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ABSTRACT

Classical  guitarists  Roland  Dyens  (b.1955)  and  Sérgio Assad  (b.1952)  are 

widely  recognized  for  their  productivity  as  arrangers,  improvisers,  composers  and 

performers, and for their experience in jazz and Latin American popular styles.  Dyens 

and Assad, professors at the Paris Conservatory and at the San Francisco Conservatory, 

respectively, are also important pedagogues of the instrument. A significant part of their 

creative output consists of arrangements of popular music, jazz and jazz-influenced works 

for the solo guitar. This study examines Dyens' arrangements of “Misty” and  “All  The 

Things  You Are,”  and  Assad's  arrangements  of  “Verano” and  “Invierno”  from  Las 

Estaciones Porteñas by Ástor Piazzolla, and compares them with arrangements by other 

guitarists (Agustín Carlevaro, Baltazar Benítez and Joe Pass), pointing out innovations in 

texture  and  polyphonic  writing  for  the  solo  guitar.  The  author  employs  theories  of 

hybridism and bi-musicality to frame his  analysis  and situates  the works  in terms of 

historical practice, including examples from arrangements by Luís de Narváez, Mauro 

Giuliani, Miguel Llobet and Léo Brouwer. 
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FOREWORD 

This study is motivated by my own experience growing up in Brazil, where 

music,  particularly  guitar  playing,  is  commonly taught  and learned based on popular 

music. The violão (brazilian nylon string guitar) is by far the most favored instrument in 

the country and it is  very common for guitarists to play in popular music groups, write 

compositions and arrangements and practice improvisation in Brazilian rhythms such as 

samba,  choro and  bossa  nova as  well  as  jazz,  rock  and  other  “foreign”  styles.  The 

guitarists who have this popular experience and are able to connect this knowledge to the 

structured  techniques  of  classical  guitar  playing  and  composing,  often  incorporate 

elements of both in their musical practices. Many of the guitar composers of our time 

have some degree of this “mixture of two worlds” in their works. Léo Brouwer,  Dusan 

Bogdanovic,  Paulo Belinatti,  Andrew York, Marco Pereira and Carlo Domeniconi are 

some of the celebrated names that could be included in this category of musicians. Sérgio 

Assad and Roland Dyens are perhaps the main figures of this trend,  which represents an 

important side of the work of these artists. Although the individual styles  of  Assad and 

Dyens are  quite  different,  many arguments in  this  document  can be  applied  to  them 

collectively, as they share a somewhat similar aesthetic sense and background.

As a guitarist, I am inspired and challenged by the works of Assad and Dyens 

and  choose  to  write  about  their  arrangements,  instead  of  their  compositions,  for  the 

following  reasons:  1-  they  could  be  compared  to  other  arrangements,  demonstrating 

interesting effects and polyphonic textures that are possible on the guitar; 2- they could be 

seen as part of a tradition of arranging and transcribing for the guitar that can be traced 
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back to the 16th century; 3-  they are  examples of  hybridism (between jazz and classical 

music, between popular and “serious” traditions), raising questions that can be discussed 

in  the  light  of  ethnomusicology and cultural  anthropology theories;  and 4  -  they are 

concert pieces that are played often and that incorporate many innovative traits of the 

style of Assad and Dyens.



12

I. INTRODUCTION AND SCOPE OF STUDY 

 Classical guitarists Roland Dyens (b.1955) and Sérgio Assad (b.1952), leading 

figures in the international guitar scene, are widely recognized for their productivity as 

arrangers, improvisers, composers and performers, and for their experience in jazz and 

Latin American popular styles.  Dyens and Assad, professors at the Paris Conservatory 

and at the San Francisco Conservatory, respectively, are also important pedagogues of the 

instrument. A significant part of their creative output consists of arrangements of popular 

music,  jazz and jazz-influenced works for the solo guitar.

The  word  “arrangement,”  often  inaccurately  interchanged  with  the  word 

“transcription,” has carried specific meanings throughout time, but is generally defined as 

“the reworking of a musical composition, usually for a different medium from that of the 

original.”1 Furthermore:

The  word  [arrangement]  may  be  taken  to  mean  either  the  transference  of  a  
composition from one medium to another or the elaboration (or simplification) of 
a  piece,  with or without a change of medium. In either case some degree of  
recomposition is usually involved, and the result may vary from a straightforward, 
almost literal, transcription to a paraphrase which is more the work of the arranger 
than of the original composer.2 

In popular music, commercial or jazz-related contexts, arrangements often begin 

as simple melodic-harmonic sketches and grow in complexity through reharmonization 

and orchestration, as described by arranger Ian Guest:

In an arrangement  (the conjunct interaction of melody-harmony-rhythm), the  
various tasks are  distributed  between  the timbres produced by instruments of all 

 

1.     Malcolm Boyd, "Arrangement." (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online.)  Available from: 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/ (accessed 28 January 2009).  
2.     Ibid.

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/
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sorts, from which new  and  composite sonorities result.  With the support of the 
technique, the  harmonic  ideas are reflected in  the counter-melodies and melodic 
blocks,  the  rhythmic   ideas  emphasized  by  the  patterns   and simultaneous or 
alternate  attacks  of  the  instrumental  groups.  It  is  gratifying  to  note  that  the
melodic combinations, conducted in the harmonic-rhythmic tracks, will culminate 
in the arrangement as a whole, that is, a profusion of textures, effects and details 
that come from the embryo of the composition. (my translation)3

The solo arrangements of Assad and Dyens incorporate a mixture of the three 

concepts identified:  the  “straightforward,  almost literal”  concept;  the  “paraphrase” 

compositional   concept   and  the   popular  music/jazz  concept.  Perhaps, the  main 

characteristic of their work is the way they explore polyphonic textures and extended 

techniques (non-traditional playing techniques) in their solo guitar writing.

According to Assad, “a great part of my efforts as a composer are focused on 

creating  arrangements  and original  pieces  for  the  guitar  duo  with  my brother  Odair. 

However, writing for solo guitar has been a great pleasure for me, that is enriched by the 

challenge of exploring the full polyphonic capabilities of the guitar.”4  Similarly, Dyens 

states: 

The challenge of the arrangement for the guitar is the restitution  of  the work's  
original essence across the space, forcibly restrained, of the six strings of the  
instrument. It is also a perpetual confrontation with the technical limits of the  
guitar. That requires  on the part of the artisan a fine geographical acquaintance  
with his instrument, a solid harmonic knowledge and, above all, the concern for 
being in permanent contact with the spirit of the work.5 

3.     Ian Guest,  Arranjo: Método prático. (Rio de Janeiro, Lumiar Editora, 1996),  24. Ian Guest  is a 
Hungarian arranger who lives in Brazil. He published his  method of arranging, in 3 volumes, which is 
widely used in Brazil.
4. Sérgio Assad and Aliéksey Vianna,  Aliéksey Vianna plays Sérgio Assad Solo Guitar Works. (San 
Francisco, CA: GSP Recordings, 2005), 3.
5.     Roland Dyens, 1998,  quoted  by  Michelle Birch, “Jazz Mind and Classical Hands - Roland Dyens 
and his Style of Arranging and Performing.” (2005) Available from http://www.rolanddyens.com (accessed 
January 15 2007), 40.

http://www.rolanddyens.com/
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My goal  in  this  study is  to  demonstrate  the  innovations that  Assad and Dyens 

present,  and to trace some of the “guitaristic” influences they inherited from the past 

traditions.  Their arrangements are analyzed and compared to: 

1 – the original sources (the arrangements are based on recordings and Real 

Book versions);

2 – other arrangements of the same works by different musicians.

My aim is to better understand how Assad and Dyens “translate” a popular tune or 

instrumental  piece into a  classical guitar  format.  How do they preserve the harmony, 

counterpoint, articulation, orchestration and timbre of the original source? When and why 

do they take liberties and insert  a more personal  style? What are the similarities  and 

differences between their styles? How do the results they achieve compare to the same 

work  arranged  by  other  artists?  What  is  their  purpose  with  the  arrangements?  By 

answering some of these questions, this study offers information regarding the style and 

points out innovations in the arrangements of Assad and Dyens, who are examples of “the 

almost-forgotten tradition of the composer-guitarist [which] was revived towards the end 

of the 20th century”6

The study focuses on Sergio Assad's arrangements of  Verano and  Invierno from 

Las Estaciones Porteñas by Astor Piazzolla (1995) and on “Misty” and “All The Things 

You Are” from the collection of 10 Jazz Arrangements - Night and Day by Roland Dyens 

(2005). 

6. Harvey Turnbull and Paul Sparks,  "Guitar." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Available 
from http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/ (accessed 10 Feb, 2009).

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/
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These arrangements were chosen due to the existence of other versions of the same 

works  (by  guitarists  Baltazar  Benítez,  Agustín  Carlevaro  and  Joe  Pass)  so  that 

comparisons can be made. To provide a historical perspective, a selection of examples in 

chronological order are included, starting with vihuela tablature by Luis de Narváez, and 

going through examples by Mauro Giuliani, Miguel  Llobet  and Léo Brouwer. This will 

demonstrate different approaches and practices in different times, and provide an idea of 

how the work of Assad and Dyens fits into the tradition.

In recent times, the boundaries between jazz and classical styles are dissolving. In 

this context, the modern professional guitarist is increasingly expected to be competent in 

jazz, popular and classical traditions. Although the arrangements of Assad and Dyens are 

intended for the classical player, they require some understanding of the jazz language, 

which will  be discussed in this study. From the performer's  perspective, the technical 

challenges  involved  in  performing  these  arrangements  both  stimulates  and  develops 

technique and musicality, bringing the performer closer to the original sources and to the 

style of the arrangers. Those interested in arranging or composing for guitar will benefit 

from this study, as it contains descriptions of the textures and effects created by Assad 

and Dyens, which can be emulated in other arrangements or compositions.

The method of analysis of the music is comparative. In order to properly compare 

the arrangements, the source and all the arrangements were analyzed in terms of harmony, 

phrase  structure  and  form.  However,  the  focus  here  is  not  on  the  analysis  of  each 

arrangement, but on the comparison with the source and the work of different arrangers. 

The main assumption of this study is that Assad and Dyens were motivated and 
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guided by their background in jazz-related styles and Latin-American popular music and 

their  arrangements  are  made  possible  by  a  combination  of  this  experience  and  their 

training  in  classical  music.  Another  assumption  is  that  they  were  concerned  about 

preserving more of the original source than the other arrangers, and that  their solutions 

are innovative and present traits of their personal style, which is also marked by the fact 

that they are virtuoso guitarists. Also, their own familiarity with the needs of the concert 

guitarist surely influenced their decisions.

This study borrows some of its theoretical framework and methodology from the 

disciplines of cultural anthropology and ethnomusicology, where interviewing performers 

is a standard technique. Interviews with the arrangers are important because they can 

confirm or deny assumptions about the arrangements and the arrangers' background and 

inform about their intentions and style. A transcription of an interview with Roland Dyens 

is included in Appendix A. 
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II. CONSIDERATIONS

In order to better compare and describe the arrangements and the style of Assad 

and Dyens, a few relevant topics will be discussed and clarified, including the role of 

arrangements and transcriptions in instrumental repertoire, cultural hybridism, the power 

of popular culture and the ethnomusicological concepts of “prescriptive and descriptive 

transcriptions” and “bi-musicality”. A combination of these concepts provide a proper 

theoretical framework for this study. 

