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Right Hand Positioning in Modern Pedagogy

A Comparison of Selected Methods

by Frank Koonce

Introduction

The intent of this article is
simply to introduce the reader
to a variety of resources
provided by some of our most
outspoken and influential
pedagogues. It does not intend to
advocate one method over
another in examining the
various schools of thought. The
reader is encouraged to refer to
the sources cited for more
thorough explanations of the
concepts presented herein and
their applications. In pre-
senting this survey, I am aware
of the risk I take in misrep-

resenting  another's ideas
through my own interpre-
tations, and also through the
removal of the material from
its intended context. I, there-
fore, hope that I do not do a
disservice to any of these
respected authors, and I would
invite their -clarifications, if
needed, in a future volume of
this journal.

As a teacher, I recommend
specific techniques to my
students based upon my own
experience and preferences. In
my pedagogy class, however (for
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students who have already ac-
quired a basic technique), we ex-
amine alternate methods in
order to broaden perspectives.
Ultimately each student of the
guitar must come to understand
how and why his technique
works (or does not work) and
how his reasoning compares
with the reasoning of others. A
study and comparison of the
available resources may save
hours of frustration and aim-
less practicing. One might argue
that this conflicting input will
only confuse the student and de-
velop a sense of insecurity. I
believe, however, that more
often than not the various view-
points provide the student with
a broader understanding that
may even eliminate a sense of
ambiguity on given issues.

Modern Pedagogy

Perspectives, reasoning, and
terminology are still evolving
in modern pedagogy. We are con-
tinually searching for the most
effective way to communicate
our ideas. The choices of
terminology and syntax by one
teacher may be effective for a
particular student's understand-
ing, whereas those of another
would not be effective. In some
matters, not only the teaching
methods, but also the desired
objectives may differ as a result
of individual priorities. Consid-
er the issue of right-hand posi-
tioning as discussed by some of

our most influential peda-
gogues.
Pepe Romero tells us:
Finding the correct

position for the right hand has
everything to do with the
anatomical makeup of every
player and, therefore, the final
position will be different with
each player. The principles
upon which to establish your
own correct position, however,
can and should be constant.
For the free stroke, the m
finger should act as the
pivotin% point upon which the
palm of the hand should tilt to
the left or the right. For
players having a shorter a
finger than i, the right side of
the palm should be closer to
the top of the guitar; if the iis
shorter than the q, the left side
of the palm should be closer to
the top of the guitar; if they are
both the same length, the palm

should be parallel to the top
of the guitar. The height of
the wrist is determined by the
relative length of the thumb
to the fingers.

The tilt of the hand should
be achieved by rotating the
forearm from the elbow and
not by forcing the wrist into
an uncomfortable position
that may impede the even
flow of energy into the
fingers.!

Mr. Romero begins with an
"awareness" exercise in which
the fingers are placed on the
first three strings and the
thumb is placed on the fifth
string. He then has the student
"visualize the right hand from
the strings' point of view" and
concentrate on the sensations
produced from touching and
playing the strings.2 Unnec-
essary tension is avoided
through absolute concentration
focused on the sound and its
production.

According to Aaron Shearer:

Of prime importance is
affording maximum advan-
tage to the muscles involved
in playing the guitar. The
wrists, and also the finger
and thumb joints, can be
placed in various positions
and the finger and thumb
joints can be moved in
various directions and/or se-
quences and one can still
play the guitar. However,
certain joint positions and
movements provide maxi-
mum advantage for the

muscles and are, therefore,
most conducive to the devel-
opment  of
dination.3

fine coor-

Frank Koonce

Mr Shearer speaks of four
principles for efficient muscle
functioning, the first two of
which help determine the
optimal positioning of the right
hand:

1. "The Principle of Muscular
Alignment"— Maintain the natu-
ral alignment of the muscles
(and tendons) to afford the most
direct pull of the muscles.

2. "The Principle of Mid-
Range Function of the
Joints"— Operate the joints
within their mid-range of move-
ment between the comfortable
limits of flexion and extension.

