

Guitar Music Appreciation
 
One of the oldest instruments that relates to the guitar was the lyre (harp).  This 
is where more than one note could be played at the same time.  The lyre is in the 
line of the development of the guitar with many ancestors. Here is an example of 
what it may have sounded like - https://youtu.be/QpxN2VXPMLc . 
The Guitar’s Ancestors

https://youtu.be/QpxN2VXPMLc


This presentation centers around the Middle Ages and early Renaissance music.

Guitar Music Appreciation
The Middle Ages in European history extending from about 500 to 

1400–1500AD was first described by scholars of the 15th-

century as designating the period between their own time and 

the fall of the Western Roman Empire, a pretty wide range of time.  

Today we often relate Renaissance music on the guitar to the 

Middle Ages. From the beginning of written music, tablature 

was right there alongside written notation to aid

“vihuelists” (guitarists) in learning their pieces.  One of my 

favorite composers from this time period was Luis Milan a Spanish 

composer of the Renaissance.  With his music you can 

hear the beginnings of what we today recognize as Spanish guitar 

music (that Latin flavor), although you definitely can hear the 

quality of the Renaissance writing style at the same time.

Here is a link to some well known music by Luis Milan played on a vihuela - https://youtu.be/

duHMeCndpjo .  Here is a recording of yours truly playing a “Pavane” by Luis Milan on a modern six string 

guitar -  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jkjp77s27Dg&list=OLAK5uy_n-

LbmtEAKuWXYrwqJcKEwzH3Sd0cIPFHA&index=11

The Guitar’s Ancestors
In the middle ages the guitar was referred to as the Vihuela.  The idea of double strings (like a 12 string 

guitar) came before what is now the standard version of the guitar as a six single string instrument.  If you 

look closely at this picture you can see that there are 4 double course strings (two strings per note).  In 

time this changed to the 5 string double coursed vihuela (10 strin



The Baroque era is where diatonic harmony (chords in a key) was developed to an advanced level.  The 

Beatles owe a lot to Bach and his contemporaries.  

Guitar Music Appreciation
The Baroque music era is strongly associated with the words like ornamentation, diatonic harmony and 

busy counterpoint.  The art and architecture reflect that in added decorative scrolls to buildings and scary 

figures on cathedrals depicting hell and demons.  Paintings were characterized by great drama, rich, 

deep colour, and intense light and dark shadows.  All of these characteristics we find in the music.  It’s no 

wonder that Bach is the pillar of the Baroque music era as he was able to reflect all of the above with a 

very broad range of music.  Regarding the guitar his cello and lute music made it’s way to the classical 

guitar quite successfully and consequently the guitar has been able to fulfill it’s role as a “mini-orchestra” 

per Andres Segovia’s description.  The subtleties of expression available on the guitar is a great 

compliment to Baroque music.  In fact, it is more expressive than the harpsichord (a mechanically plucked 

instrument).  The harpsichord was the dominant harmonic instrument (an instrument that can play chords) 

of the Baroque era.

The Guitar’s Ancestors

     The plucking mechanism of a harpsichord                     Paul O’dette on lute.  The Segovia of the lute.

https://youtu.be/p6E__OhQDrY

The Baroque guitar  
The Baroque guitar (c. 1600–1750) is a string instrument with five courses 



(double strings) of gut strings and moveable gut frets. The first (highest pitched) course sometimes used 

only a single string.  In effect the idea of the 12 string guitar came before the single string 6 string guitar.  

Note that the Baroque guitars included ornate inlays and design reflective of the art of the period.

Here’s an example of Spanish Baroque guitar music played on a Baroque guitar made by the famous 

violin maker Antonio Stradivari,   https://youtu.be/3P6nsozwTTo

       

Music Theory
The Baroque era recognized our system of diatonic harmony (the natural major scale, keys and chord 

progressions), I will lay out the key of G with all 7 chords and easy chord shapes to match.  I chose the 

key of G because it is the most guitar friendly and the key most used in folk, pop and rock genres.  Don’t 

let the sound of well known recordings fool you.  Many times the guitarists of the last 50 years used a 

capo to change the key while using the chord shapes of the key of G.



After having looked at the Middle Ages (Antiquity) the Renaissance and Baroque periods we are now 

headed to the Classical Period (1730-1820) with the likes of Beethoven and Mozart and some guitar 

contemporaries.  

Guitar Music Appreciation - The Classical Era 1730-1820
The names associated with the classical guitar from the Classical period - Dionisio Aguado, Matteo 

Carcassi, Ferdinando Carull, Mauro Giuliani and Fernando Sor are some of the most well-known 

composers for the guitar by guitarists who were teachers as well.  It is debatable as to who were the most 

influential.  Three of them top the list in order of importance generally believed by the contemporary 

classical guitar world as Fernando Sor, Mauro Giuliani and Matteo Carcassi.  I do believe that Carcassi 

comes out ahead as far as a teaching method is concerned.  His teaching method is still widely used 

today.    Giuliani and Sor were more prolific as composers.  There are also many transcriptions adapted 

for guitar from famous composers like Franz  Schubert, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and  Ludwig van 

Beethoven.  Andres Segovia is responsible for commissioning many transcriptions of the great 

composers for guitar.

