ARRANGING FOR FINGER STYLE GUITAR: a primer
By Darren O’Neill

Introduction

The term, “finger style”, specifically refers to techniques that utilize the thumb and adjacent fingers rather than
with a flat pick to sound the strings. With finger style technique, a player can simultaneously produce melody, harmony, and
rhythmic bass lines on adjacent and non-adjacent strings. Finger style technique also allows a player to execute homophonic

chords and polyphonic lines in up to four voices. These feats of musical prowess are difficult - if not unattainable - with a flat
pick alone.

Traditionally, finger style technique has been associated with those, musical genres favorable to performance on
the nylon string guitar: classical, flamenco, Latin, and folk. Pick style technique has primarily been adopted by steel string,
guitar players (electric and acoustic) in the jazz, country, and pop/rock genres.

The wonderful, jazz guitarist, Howard Morgen, has identified several factors which have contributed to the merging
of finger style technique with jazz and popular music (Fingerstyle Jazz and Popular Guitar, 1982):

1. A widening exchange of musical ideas and influences among jazz, Latin,
classical, folk, rock and country music performers.

2. The concept of the classic guitar as a complete harmonic instrument,like
a piano or a miniature orchestra,has made many non-classical players
aware of the potential of the unaccompanied solo guitar. More and more
jazz and “pop” players with acoustic and electric guitars are adding
finger style or pick and finger style techniques to their playing to overcome
the physical limitations imposed by the pick and to tap more effectively
the harmonic and contrapuntal resources of the guitar.

3. The desire to duplicate piano and electric piano voicings that are not
possible to play without finger style technique.

4. The interest of classically trained finger style soloists as well as arrangers
and composers in the sound of the nylon stringed classic guitar applied
to jazz harmony concepts and improvisation.

5. Technological improvements that make finger style playing more feasible
on all types of guitars.

6. An economic need for solo performers and duos in restaurants and
nightclubs.

To underscore these points, here is a list of fifteen, outstanding artists who perform finger style, chord solos (chord-
melody style) on either nylon string or steel string, electric guitar:

NYLON STRING STEEL STRING, ELECTRIC
Laurindo Almeida Lenny Breau
Gene Bertoncini Kenny Burrell
Luiz Bonfa Barry Galbraith
Charlie Byrd Ted Greene
Earl Klugh Joe Pass
Jorge Morel Bucky Pizzarelli
Baden Powell George Van Eps
ON BOTH TYPES OF GUITARS: Chet Atkins

Chord-Melody Style: some tips from a “pro”

In the jazz world, it’s extremely rare that a major talent will disclose their “trade secrets.” Thankfully, guitarists can
glean pearls of wisdom about creating chord-melody arrangements from the writings of eminent artist,
Joe Pass (Joe Pass on Guitar, 1996):
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1. Generally, it is best to keep the melody on the top three strings. This way, your harmo-
nization beneath allows ‘access to more strings in an appropriate range of the instrument. Voicing
the melody of a song lower than the G (3rd string) will force you to place chord tones above the
melody - which will tend to obscure and lessen its strength and importance. Playing o melody in a
middle-to-low register of the guitar tends not to "speak” as well.

2. The process of harmonizing a melody with chords can be thought of as “adding color. *
Once you know what family (Major, Minor, Dominant) you are using to harmonize with, add whatev-
er degree of color you hear at a given moment. As the colors become bolder, the more you depart
from the expected. Rather than thinking of this departure as “re-harmonization,” try approaching it
as a colorful harmonization.

3. Because melody alone very often implies chords, it is not necessary to go to great pains
and work very hard to accompany every melody note with a chord. There is no sense in “killing
yourself for no reason.” Even a very rhythmically short chord can stay in the listener's ear until
the next harmonic change arises. You may choose to play more chords per bar for certain reasons,
but always be aware that the melody needs to “breathe” and over-harmonizing can suffocate its
impact.

