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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wich our conscious sensibility is aware, which does not appear
in those scientific, lengthy and dry definitions. Something whose
naiure varies exceedingly, embracing the most Liffing as well
as the most transcendental aspect of our mind. Something which
the mind of man can hansform into an tmmaterinl warld of
wonder and fancy, a world capakle of enlivening and comfort-
ing the spirit as sunshine can comfort the bady.

The faculty of hearing which is natwral to us. is subjet to
as much diversity as is th. physical or moral nature of the
hearer. To listen is to concenirate all sensibility in our heazing
power, a sensibility which is different in every individual accor-
ﬂing to his temperament, experience and powers of discernment.

The hearer perceives, simulfaneously with the sound, its
particular timbre {the colour of sound, as Hrimnorrz termed
i) and experionces it, with ils pitch, intensity and duration es
a aing[e impactk.

Timbse i3, in fact, the characteristic element of every soumd;

and just as colour is to an objeet, scent to a Hower, form lo
the body, so is timbze to sound.

When we consider, SEP&I.'EItEljF. the importance of each ins-
trumental growp as & unit in an orchestra, together with the
pasticular quality of each fype of instrument, we find thai each
of these groups represents a definite element, made up of all
the tonat individualities of each instrument.

Now, no instrumenial group of an orchestta can yield such
a variety of timbre as do the plucked instruments, on account
of their diversity in shape and size, the thickness, type and
quality of their strings, and the different methods employed
tc make them vibrate,

Timbre may be considered gooa or bad, belter or worse in
proportion to the higher or lower value set upon # by each
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individual critic. The pronouncement of the critic may be
aflected by inpumerable causes, such as his auditive and emos-
lional semsiiivenéss, impressionability, mustcai and inteilectual
education, force of habit, prejudice, tradition and envirnnment:
thus classification of sound varies exceedingly.

We have, however, within 1imits, a prevailing clagsification
which may be censidered a relinble guide: the result of the
prmmp!es of zesthetics gradually evolved, c&refﬂﬂy sifted, and
l'mally established by the most sxacting scholars in the best

schools and the most eminent interpreters and craftsmen.

"The conscicus application of t}mse principles led to the uni-
versal and ]aaﬁng‘ zecognition of the voices of famous singers
such as Grassmi, Jenny Lymip, Adelina Patn, Mesa, Gava-
reE, Caryso, Cuarmarin, ete. The same spirit has firmly esta-
EBlizhed the superiority of Swrapvam:, Amam, and Cuarwem,
in bowed instruments; similarly, pianos made by Brutunsz,
BecusvEiN, Prever, Erare and Svemvwav have been given
first rank, end guitars by Pacés, Baveorr, Recio, Artammra
and Tokres. Similar principles guide an artist in the qualily
of tone that he secks to produce.

Of the knowa instruments, surely- none has offered greater
material for conltroversy than the guitar. - This fs cﬁieﬂy on

accourt of the possibility of plucking the skrings in two distinet
ways: either with the nails or with the fleshy part of the finger
tip.

The sound differs m:enrcting to the technique used and as
it is not practicable for the same zet of fingers %o wse two
techniques, the player must make a choice: hence the dilemma.
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Preferences of timbre among the Ancients.
The lutenists of the 17th Century. Dilemma of
sivle of playing among guilarists of the 18th
Century. Sor's and Acuapo’s theories. Proba-
ble determining causes.

From the most ancient times to the present day the dilemma
of sound has been the cause of impassioned controversy. To
the guitarist the question of sound is as important as an atticle
of faith to a moralist. It is interesting to note that the aesthetic
senbiment — inknitive, almost in every case — inherent in every
partisan of a particalar timbre, revenls, 1o a great extent his
own personality. For, whatever choice is made, it implies a
{}iverg‘ing mental sianl:l-pini: ]-Eacl]'ng somelimes ta diametriﬂa“y
opposed conclusions,

Among the ancient Greeks, bwo distinct styles of striking
the sirings were favoured, some players using the fingers,
others a plectrum.

In “Apothegmi laconict”, Prutarcn relates that once, in
Sparta, n citharist was punished for plucking the skings with
his fingers, and not with a plectrum, during ihe celebration
of a ritmal cersmony in a temp[e. And yet, he adds, the atrings
placked with the fingers produce a much sweeter and pleasan-
ter sound than the plectrum.