A. The Role of Arrangements and Transcriptions in Instrumental Repertoire

Since the keyboard, vihuela and lute intabulations of the renaissance, the crafts of 

transcribing and arranging have interested instrumentalists, who have been exploring the 

harmonic and polyphonic qualities  of their  instruments in order to recreate music for 

performance, to pay homage to composers or simply to study the style of pieces that 

range from simple folkloric melodies and vocal  groups to large orchestral  works and 

operas, and more recently, jazz and other forms of popular and ethnic music. 

This tradition of idiomatic transformations of works from one media into another 

can be exemplified in the arrangements and transcriptions of many important composers, 

Franz Liszt being the most emblematic one, as himself states in a letter to Count Géza 

Zichy from 1880: “Perhaps practicing the art of transcription (which I basically invented), 

for fifty years has taught me to maintain the right balance between too much and too little 

in this field.”7 

7. Franz Liszt, In: Johann Sanvi Kregor, “Franz Lizst and The Vocabularies of Transcription: 1833-
1865, (Ph.D. Diss. Harvard, 2007), p.1. 
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His work includes adaptations that emulate the orchestra, such as his transcription 

of Berlioz's Symphonie Fantastique and others that are closer to composition, such as his 

arrangement of  Winterreise by Schubert. In both cases, Liszt's intention of showing his 

virtuosity  as  a  performer  is  always  present.  Jonathan  Sanvi  Kregor,  in  his  recent 

dissertation entitled “Liszt and the Vocabularies of Transcription,”8 interestingly applies 

theories of translation and photography to Liszt's works. Among his various conclusions, 

he points out the arranger's interest in instrumental virtuosity and innovation, and the dual 

authorship status of the arrangement, as a work of art. “He [Liszt] was able to create a set 

of pieces that fused cycle and virtuosity, homage and progress, in an innovative approach 

to  arrangement  and  composition  that  challenged  his  contemporaries  to  consider 

Winterreise – certainly Liszt's but also Schubert's – in an entirely new artistic way.”9  Liszt 

inaugurated  the  transcription  as  an  entirely  new artistic  form which was,  in  the  19th 

century, very similar to what Assad and Dyens are doing presently.

Moving closer to the repertoire played on the guitar, we notice that a good portion 

of the music published on the six vihuela books of the 16th century (except El Maestro by 

Luís  Milan),  consists  of  intabulations  of  polyphonic  vocal  works.  “This  practice  of 

making instrumental arrangements in tablature may have been prompted by the need to 

make  scored  accompaniments  of  single,  choirbook  parts.  Intabulations  for  the  lute, 

vihuela and guitar include arrangements of both secular and sacred vocal polyphony.”10  

8. Johann Sanvi Kregor, “Franz Lizst and The Vocabularies of Transcription: 1833-1865.” Ph.D. Diss.  
(Harvard University, 2007), p.1.
9. ibid. p.212.
10. Sam Brian Dorsey, “Vihuela Intabulations of Josquin's Masses: An Examination of Musical Texture 
and  Musica  Ficta.”  Phd.  diss.  (Catholic  University  of  America,  2006),  p.5  and  15.  Intabulations  are 
arrangements of vocal works written in tablature, a system of notation that uses a graphic representation of 
each string of the vihuela or lute, using letters or numbers to indicate the frets where the notes are obtained.
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Although the motivations of the vihuelists might have been different than those of 

Assad and Dyens, there are similarities in terms of the challenge of the proper execution 

of polyphonic textures on a plucked string instrument. In this context, Brown confirms 

some of the restrictions imposed to arrangers of the past, which are very similar to the 

challenges of Assad and Dyens: “In an ideal arrangement, according to Adrian le Roy and 

Vincenzo  Galilei,  who  both  describe  the  process  in  treatises  on  lute  playing,  the 

performer  takes over  as  much of  the vocal  music  as  the technique of  his  instrument 

allows, although in practice the arrangers sometimes omitted one voice or rearranged the 

part writing.”11 

The vihuela and lute arranging practices of the 16th century are also important for 

representing the early stages of a tradition that is carried until the present day. Examples 

of this tradition will be discussed in section III (Historical Perspective) of this document. 

In  terms  of  the  guitar  repertoire,  it  is  common for  arrangements,  such  as  Narváez's 

Canción del Emperador  or   Llobet's Catalan Folk Songs, and many others, to become 

popular concert pieces, where authorship is commonly attributed to the arranger rather 

than to the composer of the original source.

B. Prescriptive and Descriptive Transcriptions and Bi-musicality

The words transcription and arrangement have similar but not identical concepts. 

The  various  processes  of  transcription  of  field  recordings  are  fundamental  for  the 

discipline of ethnomusicology, and have been extensively discussed. 

11. Howard Mayer Brown, Music in the Renaissance (Englewood, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1976), p. 261. In:  
Daniel  Wolff, “The use of  Renaissance Vocal Polyphonic  Music  in the Vihuela and Lute Repertoire.” 
Available from: www.danielwolff.com.br (accessed  13, March, 2009).

http://www.danielwolff.com.br/
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Ethnomusicologists such as Bruno Nettl and Ter Ellingson discuss what is known in 

the field as “prescriptive” and “descriptive” transcriptions, concepts that show that the 

notation and method of transcription vary according to its purpose. Bruno Nettl writes: 

The  distinction  between  prescriptive  and  descriptive  notation  was  [Charles]  
Seeger's terminology for music for performance versus analysis. (. . .) Typically, 
outsiders, trying to be “descriptive,” start by writing down everything they hear,  
which  turns  out  to  be  impossible.  (.  .  .)  On  the  other  hand,  the  writer  of  a  
prescriptive notation normally includes only what is needed by a native who knows 
the style. Ordinarily,  it's the cultural “insiders” (however defined) who write music 
to be performed. In order to learn a new mazurka by Chopin, a pianist reads his or 
her notes with an aural knowledge of how Chopin is supposed to sound.12

Transcriptions generally  presents  elements  of  both  sides  of  the  spectrum –  the 

descriptive and the prescriptive. The arrangements of Assad and Dyens are a mixture of 

the concepts identified in the introduction of this document: “the  straightforward, almost 

literal,”  the   “paraphrase”   compositional,  and  the  popular  music/jazz  concept.  In 

addition,  they  can  be  considered  “prescriptive”  transcriptions,  since  they  are  clearly 

intended for performance by a classically trained guitarist, written by and “insider” to an 

“insider” of this tradition. However, “outsiders” of the jazz tradition, that is, most of the 

classical  guitarists,  need  extremely  detailed  notation  for  an  informed  performance. 

Therefore,  the  arrangements,  specially  the  ones  of  Dyens,  can  be  also  considered 

“descriptive,”  for  having  rigorous  and  detailed  rhythm,  timbre,  dynamics  and  tempo 

markings. Interestingly, the detailed notation which is required by an “outsider” of the 

jazz tradition, doesn't help the “insider” of this tradition at all. Actually, the arrangements 

are almost useless to jazz players, for the complex notation and polyphonic writing used.

12.  Bruno  Nettl,.  The  Study  of  Ethnomusicology:  Thirty-One  Issues  and  Concepts.  Urbana,  Ill: 
(University of Illinois Press, 2006), p. 78-79.
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The term bi-musicality was first coined by ethnomusicologist Mantle Hood13 and 

has been widely used in the field,  referring to musicians who are versed in different 

musical traditions, similarly to bilingual people. According to Bruno Netll: “People tend 

to absorb the fundamental grammars of their own language and their own music very 

early, to know very quickly whether a word belongs to their own language, and whether a 

particular interval or chord is proper in their own music.”14 Both Assad and Dyens, as 

well as a recent generation of guitarists, can be considered bi-musical, considering their 

fluency in classical and popular styles.

Bi-musicality  can  function  as  a  bridge  between  traditions,  enabling  new 

possibilities of creativity, as Snyder states:

Of  particular  interest  are  the  specific  elements  of  each  musical  culture  the  
individual musician may choose to emphasize in combining the two traditions. In 
this particular case the choice seems to be based on a perception of the relative  
strengths of the two traditions, “enhancing” the melodic and rhythmic strength of 
one tradition through a combination with a harmonic sophistication in the other.15

The bi-musicality of Assad and Dyens results in the hybridism of their compositions 

and arrangements,  which derive from the fusion of elements of popular and classical 

traditions.  Examples of this type of musical hybridism abound in the works of many 

important composers, such as Ástor Piazzolla, Heitor Villa-Lobos and Alberto Ginastera, 

particularly in the 20th century, in Latin-America. 

13. Mantle Hood, “The challenge of Bi-musicality.” (1959). A paper read at the Fourth Annual Meeting 
of the Society for Ethnomusicology. Chicago, December, 1959) p.1.
14. Bruno Nettl, p. 57.
15. Jean Elizabeth Snyder, “Harry T. Burleigh and the creative expression of bi-musicality: A study of an 
African-American composer and the American art song”. Ph. D Diss. (University of Pittsburgh, 1992), p.2.
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   C. Hybridism, Innovation and the Powers of the Popular

According to composer and guitarist Dusan Bogdanovic, “the past two (or more) 

decades, I believe, have shown several types of synthesis, mainly between jazz, classical 

and contemporary ethnic musics, that show integration in several levels of complexity 

and stylistic idioms.”16  This type of hybridism is clearly present in the arrangements and 

compositions  of  Assad  and  Dyens  and  many  of  the  guitar-composers  of  our  times, 

including Bogdanovic himself. The importance of hybridism for this study lies in the fact 

that  it  can  be  connected  to  innovation.  The  introduction  of  foreign  elements  in  any 

established form or tradition is part of the constant re-adaptation of styles and languages, 

and shows that hybridism can lead to innovation, as anthropologist Homer G. Barnett 

endorses: “When Innovation takes place, there is an intimate linkage or fusion of two or 

more elements that have not been joined in just this fashion.”17 The compositions of Assad 

and Dyens draw rhythms, harmonies and melodies from popular music (jazz and others) 

and treat them in a structured “classical” manner. The process is similar, in regards to 

their arrangements, although the hybridism is present, more significantly, in terms of the 

realization rather than the content of the arrangements (since the original  sources are 

already hybrids), as it will be shown in examples, later in this document, demonstrating 

the innovations presented by the arrangers.

16. Dusan Bogdanovic,  Counterpoint for Guitar: With Improvisation in the Renaissance Style and 
Study in Motivic Metamorphosis (Ancona, Italy: Bèrben Edizioni musicali. 1996), 29.
17. Homer G. Barnett, Innovation: the Basis of Cultural Change. (New York: McGraw-Hill. 1953). 
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Jazz itself is a hybrid style, which is usually related to popular culture, although it 

can be argued that the genre has a very elitist side as well.

As always already hybridity, jazz mixes musics which are themselves the products 
of continual musical syncretism within West Africa, the United States, Europe and 
Britain, along with influences from other continents. Rooted in the US, jazz has 
nonetheless taken many cultural forms within these boundaries and has continued 
its syncretist development as it travels worldwide.18

Mixing  of  musical  cultures  is  nothing  new,  but  the  type  of  contemporary 

hybridism described by Bogdanovic involves elements of popular and classical (elite) 

cultures  and raises  questions that  have connotations of  “class”  and the  power of  the 

entertainment industry.  The distinction between what is popular and what is classical is 

never  completely  clear,  therefore  the  task  of  classification  becomes  quite  complex. 