4. Adding "voice movement” to your chords will add impetus and interest to your music.
What “voice movement” refers to is when one or more chord tones move - usually by steps, dia-
tonic or chromatic - to resolving chord tones in the next chord. This can occur while the melody and
stationary chord tones are also sounding, or in between them as ‘filler.” When employed well, it
can give the illusion of a great deal more going on than there actually is.

5. "Grips” [chord forms) tend to dictate melody, and the most natural reaction fo improvis-
ing chord-melody style is to simplify the infinite possibilities and play only what you hear and what
falls right in the vicinity of the grip. "What you are looking for is right around your fingers.

6. Remember: “The object of chord-melody is to make music, not hard work; you play the
guitar, not the other way around.” '

What Joe fails to mention is that sometimes the original key of the song you’re working on for your chord-melody
arrangement is not a favorable one for the guitar (four, or more, flats or sharps). In which case, you’ll need to transpose.
Key signatures that are most favored for unaccompanied solos are those that permit the frequent use of open strings: E
major/minor; A major/minor; D major/minor; C major; G major/minor; and sometimes F major. Each song you pick to arrange
will present different problems in different keys. You’ll need to experiment in order to find the key that works best for your
arrangement. In general, it’s a good idea to sketch outlines of the melody and chords of the piece in a few keys before you
actually begin your arrangement (i.e., create lead sheets). Outlining the entire song this way can save you time by enabling
you to spot potential problems in a particular key.

A further refinement, before you begin the actual arrangement, is to harmonize the melody in triads from the lead
sheets you’ve created. The late, great Dennis Cinelli had these, excellent guidelines to offer:

* Play melody an 8va higher

e Place triad under strong beats with melody on top of each triad
e The triad inversion does not matter, as long as melody is on top
* Keep triads on adjacent sets of strings (4 sets of 3 strings)

¢ Be faithful to harmonic rhythm

In the keys of D major/minor, you also have the choice to employ a scordatura (altered tuning) by lowering the 6
string down a whole step to D. This alteration will also enhance the sonority of any, other key you choose by allowing for
piano-like, chord voicings not possible with standard tuning. In addition to lowering the 6 string to D, you may also choose
to lower the 5% string to G if you arrange in G major/minor. There are many possibilities when it comes to specialized, guitar
tunings. Just be aware that if you employ any kind of scordatura in a performance it has the potential to create problems
when you return to standard tuning. It’s usually best to play several pieces in a particular scordatura before returning to
standard tuning. Guitar strings need time to settle in order to remain in tune. You can use several guitars set to different
tunings during a performance to alleviate this problem. Remember: the audience is there to listen to you play — not tune!
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There are other tools to consider when constructing your arrangement from the bottom up (THE BASS LINE):
namely, rhythmic devices (repeated roots; muffled bass; alternating bass-aka “stride guitar’) and walking, bass lines
(including stepwise and skipwise motion with chord tones and passing tones; diatonic and chromatic). Rhythmic devices can
help to add a percussive quality to your arrangement. The basic concept of the rhythmic device is to keep a constant
rhythmic pulse in the bass and chord accompaniment parts, regardless of what is being played in the melody. A well-
constructed, walking bass line will also help to provide a strong, rhythmic component as it outlines the harmony. Ata
minimum, a walking bass line helps to maintain a separation between the treble and bass parts and supplies added interest
by supplying melodic counterpoint. A maximum effect, when used as the foundation for a chord-melody solo, is that it can
create the illusion of two guitars or of a guitar and bass playing together. By adding chromatic, passing tones you can
increase the continuity and melodic interest of your walking bass line. And remember that all or any part of a cyclical, chord
progression can be implied by playing bass notes in skipwise (interval leaps) motion.

By this point, you’ve established the structure of your arrangement and are now ready to concern yourself with
chord voicings (closed or open; cardinal or dilated) that best support your presentation of the melody. A chord is in closed
(cardinal) voicing when the chord tones are arranged in the closest possible order and don’t exceed an octave from the
lowest to highest note. When wider intervals occur between any of the chord tones the chord is in open (dilated) voicing.
Open voicings are favored for finger style arrangements because they usually produce chord formations that span both the
treble and bass sides of the fingerboard. Often these formations require the use of open strings and/or widely separated
strings and make possible greater separation of the melody, accompaniment, and bass parts, as well as an increased range
and greater ease of playing.