3. "The Principle of Uniform
Direction of Joint Movement"
—Flex or extend together the
joints of individual fingers to
avoid the tensions produced by
opposing muscle groups.

4. "The Principle of Muscular
Release Through Movement"
— Give sufficient movement at
the joints to provide the
momentum and follow-through
needed for the release of
tension.

With these principles in
mind, begin by aligning the
guitar with your body.4 Then:

..., align the side of the i
knuckle with the side of the
wrist and the forearm (the
three-point alignment).
Notice that this positioning
aligns the m knuckle with the
center of the wrist and
forearm and the a knuckle
with its side of the wrist and
forearm....5

Mr. Shearer has the student
simultaneously find the
midway position of the
finger joints and the
wrist by relaxing the
hand and fully
extending and flexing
the wrist. To find the
proper tilt of the hand,
he advises:

Tilt the hand to
the left so that the tip
and middle segments
of a are approx-
imately vertical,
sideways, to the plane
of the soundboard....
The tip and middle
segments of m will be
tilted somewhat to the
left, those of i even
more to the left.6
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Charles Duncan also has an
analytical approach to devel-
oping technique. He observes
that:

Mechanically speaking,
the entire arm from shoulder
to fingertip is a system of
compound levers. Each part
moves as the result of leverage
from the one next closer to the
body, all the way down to the
tips of the fingers....7

For most playing (and
certainly almost e free
stroke playing) the knuckle
should be positioned nearly
over the tip.... The further the
knuckle retreats from this
alignment with the tip, the
less force will be available at
the tip. With the fingers
curled, the leverage of the
knuckle is lost, and with it, an
important sensation of weight
and supgort from the hand
and arm.

To form the position:

1. Make a fist of your right
hand; note the contours
especially the pronounced
angle between basal segments
and the back of the hand;

2. Lay the fist upon the
strings and uncurl the fingers
enough to place the tips upon
the treble strings as if to play a
three-note chord. Push up
from the tips, until the fingers
are only slightly curved. Let
the  wrist follow this
movement so that the back of
the hand, the wrist, and the
forearm are aligned. Raise the
wrist a little further until it is
gently arched....

3. Compress the fingers,
starting with the little finger,
which should be locked
against a at its tip. Deliberate
compression prevents
splaying or wobbling of the
fingers, even a little of which
is a handicap.®

Mr. Duncan stresses the
importance of distinguishing
between "functional” and "dys-
functional" tension in playing
the guitar. In conjunction with
understanding the applications
of leverage, an awareness of the
necessary tension for efficient
playing, contrasted with the
tension that is detrimental to
playing, will aid the guitarist
in finding the optimal po-
sitions.

"natural position."
that:

As in other aspects of
guitar playing, the
dynamically relaxed approach
to the right-hand position
avoids extremes. The position
should look and feel as natural
and balanced as possible. It
should not involve bizarre
twisting, bending, or excess
tension. Such a position is
based on the normal way you
use your hand every day, that
is, grasping or gripping
various items....

Notice that when you make
a fist without thinking about it
too much, you do not bend the
wrist, and strength is maxi-
mum. Notice also that the
fingers are very strong in the
curled position. However, for
guitar playing it does not work
well to hold the fingers in such
a tightly curled way. Thus we
will just use the fist as a
natural starting point and
then modify it somewhat so
that the hand forms a natural
position for playing. First,
allow the fist to open easily so
that the fingers retain a mod-
erate, natural curvature—not
too much, not too little—and
then put the thumb on the
fourth string and the index,
middle, and ring fingers on the
first three strings.... Notice the
gentle, natural curvature of
the fingers and the only slight-
ly bent wrist. This position
should not be interpreted too
rigidly. Although extremes
should be avoided, some bend-
ing of the wrist may be useful.
For example, some players
may find that the hand will
work better if the wrist is bent
slightly to the right; others
will find it most comfortable
to have a slightly greater arch
in the wrist....

