The dilemma of

timbre on the guitar

“No subject has colled for such o wealth of
Jej-fnfﬂ'uns ns hove vadefinable Lﬁi'nﬁl".

Becques.

Scientific definition of suw%' Timbre in so-
nority. Differences of timbre in every instru-
ment. Pactors affecting appreciaiion of sound.
Tendencies that determine its classification. Di-
femma nf timbre an the guiior.

The stadious musiclan, aoxious to discover the innermosl
sccret of his art. would seck in vain a satisfactory definition of
sound in sclentific books. His search would end in disappoini-
ment befere the bewildering array of words and figures meanl
to explain a thing which the spirit only can penelrate.

These books tell us, in a high-sounding, scholarl§é manzer,
that sound is something produced by the vibrationg’of a body
in anelastic medivm through which it i3 pmpagatﬂ-c{- in sonRorous
waves, and that its timbre or quality, intensily, volume and
number of vibrations are exiremely variable

Fvidently, all this must be correct. as far as it goes, bat it
is incomplete. There is something mere than this, something ol
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{Book 11}, Elegy 4. v. 39}, has a passage which, freely translated.
says: And accompanylng Lis own voice on the cithara, and
" striking the siings with an ivory plectrum. he sang a meny
" melody in a loud ringing voice: bat after this, plucking the
“ strings soflty with his fingess, he sang these sad words...”
Finally, Vigow, in the Aeneid. says, “There they also dance
“in 8 ring as they stag a joyful song: the Thracian bard, In hia
“long and loose robes, accompanies their thythmie song on his
“ seven stinged cithara, now plucking ihe sirings with his
* fingers, now with a plectrum.”

Fortunately. in the Middle Ages, stringed instruments, played
cither with fingers or bow, were favoured above all others.
The Archipreste de Hita gualified as “screnmers and shriekers’”
the stringed inshrumenis with a shrill and harsh tone.

FuexLLaNg, in his "Orphentea Lym" when !pl!ﬂking of
redobles (*} says: “To strike with the nails is imperfection.
“Those who redoblan with the nails will find facility in what
“they do but not perfection.” Later he adds: "It is a gieat
* excellence to strke the string with a stroke which employs
“ reither nail nor other Invention. Only the finger, the living
“ thing, can communicate the intention of the spirit.”

Vincenzo Gavicgt referring in his “Dialoge” to the spinnet,
viruinals and other instruments with metal sirings, declares
that they gr&utly offend the ear, nof unl}r becanse sach and
such are the strings, but on account of the hard obiect, 5imil;|t
to a plectram with which they are set in vibratton. He clearly
prefers instruments with gul strings such as the guitar, viols

(1} Redoblar is the conlinous action of plucking altemately with two fmgers of
e right hond {forefinger-mid or tharsh-forelinger), The ‘other way to zedoblar
is wilh the forclinger only attacking altemately he chord back and forth as one
docs with the plechum.
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or lute whose sonority is occasioned by direct contact ejther
with the fingers or with the bow {1). |

In the Seventeenth Century fretted instraments played by
placking the stings, reached the height of their popalarity.
The Englisk Iitentst, Thomas Muace, in his valuable treatise,
“The Music’s Monument”, describing his technique and that of
his illustrious predecessors, John and Robert Dowrano, RosseTzs,
MonrvLey, Cavexoisn, Coorer and Mavnarn, (%) finely defends
the cause of pure timbre in these words: .. .take notice that
" you strike not your strings with your nails as some do who
" maintain it the best way of play, but 1 do not: and for this
" reason: because the nail cannot draw so sweet 2 sound from
" a Inte as the nibble end of the flesh can do. I confess in a
" comsort, it might do well enough, where the mellowness
“ (which is the most excellent satisfaction from a lute) is lost
“in the crowd; but alone, I could never receive so good content

" from the nail as frem the Hesh.”

The treatises on the guitar, which appeared down to the
end of the Eighteenth Century. did noi trouble to give hints
or express any opinion on tone: they lelt the mode of its pro-
duction to the free choice of the executant. It was only when
the guitar was {inally fitted with six single strings, that the two
tendencies became distinctly manifes.

Acuano, Giusiamt, Carurw: and others used and recomem-
mended the use of finger rails: whilst Sor, Carcasst, Meisson-
~iER and others proscribed them. What might have been the
reasons for their different choice? The aesthetic ideas of each
master may have been a sufficient justification. Wonld the

{2} See Grwseppe Brawzons: "Ricerche sullo studio Jai fute, Delle corde me-
tallichs”, Romn 1880, pag. 53.

