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	 Little has changed since 1611 when Sebastián de Co-
varrubias bemoaned in his Tesoro de la Lengua Castellana (Trea-
sury of the Castilian or Spanish Language), that the guitar is “so 
easy to play, that there is no stable boy who is not a guitar player.” 
It is true that the simplicity of the technique allows anyone to ap-
proach the guitar without knowing a lot about the instrument or 
music. This ready accessibility is gained by memorizing a series of 
set left-hand positions (chords) represented by letters and symbols 
or numbers and symbols: this was known as the Italian alfabeto 
and rasgueado notation back then. Today, it is called American 
or alphabetical notation. It is a style of notation with many more 
possible complexities, but also is simple to understand. Hence it 
takes very little to begin to play the guitar as it is intuitive; all the 
player needs to do is strum the chosen rhythm with the right hand. 
Despite all this, the accessibility of this technique seems to have 
worked against it, distancing it from the language of many classi-
cally trained guitarists because it was considered too popular or 
crude, in contrast to the scholastic and refined punteado. Likewise, 
deceived by its initial simplicity, many others assume they know it 
after barely learning its elementary rudiments and end up discard-
ing it from their repertoire due to poor results. However, in stark 
contrast to this, the rasgueado is a complex and comprehensive 
technique that can and should be elevated to the sublime. We need 
only look at flamenco guitarists or performers of popular South 
American music, for instance, in which rasgueado is employed 
even more than punteado with, consequently, extraordinarily de-
veloped practices, replete with infinite golpes and redobles. For 
this reason guitarists of any kind should never disregard what is 
the main identifier of our instrument, setting it apart from others.
	 The collection of rasgueados I present here in several 
parts is a basic set that I have employed for several years now, 
both in my repertoire as a soloist and as a continuo player. While 
there are dozens of similar fingerings with similar effects, I have 
opted for a selection of rasgueados that I consider to be highly 
useful and practical and for which, with experience, I can guaran-
tee functionality and effectiveness. While all the graphic examples 
are displayed on a baroque guitar, the fundamentals explained are 
perfectly applicable to any other plucked string instrument one 
wishes to strum. While rasgueado is commonly learned through 
visual imitation, the purpose of this guide is a reasoned and sys-
tematized study that consolidates and increases our knowledge of 
its practice. I hope that this series of articles will encourage and 
increase interest in the formal study of this technique.
	
Legend and General Considerations
	 Each rasgueado pattern is represented with a single image 
which defines all the movements of the right hand and its finger-
ing. Given that there is no standard system for such a specific nota-
tion, it is essential to describe each symbol used and some specific 
aspects of each.

The Rasgueado Technique, Part I
By Pablo Zapico

Rasgueado Area 
	 In 1606 in Florence, Girolamo Montesardo published his 
Nuova inventione d’intavolatura, where he describes the execu-
tion a trillo (a type of rasgueado): “Avertendo ancora che chi vorrà 
farlo più soave bisognarà sonare su la rosa, alcuna volta vicino il 
manico, & anco per addolcire alcuna volta sù l’istesso manico,” 
The trillo will sound sweeter if it is executed above the rosette, 
near the neck, or even on it. Just as we can see, for instance, in Jean 
Daret’s self-portrait. Personally, it is also my favorite area to play 
rasgueados. Here, in the centre of their length, the strings have less 
tension than they do closer to the bridge, so the sound is less ag-
gressive and more controllable. It is worth strumming in this area 
even if it involves moving the hand from the punteado position. In 
this less delicate area of ​​the soundboard percussive golpes can be 
incorporated on the wood itself to add rhythmic colour.

Types of Movements 
	 The rasgueado technique can include up to three types 
of movements, which are, from smallest to largest: digital flexion/
extension, rotation, and revolution. A good rasgueado technique 
uses a combination of these three.

Rasgueado Downstroke 
This arrow indicates that we should strum towards the 
ground, towards the higher pitched strings. This should 
be executed with the fingers as indicated below: p = pul-
gar/thumb, i = indice/index, m = medio/middle, a = anu-
lar/ring, ñ = meñique/4th (pinky). Forearm rotation may 
also be indicated beneath the fingering.
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Downward Rotation (Pronation) 
	 Revolving rotation of the fore-
arm that directs the palm toward the floor. 
Logically, it will always coincide with the 
direction of the rasgueado, that is, with 
an arrow pointing downward. When re-
quired, it appears below the fingering.

Upward Rotation (Supination) 
	 Revolving rotation of the fore-
arm that directs the palm toward the 
ceiling. This is always executed with 
the thumb, with which we recover the 
upward-facing hand position, given that 
the thumb, which opposes the other dig-
its, strikes in this direction. It will always 
coincide with an upward rasgueado. 

Impact of rotation 
	 When rotating the hand in either 
direction, we must not try to reach all the 
strings. Our movement should be like that 
of a pendulum, an arc that impacts the 
strings according to its own movement. 
Keeping this in mind, we can also have 

the option to focus our point of rasgueado contact on certain strings 
more than others, depending on what we want musically. We can 
even simplify some chord positions to streamline the change from 
one chord to another—it is not always necessary to stop all the 
strings for the chord with the left hand.

Rasgueado Upstroke: 
This inverted-point arrow indicates that we should strum 
toward the ceiling, in the direction of the last strings of 
the guitar. Likewise, the fingering indicated below this 
must be followed and it may also include the forearm 
rotation.