Although the popular is generally considered as related to the masses, this relationship is 

not fixed, as Stuart Hall states:

The term “popular” has very complex relations to the term “class”. We know this, 
but are often at pains to forget it. We speak of particular forms of working-class 
culture; but we use the more inclusive  term,  'popular  culture'  to  refer  to  the  
general field of enquiry.(. . .)It is also clear that there is no one-to-one relationship 
between  a  class  a  particular  cultural  form or  practice.  The  terms  'class'  and
'popular'  are  deeply  related  but  they  are  not  absolutely  interchangeable.  The
reason for that is obvious. There are no wholly separate 'cultures' paradigmatically 
attached, in a relation of historical fixity, to specific whole classes – although  
there are clearly distinct and variable  class-cultural  formations.  Class  cultures  
tend to intersect and overlap in the same field of struggle. The term 'popular'  
indicates this somewhat displaced relationship of culture to classes.19 

18. Susan  Stanford  Friedman,  Border  Talk, Hybridity,  and  Performativity,  Cultural  Theory  and 
Identity in the Spaces between Difference. Available from: “http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2002-06-07-
friedman-en.html) (accessed: February 2009).
19. Stuart  Hall,  Notes  on  Deconstructing  the  Popular. (1981)  In:  Stephen  Duncombe,  Cultural 
Resistance Reader. (London: Verso. 2002), p. 191.

http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2002-06-07-friedman-en.html
http://www.eurozine.com/articles/2002-06-07-friedman-en.html
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In the context of these “class” issues, the entertainment industry dictates much of 

what is going to be popular, that is, what is going to sell, even in jazz and classical genres. 

Colin MacCabe suggests that the power of popular culture goes beyond class distinctions 

and that the effect of hybridism in the production of audiences can't be ignored. 

What seems positive to me in the commitment to popular culture is that element 
which is determined to break with any and all of the formulations which depend 
on a high/low, elite/mass distinction. Those who isolate themselves within the  
narrow and exclusive traditions of high art, those  who  glory  in  the  simple  
popularity  of  the  popular, both  effectively ignore  the  complex way in  which  
traditions and technologies combine to produce audiences.20

Dyens  demonstrates  this  awareness  of  the  audience  and  his  predilection  for 

arranging “famous” themes, which are for him platforms for showcasing his virtuosity as 

arranger and performer, and a way of connecting to audiences. He affirms:

They [the arrangements] all should be famous pieces/themes or tunes actually. 
Why? 'Cause if not the public wouldn't be able to evaluate/judge/taste/appreciate 
the arrangement work that has been done - see what I mean? Selecting a perfectly 
unknown  theme  would  be  the  same  as  playing  an  original  composition,  no  
difference. It would "kill" the arrangement so it would be useless.  Yes  indeed,  
arrangements should be done on famous stuff in order to be effective, no doubt.21

 
German philosopher Theodor Adorno (1903-1969) is known for his defense of 

serious music and his predictions of the regression of listening, which according to him, 

is caused by music (particularly popular music) becoming a commodity, in the context of 

the cultural industry, in the first half of the 20th century. 

20. Colin MacCabe,  High Theory/Low Culture: Analysing Popular Television and Film. (New York: 
St. Martin's Press, 1986.), p. 32. 
21. Roland  Dyens,  Interview by Guilherme Vincens, July, 2009.  (For  the  complete  interview, see 
Appendix)
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In his famous essay “On the Fetish-character in Music and The Regression of 

Listening,” Adorno bashes the arrangers:  

Vulgarization and enchantment, hostile sisters, dwell together in the arrangements 
which have colonized large areas of music. (. . .) Then there is the arrangement in 
coloristic terms. They arrange whatever they get hold of, as long as the ukase  
[arbitrary command] of a famous interpreter does not forbid it. (. . .) they feel  
called on to jump around all the more unrestrainedly with cultural goods.22 

Adorno  believed  that  the  practice  of  arrangements  contributed  to  the 

impoverishment of the perception of music and that the arrangers were disrespectful to 

the composers. In his pessimistic view, he might have had a point about the power of the 

cultural industry in dictating and controlling taste, uneducating the masses and producing 

much of the artistically dead popular music that dominates today's playlists. What Adorno 

didn't perceive is the power of education that popular music has, and how the hibrids with 

popular traditions are potentially more efficient in connecting to audiences,  and often 

bringing together elements of serious music that are beyond mere academic exercise and 

entertainment music that does more than just sell. 

George Lipsitz,  in his  book entitled  “Dangerous Crossroads  –  Popular  Music, 

Postmodernism and the Poetics of Place,” presents a contemporary point of view, which 

summarizes the potential of cultural hybridism and popular culture and can used to reflect 

on Assad's and Dyen's works. He writes: 

The  dangerous  crossroads  created  constantly  within  contemporary  cultural  
production,  distribution,  and  exchange  require  neither  simple  celebration  nor  
surrender masquerading as cynical critique. Instead, we need to think through the 
promise and peril of the present situation. Faced with what Nestor Garcia Canclini 

22. Theodor Adorno, On the Fetish-character in Music and The Regression of Listening. (1938)  In: 
Stephen Duncombe, p. 286.
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astutely  identifies  as  “hibrid   transformations   generated   by  the  horizontal  
coexistence of a number   of  symbolic  systems,”   we  need  to think realistically 
about the ways in which the world's population has been divided and segmented 
into very different relationships with a centralized global economy. Moreover, we 
need to explore the potential of popular culture as a mechanism of communication 
and education, as a site for experimentation with cultural and social roles not yet 
possible in politics.”23

Assad and Dyens are certainly aware of their role as entertainers, the potential for 

education and the commercial value of their work, which brings together audiences that 

come from different backgrounds. They also seem to be aware of their position in the 

tradition and legacy of instrumentalists who expanded the repertories of their instruments, 

through transcriptions and arrangements.

23.       George Lipsitz. Dangerous Crossroads: Popular Music, Postmodernism, and the Poetics of Place. 
(London: Verso, 1994.), p.19.
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III. HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

The tradition of arranging for guitar can be traced back to the 16th century and the 

vihuela,  ancestor  of  the  modern instrument.  The innovations  presented  by  Assad and 

Dyens will be more effectively demonstrated and included in the context of this tradition. 

A selection of examples by important composers/arrangers are briefly discussed here, 

illustrating different approaches to guitar arranging in different times. 

Spanish vihuelist Luís  de Narváez (c.1500 – 1555), in his “Libros del Delphin de 

Música,” states: “My life's study has been in the practice of music: both in knowing the 

scope it holds and in the practice and arrangement of it.”24 His arrangement of Josquin 

des Prez's Mille Regretz, a very popular chanson that was a favorite of King Charles V of 

Spain, known as the Canción del Emperador is one of the pieces from the Renaissance 

which is most frequently played in modern guitar concerts. 

Figure 1.1.1 – Luís de Narváez's Canción del Emperador (measures 1-14)

24.  Luís de Narváez, Seys Libros del Delphin de Música, (1538) In: Sam Brian Dorsey, p. 40. 
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The intabulation includes the main voices of Josquin's  chanson  (shown in Figure 

1.1.2). Narváez uses open strings and fingerings that are more adequate to the execution 

of the polyphonic writing, and includes new lines that ornament the long notes. (circled in 

Figure 1.1.1) In addition to being well known solo, the arrangement is often used as the 

accompaniment of vocal performances as well. 

Figure 1.1.2- Mille Regretz (transposed for comparison) (ms 1-6)

Walter Clark raves about the arrangement: “If  Narvaez's intabulation is the only 

one  ever  played  in  concert,  that  is  because  it  is  not  only  the  most  famous  of  the 

arrangements but also the finest.”25 

25. Walter Aaron Clark, “Luys de Narváez and the intabulation tradition of Josquin's  Mille Regretz.” 
Journal of the Lute Society of America. 26-27 (1993-94), 20.
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Moving into the early 19th century, we find in the works of Mauro Giuliani (1781-

1829) another fine example of adaptation for guitar. Le Rossiniane is a set of six long 

concert pieces, in which Giuliani arranges themes from several of Rossini's (1792-1868) 

operas, indicating his admiration for Rossini and the popularity of the composer in Italy 

in his time. Each Rossiniana consists of an introduction, exposition of four or five opera 

themes, each usually followed by flashy variations and concluded a grand finale where 

the virtuosity of the guitarist is explored to create a bombastic ending to the pieces. 

As an example, in Rossiniana No. 3, opus 121 (1823) Giuliani uses five themes. In 

Oh Mattutini albori!, a Cavatina, or Duetto from the opera “La Donna del Lago” Act I, 

Giuliani maintains the harmony and rhythm in the accompaniment of the homophonic 

texture  that  supports  Rossini's  themes,  and  includes  typical  orchestral  commentary 

(circled in Figure 1.2.1).  

Figure 1.2.1 – Theme from La Donna del Lago in Rossiniana No. 3 (ms 1-10)

Questo Vecchio Malledetto from the Quintetto Oh! Guarda-te of the opera Il Turco 

in Italia is arranged including a harmonization with chromatic passing tones (A – A# – B, 

fifth measure of Figure 1.2.2), and bass movement in the end of phrases that suggests 

some independence of the accompaniment (shown in rectangles in Figure 1.2.2)
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Figure 1.2.2 – Theme from Il Turco in Italia in Rossiniana No. 3 (ms 1- 16)

In Sorte! Secondami, a Introduzione from the opera Zelmira Act I, Giuliani creates 

an interesting texture where the accompaniment in thirds is obtained with the open D 

string throughout the entire passage and the fretted notes B and C in the 6th string. (Figure 

1.2.3)  This  fingering  enables  the  execution  of  the  melody,  while  holding  the 

accompaniment which would be difficult to reach with a different fingering,  He also 

includes octaves that suggest an orchestral commentary (circled in Figure1.2.3). 

Figure 1.2.3 – Theme from Zelmira in Rossiniana No. 3 (ms 1 -16)
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In these three examples, Giuliani demonstrates his understanding of the possibilities 

of the guitar and his identification with the homophonic textures that were common in the 

early 19th century.

Catalan guitarist Miguel Llobet (1878 – 1938) was a pupil of Francisco Tárrega, 

who was himself a very important figure in this tradition of guitar adaptations. Llobet had 

an  important  role  in  the  revival  of  the  guitar  in  the  early  20th century. According to 

Edelton Gloeden: 

When we examine the production of the first two decades of this century, we notice 
that transcriptions and arrangements had an strategic position, which was the one of 
filling the gap formed by the lack of original works of importance. After the death 
of Tárrega, Llobet intensified his work in this field, becoming a great master of this 
art.”26 
 

Llobet's Canciones Catalanas, a collection of arrangements of folk melodies from 

Catalunia,  are  innovative  and  appear  as  if  written  for  the  guitar.  He  uses  more 

sophisticated harmonization and timbre effects, written with precise fingerings that make 

possible the colors that orchestrate the piece, as Gloeden writes: “The song El Mestre 

(1910) is one of the most notable of this new timbre approach inaugurated by Llobet”27 

(See Figure 1.3.1).The great Andrés Segovia demonstrated his fascination with Llobet's 

arrangement: 

And then he played El Mestre,  the most beautiful of the Catalan Songs, which  
Llobet harmonized and scored for the guitar. The effective “orchestration” of its  
tone color and its delicious dissonances play on the plaintive character of that folk 
theme, (. . .) making it one of the jewels of the guitar repertoire.28 

26. Edelton Gloeden, “O ressurgimento do violão no séc. XX: Miguel Llobet, Emilio Pujol e Andrés 
Segovia,” Master's Dissertation. (USP, São Paulo, 1996), p. 52.
27. Idid.
28. Andrés Segovia, In: Edelton Gloeden: p. 52.
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Figure 1.3.1 -  El Mestre by Miguel Llobet (ms 1 -24)

On the second exposition of the theme, in measures 24-34, Llobet uses the fourth 

string for the melody and the accompaniment on the top strings, which gives another 

sense of orchestration to the arrangement (see Figure 1.3.2). The consequent part of the 

theme is harmonized with block chords, with more movement of the bass and interesting 

inner voice movements (circled in Figure 1.3.2).
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Figure 1.3.2 – El Mestre – second exposition of the theme (ms 24 - 33).