(2) “Les Inthistes”, Lionel pe La Lavrencie. Paris 1929,
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force of heredity explain it? Let us toke, as examples, Sor and
Aguane, who are the most explicit on the maiter,

It does mot appear from any bicgraphical account of Ser
that he ever played with nails. Only in his Method, in which
tis fundamental theories on technique are fully analysed, dis-
cussed and elearly explained, he declares that when he wished
to imitate the nasal tone of the ohoe, he bends his fingers and
attacks the strings near the bridge, with his short nails: “This
“ is the only instance” he adds, “when 1 thought of using nails
“safely. 1 could never suffer a puitarist who olayed with his
* nails.”

He made a single exception, however in the case of Acuavo,
on account of his brilliant execation: “Acuapo’s technique had
"o possess the excellent qualities it did possess’ says Sor,
“for me to condone his use of nails. Indeed, he himself would
" willingly have given up the use of nails had he not acquired
“ with them such great dexterity, and had he not reached a
“ period in life when it was too difficult to after the habitual
" action of his fingers. No sooner had Acuaro heard some of
“ my compositions than he set himsell to study them, and asked
“ my advice as 1o their interpretation. But, although | was too
" young then to presume to peoint out faults to such a femous
" master, | ventured o suggest to him the disadvantage in the
* use of nails, especiaily for my music which was conceived in
" a spirik ulter}y anlike the conceptions of the guitarists of the
* peviod. Some years later when we met, he acknewledged
" that if he were able to start over again, he would play without
“ nails.” d

This statemeni does not agree. however, with Asuapo’s own
words as inserted in the last edition of his Method which
appearad in Madrd in 1843, four years after Sor's death.
In it he says, "1 have always used them {nails) on all my
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This “purism” was hoand to be reflected in his tone. The
strings struck without the use of nails gave him the somority
of his dreams; a pure, immaterial and austere timbre. With
constant work hie obtained a perfect imity in the notes plucked
with any finger and on eny string, Having thas mastered the
“principle”, he proceeded to discover new timbres and subtleties
of execution, which gave to his interpretation greater relief and
a persuasive enchantment.

Timrzoa's preference for tone without nails is founded on
the fact that such an unresponsive medium as nails, interferes,
somehow, with the direct contact of the arist's sensibility to
the string. The guitar plucked with the fleshy fingertips hecomes
in a Wey a pm]ungatiun of our own sensibility, and in the case
of an essentially emotional temperament like Tirreca's, this
argument appears to us irrefutable. '

The change in the style of striking the sirings adopted by
TAarEca cannot be'attributed in the least to the influence of
imitative or conventional feeling; it was a resolution taken
after much thought and anived at gradually after surmounting
a succession of difficulties, and was the result of his Jonging for
perfection.

Causes wﬁiqu_ hinder a proper appreciation
‘of sound. Intervening factors in the formation
of eritical judgement, Subjective classification
of sound.

The lack of official secognition and protection which has
heen, and stifl s, the Iot of the guitar in almost every country,
hes unfortunately brought about the most deplorable anarchy
concerning its technique.
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For every kind of instrument tanght in our conservatoires,
there exists a suitable method or system adopted by the tea-
cher, which ]1&1]:15 the student to get a result in proportion to
his individual ability. When there occurs some discrepancy
among different teachers on sny particular point of technigue
relating to the same kind of instrament, sach a discussion, very
seldom, #f ever, leads to any radical change in the general result
of studies.

The teaching of the guitar is dene mostly by teachers who
have picked up whatever little they kaecw, at random, in me-
thods of faulty schools, or from misleading hints of so-called
masters, They teach in their own way “what they know”. The
pupil anxious to enlarge his imuwledg&. meels with insur
mountable ohstacles and there is no method of modern techni-
«que capable of satisfysing his longing for knowledze and the
few masters qualified for the task are nal ahwvays at hand.

The would-be-learner is fated 1o grope blindly to find the
road that- may best take him through se many difficulties.

A natural result of this state of things is that & eritical
opinion formed under these circumstances is ltkely 10 be una-
ware not anly of the importance of diffesence in sonority, but
even of there being any difference at afl R

Our perceptive facalty is developed and shaped by the
influences which surround us, inducing as almost always -to.
disagree with everything not in sympathy with them. Ohnly
the chesen few succeed in keeping an open mind, sp that their
own preyious coavictions do not hinder them from. the nanders-
tanding of new facis and other people’s opintons. Questions
of mesthetics are sometimes hetter settled tﬁrptt_gh this channel
of intelligent perception, than L:.a Ul experienced reasoning
POWER
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If we take into account the accepted standard for the elassi-
fication and grozping of instruments of the same kind, and for
sonorities produced on the same instrument, we shall evidently
feel inclined to glve our preference to the sound without nails,
which is closer to the pure tone of the harp or the pianc than is
the sound preduced with nails. This indeed in jis way, seems to
sing the praise of the plectrum. A Iute fitted with single strings,
and a guitar played with the nails, are both inadequate lor
inlterpreting certain passages of expressive music. And. in the
case of the pianoforte supplanting the harpsichord the quality of
tone produced by a felt hammer must have greatly inflaenced
its adoption.

