
 

Carcassi Etude no. 01, op. 60 
A performer’s guide 
By Daniel Nistico

Carcassi’s 25 Melodic Etudes are a staple of the guitar repertoire. Each etude focuses on a single texture that is mostly 
repeated for the entire duration of the piece. Many focus on arpeggio playing, but several focus on other things like 
slurs (no’s. 4 & 8) and melody + accompaniment texture (no’s 6 & 16).  

No. 1 focuses mostly on scale playing and is a very interesting etude when pulled apart and closely looked at. This 
guide will help you see the etude in a whole new light, encouraging you to bring it vividly to life.
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Two etudes that focus on slurs 

Two etudes that focus on melody and accompaniment 



 

1) Articulation 

a) Staccato, not legato!  
One of the most defining features of this etudes is 
its articulation. Carcassi marks ‘Stacatto’ 
underneath the tempo marking, implying that the 
piece should generally be played with a short 
articulation. 

One of the most defining features of this etudes is its articulation. Carcassi marks ‘Stacatto’ underneath the tempo 
marking, implying that the piece should generally be played with a short articulation.  

This probably applies mostly to the scale passages, from around bars 1 - 20. 

Practice this section slowly and try to make a consistent staccato articulation on every note.

Practice this section with staccato articulation  

“Staccato: The pointedly detaching of the notes infuses new life into the music, and the fatiguing monotony, 

which the constantly connecting the notes would at least assuredly produce on the hearer, is avoided by the 

occasionally detaching of them, and by the little points of repose which this produces.”  —- Carl Czerny 
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b) Two articulations at once! 
  
At measures 23 - 26, Carcassi uses two voices at once. The bass voice is in half notes (minims) and the top 
voice is in eighth notes (quavers).  

These contrasting note values probably suggest two articulations at once. The bass voice can be played legato, 
for their full note value. The top voice can be played staccato.  

c) Legato Arpeggios 
  
Arpeggios on the guitar are extremely difficult to play staccato. In fact, part of the effect of an arpeggio is to create 
a flowing and legato texture. In fact, Czerny (a pupil of Beethoven’s) describes this quite clearly: 

“Legatissimo: Each note is given a duration longer than is actually prescribed in the notation. "This kind of touch 
is applicable only to arpeggioed chords." —- Czerny

Two articulations at once: Play the bass voice legato and the top voice 

Arpeggios played legato (or even legatissimo!)  



 

2) Tempo and Rhythm 

a) Play what the time signature says! 

The time signature dictates the number of accents in each measure.  

Carcassi’s Etude is in 4/4 time, meaning that four crotchet beats in each measure form the primary pulse. But how 
are these four beats organized in terms of accent? The chart below shows you the conventional accentuation pattern 
for 4/4 meter. The dashes indicate stressed beats and the arches indicate unstressed beats.

!

2

Conventional Accentuation Patterns

Conventional 4/4 accentuation pattern 

Notice that the 1st and 3rd beats are given stress. This correlates to the beaming in Carcassi’s 

Beaming implies conventional 4/4 accent pattern 

1      2     3     4 

1                    2                   3                    4 

Playing less accents in the bar helps bring the Allegro marking to life. In his Method For Guitar, Carcassi defined 
Allegro as either  ‘munter’ or ‘gai’. 

- Munter translates to ‘blithely’, meaning “ in a happy or carefree manner” (Oxford Dictionary).  

- The older meaning of ‘gay’ was “light-hearted and carefree” (Oxford Dictionary). 

So the tempo marking actually suggests the character of the music and not just how fast or slow it is to be 
played.

http://www.danielnistico.net/uploads/3/9/9/1/39910899/carcassi_method.pdf
http://www.danielnistico.net/uploads/3/9/9/1/39910899/carcassi_method.pdf


 

3) Dynamics  

a) Watch the markings! 

Carcassi marks dynamics into the score. Let’s first define what these markings mean.
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p (piano) - sweet, soft 
mf (mezzo forte) - half loud 
f (forte) - loud 
pf  (poco forte) -  a little loud or “with the character of forte, but the sound of piano” (Brahms) 
rf (rinforzando) - sudden increase of force

b) The five plucking regions 

Now we can look at ways for executing the dynamics that are marked into the score. 

It’s well documented that guitarists in the 19th century changed tone color when varying the dynamics. Here is a 
quote from just one of many such guitarists: 

“The right hand does not have a fixed position, because of the extent that you want to sweeten the sounds to imitate 
the harp and to do so you have to bring it closer to the soundhole. When you want to play loud you have to bring the 
hand closer to the bridge.”

--- Ferdinando Carulli, Complete Method For Guitar, Milan, 1811?, Page 4 (Trans. Nistico)

It does get even more specific though, as outlined by Catharina Pratten, who was one of the leading guitarists in 
London during the 19th century. 