Arnavazus, 300 B, C., referring to Erconus, says, "He was
" one of the great masters of music; he plucked the sirings with
" his fingers, not with a plecirom”.

AristocENes and AnacreoN also considered the sound of
strings plucked with the fingers better than that produced by
the plectrum.

Some players used either sityle,. according to the character
of the music they had to interprek. TiBULLUS in one of his elegies,
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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,

42



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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" Hingers ~ ineluding the thumb — but, after hearing my friend
“ Sogr, I decided not 1o usc the thumb nail any longes, and 1
“ am very glad 1 have done so, because playing with the flesh,
“ when the thomb is not striking the strings at a sight angle.
" sroduces a vigerous and pleasant tone, swhich suite the bass
“ part, gencrally played on the bass stiage”

"My long experience may aliow me, ! hope, to express my
' candid opinion on the matter.”

i

“§ consider it prﬂf&rﬂ]:lie te play with the nai_ls tn order lo
* obtain from the guitar strings a tone unlike that of any other
“ instrument. To my mind, the guitar has a character peculiar
“to itsell: it is sweet, harmonious, melancholic: at tmes .il
* hecomes majestic, and, although it does not admit of the
* grandeur of the harp or piano, it yields, on the other hand,
“a delicate grace. and its sounds are susceptible to such a
" number of modifications that it gives the #mpression of a
" mysterious instrument, lending itself admirable to expression
" and the accompanying of the voice.”

“In order to produce thesc offects | preler to play with
“ the nails, heeause, if properly used the resulting tone is clear,
* metallic and sweei: it must he mnderstood, however, that the
“ strings are not struck with the nails only, because then the
“ sound would not be wvery p§9asnnt. The string is attacked
“ first with the finger-tip. the feshy part of it that Faces the
* thumb, with the fingers somewhat stretched cut (not so bent
“as for p]a’giug with the iip only) sliding over the string to
“ the nail, The nails must nst be too hard; they must be irite-
“ med into an ova' shape. and barcly over the surface of the
“ flesh. for. il they are too lang, they interferc with the dexterity
" by considerably delaying the action of the strings, and. me-
" reover, make the touch less sare; used in the rig]it way they
" enable very Tast runs to be executed with mreat cleamess.”
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Acuapo's musical educatten was quite unlike that of Ses.
The latter was educated in severely austere surroundings in the
Monastery of Monserrat, where, besides leaming selfeggio,
haimony and counterpoint. he studied the viclincello and was
a member of the fine chair, for which that monastery has
ahvays been justly famed. In spite of all these occupations,
Sor did not neglect the guitar. Padre Marrin, Son’s school-
mate during his five years stay in the monastery, relates the
prodigies Scr performed on his guitar, keeping speil-bound all
who heard him play, On leaving the monastery, he continued
his studies in singing and jnshumentation in Bgrcelona, and
produced his opera "Telemace” with great success, in the Santa
Cruz Theatre Towards 1803, when an officer in the army,
Sor played at & concert arranged in Malaga by M. Quirpairt,
the Austrian Consul in that city. He amazed all who heard
him, professionals and others, by his brilliant performance on
the double bass of & theme with variations.

Asuano says Luis BavLLestsros, in his biographic dictionary.
"showed very eaily an excellent aptitude for shudy. and hegan
“at eight to [eamn Latin grammar, philesophy and French in
“ which subjects he made great progress in a short time; later
“he applied himself to the study of Paleography and his
" untiring industry won himx the title of Palcograph of the
“ Council of Castile. By way of relaxation and recreation he
“ acquired the rudiments of guitar playing, and was taught
"by Fray Miguel Garcia, 2 monk in the Monastery of San
“ Basilio, who made him realise the oreat pessibilities of the
" jusbrument.”

“Son himself tells us about his wonderful colleague; that his
" teachers played with the nails at a time when the general
“ lendency was lo exscule brilliant and tapid pﬁssages in order
“ 1o exhibit virtuosity and power and thus dazzle the public:
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“ they did not appreciate any other music but that which was
" played on the guitar, and they called a siring quartet, church
" music. Fortunaltely, his personal inclination to work out hia
" own way indepan&enlfy of others, led him to & much higher
" musicality.”