Sweep Error
	 Rasgueado should be an arched 
movement with a central point of im-
pact, not a movement that drags equally 
on all strings as if they were being swept. 
The strings should not be pushed down-
ward; one should slide/brush over them. 
It should be a swift movement executed 

with enough speed for the strings to vibrate. The rotation move-
ment is what in essence gives us the rasgueado’s speed.  It can be 
very fast and require little effort.

	 Last, the third movement is the revolution—a name I give 
it due to the correlation of the movement of the planet. It involves a 
continuous vaiven, back and forth, of the forearm, which provides 
the impact and constancy of the rhythm. And its use of the weight 
of the arm increases the power of accentuation and the dynamics 
of the sound. The larger the arc of the motion, the more inertia the 
arm gains from its own weight and the stronger it will be able to 
play. The revolution motion is not always essential and the length 
of its arc is not set, so it is not indicated in the graphics. It extends 
the effect of the rotation movement; accompanying and emphasiz-
ing it. 

Revolution 
	 This movement involves a 
downward extension and upward flex of 
the arm from the elbow. It increases the 
impact of the arc of the rotation move-
ment, and provides rhythmic stability 
with its back-and-forth motion, and dy-
namic strength with its weight.

Perpendicular Impact 
	 Our rasgueado should be per-
pendicular to the strings, not at an exag-
geratedly oblique angle. In this way, the 
point of contact on the length of the string 
will be the same, maintaining its tension, 
timbre, and equidistance. Otherwise, our 
rasgueado will sound irregular.

Accent 
	 Each rasgueado and its exercises should be practised 
always accentuating the time signature rhythm given. It is very 
important to exaggerate the strokes with an accent because with 
speed they tend to weaken. It is important not to forget that ras-
gueado is, above all, rhythm; and rhythm is a succession of accents 
and offbeats. There is no sense of speed or rhythm without these 
accents.

Speed, time, preparation, relaxation, and vaiven (back-and-
forth motion)
	 The speed we can achieve with a given rasgueado will not 
only depend on how quickly we are able to play it, but also how 
long we can maintain it. In practice, not only should the speed of 
the exercises be increased, but also the number of repetitions. It is 

	 With the exception of tremolo rasgueados, where the hand 
usually remains in a set position (often supported by the thumb, 
which rests on the sound board and/or the last guitar string), there 
are two moments of rotation of the forearm. During practice it is 
very important to be aware of where these places are and are not, 
in order to achieve fluency of execution. 

Digital Flexion/Extension
	 Places where rasgueado with no forearm rotation, should 
be performed without changing the hand position and instead only 
extending the indicated finger from the knuckles or the metacar-
pophalangeal joint, with a movement called finger flexion/exten-
sion. This unique finger movement requires more effort in itself, 
because it is not accompanied by the forearm motion. Thus, when 
practising it, we need to adjust its accentuation to balance it with 
the other strokes that are accompanied by the rotation movement, 
especially if it is the ring finger or little finger, which by nature are 
the weakest.
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Rasgueado I: Base
	 This is the first and most basic of all rasgueados. It is a binary rasgueado with two movements. The first 
stroke works well with the middle finger and with the index finger as both fingers are strong and oppose the thumb. 
The use of one or the other can be advantageous for progression to another rasgueado that begins with the same 
finger; though there are those that start with both the index and the middle fingers.
	 Whichever finger you choose, arch it along with the thumb as if you want to almost touch the fingertip of 
one with the other finger. It is not very different from holding a pick. The other fingers will remain relaxed away 
from the point of impact. In the graphics and the initial help for the exercises you will see that the middle finger is 
always indicated but it makes no difference if you prefer to use the index finger.

very important that each rasgueado pattern finish in its initial position, allowing us to play it cyclically. The finger that flicks is as impor-
tant as the finger that returns to its position, preparing to move again. In more complex rasgueados, while one finger executes a stroke, 
another must regain its initial position at the same time. An arm that is relaxed and in constant back-and-forth motion allows for greater 
speed, sound quality, and rhythmic stability.

	 To begin, you will need to practice how a rest moves through all tempos. Execute the movement and the fingering as if you were 
going to strum on all in eighth notes, but without touching the strings when you have rests. The constant and kinetic movement, even 
when not sounding a note, provides rhythmic stability. So never stop the back and forth or bounce of the arm.

First Movement Second Movement

	 Next it will be two rests that create new rhythmic combinations: some with syncopation and thus greater difficulty:
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	 Now we will look at rhythmic subdivision. To do this, we simply double the speed and follow the same fingering criteria seen 
so far. When you double the speed, keep the arm relaxed and focus your efforts solely during the sixteenth notes to optimize energy as 
far as possible. Remember that one of the greatest difficulties of speed is endurance. If you do not keep your arm relaxed, it will lock.

	 Last, it is interesting to combine the binary rhythm of the base rasgueado with the accenting of ternary rhythms. That is, we do 
not change the fingering, but change the accents to adapt to the bar and/or time signature. For instance, in Exercise 1 you will need to 
accent the first beat of every three quavers and an accent will fall on the fourth quaver with the thumb facing upwards.

