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TECHNIQUE by Patrick 0'Brien

(ed. note: Pat 0'Brien is a professional guitarist and lutenist in New York
City, and is Secretary of the Society. The principles and exercises below
were developed for the guitar, but they are equally appropriate for the lute,
since the left-hand technique on both instruments is substantially the same .

Here ig a series of exerciseg which is designed to make
yvou a faster, more accurate player. Some are my own ideas, some
come from 0ld gulitar methods, many from my friend and teacher Alice
Artzt, and, in turn, from rer friend Sergio Abreu. I have adapted
many fronm guitar to lute, and added my own observations on muscular
usage, isolation of motion, and co on.

The basgic idea is that we save time by practicing all the
posgible motions of the hand carefully, rather than just trying
to drill those few which come up in one piece only to find we can't
do those in the next piece. Even playing scales only offers a very
limited number of nmotions when conpared with pieces, so we must find
a short method of practicing each motion of fingers each day until
our fingers move in small, relaxed, well-balanced ways. The answer
I propose is 'called, among meny guitarists, chromatic exercises.
We use each of the twenty four permutations of the four playing
fingers of the left hand to vromote the independent motion of all
fingers. The effects on dexterity are amazing!

Observations and Instructions:

Left YMand

1)Iline up all four fingers Jjust bekind their reespective Ffrets
each about + inch azbove tre string. FKeep the fingers as close ag
possible to the strings at all times, even when not in use, so they
can be put down cuickly, with a minimum of motion, when needed.

2)0nly the very tip of the finger chould come down on the string
e much leverage ie lost if the last rcegment of the finger is not ’
pervendicuwlar to tre fingerboard. It ie leverage, not strength,
which will make difficult positions easy. This will also deérease
tre clances of muting an adjacent string vith the side of the finger.

~ 3)Try to land straight down, particularly on the first and fourth

f}ngers. Tbere 1s a great temptation to land on the outside edge of
these two fingers, but giving in to this only causes unwanted tension
in the =idee of the palm, which, in turn, constricts the free motion
of the tendone which move the fingers.

4)The thumb should point straight up at all times, and should
iu?port the hand belrind the second finger,(roughly, )for best balance.
~aite care not to rend the first or cecond joints of the thumb, as
tﬁl@\alﬂo tightens the palm and keeps the tendons from moving freely.

§,Try to move each finger individually, with no hint of cympathetic
motion by the other fingers. :low down and concentrate on noving
only ﬁhe finger recuired, while tre others sctay relaxed. This ig
the eingle moet imrortant aspect of tris wkole project, sgving time
and effort by isolating motion ir the key te¢ sepeed and dexterity.

6)keen the wriet relaxed. It chould not bend any more than is
necceonry, because the reculting distortion of tendons makes moving
i}ngerrﬂmore cifficult. “hen pacsages move from treble to bass the
Efgfb irc}%ﬁ fgligw them ugward§‘remaining‘below the fingers, rather
:;;:pfvﬂﬁlxﬁ ctationary and letting the wriet become dicstorted, and



Right “ond
1) ove the thumb from ite third joint, the one hidden in the wrist.
Bending eiltrer of the firct two joints, asain, tigktens the palm and
clows tle fingers.
2)2e cure trat the forearm is etill when the trumb plays. It
chould not be "helping! becsuse this will displace the fingers and
rexe 1t difficult to vlace then on the etrings cons 1otentlv. Cften,
time ie Joet while we walt for our forearms to return from this motion.
3)411 strokes chould be as short as poseible, to save recovery
tine Tor the next etroke.
4 )Concentrate here also on the independent motion of fingers.
Try to keep the tip joints relaxed, ao This promotes relaxetion of the
vpaln end isolation of motion. Againg go =lowly and concentrate on
noving one finger with the others relawed. If one finger moveg with
ancther it Wllw not then be avaeilable for ite own subsecuent motions.

Permutations of Left Hand Fingers

1)groups of four, non-repeatings:

bede cbde dbee ebed
beed ched dbeo ebde
hice cdbe dcbe echd
bdec adeb cep ecdb
becd cepd aebe eqbe
bedc cedb aecop edeb
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Try playing each of these permutations in the forms below:

bede bede  // beed
bede bcde // beed ete.
bede pcde // beed
bode bcde // beed
nCae bede //
bcde //

digkt “and = thumb, index, thumb, indexs; or
middle, index, middle, index: or
thumb, index, middle, index.

Bach permutation should be played in ceveral positions before
poing on to the next. I newconalWJ vlay each one from the firet
through ninthk vogitions - trem change to the next and come back
¢ovn tle neck changing agr a2t the firet poecition. The individual
nrosran escl nlayer rmvvve@ cepends on the cpeeC he can nanage, and
the smount of time availsble.

Ieny nlayers find it easier 1o begin the exerciseg in the higher
roeitions and only vrogress down to tre wider frets ag the stretches
become eacier. !ost plavers achieve their beet hand position and
“"7"Lce in the fiftr or ceventh positions so I recomrend that all
start there.

' firet beginning the exercices, it die best to rold down
Tinrers as long as dDorcrible, 1to become accuctomed to the stretches.
2t ir ureful to preoctice 1liftine trlerr as coon as noescible.
more difficult feor tre Tand than putting them dovn agnd
Tracties. - {To be continued in the next Newsletter