Perception of sound eccording to our physi-
cal sense. Suggestion of sonorily with nails, Si-
milar aspect of the opposite sonority, The public
and tenJ:':ique. Pmperﬁes. ﬂdﬂ'ﬂﬂfﬂgﬂs and fen-
dencies of each procedure. Ecletism -in art.
Conclusion.

Our preferences muts take into account that as soand serves
music, so does music serve the spirit, which is subject to the
constant evolution of fife. _

Il we put aside cur cold reasoning power, when considering
sound under its physical aspeet, and give ourselves up to that
divine faculty of evocation belonging to our minds on which
the highest conception of oo sic rests, each sonority will suggest
in o subconscicusness a distinct feeling which will be the
spiritual reflex, the most convincing factor, n aybe, in coming
s a decision on the remaining aspeets of onr dilemma.

The sound prodnced with the nails sirikes one’s ear as if
each note were a very small, sharp arow piercing our sensibi-
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nies and thrilling vibratos; triplets can be played at amazing
speed, emphasising thus the nasal tendency of the sking: ar-
peggio scales and legato passages can be taken easily and the
“rasgueado” is brillant and showy. A very interesting bag of
tricks which the guitarist shouid use with moderation 1f he
wishes to avoid the danger sf running into a deplorable mu-
gsical illusionism.

As the strings yield instantaneously lo the action of the nails,
the fingers of the right hand can thus obtain the effect desized
with a minimum effort, and., cunsequently, the resistance of
the fingers of the left band becomes considerahly diminished as
being no longer necessary, Since diminution of weight {ov re-
sistance) is synonymous with gpeed, this style favours open po-
sitions of the lingers, passages of barres, legatos, jumps with the
Ieft hand. etc., together with precision and clearness of tone and
agility in the movement of both hands.

These nualities allow guitarisls o perform with less dilficulty
and greater brilliance feats of agility. which arc admired by a
certain past of the audience as showing a greater maslery of the
instrument. And this admiration the 'p'ub]ic shows the artist !Jy
an hypnotic current that becomes esfablished between the pas-
sive attention of the listener and lhe active attention of the
sxecutant. is the best confirmation in the latter of his con-
fidence and trust in himselk.

The qualities connected with playing with the fingerfips and
without nails are different. The volume, uniformity and fusien
of notes on the whole extension of the strings are welded toge-
ther and direcled with a feeling of musical sobriety. The chords
now achieve the maximum of unity, Infensify and volume; the
tremolo is no longer metallic and brilliant, but acquires an
ethereal sonorily; the pizzicato is clear and acute on all the
strings, and the ameggios and scoles obtain all the volume of
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which they are capable, together with equality snd regularity
of tone between the notes. This style of aitacking the stings
does not lend itself to showy clfécls; on the contrary, although
the astist can find in it all necessary elements of expression, he
must atilise its resources when required, if he does not wish
the unity to degenerate into monateny.

As the [ingertip is a resilient body. wider than the nail, it
seanst snply mere sirenglth: to displace the string, and this in-
c_:egsqd“ shengt}t in the r_igh_t hand requires in tum a grealer
effost of pressure and resistence in the left for the production
of Bhe held notes. Hence, any passage of barres, slurs or slides,
open or close positions, and also some passages of virtosity.
are more difficult to master.

Each stvle, however, embadies a distinct mentality; the one

spectacular and tending to exteriorize one's pessonality, and the
other intimate mnd sincere. deeply pencirated by the spirit af
arl.
- We should bear in mind that, amongst all the properties of
the gaitar, the most important of them —dn which respect it is
probably not surpassed by any other instrument— is its power
of adaptation to the spirit of the art which it interprets.

' Ecimﬁcism in art can w-u-nderfuﬂ? r:h&nge defects inte qua-
littes; in the same way as an austere sonority may suit a classic
mztsi'ea]itj!. B }:_ltigl_h sanority nray impert more authority to cer-
tnin music of a parficular style or charmcter.

§t would be a pity if we concluded our essay wimoul giving
an opinion on our old difemma. What matters in art Is the
spirit. Let us ke glad, then. that the guitar should offer this
duality of aspeets which will allow each arfist to realise his own

work with sincerity and gather, through it, the just reward of
his merits.
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