Howsever, his concert pieces, as well as his Method, reveal
a musical mind tending to brilliancy in technigque rather than
depth of fecling and elevated comception.

Both Sor and Acuapo were preat guitarists; the superiority
of the former is principally due o the musical and artistic
aspect of his works. The classic spirit of their Sonatas, Fanta-
sies, Studes, and Minuets is better e:tp_ressed ]:I}" playing with
the fingertips (without nails). which is more suitable for
Chamber-music.

From the summit of his knowledge and experience. sur-
veying an ever widening musieal horizon, Sor embraces nearly
all the departments of music, whilst Asuape, a captive to his
guitar, i3 confined to the small woild of its sonorous hody, a
stranger to all outside musical expression.

Sor lived an agitated and niense life: he was restless and
passionalte, intensely sensilive, morily and possessing a fiery
temperament, was a bom fighter. He travelled a great deal
and knew the intoxicating pleasure of great sucess in art, love
and fortune, as also the grief of failare, oblivion and poverty.
He died at 61 vears of age. poor and victim to a painful disease
attributed by some to his unruly passions.

On the other hand, Asuapo’s life was serene, effective and
industrions. His vatural bent for study. his fine musical sen-
sibifity and the spirit of order and method in his ideas, made
him the finc teacher we know him to have been.

The death of his mother., from whom he had never been
parted, affected the tranquility of his provincial life: he moved
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to Paris, where his talent as an artist and his persornal qualities
won him the admiration of the greatest artists, and the love of
all who came in contact with him. Reluming to Spain en the
12th April, 1838, the coach in which he was tavelling on
arviving in Ariza {Aragén} was stopped by a band of Cerlists
belonging to Cabrera’s army. Acuapo was tobhbed of all he
possessed and together with the remaining passengers was taken
to the mountains, being told that unless he paid a certain
strm of money as a ransom he would be put to death. However,
his old age and gentle disposition succeeded in softening these
men, hardened ]:y a long war, and he was the first to be set
free wneconditionally.

His great kindness as well as the love and iute]]igmﬂe he
poured into his work is evident in his letters 1o Monsieur
De Fossa

We may now enquire whether the distinetly different styles
of plaving of these two arlists was due to heredity.

The majority of devotees of the guitar in such cities as
Vienna, Berlin, Moscow, London, Copenhagen, ete., play
uncensciously, maybe with the fleshy tips of their fingers:
whilst in some other pasts, the nails are generally used. Once
they have learned #he usaal pmueﬂur-e of the pmﬁmﬂﬁr place
in which they happen to live, they follow, without questioning.
the rules established by custem. |

Se it might be taken that Sor’s sense of sonerity was inffuen-
ced by, a style probably general in Catalonia: and Acuaro’s
by the style possibly prevalent tn Castile. . But this does not
seem probable, when we bear in mind that we. are dealing
with artists whose discerning minds end toil show the highest
and most disinterested spirit of intelligent generosity and sinr
cere love of true ast.
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Influence of Acuapo, Arcas and TArRrRESA's
Schools. Tone preduced with finger tip. DEHE-
renge f)ehuesn TirrEcA’'s system and his prede-
cessors. 1ARREGA's ariistic evelution and rea-
soNs fnr his choice.

From the time when these prominent figures stood out in
such bold relief, Acuanc’'s Method became a guide to future
guitarists and was. incidentally, an effective means of a wider
adoption of the nail style, even in the exceptional case ol
Tirzeca., whe. up to 1900, like the other guitarsis he knew,
including Arcas. used the nails, He did nor realise in those
l:[._a}rs the possibility of preducing a hetter tosie. This was during
the period of his youth when his concert tours brousht him
such greatk jamre. But his restless and inquiring mind had one
day 1o face the vexed question of tonc. When he decided to
do this, he put aside. not without doubts and misgivings,
everything that stood in his way, and in aider to pfunge at
oace into the deep and arducus search for a means of purifying
his art, he abstained for a long time from playing in public,
which in his precarious financial position demanded FEom
him great sacrilices. He had to work Eunslantf}' in order to
conguer. the difficalties of the new technique in which he was
to be master and pupil at snce, and when at last these difficul-
ties svere overcome, those who heard Tizrrca play will never
forget the wonderfully purc sound his guitar produced.