In “El Testament D'Amelia”, another famous arrangement, besides the glissandi and 

the fingering of the singing notes on the second string, Llobet uses the harmonics (circled 

in Figure 1.3) that suggest a different orchestration of an instrumental commentary for the 

folk  melody, a  simple  and  creative  technique  that  brings  a  new  dimension  to  the 

arrangement. 

Figure 1.3.3 – El Testament D'Amelia by Miguel Llobet (ms 1-14)
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Another  important  guitarist-composer  who  did  interesting  arrangements  is  the 

Cuban Léo Brouwer (b.1939). His sense of aesthetics is closer to Assad's and Dyens', as 

we can notice in the words of François Laurent: 

This is the composer's [Brouwer's] wish: to create music that is universal, with and 
through its time, without any discrimination. To provide an exhaustive synthesis  
that brings together styles and cultures with the other arts in order to make the  
composer the active witness of his world, living at the very heart of the society he 
depicts, without any a priori and as faithfully as possible.29

Brouwer's  well  known  Canción de Cuña,  an arrangement of  Drume Negrita by 

Emílio Grenet (1908- 1941), as well as his arrangement of Ojos Brujos by Gonzalo Roig 

(1890 – 1970), were realized in 1956 and published in 1978 as  Dos temas populares 

cubanos. Brouwer uses the the themes freely, imposing his own sense of structure. In 

Canción de Cuña, he creates an interesting introduction in pizzicatos and harmonizes the 

themes  with  interesting  chords  that  are  common  in  jazz  harmonization,  such  as  the 

suspended dominant chord Asus4 (pitches: A,G,B,D) that harmonizes the entrance of the 

theme and the resolution in a D6/9 (pitches: D,A,F#,B,E). (circled in figure 1.4.1). In the 

B section of the theme, Brouwer modulates the theme to the region of F major, (later in 

the  arrangement  he  also  writes  the  theme in  A minor)  which is  contrasting  with  the 

introductory  D major  (marked  with  rectangles  in  Figure  1.4.1).  Another  interesting 

harmonization is the use of parallel fourths  which are  commonly found in modern jazz 

harmonization. (marked with triangles in Figure 1.4.1)

29. François Laurent, In:  Leo Brouwer. Oeuvres pour guitare = Guitar works = Gitarrenwerke. (Paris: 
Editions Max Eschig, 2006), p. VI.
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Figure 1.4.1 – Berceuse - Canción de Cuña,  arranged by Léo Brouwer (ms 1-28) (Max Eschig)

In  the  first  measures  of  the  arrangement  of  Ojos  Brujos,  Brouwer  includes  an 

interesting  chromatic  line  in  counterpoint  to  the  main  melody, followed  by  another 

harmonization, including dissonances that are common to the jazz language. The voicings 

of the chords Am 9/b6, with the C omitted (pitches: A,F,B,E), followed by the dominant 

E9/b6,  with  the  bass  in  A,  and  E  omitted  (pitches:  A,F#,C,G#,B),  also  create  an 
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interesting movement of parallel  tritones (circled in Figure 1.4.2),  a construction that 

demonstrates the arranger's concern with large scale connections, which can be related to 

the parallel fourths of the arrangement of Canción de Cuña, 

Figure 1.4.2 – Ojos Brujos by Léo Brouwer (Max Eschig)

Brouwer's virtuosity as a composer/arranger is noticed in these simple arrangements 

which aren't as demanding as Assad's and Dyens', instrumentally, but are very similar in 

the way they structure and often re-compose the original source. According to Laurent:

In these remarkable “re-compositions,” Brouwer does not confine himself to mere 
harmonizations of the mere original melodies: the intimate character and intrinsic 
personality  of  the  work are  both  laid.  The composer, by adding introductions,  
developments and conclusions, structures these different pieces so as to produce his 
own vision. The suppleness of his style, at once vigorous and refined, underlines  
with admirable precision both strength and fragility, dance and sleep, nonchalance 
and profundity. The intuitive and sensorial approach that Brouwer brings to his  
musical creativity, just like his tactile relationship to instrumental gesture, receive  
remarkable illumination in these arrangements.30 

30. François Laurent, In:  Leo Brouwer, p.VII.
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In  summary, the  examples  of  this  tradition  of  adaptations  shown  here  present 

different types of texture, such as the early polyphonic writing we find in Narváez, and 

the homophony of Giuliani. The harmonization, orchestration and exploration of timbre 

of Llobet, and the reharmonization and re-composition observed in Brouwer's adaptations 

are examples of practices that are closer in style to Assad and Dyens. These examples 

also  demonstrate  the  arrangers'  understanding  and  exploration  of  the  fingerboard 

geography  and  its  possibilities,  and  impossibilities.  A  common  thread  in  these 

arrangements is that, despite being adaptations of works from other mediums, they appear 

to be originally written for the guitar. Because the arrangers  are in fact also composers, 

Assad and Dyens explore all these elements in different passages in their arrangements. 

Because of their training as classical guitarists, they had close contact with the work of 

these  and  other  important  musicians,  absorbed  the  techniques  used  by  them,  and 

incorporated innovations that will  be demonstrated next, in the context of  popular  jazz-

influenced Latin American works and jazz standards.
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IV.  THE ARRANGEMENTS OF SÉRGIO ASSAD 

A. Introduction 

Sérgio Assad and his brother Odair are widely recognized and revered as one of the 

finest guitar duos in the history of the instrument. In addition to performing with the duo, 

Sérgio  Assad's  work  as  arranger  and  composer  has  been  gaining  recognition  from 

luminaries of the classical music world, such as cellist Yo-Yo Ma and violinist Nadja 

Salerno-Sonnenberg, who both have recorded compositions and arrangements by Assad, 

and  performed with  the  Assad  duo.  As  teenagers  in  Brazil,  the  Assads  studied  with 

Segovia's pupil, Monina Távora, who also taught the famous Abreu duo. In 2008, Assad 

won the Latin Grammy for best contemporary classical composition for his Tahhiyya Li 

Ossoulina  for  two  guitars.  Despite  having  a  busy  performing  and  teaching  schedule 

(Assad is a Professor of guitar at the San Francisco Conservatory), Sérgio Assad has been 

enriching the guitar repertoire with important solo pieces such as his Aquarelle, dedicated 

to Grammy-award-winner David Russell, as well as other compositions and arrangements 

for solo guitar or duo. 

According to Marc Teicholz, in an interview for NPR (National Public Radio): 

Sérgio remembers when their father, an amateur mandolin player, used to take them 
out at night serenading. [Sérgio Assad states:] “My father was used to play for his 
friends and he would bring us. We started a night life very early - you know, I was 
13 or something, 12.  And he used to promise us to give us chocolate. He says,  I  
give you chocolate if you stay awake, okay?” These are the kinds of rhythms and 
melodies that the brothers  grew up hearing. Latin American music used to be all  
they played. But, as the Assads became interested in other composers, Sérgio began 
transcribing pieces for the guitar from music written for other instruments.31

31. Marc Teicholz, interview for NPR, available from:(http://indra.com/~jkenyon/ad_npr_931224.html 
Assad Brothers One of World's Most Accomplished Duos., Morning Edition (NPR), 12-24-1993) 
(Accessed March, 2009).
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In a review of Alieksey Vianna's recording of Assad's compositions32, Rings writes 

for the American Record Guide, summarizing Assad's style: 

Assad’s compositions are in the tradition of Brazilian composers like Hermeto  
Pascoal  and  Egberto  Gismonti—”crossover”  composers  whose  works  move  
effortlessly from the  popular  to  the  learned,  from the  esoteric  to  the  familiar.  
In  Assad’s pieces,  as  in  many  by  Pascoal  and  Gismonti,  tense,  “modernist”  
ostinatos fluidly give way to beguiling popular Brazilian idioms. The effect isn’t  
one  of  juxtaposing  opposites—this  is  a  remarkably  consistent  and  coherent  
musical language—but rather of a highly refined sensitivity to tension and release. 
I suspect that this aesthetic comes from Brazilian popular music itself.33

Indeed, Latin American music (especially genres of Brazilian popular music, such 

as Samba, Baião, Choro, Bossa Nova and MPB) has been the main influence in Assad's 

compositions and arrangements. Besides Gismonti and Hermeto Pascoal, who represent 

the influence of contemporary Brazilian jazz, Assad's biggest influences come from the 

Choro style he learned as a teenager and still performs in concerts with his Brother; and 

the music of the French impressionists, Heitor Villa-Lobos and Antonio Carlos Jobim, as 

we can see in his series of homages entitled Jobinianas, where Assad uses fragments of 

themes and typical harmonies and modulations used by Jobim.

Sérgio Assad has also been influenced by the works of Argentinian composer Ástor 

Piazzolla, as we can see in his statement:

I discovered Piazzolla’s music in the 1970s and really loved it. It was new and it  
had every element of good music to me. But there were no scores, so I began  
arranging his music myself for my brother and I to play. I listened to the records 
over and over again. Then we were in Paris in 1983, and we first saw Piazzolla  
perform live. After the concert we went to a party for him at a restaurant, and we 
played some of our arrangements of his music. He was so excited that night, 
clapping  his  hands  and  laughing.  He told  us that  he would write a piece for us. 

32. Sérgio Assad and Aliéksey Vianna,  Aliéksey Vianna plays Sérgio Assad Solo Guitar Works. (San 
Francisco, CA: GSP Recordings, 2005).
33. Rings, Review for the American Record Guide, (July/August 2005).

http://indra.com/~jkenyon/ad_npr_931224.html
http://indra.com/~jkenyon/ad_npr_931224.html
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A couple of months later he gave us  Tango Suite — he literally went home and  
wrote it for us! We learned the piece quickly and played it first in Liege, Belgium, 
in January of 1994, with Piazzolla in the audience. By April 1994 we got a contract 
with Nonesuch [recording label]  because Bob Hurwitz (the label’s head) heard 
Tango Suite.  It  was the Piazzolla Effect. We got to collaborate with Yo-Yo Ma  
because he heard Tango Suite. We owe a great deal to the Piazzolla Effect.34 

Piazzolla's musical style features the same type of aesthetics found in the works of 

Hermeto Pascoal, Gismonti, Jobim and many  Choro composers, which is based on the 

hybridism between structured forms from classical,  contemporary and jazz music and 

folk  rhythms,  melodies  and idioms from the  popular  music  of  their  cultures.  In  this 

context  of  hybridism,  the  influence  of  jazz  can  be  identified  in  the  harmony  and 

improvisation models found in many works by Piazzolla, including his celebrated Cuatro 

Estaciones Porteñas,  which was performed often by Piazzolla and his  Quinteto Tango 

Nuevo, and has been the source of numerous instrumental adaptations, including the solo 

guitar. 

