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Our second installment on
guitar pedagory is submitted by
Frank Koonce of Arizona State
University, a school that offers
degrees from the undergraduate
to the doctoral level. Mr.
Koonce will be the Symposium
Director for the 1987 ASTA
Guitar Symposium / Cn"e
Festival, which will be held
joinfly at A.S.U. on October 2I-
24, 1987. Watch Sowtdboardfor
details. His article is an
excellent overview of marry
current views in right-hand
positioning on the guitar and
should give readers much to
think about.

Frank Koonce is a graduate
of the North Carolina School of
the Arts and Southern
Methodist University, and was
the recipient of a Fulbrig;ht
Grant to Italy in 1974-75.
Before coming to Arizona, he
was an Artist-in-Residence for
the Dallas City Arts Program.
He continues to be an acUve
performer and is curently pre-
paring a series of publications
throug;lr Mnstc oJthe Amertcas.

Comments and suggestions
are, as always, desired and wel-
come. Please note my new ad-
dress:

Kerry Arlt
5143 Micro #1
Las Cruces, I\IM 88OOl

Important addresses to have
etre:

For ASTA Guitar Publi-
cations:

The Dauphln Co.
P.O. Box 5237
Sprlngfleld, lL 62705
(z|n 97s.2424

Introduction
The lntent 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 notlntend to
advocate one method over
another in examinlng the
various schools of thouglrt. The
reader is encouraged to refer to
the sources cited for more
thorouglr explanations of the
concepts presented herein and
their applications. In pre-
senting this survey, I am aware
of the risk I take in misrep-

For applications for member-
ship in ASTAwrite:

J. Ktmbalt Harrlman
ASTA Etecutive Dlrector
UGA Statlon
P.O. Box 2O66
Atheng, cA 30601
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Right Hand Positioning in Modern Pedagogy

A Comparison of Selected Methods

by Frank Koonce

resentlng another's ideas
throug! my own interpre-
tations, and also througlr the
removal of the material from
its htended context. I, there-
fore, hope that I do not do a
disserwice 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 pedagogr class, however (for

-
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ac-
quired abasic technique), we ex-
amtne alternate methods ln
order to broaderr perspectlves.
Ultimately each student of the
guitar must come to understand
how and why his teetrnique
works (or does not work) and
how his reasoning compares
with the reasoning of others. A
study and comparlson of the
available resources may save
hours of frustration and atm-
less practicing. One might argue
that this conflicting ireput will
orrly confuse the student and de-
velop a sense of tr:security. I
believe, however, that more
often than not the various view-
points provide the student with
a broader understanding that
may even elimtr:ate a sense of
ambiguity on given issues.

Modern Pedagogy
Perspectives, reasoni:rg, and

terminologr are still evolving
in modempedagory. We are con-
ti:rually searching for the most
effective way to communicate
our ldeas. The choices of
terminologr and syntax by one
teacher may be effective for a
particular student's understand-
ing, whereas tl:ose of another
would not be effecflve. h: some
matters, not only the teachlng
methods, but also the deslred
obJecflves may differ as a result
of tndivldual priorifles. Constd-
er the issue of rigfrt-hand posi-
tioning as discussed by some of
our most lnfluenflal peda-
gogues.

Pepe Romero tells us:
Ftndtng the correct

posltion for the rtght hand has
everything to do wtth the
anatomical makeup of every
player and, therefoie, the finil
positlon will be dtfferent with
each player. The principles
upon whlch to establish your
own correct posltion, however,
can and should be constant.
For the frec stroke, the m
flnger should act as the
pivoting polnt upon which the
palm of the hand should tilt to
the left or the rlght. For
players havtng a sEorter a
flnger than I the right slde of
the palm should be closer to
the top of the guttar; lf the i is
shorter than the cr, 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 flngers.

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 energr into the
fingers. r

Mr. Romero begins with an
"awareness" exercise in which
the fingers are plaied on the
first three sbings and the
thumb is placed on ttre fifth
string. He then has the sfudent
"vlsualize the right hand from
the strings' point of view" and
concentrate on the sensations
produced from touchir:g and
playtrxg the sbings.2 Unnec-
essary tension is avoided
througlr absolute concentration
focused on the sound and its
production.

According to Aaron Shearer:
Of prime importance is

allording maximum advan-
tage to the muscles involved
in playing the guitar. The
wrists, and also the finger
and thumb joints, can be
placed ln various positlons
and the finger and thumb
Jotnts can be moved ln
various directions and/or se-
quenc€s and one can sUII
play the guitar. However,
c.ertain Joint positions and
movements provtde maxi-
mum advantage for the
muscles and are, therefore,
most conduclve to the devel-
opment of flne coor-
dination.3

Frank Koonce

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

1. 'The Principle of Muscular
Alignment"- Maintain the nah:-
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 fledon 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 Ttrouglr Movement"
- Give sufficient movement at
the joi::ts to provide the
momentum and follow-through
needed for the release of
tenslon.

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

..., align the side of the i
knuckle with the side of the
wrist and the forearm (the
three-point alignment).
Notice that thts posiiloning
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
find the

position of the
finger
wrist
hand

Joints and the
by relaxing the

and fully
extending and fledng
the wrist. To flnd the
proper tllt of the hand,
he advises:

Ttlt the hand to
the left so that the tip
and middle se€lrnents
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 t even
more to the left.6
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Charles Duncan also has an
analytical approach to devel-
oping technlque. 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
tipsof the fingers....7

For most playrng (and
certainly almost all free
stroke playrng) the knuckle
should be positioned nearly
over the tip.... The further the
knuckle retreats from tJris
alignment with the tip, the
less force will be available at
the tip. With the fingers
curled, the leverage of the
knuckle ls lost, and with it, an
imporLant sensation of weight
and support from the hand
and arm.a

To form the position:
l. Make a fist of your right

hand; note the contours
especially the pronounced
angle between basal seEfnents
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 sllghtly curved. Let
the wrist follow thris
movement so that the back of
the hand, the wrist, and the
forearm are aligned. Raise the
wrist a little further until tt ts
gently arched....