	 You can extend practice of this first rasgueado pattern by practicing it on any basso ostinato, ground bass. First use one of the 
rhythmic variations proposed and then create combinations of two of them.
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The Rasgueado Technique, Part 2: Tresillo
By Pablo Zapico

	 The tresillo is a ternary rasgueado pattern—it has three 
strokes. Since it is played with only two fingers, one will need 
to flick twice, once in each direction. Remember that all rasguea-
dos (except those with fixed positions) are always played within 
the two possible movements of rotation of the forearm, regardless 
of the fingering or the number of strokes. Otherwise, the pattern 
cannot be cyclical. Thus, the final movement of any pattern must 
always prepare for the starting position. As in the base rasgueado 
(see Part 1 of this series of articles in LSA Quarterly, No.  53, Nos. 
2 and 3), the best fingering for the tresillo is the middle finger and 
thumb or index finger and thumb because they are the strongest 
and oppose each other. I have also seen it done with the middle 
and ring finger held next to each other, like a block, opposite the 
thumb. In fact most rasgueado patterns allow different fingerings. 
Do not stop experimenting for yourself with variants and observe 
which gives you better results, paying attention to your hand and 
instrument. My favorite is the middle finger, which I propose as a 
starting point. Let’s see how to do it:

	 The first movement will 
be with the middle finger strum-
ming downward, toward the highest-
pitched string of the guitar. It is very 
important to keep in mind that this 
stroke is not accompanied by any ro-
tation of the forearm and, therefore, 
the hand remains in one place. You 
will only flick with the force of a 
rapid flexion extension of the finger 

Initial position First movement

from the knuckle. It being the first stroke, make sure not to omit 
its accent. The next two strokes are made with the thumb, taking 
advantage in both cases of the rotation of the forearm. You will 
notice why—you almost do not have to move your finger. Strum 
first  downward with the thumb (the pronation motion). Initially, 
you may find the stroke in the opposite direction to the nail dif-
ficult, but, if you position the tip of the finger properly, you will 
soon be able to control the quality and brightness of the sound. 
Remember that the movement should be like a pendulum so you 
will not strike all the strings. For the third and final stroke return 
to the initial position by flicking the strings with the same finger 
upwards, now using the opposite rotation of the forearm (supina-
tion). So this stroke is performed in the same way as the second of 
our base rasgueado.
	 To start you off practicing the tresillo rasgueado, you will 
need to practice the three strokes firmly and slowly. Always use 
a metronome; even if your tempo is slow, the movements should 
be fast and precise. Otherwise, the rasgueado will not sound right. 
It helps to imagine that your fingers are the type bars found in an 
old typewriter—they always strike the paper strongly on the roller, 
regardless of the speed with which you move from one key to an-
other. As you build up speed, remember that the swing of the arm 
is no longer a regular movement as in the base rasgueado. In the 
tresillo, the hand faces upward for two strokes and downward for 
one. Nevertheless, you will not find it difficult to develop a kinetic 
and constant bounce that maintains rhythmic stability. Do not for-
get to keep your arm relaxed, especially as you increase your speed 
and prolong your practice.
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Second movement Third movement

	 Although this is a rasgueado with a regular ternary subdivision, it can also be used in irregular rhythms. Experiment in the fol-
lowing exercises with the three rhythmic possibilities for a long stroke and two brief ones. Resorting here to the base rasgueado would 
certainly be easier, but in these cases practicing with the tresillo gives better control and greater digital independence. In addition, you 
will hear that each rasgueado pattern provides its own color for the same rhythmic variation because of its fingering and the direction of 
the strum.

	 Finally, with the previous steps mastered, explore including the tremolo effect. This is an indefinite loop of strokes for which 
we will repeatedly use tresillo fingering. Start slowly and gradually accelerate. Your initial movements will be more marked, including 
good revolution motions (for strength) and good forearm rotation (for speed). As the tremolo gets faster and faster, these motions become 
smaller and smaller, and you will gradually abandon the first in favor of the second. When you can no longer accelerate, stop on the first 
stroke of the tresillo, that is with a middle finger downstroke. The different lengths of the tremolo will force you to accelerate more or less 
quickly, but always aim for uniform and continuous acceleration. Also practice it in reverse (decelerating), in a mirror, without agogic 
accents, with different length tremolos, and in all variations that come to mind.
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	 You can extend the study of this rasgueado by putting it to the test in tarantelas, canarios, sesquiálteras, saltarelli, or gigas and 
combining it with the base rasgueado to spontaneously create ternary rhythms in binary bars.
	 My last piece of advice to you for adding the tresillo to your rasgueado technique is daily practice for an extended period of 
time. Only then will you be able to play it naturally and securely at the appropriate moments.
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The Rasgueado Technique, Part 3: Trio
Pablo Zapico

