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The composition known as Ave Maria represents one of the most significant intersections between liturgical 

tradition and secular classical excellence. While several composers have set these words to music, the two most 

prominent versions—those by Franz Schubert and Charles-François Gounod—have become staples of the 

classical guitar repertoire. For the technical guitarist, these pieces are more than just melodic exercises; they are 

complex studies in polyphony, tremolo, sustained phrasing, and harmonic resonance. This article provides an 

in-depth technical analysis of these masterpieces, exploring their theoretical foundations, arrangement nuances by 

masters like Francisco Tárrega  and Jose de Azpiazu, and a comprehensive guide to performance execution.

1. Theoretical Foundations: The Dual Origins of Ave Maria

To understand the technical requirements of playing Ave Maria on the guitar, one must first distinguish between the

two primary versions that dominate the search data and performance halls.

Franz Schubert’s "Ellens dritter Gesang"

Schubert’s version, composed in 1825, was not originally a religious hymn but part of his Opus 52, a setting of 

seven songs from Sir Walter Scott’s epic poem The Lady of the Lake. The character Ellen Douglas sings a prayer 

to the Virgin Mary, hence the title. Technically, Schubert’s composition is characterized by its 6/8 time signature 

and a constant, flowing arpeggio accompaniment that mimics the movement of water or a harp. For the guitarist, 

this necessitates a high degree of right-hand independenceto maintain the triplet-like pulse while projecting the

soaring melody.

The Bach-Gounod Ave Maria

Charles Gounod’s version (1853) is a unique contrapuntal superimposed melody. Gounod took Johann 

Sebastian Bach’s "Prelude No. 1 in C Major" from The Well-Tempered Clavier and layered a melodic line over it. 

On the guitar, this creates a significant challenge: the instrument must simultaneously execute Bach’s intricate, 

rolling arpeggios and Gounod’s lyrical, long-form melody. This often requires Dropped D tuning or advanced 

cross-string fingering to ensure the bass notes sustain throughout the measure.

2. Technical Analysis of Arrangement Variations

Different arrangers have approached these pieces with varying degrees of complexity. The following table

summarizes the technical specifications found in prominent guitar transcriptions.



Arranger Composer Key Tuning Primary 
Technique

Difficulty Level

Mark Philips Schubert C Major Standard 
(EADGBE)

Arpeggio / Rest 
Stroke

Intermediate

Francisco 
Tárrega

Bach-Gounod D Major Dropped D 
(DADGBE)

Legato / Sustain Advanced

Jose de Azpiazu Schubert G Major Standard Tremolo (p-i-m-a) Professional

Andrea Fusco Bach-Gounod C Major Standard / 
Dropped D

Barred Chords Upper-
Intermediate

Tremolo Implementation (Jose de Azpiazu)

The Jose de Azpiazu arrangement is particularly noteworthy for its use of the tremolo technique. Unlike the

standard arpeggio approach, the tremolo version requires the guitarist to play a continuous stream of rapid notes

on a single string (usually the 1st or 2nd) while the thumb provides the bass and inner harmony. This transforms

the vocal melody into a shimmering, sustained sound typical of the Spanish Romantic school. The mathematical

subdivision of a tremolo in 6/8 time requires the guitarist to maintain a precise 1:3 or 1:4 ratio between the thumb

strike and the upper-finger repetitions.

3. Execution Mechanics: Step-by-Step Performance Guide

Performing Ave Maria requires a balance of mechanical precision and emotional expression. Below is a procedural

workflow for mastering the Schubert arrangement in C Major.

Phase I: Left-Hand Architecture and Barred Chords

•  Measure 1-4: Focus on the transition between the C Major root and the G dominant 7th. Use partial barres 

(1/2B) at the II and III frets to minimize movement.

•  Pivot Fingers: Identify "anchor" fingers that remain on the fretboard during chord changes. For example, when 

moving from a C to an Am, the index finger often acts as a pivot.

•  String Squeak Mitigation: Lift fingers vertically rather than sliding during position shifts to maintain the 

"sacred" and clean atmosphere of the piece.

Phase II: Right-Hand Articulation and Dynamics

1.  The "Slowly in 2" Feel: Although written in 6/8, the pulse should feel like two large beats per measure. This 

prevents the piece from sounding "boxy" or overly mechanical.

2.  Rest Stroke (Apoyando) vs. Free Stroke (Tirando): Use the rest stroke for the melody notes to provide a 

thicker, more vocal-like tone. The accompaniment arpeggios MUST be played with a lighter free stroke to avoid 

over-powering the theme.

3.  Timbre Variation: Play closer to the 12th fret (tasto) for a warmer, flute-like sound during the softer passages, 

and move toward the bridge (ponticello) for the climactic sections to increase projection.

4. Mathematical and Structural Analysis of the 6/8 Meter

In the Schubert arrangement, the 6/8 time signature is often misinterpreted as a simple 3/4. However, the rhythmic 

hierarchyis crucial. In a 6/8 measure at 70 BPM (beats per minute), the eighth note receives the pulse, but the

emphasis is on beats 1 and 4.



