatura	  considerations	  for	  recording	  projects	  vs.	  concert	  

performance	  
	  

b) 	  Notes	  on	  the	  fretboard	  in	  standard	  tuning	  (of	  course,	  scordatura	  would	  
change	  these.)	  

	  

As	  you	  see,	  for	  most	  notes	  on	  the	  guitar	  there	  are	  multiple	  locations	  where	  
these	  notes	  can	  be	  played	  (a	  blessing	  and	  a	  curse	  for	  composers	  and	  
performers).	  	  Each	  of	  these	  locations	  will	  have	  a	  distinct	  timbre.	  
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c) Left	  hand	  technique.	  
• 1-‐4	  
• Stretch	  
• Barre	  chords	  
• Slurs	  
• Positions	  

	  
d) Right	  hand	  technique	  

• PIMA(E)	  
• Block	  chords	  vs.	  strummed	  or	  rolled	  chords	  
• Arpeggio	  
• Alternation	  

	  
2. Key	  considerations	  

• Most	  guitar-‐friendly	  keys,	  in	  order:	  
1) E	  Phrygian,	  Em,	  Am,	  Dm	  
2) A,	  D,	  G,	  Bm,	  A	  Phrygian	  
3) F#m,	  Cm,	  C,	  Gm,	  E	  

	  
• Try	  to	  use	  the	  natural	  resonance	  of	  the	  instrument	  to	  your	  advantage:	  

open	  strings	  are	  your	  (and	  your	  performer’s)	  friends!	  	  Avoid	  keys	  in	  
which	  neither	  tonic,	  subdominant,	  or	  dominant	  are	  available	  as	  open	  
strings.	  	  If	  in	  doubt,	  favor	  sharp	  keys.	  	  Remember	  about	  sympathetic	  
vibrations.	  

	  
3. Texture	  considerations	  

• Harmonic	  instrument!	  	  
• 2-‐voice	  polyphonic	  texture	  works	  well	  
• 3-‐	  or	  more	  voice	  polyphony	  is	  more	  difficult	  
• Melody	  with	  bass	  and	  harmony	  is	  standard,	  but:	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Textbook	  voice-‐leading	  principles	  are	  not	  always	  feasible	  
(no	  doubling	  rules	  apply	  strictly—considerations	  of	  idiomatic	  
execution	  always	  trump	  theory!)	  

4. Volume	  considerations	  
• Plus:	  very	  intimate	  instrument,	  capable	  of	  great	  expressive	  nuance	  	  
• Minus:	  very	  soft	  compared	  with	  orchestral	  instruments	  
• Without	  amplification,	  pairs	  well	  with:	  other	  guitars,	  harp,	  a	  

woodwind	  instrument	  (only	  one),	  a	  string	  instrument	  (only	  one),	  
voice;	  beyond	  that,	  needs	  amplification	  if	  it	  is	  to	  be	  heard	  (one	  
exception	  is	  strummed	  texture—guitar	  can	  only	  be	  said	  to	  be	  “loud”	  
when	  strummed).	  	  	  

• Amplification	  needs	  to	  be	  done	  expertly	  if	  it	  is	  to	  preserve	  the	  
subtlety	  of	  touch	  and	  timbre.	  	  
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5. Things	  that	  the	  guitar	  does	  well	  
• Arpeggios	  
• Block	  chords	  
• Melody	  with	  accompaniment	  
• Chords	  (continuo)	  
• Speed	  bursts	  
• Campanella	  fingerings	  
• Timbre	  changes:	  very	  colorful	  instrument!	  Most	  common:	  

1) ponticello	  
2) sul	  tasto	  	  

• Extended	  techniques	  
• Harmonics	  

	  
6. Things	  that	  are	  generally	  more	  difficult	  

• Very	  fast	  scales,	  or	  long	  stretches	  of	  scales	  
• Very	  thick	  textures	  
• Unidiomatic	  keys	  
• Many	  shifts	  
• Many	  stretches	  
• Many	  barre	  chords	  (often	  necessitated	  by	  unidiomatic	  keys)	  

	  
7. Notation	  

• Because	  of	  the	  multiple	  possible	  locations	  for	  most	  notes	  on	  the	  guitar,	  
the	  following	  are	  desirable	  in	  the	  score	  whenever	  possible	  (unless	  
there	  is	  only	  one	  way	  to	  play	  a	  certain	  passage):	  
1) Left	  hand	  fingerings	  	  
2) String	  and/or	  position	  indication	  
3) Barre	  and	  half-‐barre	  

	  
• Voices	  must	  be	  indicated	  with	  up-‐	  and	  down-‐stems,	  and	  clearly	  

separated.	  
• As	  always,	  include	  plenty	  of	  dynamic	  shaping,	  expressive	  and	  timbral	  

markings,	  and	  articulations.	  
	  

8. Great	  guitar	  composers	  to	  study	  
• Fernando	  Sor	  (Classical)	  
• Mauro	  Giuliani	  (Classical)	  
• Johann	  Kaspar	  Mertz	  (Romantic)	  
• Francisco	  Tarrega	  (Romantic)	  
• Heitor	  Villa-‐Lobos	  (20th	  c.)	  
• Agustin	  Barrios	  (20th	  c.)	  
• Miguel	  Llobet	  (20th	  c.)	  
• Roland	  Dyens	  (Contemporary)	  
• Leo	  Brouwer	  (Contemporary)	  
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9. Other	  advice	  

• Know	  your	  performers:	  their	  performance	  level	  and	  time	  constraints.	  	  
Allow	  plenty	  of	  time	  for	  the	  guitarist	  to	  learn	  the	  music.	  	  Guitar	  is	  one	  
of	  the	  (if	  not	  THE)	  most	  difficult	  instruments	  to	  sight-‐read	  on.	  	  It	  is	  a	  
difficult	  instrument	  to	  play	  well,	  and	  we	  usually	  need	  to	  “live”	  with	  
pieces	  for	  a	  little	  while	  to	  feel	  fully	  comfortable	  with	  them.	  

• Write	  for	  guitar	  ensemble!	  New	  repertoire	  is	  much	  needed,	  and	  some	  
of	  the	  difficulty	  of	  writing	  solo	  music	  can	  be	  avoided	  this	  way.	  	  	  

• If	  you	  want	  many	  people	  to	  play	  your	  music,	  make	  it	  technically	  
accessible.	  	  	  

• Take	  a	  beginning	  classical	  guitar	  class	  to	  learn	  basic	  technique	  and	  
“get	  a	  feel”	  for	  the	  instrument—it	  will	  go	  a	  long	  way	  in	  helping	  you	  
write	  idiomatically!	  

10.	  Examples	  from	  Literature	  
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