	 I have named this technique trio because of the use of 
three fingers: thumb, index finger, and pinkie. If you extend these 
fingers the result is the position which is “I Love You” (letters L 
and Y) in American sign language. However, when it comes to 
strumming the strings, the hand position is inverted, with the fin-
gers perpendicular to the palm of the hand, as if you wanted to 
touch your fingertips together. Meanwhile, the ring and middle fin-
gers are stretched out in an extension of the forearm, staying away 
from the action, not interrupting the vibration of the strings be-
ing strummed. While this is my preferred fingering, I also want to 
mention the possibility of using the ring finger instead of the little 
finger. This second combination is preferred by flamenco guitar-
ists because the index and ring fingers are equal in length, and due 
to the greater strength of the second compared to the little finger, 
which is necessary in an instrument with high string tension such 
as the flamenco guitar.
	 With basic rasgueado (“Rasgueado Technique, Part 1” in 
LSA Quarterly Vol. 53, Nos. 2 & 3) and the tresillo (in “Rasgueado 
Technique Part 2” in the LSA Quarterly Vol. 53, No. 4), you can 
play any rhythm, either binary or ternary. One might think that 
no other rasgueado techniques would be needed if it were not for 
the individual player's personal taste and a wish for more finger-
ing options with the rasgueado possibilities that come from using 
each finger. Strength, length, placement, nail and fingertip, and the 
direction of the stroke all work together to determine these sound 
parameters. The result is that each finger combination produces 
a unique strum—with the same rhythmic motif each type of ras-
gueado produces a different sound. It is important to explore this 
richness before beginning the study of the trio, as you will likely 
be frustrated at first by the need to use the tra-
ditionally weak pinkie. You will barely have the 
strength to extend it with the speed that a clear 
and strong rasgueado requires, but practice helps 
considerably and you will soon have notable re-
sults.
	 In the trio our instructions begin with 
the binary rhythmic motif. This is a dactylic 
rhythm, which means it has one long followed 
by two short beats or note values. This same 
rhythmic combination could be played simply 
with the standard basic rasgueado, but the use of 
three fingers, in addition to producing a different 
sound, greatly reduces the effort required to get 
that sound. In the basic rasgueado, the right hand 
would have to bounce at the speed of the short-
est note values (in this case the sixteenth notes). 
However, with this new rasgueado technique us-
ing the extra finger, the hand comfortably maintains the rhythm of 
the eighth notes while the little finger subdivides the notation be-
tween the thumb and the index finger strokes. If you had also opted 
to use the index finger on the basic rasgueado (remember that you 

could substitute the middle finger for the index finger), it will be 
very comfortable and natural to incorporate this new combination. 
As explained in Part 1, using the index or middle finger in that 

rasgueado would facilitate the transition 
to various other combinations of types of 
rasgueados. For instance, if you use the 
middle finger, you will have already ex-
perienced a more comfortable transition 
to the fingering of the tresillo rasgueado.
	         Now it is time to begin practicing. 
You should make sure that the basic ras-
gueado (with index finger) is included in 
the trio rasgueado. It is exactly the same 

movement with the sole exception of the additional extra stroke of 
the little finger. Because the hand only rotates two times but there 
are three strokes, the strum of little finger only gains power from 
the force of extending it to flick the strings. As your little finger 
completes the cycle extended, it also begins this way. It is there-
fore essential that you take advantage of bending it (bring it toward 
the inside of the hand) just as you make the upward thumb stroke.

First movement: flick the index finger downward. This is done 
with the rotation of the hand, facing the palm toward the ground. 
The thumb is already ready to strum.

Second movement: drag the thumb upward. Using the rotation of 
the hand, return the palm to face the guitar. Take advantage of this 
movement to bend the little finger.

Third movement: strum downward with the 
little finger. Using only this movement, extend it 
to flick. The hand does not move.

        To learn these movements little by little, 
we will begin using Exercise 1 to master each 
stroke of the three fingers equally. Use extra ef-
fort on the little finger accent to make sure that 
its stroke does not come from the hand rotation, 
but exclusively from it being extended. If this is 
the first time you have used it like this, it will 
likely be weak. The objective of Exercises 2 to 
4 is to increase the number of repetitions of this 
rasgueado, up to four. Use Exercises 2 and 3 to 
gain a good understanding of how to transform 
the basic rasgueado into the trio. Remember that 
you have to feel like you are inserting an extra 
finger, without disrupting the regular bounce of 

your hand.
	 As in the previous tresillo rasgueado, which also has 
three strokes, and although it uses only two fingers, the best way 
to master and differentiate each finger properly is to play the three 

Remember that 
the greater the 
need for speed 

and duration of 
any rasgueado, 
the more you 

should focus on 
relaxing the mus-
cles of the hand. 
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Initial position First movement

Second movement Third movement

Exercise 2

Exercise 1
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Exercise 3

Exercise 4

existing rhythmic possibilities of the combination of one long and 
two short beats. With this practice, you will improve the indepen-
dence of the three fingers and gain tone, precision, and confidence 
in these rasgueados.
	 If you have already mastered the tremolo with the tresillo 
rasgueado, you can do the same with the trio version. The rhythm 
here is not regular, but an acceleration of the looping combina-
tion of the three beats. In the beginning, the movements will be 
larger and more marked. As the speed increases, the hand does 
not bounce as much, but begins to hold position over the strings, 
rotating slightly. Then it is the fingers that make the greatest effort. 
Remember that the greater the need for speed and duration of any 
rasgueado, the more you should focus on relaxing the muscles of 
the hand. Otherwise, you will likely seize up and not be able to 
continue.

	 The possibilities of this rasgueado do not end here of 
course. Its rhythm can also be regular with ternary subdivision. In 
the next volume of “The Rasgueado Technique” you will find out 
how to get even more out of it, but before moving forward we have 
some work to do. Lastly, you will practice triplets. Each exercise 
takes one of the three fingers as the starting point for the rasgueado 
cycle. Apart from this, the entire technique and the movements of 
the trio are the same. Always put an accent on the starting finger 
and maintain this even in the sixteenth notes; thus, you will obtain 
a fun counter tempo accentuating every three notes instead of ev-
ery two, as the binary subdivision would do.