In oxder to obtain the tone with the fingertins that Tirreca
did, it does not sulfice to cut one’s nails short; the tone has
to he formed: i.e. a certain balance bebween tonch, resiliency
and resistence must be J&ve]upﬂt] in the flesh of the fingerﬁps.
which can only be acquired by constant practice and care.
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Indubitably, the tone Sor produced “without mnails” mast
have been quite distinct from the tone TimrEca obtained, as
also Acuapo’s tone with nails’ must have differed from
Tirreca's before the latter aliered his style of plucking the
strings.

TARREGA, without using the nails at &H. E-E.‘I'l-E:T-EIH]F attacked
the string perpendiculazly, and alter the attack, rested on the
next siring. This procedure, which gives a maximum of ampli-
tude, intensity and purity of tone, on account of the width,
smoothness and firmness of the body which displaces the string,
was not applied either by Sor, Acuaspe, or any of their con-
lemporaries; this ean be deduced from their writings, and it

is fatr to suppose that, had it been otherwise. they swould
have mentioned it in their respeckive treakises.

At the ]Jegi:ming of his career, TiureEca was influenced }J-:r
a ]Jeriucl of bad taste. His programmes weie made up, a3 were
those of his contemporaries playing other instruments, of works
whose musical value consisted solely in their serving as a
pretext for the wmost daring feats of virhuosily. Fartunateiy,
however. as had been the case of Acuano before him, his natu-
ral ﬂispusih‘nn. his keen perception and gaa{f taste, impeﬁeci
him towards a purer almosphere. His evolution is marked
by a gradual process in musicality; first he was ahsorbed in
Mozanr, Havow, and Beersioven; ther Crorin, Menpzerssonn,
and Scnumarnm followed these in his studies. Finally he was
inspired by the spiritmality of Baci's music. Selecting those
works best swited to the instrument he achieved the mimcle
of interpreting them on the guitar's six single strings, even the
Fugue of the ist. Sonata for violin selo. Moreover thereafter his

own original compositions reflected a cfeeper aspiratton towards
puTe music,
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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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Thezelore, when dﬂaling with the forming of an opinien on
sound which would not exist without cur faculty of hearing,
we cannot establish any other classification but that which is
dictated to us by our individual appreciation, in accordance
with onr auditive power, which acts in a direct manner on
our muinds.

Physical charncter of sound. lis classification

in instruments and styles. Sound of a string atta-
cked with nails. Sound of a string siruck with
fleshy fingﬂrtips, Superiority of the sound pro-
duced with no nails.

Intensity, pitch and timbre ave the varticular atiributes of
sound in ncoustics. YWhenever two or more notes of like inten-

sity and piich produce an wunlike sensation, they must he of
different qunf'ﬂ:.*.

This difference, which may vary ad infinitum, comes under
the judgment of our critical faculty and is susceptible of
classification. A proof of this is found in the [fact thet the
classification of certain instruments of the same type is based
on the conditions of their sonority. That which made the ins-
truments of the Cremona crafismen se much more valuable
than those of other makers — and this may also be said of
Paecés and Torrss guitars and a few others —~ was not only
the volume, bat the beauty of the scunds they could preduce.

Similar girngs, pul on dilferent guitars and plucked B}r ihe
same person at the samre p]ace on the sfring, will pmf.{uce A
dilferent sonority on sach instrument. The ssund we think the
better will certainly ke the one produced on the guitar that
possesses the best conditions of sonorily; therefore, we should
classify this guitar as "better” than the others.
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Now, let us note that the same instrument in similar con-
ditions, does not sound alike in the hands of dilferent perfor.
mers. Casars's cello, Kaesrer's viclin or a piano of an especially
good make would not yield the same kind of sound when
played by diHferent hands. Therefore, we can infer from this
that there exists on one and the same iashrument a kind of

sonority ol a higher class which resulis from the pasticular
procedure of each artisk.

The sound of the string depends on: (1) the manner of
altacking ii; (2) the spot where it is attacked and {3)
diameicr. tension and elasticity. As the nail is a body with 2
bard surface. of var-ing thickness and censistency, its impul-
sion gives the string a penetrating brilliance of timbre, somewhat
maetallic but restricted in amplitude. The sound produced by
the impulsion of the finger-tips, i.e. by a soft body subty
seasitive and of greater thickness and smrface than the edge
of the nails. vields a distinct timbre of greater volume. sweet-
ness, fulness and purity.