Contrary to what is often
said, it is not always appro-
priate to line up the knuckles
of the right hand exactly
parallel with the strings; the
angle of the knuckles in rela-
tion to the strings should be
adjusted for each person ac-
cording to the shape of the
nails, length of the forearm,
and so on. Since most gui-
tarists' fingernails work best
when the strokes are made off
the left-hand side, the most
comfortable position is usu-
ally one that is slightly angled
to the left....10

He says

that aligns the fingers
perpendicularly (and the
knuckles parallel) to the
strings in order to avoid the
"friction and scraping that
could jeopardize obtaining the
perfect sound.":11

The correct placement of
the right hand and a per-
pendicular stroke on the
strings by the fingers will be
achieved by interacting three
different elements: Point on
the arm that touches the
guitar, point on the upper side
on which the arm rests, and
the degree of inclination of the
instrument. These elements
should be combined in the way
that best suits each guitarist.

The right hand can be
displaced in three different
ways, and each way permits
the fingers to be positioned
comfortably so that they need
not stretch to reach the re-
quired string....

1. Displacement Type One

The arm remains equi-
distant to the soundboard as it
is displaced over it, describing
part of a circle which has its
center at the contact point
between the arm and the upper
side....

To make sure that the
fingers always strike the
strings perpendicularly, the
lateral angle formed at the
wrist must be adjusted as the
hand moves towards the bass
strings: this angle becomes
more pronounced as the
forearm tends towards par-
allelism with the strings....

2. Displacement Type Two

The hand describes a line
perpendicular to the strings
without requiring the arm to
slide over the side of the
instrument. It can be seen that
the wrist will move away from
the soundboard without affect-
ing the contact point of the
arm....

3. Displacement Type
Three

Situations in which the
contact point is not em-
ployed...require that the arm
temporarily change or even
abandon contact altogether.12

Situations requiring Dis-
placement Type Three as recom-
mended by Mr. Carlevaro
include certain harmonics and
sulla tastiera or sul ponticello

Lee F. Ryan stresses the im- Abel Carlevaro does,
portance of finding one's | however, favor a positioning | effects. It may also be used in
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different kinds of fijacién, a
term used to refer to the fix-
ation of selected joints to allow
"stronger and more capable

elements to perform in a
particular way."13

With a similar priority of
sound quality, but in sharp
contrast to Mr. Carlevaro's con-
clusions on hand position, we
have the teachings of David
Russell, who prefers the darker
and fatter tone produced by an
acutely diagonal stroke across
the strings. Mr. Russell's hand
is therefore held at approx-
imately a forty-five degree
angle to the strings. Such a
positioning presents compli-
cations with regard to alter-
nating the fingers of different
lengths (especially in rest
strokes) on the same string and
during string crossings. Mr.
Russell acknowledges the dif-
ficulties inherent in this
approach, but maintains that
the quality of tone justifies the
technique. Rest strokes are
used less often and are less
important due to the strength
and fullness possible in free
strokes. Proportionately, the
"scraping’ sound produced by
the windings of the strings is
less significant. The player
also learns to minimize this
problem through careful shap-
ing of the nails and planting
techniques. With regard to the
thumb joint, Mr. Russell has
developed different applica-
tions of the tip-joint to produce
changes in color and texture.
Although Mr. Russell's ideas
have not yet appeared in print,
they are becoming widely
known through his perform-
ances and masterclasses.

Conclusions

Right-hand positioning re-
mains a complex issue in
modern pedagogy as evidenced
through the teachings of the
aforementioned authors and
performers. Nevertheless,
many parallels do occur in the
various methods regarding
muscular alignment, relaxa-
tion, and other physiological
factors. Artistic preferences,
terminology, and teaching per-
spectives account for most of
the variables, all of which are

o

valid in their own right. Since
right-hand positioning is af-
fected by the way we hold the
guitar, and as it in turn affects
the shaping of the nails, the
tone produced, and the facility
of movement, we must consider
all the options in determining
what works best for ourselves
and our students. We no longer
have an excuse for not being
informed; the resources are
available.
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