Afinal step is to consider the need for reharmonization. Historically, sheet music for many of the jazz standards was
insufficient and sometimes inaccurate. It became the fashion in the swing era and even more so in the bebop era to
reharmonize the original song so that musicians had more and better “changes” on which to improvise and build solos. As
players explored the harmonic potential of well-know, jazz standards their collective reharmonizations, rather than the
original progressions, often became the “hip changes” other jazz players were expected to know and use. The principles for
reharmonization that were developed and refined in the past remain valid today for adding excitement and interest as well
as a “personal touch” to your arrangement. Here are some, sound reasons for using reharmonization techniques:

* To relieve static harmony (one chord for more than one measure)
e To vary the harmonic texture

* To achieve a better bass line

e To add tension and delay resolution of chords

* To add originality

There are three, principal ways to facilitate reharmonization: Chord Embellishment; Chord Substitution; and
Chord Addition. Here are some, brief descriptions:

Chord Embellishment is the process of “dressing up” a chord by the use of scale tones below the octave (adding a 6" or 7" to
a major or minor triad) or diatonic extensions and/or chromatic alterations. Embellishing a chord is very much like adding
spice to food or color to a picture. In spite of the embellishments, the root name and type of chord does not change. For
example: D13, D13bs, D+7, D7bs, D9, Dgbs, etc. are nothing more than embellishments of a D7 chord.

Chord Substitution is the replacement of one chord with another chord. The substitute chord will always have either a
different letter (root) name or a different type name than the chord it replaces. Successful substitutions will generate
interest and perhaps even an element of surprise while serving the same function as the chords they replace.

A Chord Addition is often a passing chord that is not in the original progression but fits in well when added to that
progression. It differs from a substitution in that it does not replace a chord. Additions are often used to make a smoother
transition from one chord to the next. An addition may be a chord with a different letter name or an embellishment.

Of the three ways, Chord Substitution is a science unto itself. Some of the most frequently used methods for
finding substitutions are as follows (it is beyond the scope of this primer to explore these methods in-depth):

 Relative majors and minors
* The cycle of fifths

e Half step progression

e Flat five substitution

* Passing tones



Conclusion

Don’t procrastinate or avoid altogether when it comes to creating chord-melody arrangements. Through the
process of creating an arrangement, you will get to know the inner workings of a song (melody, harmony, and rhythm) in the
deepest way musically possible. Start by selecting some of your favorite songs to arrange. They don’t necessarily need to be
jazz standards from the “Great American Songbook” with complex melodies and sophisticated harmonies. You can start by
choosing any song with a simple melody and chord progression. Your challenge will be to make it more, musically
interesting while making it idiomatic for the guitar. You can work up to creating more, challenging arrangements as your
skill sets improve and expand. Rome wasn’t built in a day!

Make it a habit to complete arrangements that you start. Keep a musical diary on manuscript paper as you perfect
your ideas. No arrangement is ever truly finished and you may wish to re-visit earlier versions for inspiration. This can be
easily facilitated by using a computer software, notation program (like Finale or Sibelius). Don’t rely on your sketchy
memory which will only become sketchier as time goes by (no musical pun intended). In fact, it’s not a bad idea to also make
sound recordings of the arrangements you create. There is no substitute for objectively listening to your playing in order to
improve tone, technique, interpretation and rhythmic accuracy.

Most importantly, play your work for others. Creating a chord-melody arrangement is not an academic exercise.
Rather, it’s an opportunity to connect with an audience in a very, intimate way as a solo artist in an unaccompanied format.
Jazz guitarists tend to play in ensembles and seldom perform alone. Learn from classical guitarists who perform almost
exclusively perform as soloists. They gauge an audience’s reaction to pieces they perform and modify their interpretations
and programs accordingly. It doesn’t matter if the piece that’s being performed is an arrangement of a piano work by Isaac
Albeniz or a ballad by Harry Warren. The goal is to always make a musical connection with your audience.
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