Assad's work as arranger consists mostly of a large number of pieces for guitar duo, 

ranging from baroque music to works by Gershwin, Villa-Lobos and Alberto Ginastera, 

and  many  others.  His  arrangements  for  solo  guitar  aren't  as  numerous  but  are  very 

significant as Dyens states:

One of the best arrangements ever made, in my opinion, is  Las 4 Estaciones of  
Piazzolla by  Sérgio Assad.  Just  perfect.  A great  arrangement  (for  solo  guitar)  
should speak about music only. Then make the guitar stay "behind" somehow, at its 
service. Not hidden. Just discretely behind.35

34. Sergio Assad,  Interviewed by Brian Gleeson.  Available from: http://www.sfcv.org/content/sergio-
assad  (accessed on July, 11, 2009) April 2009.

35. Roland Dyens, Interviewed by Guilherme Vincens, July, 2009.(For  the  complete  interview,  see 
Appendix)
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Selected  passages  of  Assad's  arrangements  of  Verano (Summer)  and  Invierno 

(Winter) from Las Cuatro Estaciones Porteñas (The Four Seasons of Buenos Aires) will 

be compared to Piazzolla's performance with his Quinteto Tango Nuevo and to versions 

by guitarists of the Rio de la Plata (river dividing Argentina and Uruguay) region. These 

comparisons will  demonstrate the innovative techniques and approach that have made 

Assad's version of Las Estaciones Porteñas so popular since they were published in 1995. 

In Fact, artists'  programs of guitar festivals and competitions demonstrate that Assad's 

version  of  the  Estaciones  are  featured  far  more  than  the  Cinco  Piezas for  guitar, 

Piazzolla's original composition written for the instrument.

B. Verano Porteño

Assad's intention was to recreate the essence of the live performance recorded in 

1984 by Piazzolla's  Quinteto Tango Nuevo in the CD entitled “The Vienna Concert.”36 

The most interesting characteristic of this arrangement is the polyphonic texture created 

by Assad, which is obtained by the constant motion of the bass line; an adaptation rather 

than a precise transcription of the quintet's bass part (see Figure 2.1). Assad's bass line 

holds the harmony together, leaving room for the other voices (shown in Figure 2.2). 

Assad also includes notes (descending E-B-A/E-B-G#) that are not in the original source 

but are used to reinforce the harmony and to help thicken the texture, while maintaining 

the motivic E- F dyad and the top melodic line (measures 5 – 8, in Figure  2.2). 

36. Astor Piazzolla, The Vienna Concert. (Cambridge, MA: Messidor, 1991). (CD recording)
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Figure 2.1 –  Sérgio Assad's adaptation of the quintet's bass line (transcription by Vincens from the CD)

Figure 2.2  – Verano Porteño arranged by Assad (ms 1-13) - Constant motion of the bass, harmony fillings, 
exposition of main theme and “minor second” effect (circled) (Gendai Guitar Co.)
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In Piazzolla's original performance with the quintet, the arriving C (and later B) of 

the main theme of the piece, is played forte by the bandoneón (accordion-like instrument, 

typical of Argentinian tango) and the violin in an expressive and dissonant melodic peak 

that lasts for the entire measure, followed by the descending glissandi (See Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.3  – Verano Porteño's theme from Piazzolla's quintet (transcription by Vincens from the CD)

Obviously,  the  guitar  can't  effectively  sustain  the  notes  or  the  glissandi, and 

articulate the bass and harmonic lines at the same time. Assad adds an effect (circled in 

Figure  2.2,  previous  page)  using a  minor  second (G#/A) in  an  attempt  to  create  the 

illusion of sustain, by allowing the listener's ears to connect the C to the G#/A, as if the C 
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had descended in a glissando, which also suggests the dissonant and expressive character 

of the original performance,  including the commentary by the electric guitar and piano. 

(See m. 2 of Figure 2.3)

Uruguayan  guitarist  Agustín  Carlevaro  (a  performer  of  tangos  and  brother  to 

renown classical guitarist Abel Carlevaro), although from the  Rio de la Plata region of 

tangueros,   presents  a  different  version  (Figure  2.4),  in  which  the  texture  is  not  as 

effective in  translating Piazzolla's  tango nuevo.  Instead   of   the   constant   motion, 

Carlevaro  uses  variations  on  the   habanera   rhythm  (♩.  )♪♩♩  which, despite 

being strongly related to the roots of the tango37 and used in the slower sections of Verano 

Porteño, is not Piazzolla's option for the first section of the piece. Also, the bass motion 

stops when the theme is exposed (measures 14-16, last system of Figure 2.4).

Figure 2.4 – Verano Porteño arranged by Agustín Carlevaro (ms. 1- 16) ( Editorial Lagos)

37. “The is little doubt that the internationally known tango – the foremost Argentine and Uruguayan 
urban popular song and dance – is related to the Cuban Contradanza, habanera and Cuban tango. In Brazil 
as well as in the Rio de la Plata area, “tango” was the name given to the habanera itself during the latter 
part of the 19th century.” Gerard Béhague, “Tango” (Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online.)  Available 
from: http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/ (accessed Feb 16th, 2009). 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/
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In the arrangement by Baltazar Benítez, from Uruguay - yet another native to the 

region - the theme is exposed on top of a long bass note (Figure 2.5). The arranger adds 

movement and some harmonic fillings, in the second measure, which creates an effect of 

stillness followed by abrupt motion, that is not present in the constant drive of Piazzolla's 

first section of Verano Porteño, as shown by the motion of the quintet's bass line (Figures 

2.1 and 2.2), which is in fact doubled by the piano in the “Vienna Concert” CD recording, 

making it very prominent and therefore a priority.

 Figure 2.5 – theme from Verano Porteño, from Baltazar Benítez's arrangement (Chanterelle)

Another example of the effect of Assad's constant motion of the bass is observed in 

this  transition  to  the  recapitulation  of  the  theme  (Figure  2.6).  Assad  maintains  the 

harmony through the arpeggiation of the chord tones, while stating the theme in a typical 

Piazzollean  harmonic  sequence  (Dm7  /  G7  /  Cmaj7  /  F7  /  Bm7(b5)  /  E7(alt))  and 

harmonizing the  commentary in fourths  (circled  in  Figure  2.6).  Assad stops  the  bass 

motion in an strategic point when he chooses to move the theme up (marked in a triangle 

in Figure 2.6), retaking the motion in the dominant E, where he includes dissonant high 

notes (marked with a rectangle in Figure 2.6) that are similar to the piano part in the 

recording by Piazzolla's quintet.

In the same passage, Benítez uses the rasgueado where Assad uses the arpeggiation 

of the chords (circled in Figure 2.7). The absence of the bass line and the harmonization 
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of the commentary results in an emptier texture. Also, the fact that the last statement of 

the theme before the dominant is  on a lower register and that there  is a  fermata on the 

dominant chord, makes the passage not as effective in terms of tension and release as 

Assad's version, which has the repeated E basses and the typical Piazzollean chromatic 

line connecting to the next section (compare last measures of Figures 2.6 and 2.7).

Figure 2.6 – transition and sequence from Assad's arrangement of Verano Porteño (Gendai Guitar Co.)

Figure 2.7 –  transition and sequence from Benítez's arrangement of Verano Porteño (Gendai Guitar Co.)
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In the slower section of Verano Porteño, Assad maintains the phrasing of Piazzolla's 

bandoneón solo in counterpoint to a very well written bass line that features a variation 

on the syncopated habanera rhythm (Figure 2.8), which is a good choice for contrast with 

the obsessive quality of the walking bass line of the faster sections. In the concluding 

measures of this section, Assad includes a scale with a harp-like effect obtained with the 

use  a  combination  of  fretted  notes,  open  strings,  and  harmonics,   maintaining  the 

maximum possible  resonance  of  the  notes  (circled  in  Figure  2.8).  This  cross-string 

(campanella) fingering is typical of Assad's writing in many of his compositions as well.

Figure 2.8 – Slow Section of Verano Porteño arranged by Assad (Gendai Guitar Co.)
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In comparison to Carlevaro's version (Figure 2.9), Assad keeps a more constant 

movement of the syncopated rhythm of the bass along with the ornamentations of the 

main  melody. Carlevaro  writes  the  section  in  D  minor,  which  makes  sense  in  his 

harmonic scheme, as he later returns to A minor to finish to piece.

Figure 2.9 –  Slow Section of Verano Porteño arranged by Agustín Carlevaro (Editorial Lagos)

In a transition to the concluding section, Assad creates a texture with the theme 

from the slower section, a bass line with long notes and a new middle line (marked with a 

rectangle in Figure 2.10), not present in the original performance by the quintet but that 

conducts the harmony to the region of C minor, which is  the key Piazzolla finishes his 

version. This final section in C minor (Figure 2.10) is absent from the arrangements of 

Carlevaro  and  Benítez,  both  finishing  in  A minor. Assad  recreates  the  apotheosis  of 

Piazzolla's Quintet (last 45 seconds in the recording) by the constant motion in glissandi 

between C and G, on the sixth string,  rasgueados, concluding with percussion (notated 

with a graph) and the final statement of the theme. The incredible effect of this section is 

both  auditory  and  visual,  since  the  left  hand  is  rapidly  moving  up  and  down  the 

fingerboard in order to realize the texture, resulting in the climax of the arrangement.
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Figure 2.10 – Verano Porteño arranged by Assad,  concluding section (Gendai Guitar Co.)

While the glissandi are being realized, Assad writes an unusual fingering for the 

theme, which has its notes spread out in different regions and strings, because of the 
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constant shifts of the left hand (circled in Figure 2.10). Another interesting technique is 

the use of the open string G ringing throughout the entire passage, which makes the 

texture legato, despite the shifts.

The recording by Piazzolla's quintet lasts 6 minutes and 47 seconds, while Assad's 

version  lasts  about  4  minutes.  Obviously, there  is  a  number  of  repetitions  and  even 

modulations that are not present in the arrangement. However, Assad captures the essence 

of the work and includes more details than any of the previous attempts. His approach in 

this arrangement has many elements that are simplified and recomposed, although his 

choice  for  the  conclusion  emulates  Piazzolla's  performance  quite  thoroughly.  The 

comparisons shown here are not intended to diminish Carlevaro's and Benítez's excellent 

arrangements but to demonstrate Assad's ingenuity in creating polyphonic textures that 

are closer to the source and to the style, and that circumvent the limitations of the guitar.

C. Invierno Porteño

In Verano Porteño, Assad chooses to reduce the repetitions of sections and omits 

structural details, such as modulations and improvisations that are interesting in a quintet 

format but would make a solo guitar arrangement drag in lack of excitement. On the other 

hand, in Invierno Porteño, the form is very clear, with great variety of texture, tempi, keys 

and mood between sections.  This  variety of  contrasting  sections  is  found in most  of 

Piazzolla's works (e.g. Tango Suite, for two guitars or La História del Tango, for flute and 

guitar) and enables Assad to reproduce the form of the performance by the quintet the 

piece almost identically, without  sounding uninteresting.  A chart  including the all  the 

sections, transitions and other relevant events in the recording is shown in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1 – Form of Piazzolla's version of Invierno Porteño as recorded in the CD “The Vienna 
Concert.”

time main melodic 
instrument 

bass/
accompaniment

themes key tempo overall 
form 

0:00 bandoneón walking bass  A F# min lento section 1

0:27 violin/elec.guitar walking bass B mod. accel.