Let \( f \) be the frequency of the pulse. In 6/8 time:Primary Accent: \( A_1 = f \)Secondary Accent: \( A_4 = 0.75f 

\)Subdivisions: \( s_2, s_3, s_5, s_6 = 0.5f \)

This mathematical weighting creates the "rolling" sensation characteristic of Schubert’s original piano score. If the 

guitarist plays all six eighth notes with equal volume, the piece loses its lyrical momentum, a common error cited in 

pedagogical reviews of the ClassClef and Boardman Music scores.

5. Comparison of Key Signatures for Guitar

The choice of key significantly impacts the instrument’s resonance and the performer’s fatigue levels. Ave Maria

is commonly arranged in C Major, G Major, and D Major.



Key Signature Pros Cons

C Major Utilizes open 5th (A) and 6th (E) 
strings for bass support. Logical for 
beginners.

Limited range for the melody on the 
higher frets.

G Major Bright sonority; excellent for tremolo 
arrangements (Azpiazu).

Requires frequent use of the F# which 
can complicate open-position chords.

D Major (Dropped D) Deep, rich bass response. Ideal for 
the Bach-Gounod version.

The retuning of the 6th string changes 
the visual map of the fretboard.

6. Case Studies in Interpretation: Vocal vs. Instrumental

One of the greatest challenges for a guitarist is replicating the legato of a human voice. In the "So YOU want to 

sing Schubert's Ave Maria... correctly?" analysis, the emphasis is on breath control. For the guitarist, "breath" is 

translated into phrasing.

Case Study 1: The Portamento Effect

In vocal performances, singers often use a slight slide between notes. On the guitar, this can be replicated using a 

controlled slide(portamento). However, overusing this technique in a sacred piece can appear tasteless. The

technical writer suggests limiting slides to intervals of a fourth or greater, and only when moving toward a melodic

peak.

Case Study 2: Harmonic Tension in the Bach-Gounod Version

The Bach-Gounod version relies on suspensions and resolutions. When Bach wrote the Prelude in C Major, he

utilized a series of 4-3 and 7-6 suspensions. Gounod’s melody often emphasizes the non-chord tones. The guitarist

must ensure that the "clash" between the melody note and the arpeggio is intentional and clearly articulated, rather

than sounding like a fingering error.

7. Troubleshooting Common Performance Failures

Even advanced guitarists encounter specific hurdles when approaching these scores. Analysis of search data and

technical forums reveals several recurring issues:

•  Muted Bass Strings: In the Bach-Gounod version, the arpeggios require the bass note to ring for the entire 

measure. Failure to hold the 4th, 5th, or 6th string while executing the melody results in a "thin" sound. Solution: 

Check left-hand thumb position; ensure it is centered behind the neck to allow for maximum finger curvature.

•  Inconsistent Tremolo Speed: In the Azpiazu version, the tremolo often speeds up during difficult chord 

changes. Solution: Practice with a metronome set to the sixteenth-note subdivision, focusing on the a-m-i finger 

sequence.

•  Loss of Melodic Line: The accompaniment is often played too loudly. Solution: Record your practice sessions. 

The melody should be roughly 15-20 decibels louder than the accompaniment arpeggios.

8. Digital Resources and Tablature Evaluation

Modern guitarists often rely on digital scores. Platforms like ClassClef provide Guitar Pro tabs (GP5, GPX) that 

allow for MIDI playback. While useful for rhythmic reference, these digital formats often lack the nuance of 

fingering suggestions found in printed editions by established houses like Boardman Music.



When evaluating a tab, look for string indicators(circled numbers 1-6). A high-quality arrangement will specify

which string to play a note on to maintain a consistent timbre. For example, playing a 'G' on the 3rd string has a

significantly different color than playing it on the 4th string. For Ave Maria, a consistent, dark timbre is generally

preferred, suggesting higher string positions (e.g., playing on the 2nd and 3rd strings rather than the 1st and 2nd).

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Ave Maria on Guitar

The technical journey through Ave Maria, whether the Schubert or Bach-Gounod variant, is an essential rite of

passage for the classical guitarist. It demands a synthesis of physical dexterity and deep musical intelligence. By

mastering the 6/8 rhythmic subdivisions, perfecting the tremolo mechanics of Azpiazu, and navigating the

polyphonic complexities of Tárrega’s transcriptions, the performer gains more than just a piece for their repertoire;

they gain a profound understanding of the guitar’s capability to act as a "miniature orchestra.”

As digital archives continue to expand, with over 100 versions available across platforms like ClassClef, the focus 

must remain on technical accuracy and historical context. The emotional weight of the piece, described in

search results as "very emotional so put some feelings to your playing," is ultimately built upon a foundation of rock-

solid technique, precise tuning, and an unwavering commitment to the composer’s original intent. Whether

performed at a wedding, a recital, or in a liturgical setting, Ave Maria remains the ultimate test of a guitarist’s ability

to make the wood and nylon sing with the grace of the human spirit.
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