The Guitar’s Ancestors from the classical period.

18th century guitar 19th century copies.

The Classical guitar - 1730-1820
There are many great recordings from 

the classical era for classical guitar.  I suggest looking up the following artists followed by the names of 

the composers mentioned earlier.  Here they are -

Andres Segovia, John Williams, Christopher Parkening, Julian Bream, David Russell and Pepe Romero 

to name a few.  Their interpretations are well established and serve as great models.  Take a journey 

through Spotify or youtube and share your experience with me either in person or writing.



Here is a link to Segovia playing “Variations on a Theme of Mozart” arranged by Fernando Sor.  Segovia 

is already channeling the Romantic period by taking lots of rhythmic liberties. -

https://youtu.be/pN9MmD09nxw

If you’d like to hear one of my recordings from the classical period here is a link to three movements of 

“Variations on Theme of Handel” by Mauro Giuliani - https://www.youtube.com/results?

search_query=peter+pupping+handel+variations

      
Music Theory
The Classical period settled down the busy counterpoint of the Baroque era and separated the melody to 

the higher registers with chordal accompaniment.  It was less busy than the contrapuntal lines of the 

Baroque period.  Classical music has a lighter, clearer texture than Baroque music and is less complex. ... 

Instrumental music was considered important by Classical period composers.

“The guitar is a miniature orchestra in itself.”

"Don't only practice your art, but force your way into its secrets; art deserves that, for it and 
knowledge can raise man to the Divine.”

Both quotes by Ludwig van Beethoven



The Romantic Era

The Romantic era is probably the most popular for the classical guitar.  During this period the Spanish 
guitar comes into it’s own.  After many years of teaching Spanish guitar it is still the most requested music 
to perform and teach in regards to the nylon string guitar.  Here is a brief description of the Romantic era 
for music and it’s relation to the guitar.  I’m listing the famous composers  (you know the guys they make 
statues of) as well as listing the great composers who specifically wrote for the guitar.

Guitar Music Appreciation - The Romantic Era for music approx. 1850 - 1900
Romanticism was first thought of as the expression of new ideas in all of the arts.  Musicians took up the 
term to describe more emotion in their music.  The music was not just about the emotion of love but 
included sharing your innermost thoughts and nostalgic muses about far off lands, nature, dreams, the 
supernatural, the past and the joy and pain of love.  

Composers of the Period (this chart (list) does not include the guitar composers of the period).   
Note that the following composers crossed over from the classical music period into the romantic period.  
The standouts in the romantic genre are Beethoven, Chopin, Schumann, Verdi, Tchaikovsky and Strauss 
all who were convincingly able to live up to the romantic style forcefully.  In fact, many of their 
compositions have been transcribed for the guitar.

Composer Lived Composer Lived
Beethoven 1770-1827 Smetana 1824-1884
Schubert 1797-1828 Brahms 1833-1897
Berlioz 1803-1869 Tchaikovsky 1840-1893
Mendelssohn 1809-1847 Dvorak 1841-1904
Chopin 1810-1849 Grieg 1843-1907
Schumann 1810-1856 Rimsky-Korsakov 1844-1908
Liszt 1811-1886 Elgar 1857-1934
Wagner 1813-1883 Mahler 1860-1911
Verdi 1813-1901 Richard Strauss 1864-1949



The most famous guitar composer of the romantic period is Spanish composer Francisco Tarrega.  It’s 
my opinion that his most famous pieces are “Lagrima”, “Capricho Arabe" and “Recuerdos de la 
Alhambra”.  These three are just a small representation of his music but undoubtedly his most famous 
and most recorded.   Other composers to consider are Jose’ Ferrer, Enrique Granados, Isaac Albeniz to 
name a few.  Interestingly  Granados and Albeniz wrote for the piano and it turns out their music sounds 
better on the guitar.

Francisco Tarrega 1852-1909

The Guitar’s Ancestors from the romantic period.

         19th century guitar Early 20th century guitar



The Classical guitar - The Romantic Period (most beloved for the classical guitar) and it’s 
influences.

When I describe the Romantic period for guitar right alongside was the development of the flamenco 
tradition which is historically thought of as a folk tradition (where much of the music was passed on orally 
or by rote).  In the late 1800’s and early 1900’s educated musicians began codifying flamenco music 
-analyzing and writing it down.  Romantic Spanish guitar and Flamenco are often requested in the same 
sentence although they have very different traditions.  

The Spanish guitar of the romantic period has many tributaries especially in South America.  The South 
American guitar has produced a huge volume of music for the classical guitar combining classical 
traditions with indigenous folk music.  My favorite among them is Augustine Barrios a Guarni Indian who 
mixed European classical music with the indigenous music of the Guarni Indians.  Barrios has a similar 
affect on me as Tarrega.  Both of their music styles are very melodic, beautiful, thoughtful, romantic, 
comforting, exciting, peaceful and list goes on and on….  If I had to choose a guitar piece to listen to on 
my death bed it would be Barrios’ “La Catedral”.  