0:41 piano improv. - - dom free

1:07 piano bass w/ long notes A F# min lento

1:50 piano accent/long notes - G dom movido section 2

1:55 piano/bandoneón staccato accents - G dom movido

2:14 piano bandoneón habanera/longer - G min rit. transition 

2:26 violin static bass A G min lento section 3

2:58 violin habanera B mod slower

3:37 violin habanera A Amin lento

4:01 violin habanera A mod rubato transition

4:17 violin staccato in 8th notes - Eb maj calmo section 4

4:26 violin/bandoneón staccato in 8th notes A C min accel.

4:40 bandoneón fast  habanera B mod movido

4:51 bandoneón desc. chrom. chords - mod rall transition 

5:04 bandoneón improv. walking bass A A min lento section 5

5:20 electric guitar (gliss) w.b/rhythmic 16th - A min lento

5:31 bandoneón bass w long notes mod rall transition 

5:46 bandoneón bass alla canon in D C Eb maj lento section 6

6:08 electric guitar bass alla canon in D C Eb maj lento

6:19 violin longer notes bass alla canon in D C Eb maj lento

6:32 pizzicatos violin/piano bass alla canon in D C Eb maj lento

6:55 piano C cadence rall

7:08 end

 

min = minor / maj = major / dom = dominant / mod = modulation / 
canon in D = famous canon by Pachelbel
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Theme A is  shown in  Figure  3.2  in  the  introductory  key  of  F#  minor, being 

harmonized by the walking bass and harmonic fillings that keep the texture thicker.

Figure 3.2 – Theme A from Piazzolla's Invierno Porteño (Gendai Guitar Co.)

The very rhythmic theme B (shown in rectangles in Figure 3.3) is structured on 

the descending harmony based on 13th chords resolving down. (Cm7/9(b13)(dominant) to 

B diminished (added 13), Bb diminished(#5) to A minor (13), E major/bass in G#, G 

diminished (added 13) , D major/bass in F# to E#m7/9(b13) (dominant)). This section is 

used later for modulation and although Piazzolla keeps the walking bass in this passage, 

Assad chooses to use the syncopated rhythm for the bass, in contrast with  the  previous 

section. 

 Next to this section, in the dominant region of F# minor, Piazzolla's pianist does a 

cadenza that connects to the restatement of theme A. The first fast gestures of the piano 

improvisation are included in Assad's arrangement, literally. Next,  Assad suggests the 

figurations and harmonic material  used by the  pianist  more loosely, and in a  shorter 

version, but with the same character and function. Assad includes the indication ad lib, 

showing the improvisatory character of the passage. (Shown in the the third and fourth 

systems of Figure 3.3).
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Figure 3.3 – Theme B and Piano Improvisation from Invierno Porteño (Gendai Guitar Co.)

In Carlevaro's arrangement of the piece (Figure 3.4), in A minor, the texture is 

much thinner than Assad's arrangement, and the whole piano improvisation section is 

substituted by a few connecting notes (circled in Figure 3.4). It appears that Carlevaro 

wasn't  as equally concerned to include details of Piazzolla's  quintet  performance.  His 

version  seems  oversimplified  in  comparison  to  Assad's  version.  Perhaps  that  was 

Carlevaro's  intent,  a  simpler,  more  accessible  version.  In  theme  B,  we  notice  that 

Carlevaro's basses are repetitive and static (shown in squares in Figure 3.4), while Assad 

creates a better effect that is not significantly more difficult to play, by simply introducing 

more movement and a different and syncopated rhythm (shown in squares in Figure 3.3).
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Figure 3.4 – Agustín Carlevaro's arrangement of Piazzolla's Invierno Porteño (Editorial Lagos)

Assad's arrangement is  particularly successful in part because of  the  variety that 

he brings to the guitar, by  following the textures and keys of the original performance. 

The keys of  F# minor and Eb major are seldom seen in the repertory. A chart comparing 

these different textures and keys is shown in Figure 3.5. It is interesting that Assad also 

suggests a different register for the main melodic instrument, choosing the high register 

for the bandoneón and piano (see textures 1, 2 and 6 in  Figure 3.5); the mid register for 

the violin (textures 3 and 4 in Figure 3.5) and the highest for the bandoneón and violin 

together (texture 5 in Figure 3.5). 
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Figure 3.5 – Main theme (Theme A) of Invierno Porteño in different textures by Assad (Gendai Guitar Co.)

1
theme played by bandoneón

 walking bass
F# minor 

2
theme played by piano

long notes on bass
accompaniment by arpeggiation in mid register

F# minor

3
theme played on violin (mid register)

repetitive (static) bass
accompaniment on top

G minor

4
theme played on violin (mid register)

habanera rhythm on bass
accompaniment on top in deciso character

A minor

5
theme played by bandoneón and violin

habanera rhythm on bass
staccato accompaniment in mid register

C minor

6
theme played by bandoneón with ornamentation

ornamented walking bass line
A minor

In  Piazzolla's  original  performance,  the  last  section  where  theme  A is  stated 

(texture 6 in Figure 3.5) is done by keeping the harmony of theme A but the bandoneón 

does free and intense improvisations instead of the actual theme. This is the section with 

most discrepancies from the original, since Assad chooses to restate the theme with a few 

ornamentations (see Figure 3.6). Perhaps Assad chose the less busy theme A instead of a 

literal transcription of the bandoneón improvisation because he could include events of 
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the accompaniment and not worry about holding a complex melody. By doing so, he 

includes details such as a glissando and a strummed accompaniment intervention done by 

the electric guitar (circled in Figure 3.6). The melodic lines around this intervention by 

the electric guitar are partly derived from the original bandoneón improvisation. This was 

Assad's  creative  and  innovative  way  of  including  more  details  from  the  original 

performance, since it would be impossible to do all the parts at the same time.

Figure 3.6 – Last statement of Theme A in Invierno, events in the accompaniment (Gendai Guitar Co.)
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Piazzolla concludes his piece with a  passacaglia-like section based on variations on a 

harmony  that  is  very  similar  to  the  famous  canon  by  Pachelbel,  which  features  a 

harmonic sequence that is often found in many contemporary popular songs and is used 

by the melodic instruments for variations. Assad makes this section shorter by reducing 

the  number  of  repetitions  but  transcribes  some of  the  more  remarkable  lines  by  the 

bandoneón (first measures of Figure 3.7) and electric guitar (in squares in Figure 3.7) and 

concludes the piece with the harmonics that suggest the final pizzicato section. The final 

cadence done by the piano is transcribed almost literally (circled in Figure 3.7).

Figure 3.7 – Last section in Eb major, harmony similar to Pachelbel's canon in D (Gendai Guitar Co.)

Assad's arrangement emulates all the sections from Piazzolla's quintet recording, 

in the same keys,  as  opposed to Carlevaro who transposes his arrangement  from the 
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original F# minor to the “guitarist-friendly” A minor and omits sections. Assad includes 

the modulations, transitions, textures, the improvisation by the piano, the instrumental 

interventions  by  the  electric  guitar  and  the  ending  in  pizzicatos.  The  arrangement 

functions almost like a piano reduction of the quintet's performance; Assad's approach is 

closer  to  a  literal  transcription,  except  for  a  few repetitions  on  the  transitions  and 

improvisations that are omitted.

The arrangements of Verano and Invieno Porteño are fine examples of adaptations 

that  are  made  possible  by  Assad's  skills  as  a  composer, which  come from his  solid 

knowledge  of  counterpoint  and  composition,  an  incredible  familiarity  with  fretboard 

harmony  and  a  deep  understanding  of  the  rhythmic,  harmonic  and  improvisational 

practices that come from his experience with popular styles, which seem to be the guiding 

force in his process of choosing the most important  events to include and what to omit 

from his arrangements. Interestingly, Assad (who is a Brazilian), presents  arrangements 

that are closer to Piazzolla's style than the two compared arrangers from the Rio de la 

Plata region, from where the composer is also a native. 
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V. THE ARRANGEMENTS OF ROLAND DYENS

A. Introduction 

French guitarist Roland Dyens (b.1955 in Tunisia) has a distinctive position in the 

contemporary guitar  world.  His  busy concert  schedule doesn't  prevent  him from also 

composing, arranging and teaching at a very high level. He currently holds the position of 

professor of guitar at the Paris Conservatory and has published an impressive number of 

compositions and arrangements for guitar  -  over  50 compositions for solo guitar  and 

guitar with ensemble, plus the various arrangements, including 26 French songs, 13 jazz 

standards, and famous classical pieces such as Ravel's Pavane pour une infante defunte 

and Villa-lobos' Aria from Bachianas Brasileiras no. 5. His musical style and aesthetical 

sense are a combination of elements from diverse worlds. Dyens says:

My basic ideas on music have been corroborated by the way Brazilian musicians 
organize their concert life. There is no musical frontier, they all participate in all 
kinds of classical or popular music.(. . .) I try to present my concerts in the same 
spirit, mixing music that I like with only one guideline: quality, not history.38

In his recent dissertation about the various homages composed by Dyens, Sean 

Beavers describes the guitarist's main influences and current prominence:

To Dyens,  composition and performance are linked.  He views  himself  in the  
tradition of guitarist-composers such as Fernando Sor and Mauro Giuliani.  Dyens 
excels  among guitarist-composers living at  the  beginning of  the  Twenty-First  
Century.  Other  prominent  contemporary  guitarist-composers  include  Andrew  
York, Nikita Koshkin, and Francis Kleynjans.  Dyens is outstanding in his ability 
to  maintain  a  high  level  of  quality  and  a  prolific  output  in  composition,
arrangement, and     performance.  His  style  is  flexible  and  eclectic.  His  most 

38. Roland Dyens, In: Michelle Birch, “Jazz Mind and Classical Hands - Roland Dyens and his Style 
of Arranging and Performing.” (2005)  Available from http://www.rolanddyens.com (accessed on January 
15 2007), p.9.

http://www.rolanddyens.com/
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important influences include  European  art  music,  French  popular  songs,  
American jazz, and South American jazz and popular styles. Dyens’ forms are  
often drawn from popular music, his harmonies from jazz.39

When asked to talk  about differences and similarities  between his work as  an 

arranger and his work as a composer, Dyens gives an interesting insight on his sense of 

responsibility when composing and freedom when arranging. He says: 

Being  an  arranger  is  being  a  designer  or  a  cuisinier (cook)  where  being  a  
composer is being an architect. I have fun when arranging where I "suffer" when 
composing. When you start writing an arrangement, the "basements of the house" 
are already made. Then you just have to decorate the house in a very personal,  
original and creative way. But the basements are made and it's not nothing. When 
you start a composition it's like having an appointment with emptiness, vacuity, 
blank page and c/o. Too much freedom in a way.  And the thing is I love limits in 
music. Just to push them away as far as possible. Limits are freedom actually.40

His arrangements of jazz standards were first elaborated for his CD entitled Night  

and Day, recorded in 2002. In other arrangements, such as some of the French songs, 

Dyens tried to emulated or recreate the sound of a particular recording, similarly to Assad 

in Las Estaciones Porteñas, or a particular score, as in his arrangements of piano music 

by  Ravel  or  Chopin.  His  approach  for  the  jazz  standards  was  more  compositional, 

including entire sections that were newly composed/improvised based on the harmony of 

the themes arranged. When  asked  about  the  source  for  his  jazz  arrangements,  Dyens 

states:

I started all 10 arrangements (13 actually but I recorded only 10 of them) from the 
Real Book. I just needed the "real" melodies in their simplest expression actually, 
among multiple reasons just not to get influenced by "historic" great versions of 

39. Sean Beavers,  “Homage in the Solo Guitar Music of Roland Dyens” (DMA diss., Florida State 
University, 2006), p.30.
40. Roland Dyens, interview by Guilherme Vincens, July 2009. (complete interview in Appendix).
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them. My source was THE original source in fact. Then I "cooked" them in my 
pessoal RD molho [secret Roland Dyens sauce].41

Interestingly, Dyens didn't prepare the scores for the arrangements to be published 

at the time of the recording, perhaps because he knew the amount of details that such 

scores would contain. He had to rewrite them for publication a few years after the CD 

was recorded, by request of guitarists worldwide. Basically, he had to transcribe his own 

recordings, including many details in timbre, dynamics, articulation, extended techniques 

and effects. About this process, he states:

It was a fearful task for several reasons, but mainly because of the all-pervading 
difficulty of transcribing any popular music (such as jazz, for instance) with music 
notation as the only “official” tool to work with. Although music notation is a fine 
one-size-fits-all language for dealing with sounds and rhythms, and can handle  
many situations, I soon came up against its limits and had to take the odd detour 
in order to get closer to the music that cannot be written down.42

In fact, the detailed music notation in his arrangements demonstrate the obsession 

with getting closer to his own intricate conceptualization about the sound registered in the 

recording  of  the  arrangements,  as  it  will  be  shown  in  examples  from  two  jazz 

arrangements: "Misty" by Errol Garner and "All The Things You Are" by Jerome Kern.