The differeni ways of attacking the strings are characlerised
by the quentity and intensity of the higher harmonics which
accompany the fundamental sound, more considerable in pro-
portivn to the more numerous and marked discontinuities
wich exist in the vibratory movement. The finger, on striking
a stidag sets it in molion n all #ts lenght hefore Iemrmgt it.
A d;scnntmulh-' occurs only the more or less wide -u;:ening‘ of
the angle which obtains in the exact place where it lias I:reem-
siruck by the finger. This angle is more acute when the string
is attacked with the nail than when is is attacked by the finger-
lip. In the former caze, we get @ more piercing sound tngef]mr
with a great number of high harmonics giving tﬁg timbre a me-
tallic tone. In the latter case, the vibrations are not so sham,
the armonics alluded o are no longer heard and the timbre
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is not so biilliant, but sweet and sonorous, Furthermore, ak-
hough in both cases the fundamental somad is more intense than
its yespective auxiliary sounds, yet, the harder the aftacking body
used, the more audible these become to the detriment of the
fundamental sotmdl,

This may be lested by attm:king the string with a hard me-
dium such as the nail or a plectrum, and it will be noticed that
a sharp and metallic sound is the result; if we listen with due
allentior we can hear a number of high notes above the princi-
pal sound. I now we strike the same string with the fingertip,
these noles cease and the resulting sound is not so briflinnt, but
sweeter and fuller.

Hence the thin tone produced by the zail, which deskroys
the fundamental sound and increases the auxiifar}f sounds, i¢
against the full and pure tone brought about with the fingertip.

The change of timbre on one single siring within a single
system of pulsation is equally related to the theory of natural
harmonics. The purest tore is obtained on the half length of the
string on which is found the note of its first harmonic: the
further we go from that point, towards the extremities the ywea-
ker and more nasal hecomes the tone.

'Fhe materinl of which the strings are made and their thick-
aess, also has an influence on the timbre. Very tight strings do
not yield very high harmonics on account of the alternative
inflection n small divisions of their total length, Gut strings
are lighter and their elasticity s aot so great as that of wire
wrapped strings: hence the sherter duration of sound in the

former, especially with ratural harmonics. and higher aoxiliary
sounds ().

(1} Sce: "Théoris Physiologigue de le Musique”, H. Hewniorre ranshated by.
ol G, GUEEEI-UE.T. poge 1035-115.
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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-

53



lity. Is is conical. pungent and nasal, reminiscent of the lute
and the harpsichord, with an odour of Irankincense and a
savour of ancient ballads: it calls up gothic altar paintings and
primitive styles, and is like an echo of the poetical ideclogy of
the troubadours snd minnesingers. This style seems to recall a
long and distant past full of rich and noble exaltations of the
spirit, It is the sonority which Farra hes expanded in well
balanced proportions in his “Concert for Harpsicherd™ genial

reflection of the Spain of the Middle Ages, austere and pm&md*
ly Chsistian.

The tone of a string struck with the finger-lip possesses an
intrinsic beauty, which affects the deepest feelings of our sensi-
bi]itjr. just as air and light permeate space. Its notez are incor-
poren!, as might be the notes of an ideally expressive and res-
ponsive harp. It has, as well as this intimate chazacter, some ol
the Roman strength and Greek balance. kt recalls the gravily
of an organ an the expressiveness of a violincello. Th. guitar
ceases to be feminine and becomes an instrument of grave vir-
lity. Finally. this style stands for the transmission, without im-
purities, of the deepest vibrations of our emotions.

The audiences who listen to the guitar, generally speaking,
are far from being in a position te understand these dilferences.
They can scarcely realise the musical and instrumental possibi-
lities whick the guitar affords an artist. The appreciation of its
technicque and its aesthetic qualities is limited to a very small
pumber of experts. and it will be long before it reaches the per
ception of a great part of the pubfic.

Although hoth methods of tmpulsion offer the artist EI'EII'BHE[
fields of means and resources of expression, the nature of this
small difference marks out certain pariicular properties of each.

The nail gives prominence to eolour-properties of the instru-
ment {commonly ralled “effects™), We get crystal clear harmo-
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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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