Thank you to Sociedad de la Vihuela, el Laúd y la Guitarra for permis-
sion to publish a translation of this article which originally appeared  as 
“Técnica de Rasgueado Vol. 3,” Hispanica Lyra. (2018), No. 24, 16-18.
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	 Part 3, which is the first part of the study of this rasguea-
do, ends with an introduction to the fingering that will be used 
presently: the trio rasgueado, which starts with a thumb stroke. I 
am now returning there to elaborate on one of the most virtuosic 
and effective repiques I know of. I am sure you, like me, will bene-
fit from making use of it in your rasgueado accompaniments.
          Take a look at the diagram of movements, fingerings, and 
rotations of the trio rasgueado in its new order of performance. 
When studying it, you must pay attention to the detailed instruc-
tions given in Part 1. What we will learn next is a more complex 
extension of its uses and possibilities. Don’t forget that this ras-

Initital position First movement

Second movement

gueado allows for the pinky and ring fin-
gers to be used interchangeably. I prefer 
to use the first, because it is a more equal 
finger combination.
	 Unless we are starting the trio 
rasgueado from another point in the cycle, 
the movements are the same and per-
formed in the same order. Look at the following step-by-step im-
ages, and check Part 3 if you have any questions.	

Third movement

The Rasgueado Technique, Part 4: Trio (Section 2)
Pablo Zapico
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	 Next we combine it with the basic rasgueado. In the first exercise, the combination of the two rasgueados can be performed smoothly. How-
ever, when you practice Exercise 2 in a loop you will notice that, at the end of the trio, the fingering is actually crossed. In order to link it back to the 
basic rasgueado, you must get back to the correct fingering order by doing two upward thumb strokes. The difficulty increases in the Exercise 4, since 
another trio rasgueado is added at the end of the first. You must also repeat the upward thumb stroke so as to link the two. In both cases, the repeated 
stroke will demand a swift wrist rotation.

	 It is always worth working on rhythm control and stroke independence, as shown in Exercise 2. Always make a proper accent at the beginning 
of each rhythmic pattern with your thumb.

	 To practice it in an orderly and progressive manner, Exercise 1 is a rhythmic combination that doubles in speed, and note fre-
quency. You should always accent the first of every three eighth notes with an upward thumb stroke, as is appropriate. You can have fun 
in ④ and ⑤ by emphasizing the rhythm with a binary beat. As the rasgueado fingering is ternary in nature, since three fingers are used. 
A binary accent will make your rasgueado richer and more colorful when listeners hear the rhythmic effect of two against three.

	 In order to progressively build up our triplet options, I have modified ①-③ in Exercise 3 using a  time signature, so that reading the exer-
cise is easier. Each beat of the 9/8 will receive an accent with an upward thumb stroke. This hand motion must be constant, even when adding the trio 
rasgueado. Finally, Exercise 4 is written as a true triplet inserted in a binary beat time signature.

Exercise 1

Exercise 2

Exercise 3

Exercise 4
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	 With this we have reached the most complex and virtuosic rhythmic combination presented in this article. Do your best to master it before 
moving on. We will get back to this pattern later.

	 Meanwhile, using the trio rasgueado in triple time is much easier. Take the time to learn the three basic strokes (one downward index finger 
stroke and two upward thumb strokes) before adding the trio. Note that the triplet doesn’t change the initial fingering order.

	 Finally, summarizing all we have learned, apply rasgueado to some jácaras. The only difference between the following two exercises is their 
time signature, since both contain the same rhythmic proportions. The second will surely seem easier to understand after reading the first. In terms of 
harmony, you only need two chords: d minor and A major. However, practice with muted strings at the beginning, since later you will need to go from 
one chord to the other during the hemiola, and that is no easy task. The change matches the end of each trio rasgueado, and you will see that it requires 
a lot of precision, coordination, and speed. The bass line below in mensural notation shows the basic harmonic and rhythmic pattern of the jácaras. In 
order to make reading and understanding easier, the measures are written in full, though one of the traits of this dance is that it always begins on the 
second beat and ends on the first. Keep this in mind when starting and ending your rasgueado patterns.

Thank you to the Sociedad de la Vihuela, el Laúd y la Guitarra for permission to publish a translation of this article, which originally appeared  as 
“Técnica de Rasgueado Vol. 4,” Hispanica Lyra (2019), No. 24, 17-19.

Exercise 5

Exercise 6
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	 The first technical indications on how to strum come from the first quarter of the seventeenth century in Italy. They arrive to 
us in the form of prefaces to treatises written with the goal of teaching and providing music in the novel style of guitar playing with 
rasgueado. The books are comprised of short musical pieces, mostly dances, which use simple harmonic structures and are written out 
using Italian alfabeto. Thus, a new notation system emerged, specifically for rasgueado. Each letter of the alphabet corresponds to a 
chord position, and the direction of the lines indicates the direction of the stroke: downward (┬) or upward (┴). Both the technique and 
the language were quickly disseminated, as they were easy to learn and read.