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

Mr. Duncan stresses the
importance of dlstlnguishing
between "funcUonal" and "dys-
funcdonal" tension in playXeg
the guitar. In conJunction with
understanding the applications
of leverage, an awareness of the
necessary tension for efficient
playing, contrasted with the
tension that ls detrimental to
playing, will aid the guitarist
in finding the optimal po-
sitions.

I,ee F. Ryan stresses the im-
portance of finding one's

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

The correct placement of
the right hand and a per-
pendicular stroke on the
strings by the fingers wlll be
achieved by interacting three
different elements: Point on
the arrn that touches the
guttar, point on the upper side
on whlch 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 lingers to be posiUoned
comfortably so that they need
not stretch to reach the re-
quired string....

l. Displac.ement Tlpe One
The arrn 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 a{usted as the
hand moves towards the bass
strings: this angle becomes
more pronounced as the
forearm tends towards par-
allellsm with the strings....

2. Displacement Tlpe TWo
The hand describes a line

perpendicular to the strings
without requtring the arm to
slide over the side of the
instrument. It can be seen that
the wrtst wtll move away from
the soundboard without affect-
ing the contact point of the
ann....

3. Dlsplacement T)ape
Three

Sltuations in which the
contact point is not em-
ployed...require that the arm
temporarily change or even
abandon cbntact altogether. I 2

Situations requtrlng Dis-
placement Tlpe Three as recom-
mended by Mr. Carlevaro
include certaln harmonics and
sulla tastiera or sul ponticello
effects. It may also be used ir:

"nafural posiilon." He says
that:

As ln 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 lnvolve bizarre
h^dsting, bending, or exc€ss
tension. Sudr a positlon ls
based on the normal way you
use your hand wery 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
guttar playing it does not work
well to hold the flngers in such
a tightly curled way. Thus we
will Just use the flst as a
natural starting point and
then modtff lt somewhat so
that the hand forms a natural
position for playrng. First,
allow the fist to open easily so
that the lingers 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 flngers on the
first three strings.... Notlce the
gentle, natural curvature of
the fingers and the only slight-
ly bent wrist. This position
should not be tnterpreted too
rl$dly. Although extremes
should be avoided, some bend-
ing of the wrist may be useful.
For example, some players
may flnd that the hand will
work better tf the wrlst ts bent
slightly to the rigfrl others
will llnd lt most comfortable
to have a slightly gpeater arch
in the wrist....

Contrary to what ls often
said, tt ls not always appro-
prlate to line up the knuckles
of the right hand exacfly
parallel with the strings; the
angle of the knuckles ln rela-
tton to the strtngs should be
a{Justed for each person ac-
cordlng to the shape of the
nails, length of the forearm,
and so on. Since most gui-
tarists fingemails work best
when the strokes are made off
the left-hand side, the most
comfortable posltion is usu-
ally one that is sliglrtly angled
to 

-the 
left....1o

Carlevaro does
f** . positionint

Abel
however,

Ir
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different kinds of fiacifln, a
term used to refer to the fix-
ation of selected Joirets to allow
"stronger and more capable
elements to perform in a
parilcular way."13

With a similar priortty of
sound quality, but in sharp
contrast to Mr. Carlevaro's con-
clusions on hand position, we
have the teactrtngs of Davld
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-
imatd a forty-ffve degree
angle to the sbtngs. Suctr a
posltioning presents compli-
cations with regard to alter-
nating the flngers of different
lengths (especially in rest
strokes) on the same sblng and
during string crosslngs.- Mr.
Russell acknowledges the dif-
ficulUes inhereni in this
approach, but mai::tains that
the quality of tone Justifles the
technlque. Rest strokes are
used less often and are less
important due to the strength
and fullness possible h fiee
strokes. ProporUonately, the
"scraptn$' sound produced by
the windings of the sb:ngs i-s
less significant. The player
also learns to minlmtze this
proble,m througlr careful shap-
ir:g_ of the naiis and planting
t-echnlques. With regarii to the
thumb joint, Mr. Russell has
developed different applica-
tions of the Up-joiret to pioduce
changes te color and texture.
Althouglr Mr. Russell's tdeas
have not yet appeared h print,
-they Ere becoming urldely
known through his-perform-
ances and masterclasses.

Conclusions
Rigfut-hand posittoning re-

mains a comple< issue tn
modern pedagogr as evidenced
Ugough the teachir:gs of the
aforemenfloned autliors andperformers. Nevertheless,
many parallels do occur In the
various methods regarding
muscular alignment, relaxa:
!ton, and other phystological
factors. Arttstic -pieferen"ces,

termtnolory, and teactring per-
spectlves account for most of
the variables, all of which are

valid ir: their own right. Since
right-hand posiUoning ls af-
fected by the way we hold the
guitar, and as tt ln turn affects
the shaping of the nails, the
tone produced, and the factlity
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
tnformed: the' resources are
avallable.

4. For a discussion on this
aspect of guitar pedagogr based
on Shearer's teaching, refer to
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