B. "Misty" 

Dyens'  starting  point  for  the  arrangement  was  the Real  Book  version,  which 

contains the melody and harmony of the theme in its simplest form. (see Figure 4.1). 

Many classical guitarists would probably arrange the theme in either D or E major, keys 

much  more   suitable  for  the  guitar in  its  standard tuning.  Dyens  chooses to  keep the 

41. Roland Dyens, interview by Guilherme Vincens, July, 2009. (complete interview in Appendix)
42. Roland Dyens, Night & Day: 10 Jazz Arrangements for Solo Guitar. (San Francisco: Guitar Solo 
Publications, 2005), p.3.
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original key, as he does in most of his arrangements, and uses the unusual scordatura of 

tuning the low E string to Eb, which is found in his arrangements of jazz standards that 

are in the keys of Eb, Bb, or Ab (and its minor relatives). His use of  scordatura (retuning 

of open strings), “which "enlarge" things in general,”43 enables a different resonance of 

the instrument, and is a trademark of his arrangements and compositions. Besides the Eb 

scordatura (rarely  seen,  other  examples  found  in  Equinox by  Toru Takemitsu and 

Canticum by  Léo  Brouwer),  Dyens  also  uses  the  fifth  string  from A to  B  (in  his 

composition Songe Capricorne, and his arrangement of Alfonsina y el Mar), and low E to 

C or B, and other types of retuning, which is a common practice among guitar-composers.

 Many  of  the  jazz  standards  we  know now, were  originally  part  of  musical 

comedies of the 40's and 50's, when it was common for the songs to  “open with a verse, 

as a sort of gentle prelude, (now falling into disuse).”44 Dyens made a point of bringing 

this  practice  back  to  life.  All  his  jazz  arrangements  open  with  this  type  of  short 

introduction. Dyens' introduction for "Misty", is based on the melodic contour (Incipit - 

descending notes Bb, G, D) and rhythm of the opening theme (See Figure 4.1 for theme 

and  4.2  for  Dyens'  introduction).  Harmonically, Dyens  starts  with  an  Am7(b5)  and 

gradually conduces the harmony to the final Fb7(b5), which is a dominant of Ebmaj7, 

where the theme starts. In the first measures of this introduction, we can see the detailed 

notation used by Dyens. 

43. Roland  Dyens,  interview by Guilherme Vincens, July, 2009.  (For  the  complete  interview, see 
Appendix)
44. Roland Dyens, Night & Day: 10 Jazz Arrangements for Solo Guitar. (San Francisco: Guitar Solo 
Publications, 2005), p.3.
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The  second  measure  (circled  in  Figure  4.2)  is  a  good  example,  it  shows  the 

indication “plp.” indicating that the bass note should be played with the flesh (pulp) of the 

right  hand thumb, which gives a  warmer, fuller  sound that  is  closer  in timbre to the 

double  bass,  and  is  often  used  by  Dyens  in  his  performances,  compositions  and 

arrangements. In the second half of this measure, we see the accompaniment in eight 

notes against  the triplets  of the melodic line with the indications of  crescendo,  poco, 

decrescendo,  rit.  molto,  lentissimo and  portamento to the next  measure.  This  detailed 

notation found in the entire arrangement is not a mere demand by Dyens, but rather a 

precise description of the way he recorded it.

Figure 4.1 – "Misty" form the Real Book
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Figure 4.2 – Introduction of "Misty" by Dyens (GSP Publications)

Dyen's  exploration  of  counterpoint  is  shown in  the  texture  he  creates  for  the 

theme, where the accompaniment includes an imitation of the incipit (first three notes) of 

the  theme  (circled  in  Figure  4.3).  For  the  repeated  Cs  of  the  theme,  he  writes  an 

accompaniment  (in  square  in  Figure  4.3)  with  an  ascending  arpeggio  that  sounds 

independent from the melody.
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Figure 4.3 – Theme from "Misty" arranged by Dyens (GSP Publications)

The  imitation  with  the  incipit  (first  three  notes)  of  the  theme  is  explored 

throughout the arrangement, in different textures and registers, including high artificial 

harmonics.  In Figure 4.4.1,  another imitation is  added to the second statement of the 

theme, in harmonics (circled in Figure 4.4.1). Later in the arrangement, in an “improvised 

section”, Dyens restates the incipit of the theme 4 times (circled in Figure 4.4.2) against 

his melodic line.  He also uses the imitations to conclude his arrangement  (circled in 

Figure 4.4.3), with the indication of slow, light and regular bending of the last D. 
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Figure 4.4.1 – Theme and imitations of the incipit of the theme of "Misty" by Dyens (GSP Publications)

Figure 4.4.2 – Incipits of the theme in “improvisation” in "Misty" arranged by Dyens (GSP Publications)

Figure 4.4.3 – Last measures of "Misty" arranged by Dyens, incipts of the theme (GSP Publications)

Figure  4.5  shows the  first  composed  improvisation  of  the  arrangement  which 

includes a variety of articulations, textures created by harmonics mixed with with regular 

notes, ornamentations, and typical guitaristic techniques, marked with a combination of 

the  right  hand  fingers  p,  i,  m,  and  a.  This  technique  makes  extremely  fast  passages 

possible.
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Figure 4.5 – Written improvisation on "Misty" arranged by Dyens (GSP Publications)
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In  jazz  improvisation,  a  common  practice  is  what  jazz  guitarists  call  chord 

soloing, which is  the use of jazz harmonies in blocks,  sometimes including the main 

theme, sometimes not. Figure 4.6 shows an example by jazz guitar virtuoso Joe Pass, 

including the jazz chord symbols and the voicing of the chords he is playing. The chord 

solos are one way jazz guitarists create solos that are independent from accompaniments, 

in a self-sufficient way. A different type self-sufficiency is  easily  observed in Dyens' 

arrangements, since they explore the polyphonic possibilities of the classical guitar  to a 

greater level of complexity.

Figure 4.6 – Chord Solo on "Misty" by Joe Pass  (Alfred Pub. Co.)
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By comparing Joe Pass' solo with Dyens' written improvisation, we notice that the 

complexity of Dyens' textures may make his arrangement look unauthentic in relation to 

the practices of jazz guitarists. In relation to that, Dyens states:

It's the same language to me since rhythm is rhythm, pulse is  pulse,  and a nice  
note is a nice note (blue or not). The only real challenge - after "translating" the 
right groove and spirit on the music paper at its best of course - is to find the good 
interpreters for it actually. Cause what would be the problem to play jazz on a  
classical guitar actually? None. The real issue here is  about  playing jazz with a 
"classical" technique and on a "classical" guitar in fact e nada mas [and nothing 
more]. And - if the "classical" player is a flexible musician, then it's even better 
than on a jazz guitar since you can use all fingers, no? But all classical  players  
aren't that flexible. That's the real problem.45

It seems clear the Dyens' intention is to bring some jazz flavor to the classical 

guitar repertoire. He never claims to be an engaged jazz musician, but it seems clear that 

he wouldn't be able to write his arrangements without a deep knowledge of jazz harmony 

and improvisation. About his education background, Beavers writes: “Dyens describes his 

education as classical and formal, a typical music conservatory education. His experience 

with jazz and popular music came from his own explorations outside of his conservatory 

studies.”46

More examples of his arranging techniques will be discussed in his arrangement 

of "All The Things You Are."

45. Roland Dyens, interview by Guilherme Vincens, July, 2009. (complete interview in Appendix)
46. Sean Beavers, p.19.
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C. "All The Things You Are"

From the original  Real Book version (shown in figure 5.1),  Dyens designs his 

arrangement of the jazz standard in 4 sections. The first section (Figure 5.2) consists of a 

texture with a fast walking bass that is realized while the theme is played on the top 

strings, a technique that demands a fine right hand control that Dyens masters brilliantly. 

Sérgio Assad has  affirmed that  Dyens  is  the  most  already “mixed” (meaning “studio 

mixing”, common in the production of CDs) guitarist he  knows.  Assad refers to Dyens' 

ability to balance melodies, basses and accompaniments in an incredibly clear way.

Figure 5.1 – "All The Things You Are" from the Real Book
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Figure 5.2 – "All The Things You Are" arranged by Dyens, walking bass section (GSP Publications)

In  the  next  section  of  his  arrangement,  Dyens  introduces  the  brushed  chord 

accompaniment (circled in figure 5.3), which he explains in his lexicon as a soft thumb 

brush on the  strings,  followed by the staccato  obtained by lifting the  left  hand.  This 

accompaniment  is  very  common  in  jazz  guitar  playing.  The  complexity  in  the 

arrangement comes from maintaining this  accompaniment and articulation against  the 

written improvisations. 
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Figure 5.3 – "All The Things You Are" arranged by Dyens, brushed chord accompaniment section (GSP 
Publications)

After the two first sections, which feature elements common to the jazz language 

such as the walking bass and the brushed chord accompaniment, Dyens introduces his 

new section based on counterpoint “alla barroca”, imitating the baroque style and its 

characteristic  ornamentations  and  neighbor  motion.  This  section  may  be  seen  as  an 

unexpected joke on the audience, since humor is often part of Dyens' performances,  or an 

arbitrary display of the arranger's command of the technique of counterpoint. 
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Figure 5.4 – "All The Things You Are" arranged by Dyens, section “alla barroca” (GSP Publications)
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After this unexpected baroque incident in the arrangement, Dyens returns to a 

jazzier texture with the brushed accompaniment and finishes by playing with the rhythm 

and chromatic shifts (see Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5 –  "All The Things You Are" arranged by Dyens, final section (GSP Publications)
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As we can see in the examples in "Misty" and "All The Things You Are", Dyens' 

arrangements are “Sophistricky,”47 an expression he used to describe his own work as 

arranger, and are a result of his training in classical music and his exploration of the jazz 

world. Unlike Assad in Las Estaciones Porteñas, Dyens' intention was not to reproduce a 

particular  recording,  but  to give his own artistic  view on jazz,  by means of classical 

techniques,  demonstrating  his  virtuosity  and  creating  pieces  that  are  entertaining and 

include very complex and innovative textures and techniques. 