If you have signed up for a streaming service like Spotify or Apple music you can create a channel with 
the composers names and I certainly suggest Tarrega and Barrios first.  You will be stunned by the beauty 
and the calming affect without getting bored.

References
The internet (of course).  Also,

“Guitars, From Renaissance to Rock” by Tom and Mary Anne Evans
https://www.amazon.com/Guitars-Renaissance-Rock-Tom-Evans/dp/0709209878



The Modern Period in Western music history extended from 1890 to 1945. As with Romanticism, 
Modernism is a historical time period as well as a philosophical and artistic sensibility.  All bets were off 
and all tradition thrown out the window.  At least that’s as far as it could go with some composers.  The 
ultimate non-formed piece John Cage’s song titled 4’33” went on for four minutes and 33 seconds of 
silence as published on the album and performed live with tux and tails.  Now that’s a piece all guitarists 
could perform flawlessly.  Here is a performance of the piece if you can stand it - https://youtu.be/
JTEFKFiXSx4  (John Cage did defend his piece to be legitimate.  We can talk about that).


The Modern Era 1890-1945 
Modernism in Music | Modern Classical Music | Music History Video 
Lesson - a short 10 minute video that brilliantly lays out the essence of the 
Modern Era for music at large.  Check out this video and then we will look 
at the affect this type of music had on the guitar- 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ttt0Ef7_9_8  

Composers of the Period 
Here is a link to a list of the most famous composers of the modern era also referred to as “20th century 
music”.  https://www.naqt.com/you-gotta-know/20th-century-composers.html  
 
Interestingly, most of the composers of the impressionistic style were left off this list.  If you watched the 
video above you’ll see that Impressionism was one of the sub categories of modern music which also 
included Atonality, Primitivism and Neoclassicism.   
 
I particularly like the impressionistic composers who convincingly reflected the painters of the period.  
Some of my favorites are Claude Debussy, Maurice Ravel, Erik Satie and Gabriel Faure.  There are many 
transcriptions for guitar by these composers.  Here is a link to one of my favorite Faure pieces on guitar 
& cello - https://youtu.be/o7bGWeggCrk . Listening to this piece you realize that not all modern music 
is atonal.  In addition, here is a recording of the same Faure piece I did with my band where we arranged 
it in an upbeat Latin jazz style - https://youtu.be/2dv5FjBXHpo .


The impressionists had an affect on many other styles of music including Spanish guitar composers, jazz 
composers and their many sub-categories.  George Gershwin stands out amongst them all with 
symphonic composers and Heitor Villa-Lobos with guitar composers. 
 
Much of the classical guitar repertoire drew from the impressionistic composers which also influenced 
the neoclassical composers for the Spanish guitar (those surviving from the Romantic period).  You can 
especially hear the blending of styles in the music of Heitor Villa-Lobos.  Villa-Lobos wrote mostly for the 
guitar but also wrote music for various ensembles.  Other modern era guitar composers include the 
following (my favorites in bold).


Modern Era Guitar Composers (my favorites in BOLD)




Heinrich Albert (1870–1950)


Sergio Assad (born 1952)


Ángel Barrios Fernandez (1882–1964)


Paulo Bellinati (born 1950) 

Gilbert Biberian (born 1944) 

Dusan Bogdanovic (born 1955)


Leo Brouwer (born 1939)


Agustín Barrios Mangoré (1885–1944) See one of my favorite albums by 

guitarist John Williams - 


https://www.youtube.com/watchv=hf32yzCj9L4&list=PL0oaENcblHsMj0K_oR5SpESM_X--AKudF


Andrew York (born 1958) “Sunburst” performed by John Williams - https://youtu.be/r6fKyzMggy0


Heitor Villa Lobos (1887- 1959) - Most important for the guitar.  Here are “Five Preludes” by Villa Lobos


beautifully performed by Marcin Dylla - https://youtu.be/2x0cxSoTYBU


The Classical guitar - The Modern Period in art. 
There are many references to physical art in the period - impressionism and cubism being the most 
famous.  Interestingly, Picasso had influenced a guitar aficionado Vladimir Bobri who collaborated with 
Andres Segovia in creating artwork for albums and guitar magazines.  He also helped Segovia illustrate 
method books on technique.  Clearly you can see the influence of Picasso.  There are many more 
illustrations


Vladimir Bobri 



Vladimir Bobri reflecting the Modern Era, Gershwin and the guitar. 

References 
The internet.


All art in this essay by Vladimir Bobri


College edition of “The History of Western Music”.  Found a copy on a thrift book website for an insanely 
cheap price.  Usually $80 and up.  This book is a standard amongst college educated musicians -

https://www.thriftbooks.com/w/a-history-of-western-music_claude-v-palisca_j-peter-burkholder/
259976/item/35938768/?
gclid=Cj0KCQjwweyFBhDvARIsAA67M71VnZs3aCL4xQ0Hd4orIZWHucMnVh2h6VEXWqmCA3-
XJYRFReYPA3kaAkUCEALw_wcB#idiq=35938768&edition=7228323