The Rasgueado Technique, Part 5
Introduction to Historical Rasgueados: Trillo and Repicco

Pablo Zapico

	 Despite its popularity, or perhaps due to it, there are not many historical sources that actually describe how to strum and which 
formulas and fingerings were used. When they do, many contain what seem to be inconsistencies—they lack details or are ambiguous 
and hard to understand.
	 Now our best option to recover historical rasgueados is to consolidate what the various sources tell us in order to come to a 
consensus about the style at the time.The trillo and the repicco stand out; two ornamental types of  baroque rasgueado from which we 
can distill some characteristics. They both are right-hand techniques but more complex than the simple up-down, alternating stroke or 
basic rasgueado (see Part 1 of this series of articles). Their goal was to embellish the rhythm of the chords, as they were ornamental in 
nature. Being optional, they are not indicated in these simple dances, but their use is at the discretion of the performer, depending on his 
or her skill. They bring rhythmic and not melodic variety to music, and thus can be used at any moment and with complete freedom.
	 In Foscarini,1 there were as many trilli and repicchi as there are ways to move a hand. He advised that, after you had practiced 
moving with ease over the guitar’s fingerboard and mastered all the chords of Italian alfabeto, you should then add variety to your ras-
gueado with any sort of trillo or repicco. Most of the explanations we have on how to perform one or the other match fundamentally—
they are a quick series of strums that double, or sometimes even quadruple, the written notation. They would subdivide two eighth notes 
or a quarter note into four sixteenth notes. The majority of seventeenth-century guitar players also seem to agree that the trillo is simpler 
than the repicco. In general, the first only uses the index finger to strum in both directions, while the repicco often uses more complex 
fingerings, including the middle finger and the thumb, thus giving this rasgueado more variety and a richer sound.

Trillo
	 We begin the analysis2 with the simpler of these two formulas: the trillo. We will study carefully what Pico,3 Abatessa,4 and 
Foscarini5 say about it, as theirs are some of the most detailed and useful descriptions. Their indications can be summarized as follows:

Pico: Double two strokes into four quick down-up strokes. He does not specify what fingering to use.

Abatessa: The index finger quickly strums all strings with a down-up movement. However, he gives no details on how many strokes it 
refers to, nor which rhythms they equal. This is possibly a flexible way of indicating when to double (Pico) or quadruple (like Foscarini 
) the number of strokes, depending on note length.
	 In the following modern transcription, the first measure of each author represents the unornamented figuration to which the 
trillo is equivalent; in the second measure we can see its resolution:
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Foscarini Proposes Two Formulas for the Trillo:
	  The first is unfortunately somewhat confusing and 
lends itself to different interpretations. Due to its subtlety, the orig-
inal text must be included, which reads as follows:

…farà in giù police, & in sù con l’istesso police; & simil-
mente col medio, & questo modo di percussione trina, si 
dimanda trillo.

…you will go downward with the thumb, and upward 
with the same thumb; and similarly with the middle [fin-
ger], and this manner of triple percussion is called trillo.5

	 It is strange that the first rasgueado is performed with the 
thumb moving downward. This is not a practical way to start a 
formula that can easily be used as a resource in alternation with the 
basic rasgueado. The middle finger stroke also is awkward. There 
is evidence that it was used, as we will see later on, but it would 
be more logical for it to appear as a return after a first downward 
stroke. Also contributing to the confusion  is the change into triple 
time. Does it refer to an irregular rhythm? If it were not for his 
percussione trina description, the formula could be interpreted in 
at least two other ways which I will explain below:

	 Stating that the middle finger would strum “similarly to 
the thumb” could mean that it would strum twice (down-up) in-
stead of only once (up). Or, as shown in the second option, that the 
triple fingering starting with the thumb is added to a possible first 
downward stroke with the middle finger (as if one would come 
from the basic rasgueado and immediately follow it with this for-
mula). Both alternatives present a duple time resolution and in-
clude a first downward stroke with the middle finger, which would 
solve the two questions raised above.
	  Fortunately, the second formula follows the school of 
earlier guitar players and there are no questions: the index finger 
divides the pulse into four strokes, and alternates down-up.
	 So, excluding the first of the two formulas by Foscarini 
(completely different from the rest), we can see from these authors 
a general way to perform the trillo, consistently divided into two 
or four quick strokes (depending on the note value to which it is 
applied), and in the use of the index finger to alternate an up-down 
stroke.

Repicco
	 Studying the repicco is a more complex endeavor, as are 
its fingerings and the texts that attempt to describe them. First we  
turn our attention to Pico’s formula (the most clearly described of 
them all) and to the one by Corbetta6 (the most complex). Compar-
ing one to the other we get a complex and standard repicco that 
shows us the very large number of strumming resources that were 
available to seventeenth-century guitarists. It would be a mistake 
to believe that they would not reach the same level as the most 

Corbetta: His preface is presented first in Italian and then in 
French, where the repicco is called the batterie. Each of the texts is 
illustrated in a separate page of musical examples, also presented 
in Italian and French tablature. To simplify the instructions of his 
complex repicco, I shall divide it into two strumming formulas. 
The first is repeated at the end, as can be seen in the following 
example:8

refined popular folk musicians today. On the contrary, many of the 
currently used techniques originated back then, and have been kept 
alive through uninterrupted oral tradition.
	 Corbetta was not previously cited when studying the tril-
lo because he does not mention it. Abatessa and Foscarini do offer 
their own fingerings for the repicco, but it is best to omit them for 
the moment since their descriptions are confusing and subject to 
different interpretations. In fact, in Foscarini’s case, he offers not 
one but three different repiccos. His long and difficult text deserves 
a study of its own.

Pico: He divides two strums into four. In the first, the middle finger 
moves downward; in the second, the thumb moves downward as 
well; in the third, the thumb strums back upward; in the fourth, the 
index finger strums upward as well, but only plucks the first string. 
Here is its transcription:7

Vedrai lesempio dun repicco posto in una Ciaccona, 
dove la nota piu longa significa il polzo, cominciando 
prima i diti poi con il polzo facendo li stesso all in sù e 
osserva che le quatro note legate significano doversi far 
prima con il secondo dito e poi con il primo appresso, e 
cosi all in sù sotto a un tempo piu presto, e poi seguita 
con i diti et il polzo.