47. Roland Dyens, interview by Guilherme Vincens, July, 2009. (complete interview in Appendix) 
According to Beavers: Dyens’ titles frequently involve jeux des mots, plays on words. Often he combines 
two words to create a new word that previously did not exist.  These word plays are a part of Dyens’ style 
and add insight and sometimes humor to his works. Sean Beavers, p.33.
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VI. CONCLUSIONS 

Guitar  arranging  is  a  complex  art  form which  requires  from the  arranger  a 

combination of abstract skills in composition and very practical  skills in instrumental 

technique,  therefore  the  most  successful  arrangements  are  usually  accomplished  by 

musicians who are good performers and also trained composers, which is the case of 

Dyens  and  Assad,  as  well  as  Narváez,  Giuliani,  Llobet  and  Brouwer. Another  very 

important  requirement  for  a  good arrangement  is  a  deep understanding of  the source 

material  that  is  being arranged.  In this context,  Assad's  efforts in recreating a quintet 

performance on a single guitar are evidences of his experience with popular music and his 

knowledge of Piazzolla's style. Also, Dyens' obsession with the detailed notation of his 

own vision of jazz demonstrates his  bi-musicality and experience with jazz idioms and 

classical forms as well as contemporary composition and notation practices. 

The common thread in the arrangements of these composer-performers, is that 

they all appear as if originally written for the guitar. As a practical reference for arrangers, 

we can point out some general observations in the arrangements studied in this document: 

a. In order to bring more variety, the arrangers often change the register of the 

melodies in repetitions, using the 4th and 5th strings for the melodic content and leaving 

the top strings for the accompaniment; 

b. Polymetric subdivisions of the beat (3:2 - 4:3), or any complementary rhythm 

usually make the texture thicker and add independence to the voices. 

c. The use of harmonics can help to change the dimension of the texture for their 

differentiated projection and timbre.
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d.  The movement of the bass is fundamental to the effective polyphonic writing 

of an arrangement; often a simple rhythmic displacement adds variety and movement.

e.  Harmonies when presented horizontally (in counterpoint), rather than in blocks, 

add significantly to a polyphonic texture.

f.  Cross-string fingerings can be an effective technique; it may be used in scales 

with the campanella effect whereby the guitar imitates the harp, or it can create a more 

legato accompaniment.

g. Scordaturas (retuning of open strings to pitches other than the standard) can be 

useful  for  providing  open  strings  that  facilitate  performance  and  may  create  new 

sonorities on the instrument.

Roland Dyens and Sérgio Assad make use of these strategies to set a new standard 

in guitar arranging. Their innovative arrangements reflect their bi-musicality and feature 

hybridism with cross-cultural influences.  By arranging jazz and jazz-influenced popular 

music with the resources of the classical guitar,  Assad and Dyens increase the technical 

possibilities of the instrument, enrich its repertoire, and expand its audiences, connecting 

with popular idioms, while remaining faithful to the original sources.

This study has shown some of these artists'  innovations, which are made clear 

when compared to works by other  arrangers.  The virtuosity  of  Dyens and Assad are 

observed more explicitly in the polyphonic textures they create, which are trademarks of 

their  style.  Their  work  is  an  inspiration  to  guitarists,  composers  and  arrangers  who 

appreciate the challenges of the guitar and its intrinsic connection with various forms of 

popular music.
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APPENDIX A

 INTERVIEW WITH ROLAND DYENS

 by Guilherme Vincens - July 2009

(Roland  Dyens  graciously  answered  the  following  interview via  email.  His  answers 
include his colloquial use of English, which is one of the many languages he speaks. He 
uses a few words in Portuguese and emphasizes and creates words and expressions that 
demonstrate his wit and sense of humor.)

1- What are the most important tools/training a good arranger should have?

Highly required and 1st emergency "tools" : taste (but what is taste by the way ?..),  then 

great knowledge of History and especially Geography of the guitar, imagination, quite 

good culture in Harmony (classical AND Jazz) but in Counterpoint above all. But  taste 

first (but...what is taste by the way ? )

2- How do you choose the pieces/tunes/themes you arrange? 

They all should be famous pieces/themes or tunes actually. Why ? Cause if not the public 

wouldn't be able to evaluate/judge/taste/appreciate the arrangement work that have been 

done,  see what  I  mean? Selecting a  perfectly unknown theme would be the same as 

playing an original composition, no difference. Would  "kill" the arrangement so it would 

be useless.

Yes indeed : an arrangement should be done on a famous stuff in order to be effective, no 

doubt.
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3- What are the challenges and rewards of arranging for solo guitar? 

First of all, an arrangement has to be for solo guitar, no question ("arrangement for solo 

guitar" is a redundancy to me anyway, everything being easily makable with 2 guitars - 

it's more about a transcription actually, nothing to do so). Arranging is a full and difficult 

Art in my opinion.

Well..guitar is a crazy instrument for crazy people (which drives you even more crazy 

once you know it a  bit..).  The strongest  point  with the guitar is definitely the fact it's a 

"limited" instrument (a so called limited instrument in fact). But once you start entering 

its  world,  you  figure  out  the  billions  of  possibilities  it  possesses.  Then  it  turns  to 

something unlimited.  But  this  "pre-requires"  -  I  repeat  -  a  great  knowledge in  many 

musical fields. And to answer precisely your question, the Main challenge eventually is 

aiming  to  write  an  arrangement  which  make  people  doubt  the  music  was  originally 

written (therefore conceived and thought) for another instrument than the guitar. This is 

the ultimate and valuable criterium. And nothing else.

4- How do you see the work of other guitar arrangers? What are your influences in the 

field?

Most of the arrangements I know sound too "guitar" to my ears. Arrangements obviously 

have to be guitaristic (besides it's the goal n°1 to reach) but they are too frequently stuffed 

with usual "guitar habits" therefore limited in a way (guitar should "obey" the music and 

not the contrary). To me, a great arrangement should sound 2 guitars or piano like BUT 

being  very  guitaristic  as  well,  using  either  open  strings  as  guitar  "lungs"  or  even 
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scordatura which "enlarge" things in general. This should be the expected final result in 

fact. My influences ? Mostly other instruments than the guitar paradoxically.

One of the best arrangement ever made, to my opinion, is Las 4 Estaciones of Piazzolla 

by Sérgio Assad. Just perfect.

A great arrangement (for solo guitar so) should speak about music only. Then make the 

guitar stay "behind" somehow, at its service. Not hidden. Just discretely behind (atrás).

5- In what ways you feel arranging is different than composing? Do you feel there is 

influence from one in the other?

Being an arranger is being a designer or a  cuisinier (cook) where being a composer is 

being an architect. I  have fun when arranging where I "suffer" when composing. When 

you start writing an arrangement, the  "basements of  the  house" are already made.  Then 

you just have to decorate the house in a very personal, original and creative way. But the 

basements are made and it's not nothing. When you start a composition it's like having an 

appointment with emptiness, vacuity, blank page and c/o. Too much freedom in a way. 

And the thing is I love limits in music. Just to push them away as far as possible. Limits 

are freedom actually.

I love being a composer too, no misunderstanding on that. But when the composition is 

finished..

6- What are the challenges of arranging jazz or jazz-influenced works to the classical 

guitar?
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It's the same language to me since rhythm is rhythm, pulse is pulse, and a  nice note is a 

nice note (blue or not). The only real challenge - after "translating" the right groove and 

spirit on the music paper at its best of course - is to find the good interpreters for it 

actually. Cause what would be the problem to play Jazz on a classical guitar actually ? 

None. The real Issue here is about playing Jazz with a "classical" technique and on a 

"classical" guitar in fact e  nada mas [nothing more].  And - if the "classical" player is a 

flexible musician, then it's even better than on a Jazz guitar since you can use all fingers, 

no ? But all classical players aren't that flexible..That's the real problematic.

7- Which of your arrangements for solo guitar do you consider to be the most successful? 

Why?

The most  successful of all  is  probably Berimbau,  the  only one I  paradoxically never 

wrote down. Engraçado, não é? (Isn't it funny?) I never wrote it down cause it would have 

been a nightmare to do (Preguiçoso!  Bad boy! Vai trabalhar  vagabundo!)  [Lazy! Get 

down to work, you bum!], mostly with its 147 (at least!) special effects. Plus I never ever 

play it twice the same way in concert..

But it's probably the most successful of all cause of its very unusual and visual effects due 

to the imitation of berimbau, drums, batucada, strings played at the head of the guitar. 

This arrangement is a real show in fact, including humour.

8- Is improvisation a part of your arranging process? How so?

Hard to say. If it is, then it's the same proportion as in the composing process (why less 
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after  all  ?).  I'm  always  wondering  why  all  composers  don't  improvise  where  all 

improvisers are obviously able to compose as far as I know. I think every single musical 

idea starts from an impro actually, even muito breve. The difference between both "races" 

of musicians is mostly cause an improviser is definitely able to translate immediately this 

idea on the instrument unlike the composer who doesn't know how to improvise (much 

surprising to me...). On the other hand, I never believed in teaching improvisation in a 

very fruitful way since improvising is mostly a "philosophy" (almost a behaviour I would 

say). To make it short, yes, improvisation is part of (my) arranging process.

But it's pretty tricky to define how big is this part in a "scientific" way though...

9- In your arrangements in the book "Night and day", how was the process? Was any 

recording part of your source? or you started from "Real Book" versions?

I started all 10 arrangements (13 actually but I recorded only 10 of them) from the Real 

Book.  I  just  needed  the  "real"  melodies  in  their  simplest  expression actually, among 

multiple reasons just  not  to get  influenced by "historic" great  versions of them .  My 

source was THE original source in fact. Then I "cooked" them in my pessoal RD molho 

[secret Roland Dyens sauce]

10- Have you been doing more arrangements recently?

I'm immersed in Pix-Land [Pixinguinha, Brazilian chôro composer] since over one year, 

querido! The truth is it took me 3 months to write (to "compose" should I say) all 11 

arrangements.  Then  I  learned  them (they  all  are  super  "sophistricky"  as  you  know), 
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recorded them, polished  them up like  crazy for  months,  worked  on their  publication 

etc...etc.....). So no more arrangements are planned so far (I must say I'm "Pix-fed up" 

these days).

11- How important is guitar arranging in your creative output?

Should  be  like  fifty-fifty  easy  I  believe  (think  of  the  26  French  songs,  10  Jazz,  11 

Pixinguinha - not to mention Satie, Jobim, Chopin,  Ravel, Tangos, other Jazz standards 

and so many other stuff). As I mentioned, arranging is an absolute Art according to me 

which has nothing to do with transcribing (for 2 guitars so). Arranging is the "Art of 

Sacrifice" I think (since the guitar is more "limited" than the piano for instance, then we 

have to make "crucial" options - but what mean "limits" ?..).

And when you think of this, the concept itself of arrangement  talvez foi creado pelo 

violào solo [was perhaps created by the solo guitar]. What else ? Do you know many 

arrangers for bassoon, violin or even harp?

I love arranging, really. And the best compliments ever was made to me by one of the 

greatest pianists of our times after he heard my version of the Pavane by Ravel. "It's even 

better  than on the  piano" he said.  Just  cause  you can play colours,  portamentos and 

harmonics Ravel would have loved to use for this Masterpiece of the piano" .... Woah...

So, more seriously, this means a lot :  arrangers for guitars should aim to do something 

even better than what was originally written. Great challenge, right ? Fully makable in my 

opinion.
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APPENDIX B

HUMAN SUBJECTS REVIEW
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