In her ‘School for Guitar’, Pratten specified how to bring out dynamics by using five different plucking regions. The 
musical example below shows how Pratten would change colors and thus dynamics measure by measure - the softer 
dynamics are played closer to the fretboard, while the louder ones are played closer to the bridge. 

The five plucking regions (A-B-C-D-E) are shown in a diagram on the following page. An example that shows how to 
apply this concept to the etude is on the page following the diagram. 

Crescendo - gradually become louder 

Decrescendo - gradually becomes softer

http://149.71.162.59/H41/h_41.pdf
http://149.71.162.59/H41/h_41.pdf
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Applying the plucking regions to the Etude 
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c) Follow the shape of the line 

A simple but effective guideline for adding dynamics is to follow the shape of the line.  

Rising line = crescendo 
Falling line = decrescendo  

Aguado wrote about this idea: “it is necessary to bear in mind the sense of the notes in each melody of the phrase; 
while they rise, the sound gradually is intensified, and tends to decrease when they fall.”  

Look carefully at the shape of the line and shape your dynamics to match. I recommend writing in markings into the 
the score.

A careful observation will reveal that the decrescendo mark in bars 3-4 contradicts this guideline. This is probably 
because ‘follow the shape of the line’ was probably such an expected norm that Carcassi and other composers didn’t 
mark it into the score. But if the compose wanted something different, then they would take the effort to write it in.  

There are some passages in music that seem to have a more static melodic shape, i.e. the melody’s range doesn’t 
move much. In these situations it can be useful to choose goal notes that help you see an overarching shape. Bars 
23-25 are an example.

Follow the shape of the line

Choose goal notes for a static melodic line



4) Modulation 

a) Identify the keys 

Etude 1 begins and ends in C Major, but it does traverse through other keys. Identifying them is the first step and this 
can be done by looking for accidentals (sharps, flats or naturals).

G Major

C Major

A Minor G Major

E Minor

C Major

C MajorPassing tone Passing tone

Passing tone

Passing tone
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One of the first things to do is to get acquainted with major and minor keys. The fastest and most effective way to do 
this is to get familiar with the table of keys found in Carcassi’s method book.

Modulations usually occur between closely related keys (i.e. keys that are near each other on the table). This give us a 
more narrow range of keys to expect a composer to modulate to. If you look at the keys that are close to C Major, you 
will find the following. 

G# F# D#

NEW 
VOICING

NEW 
VOICING

Closely related keysTonic



 

This table is from Horetzky’s ‘Preludes, Cadences and Modulations’ and shows you three things: 
a) The closely related keys (top axis)  
b) How to get from the tonic (left axis) to the new key  
c) Three different chordal voicings    

I’ve circled the keys that Carcassi chose to modulate to in Etude 1. If you look at the accidentals that are used to 
modulate to these new keys, they corresponded with the modulations found in Carcassi’s Etude 1. For example: 

- To go from C Major to A Minor requires a G# (column 1) 
- To go from C Major to G Major requires an F# (column 3)  
- To go from C Major to E Minor requires a D# (column 5)

To go from C Major to A Minor requires a G# (column 1)

To go from C Major to G Major requires an F# (column 3)

To go from C Major to E Minor requires an D# (column 5)

http://carkiv.musikverk.se/www/boije/Boije_0264.pdf
http://carkiv.musikverk.se/www/boije/Boije_0264.pdf


b) Keys and their affects 

Each key has the ability to evoke specific moods and emotions - these are called affects.  

Knowing the affects of a key can help us form a vivid interpretation of the piece we’re playing. It also shows us an 
important function of modulation, which is to provide contrasting moods within one piece. You can learn more about 
this from my book, Fundamental Harmony. 

C Major  
“A pure, certain and decisive manner, full of innocence, 
earnestness, deepest religious feeling.” 

“Completely pure. Its character is innocence, simplicity, 
naïvety and children's talk.” 

“State of nature, virginal chastity and purity, lovely innocence 
of youth.” 

G Major 
”Everything rustic, moderately idyllic and lyrical, each quiet 
and satisfied passion, each tender recompense for sincere 
friendship and true love; in a word, each gentle and serene 
motion of the heart can be expressed splendidly in this key.” 

“Favourite key of youth, expresses sincerity of faith, quiet 
love, calm meditation, simple grace, pastoral life and a certain 
humour and brightness.” 

A Minor 
”Pious womanhood and tenderness of character” 

“Expressive of tender, womanly feeling. Most effective for 
exhibiting the quiet melancholy sentiment of Northern nations. 
A minor also expresses sentiments of devotion mingled with 
pious resignation.” 

E Minor 
“Effeminate, amorous, grief, mournfulness, restlessness” 

“Grief, mournfulness and restlessness of spirit.” 

“Full of passion, painful palpitation and impetuousness. 
Contemplative character, autumn. Falling leaf and the bare-
coming branches.” 

http://www.danielnistico.net/fundamental-harmony.html
http://www.danielnistico.net/fundamental-harmony.html
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5) Synthesis 
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