You shall see the example of a repicco used in a Ciacco-
na, where the longest note means the thumb, starting first 
with the fingers and then with the thumb doing the same 
upward, and notice that the four slurred notes mean that 
it must be done firstly with the second [middle] finger 
and then with the first [index finger], and this is done 
upward with a faster tempo, and then followed by the 
fingers and the thumb.9
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	 Another very practical alternative to Pico’s fingering is 
one that replaces the first stroke using the middle finger with one 
that uses the index finger; this way the same fingers would be used 

But it is immediately followed by another repicco:

…nel altra ciaccona dappresso vedrai un altro repicco 
messo già in stampa dove a confusione ho posto il medesi-
mo piu perfettionato cosi; la dove vedrai sei battute di 
tempo di crome, ne farai quattro dalla terza in giù e por-
tando la mano farai laltre due battute su laltre due Corde 
prima e seconda senza toccar laltre.

…in the other ciaccona later presented, you will see an-
other repicco already included in print, where due to con-
fusion I have put the same one more perfected like this; 
there where you see six eighth note beats, you will make 
four from the third [string] downward and moving the 
hand you will make the other two [quaver] beats in the 
other two Strings first and second without touching the 
others.

	 The way Corbetta divides his strumming, first on some strings and then on the others, can be subject to several interpretations. 
In his Italian preface, he points out that one should strum from the third course “downward” and then, moving the hand, the other two 
courses, which oddly he calls “first and second.” It is necessary to resort to the little differences that the corresponding French version 
presents in this case in order to clear this up:

…en ferez quatre su la premiere, seconde, et tierce corde, portant la main en bas, apres vous ferez les deux autres battries sur 
les deux autres cordes quarte et quinte, en portant la main en haut sans toucher les autres

…you will make four in the first, second and third string, moving the hand downward, and then make the two other strokes on 
the two other strings, fourth and fifth, moving the hand upward without touching the others.

In the French version, the same second group of strings is referred to as “fourth and fifth,” and followed by “moving the hand upward” 
to refer to the spatial positioning necessary to reach these courses. In this way, his intention is clearer and can be transcribed as follows:

	 There are no differences in the French version.
	 It should be noted that Corbetta does not specify which 
are the “fingers” used in opposition to the thumb. This opens up a 
wide choice of possibilities, starting with whether it refers to one 
or several fingers at the same time. You can see in the tablature 
above how Corbetta only provides the thumb fingering (through 
an extended stem length), the fingering of four tied thirty-second 
notes (through dots), and the direction of each strum (the same as 
the stem direction). In the following modern transcription, I desig-
nate the unknown fingerings with an “x.” For these strums the only 
thing we know is the direction of their strumming and that they 
were not performed using the thumb; we do not know whether 
Corbetta always used the same finger, several fingers, or a com-
bination. The Ciaccona [“Caprice de Chacone”] mentioned in the 
text does not provide us with any more information.

	 So, how is the Corbetta repicco performed? A good way 
to realize its fingering is to resort to the one previously presented 
by Pico, where Corbetta’s formula  fits perfectly:

for both the outward and inward movements. It is possibly an eas-
ier option at first, but some of its charm will be lost.
	 The only remaining task is completing formula  where 
the fingering for the two sixteenth notes is missing. We only know 
that the first goes down and the second goes up. Among contempo-
rary performers of this repertoire, using the index finger to perform 
both strums is widespread. It is a convincing solution given its 
similarity to the fingering used in the trillo rasgueado.
	 Having completed both formulas, this is what I think Co-
betta’s repicco would look like:
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	 He ends by explaining—not without some difficulty—that you should accent the first eighth note of each group of four where 
indicated with an f. for forte, playing the other three piano. Corbetta’s goal is simply to give an accent to each beat of the hemiola typical 
of this dance. He finishes with “in this way, you shall get the most beautiful repicco.”
	 It seems sensible to think that this is, as said, a “more perfected repicco than the previous one,” since it describes using  a fin-
gering that is as much or more intricate than the first—a formula that is different from the simple basic rasgueado. However, if the first 
was already lacking a few details, this one lacks even more. Since he provides no clues on which fingering to use, we can resort once 
more to formula  as a starting point for the whole rasgueado. Its fingering fits perfectly the first four eighth notes (the ones played on 
the first courses) and for the three groups of four eighth notes of the hemiola; only the two final eighth notes in bars 1 and 2 remain to 
be considered. For these two, there are many options: thumb–thumb, index finger–thumb, middle finger–thumb, or index finger–index 
finger.
	 The repicco is a historical rasgueado that is hard to generalize. There are several possible formulas and it is easy to find yourself 
with more solutions than questions. Don’t obsess over it—there are many possible options. The versatility of the rasgueado is precisely 
what guarantees success for every guitarist. Each instrument and each hand are different. Try it for yourself and observe popular tradi-
tions in order to complete the fingering with whichever choice works and suits you best.

Notes
1 Giovanni Paolo Foscarini (fl.1620–49), I quatro libri della chi-
tarra spagnola (Rome, ca.1635). 
2 The compilation of historical sources consulted for this article 
is taken from the chapter “Battente (Rasgueado) Style” by James
Tyler: The Guitar and its Music: From the Renaissance to the 
Classical Era by Tyler and Sparks. Oxford University Press (New 
York, 2002), pp. 175–77.
3 Foriano Pico (fl.1608), Nova scelta di sonate per la chitarra sp-
agnola (Naples, 16[?]8).
4 Giovanni Battista Abatessa (fl.1627–52): Corona di vaghi fiori 
(Venice, 1627).
5 Given the ambiguity of this and the following texts, I have opted 
for a translation as literal as possible, also following the punctua-

tion marks, in order to change the original text as little as possible.
6 Francesco Corbetta (ca.1615–1681): La Guitarre Royalle (Paris, 
1671).
7 In this and the following musical examples, I use an assumed gui-
tar stringing with two bourdons so that the spatial arrangement oc-
cupied by the original tablature fingering can be seen more clearly.  
8 Tablature taken from the musical example in the preface in Italian 
of M/3784, examined in the Biblioteca Digital Hispánica of the 
Spanish National Library.
9 In the Italian tablature in the preface, the fingering is indicated 
with three dots (ring finger), but this is clearly a mistake. In the 
text that precedes it, in the French version (text and tablature) and 
in the ciaccona itself, it is always indicated with the middle finger.

Thank you to the Sociedad de la Vihuela, el Laúd y la Guitarra for permission to publish a translation of this article, which 
originally appeared  as “Técnica de Rasgueado Vol. 5,” Hispanica Lyra (2019), No. 24, 17-19.
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The Rasgueado Technique, Part 6
Rasgueado IV: Cuatrillo

Pablo Zapico

	 There are many types of rasgueado to use for quadruple rhythms. Some use simple fingerings, such as the trillo (Part 5), where 
only the index finger strums; there are binary ones, such as the basic rasgueado (Part 1), which alternate the middle or index finger with 
the thumb; and there are types of strumming that include complex fingerings with three or more fingers. Each of these options comes 
with its own colors and accents. Therefore, the more strumming options you master for the same rhythm, the richer your choices will be.
	 There are three characteristics that make complex fingerings stand out from simpler ones. The first is that by using a greater 
number of fingers you can play faster with less effort using these formulas. The second (directly linked to the previous one) is the greater 
the diversity of fingers, the greater the variety of timbres possible from the strokes. Our fingers are not all equal in length, strength, 
width, etc. so each of them produces its own sound, and the complex formulas make more variety possible. This contrast, far from being 
a drawback, is actually an advantage and pleasant to the ear. The repetetive grouping can be compared to wallpaper or a textile—with 
small patterns, you can see the repetition clearly, but when the pattern is bigger, the repetitive effect is more subtle and camouflaged. 
And it’s nicer. The same happens when your formula of rasgueado uses two fingers against four, for instance. The third quality of these 
complex fingerings is their unique sound structure. This characteristic is particularly evident in the cuatrillo, since its initial beat (which 
is the most accented one) is played upward; giving this rasgueado a unique sound that sets it distinctly apart from those that start with a 
downward stroke (actually the majority of the others). In any case, two rasgueados that start upward will differ from each other due to 
the following strokes that complete their formulas.

	 The reason for tackling the study of the cuatrillo rasgueado is firstly because it is an extension of 
the trío (Part 4). We only have to add a fourth downward thumb stroke at the end of it. However, you must 
pay attention to how the hand should now move, since this extra stroke completely changes the rotation 
movements. In the trío, the hand moves in pronation with the index finger stroke—the third (last) stroke. 
In the cuatrillo the index finger must strum using the strength of the finger’s extension and only in the 
added stroke (the last downward thumb stroke) does the hand rotate. This movement of the thumb in the 
opposite direction of the nail should not feel new to you, since it has already been discussed in relation to 
the tresillo rasgueado (Part 2).

	 Remember that, just like in the trío rasgueado, you can also substitute the little finger for the ring finger. 
	 In order to study this, I suggest starting with seven gradual exercises. From the second one on, you will notice that the rhyth-
mic formulas are suddenly duplicated. This study method makes it possible for the amount of effort to feel the same as with the slower 
rhythms. It is a method that I like to use when studying solo repertoire. I practice difficult passages at half the desired speed several times 
(four, for example) and immediately, keeping the same tempo and relaxed feeling in the body, I double the speed. This system prevents 
the body from becoming stiff—both muscularly and psychologically tense—as compared to spracticing with a gradual increase of the 
metronome speed. However, regardless of speed, strokes must always be performed quickly in order to correctly strum the strings. What 
actually defines tempo is the time that goes by between one stroke and the next. Each of the following exercises has quite a few more fast 
rhythms and fewer slow ones. This happens because the difficulty of the rasgueado does not only lie in its speed, but also in the amount 
of time we need to perform it. That is why it is important that your technique always uses as little energy as possible.
	 Finally, always study with the half note in mind; that is, grouping the formulas two by two. This means that, in sixteenth notes, 
although the first beat of the thumb must always be accented, it must be stronger in the first than in the fifth sixteenth note.
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	 In order to develop independence of movement for each finger, practice the following dotted rhythm exercises. Do not forget 
that the accent is still always on the first stroke of the thumb.

	 Once you have good rhythmic control for your rasgueado, you can tackle the trémolo effect. Even though you can start it sud-
denly, begin your study with an acceleration exercise that repeats a particular fingering in a loop. Try to vary the range of movement (and 
the range and number of strings involved) in order to develop dynamic waves or a messa di voce (crescendo followed by diminuendo). 
Also practice ending with a ritard, starting and finishing suddenly or with all the combinations.


