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The Ave Maria, attributed to Charles Gounod and based on a prelude by Johann Sebastian Bach, represents one 

of the most significant examples of cross-generational collaborative composition in Western music history. This 

piece, cataloged as CG 89, is not merely a song but a technical marvel of melodic superimposition. By layering a 

soaring Romantic melody over a foundational Baroque harmonic structure, Gounod created a work that bridges 

two distinct musical eras. For the technical musician, particularly the classical guitarist, the piece presents unique 

challenges in terms of transcription, phrasing, and harmonic resonance, especially when utilizing arrangements by 

masters like Francisco Tárrega .

Historical and Theoretical Framework: The Bach-Gounod Synthesis

To understand the technical complexity of the Ave Maria, one must first analyze its two primary components: the 

harmonic foundation provided by J.S. Bach and the melodic superstructure added by Charles Gounod. The 

foundation is Prelude No. 1 in C Major from Bach’s The Well-Tempered Clavier, Book I (BWV 846), composed in

1722. Bach’s original work is a study in broken chords (arpeggios), designed to demonstrate the possibilities of

equal temperament.

In 1852, over 130 years after Bach wrote the prelude, Gounod improvised a melody over the arpeggiated figures. 

This was initially published as a piece for violin or cello with piano accompaniment under the title Méditation sur le 

Premier Prélude de Piano de S. Bach. It wasn't until 1859 that the Latin text of the Ave Maria was integrated, 

transforming the instrumental meditation into a sacred vocal masterpiece. This synthesis is a prime example of 

intertextuality in music, where a new layer of meaning and aesthetic is applied to a pre-existing technical structure.

The Harmonic Architecture of BWV 846

Bach’s prelude follows a strict rhythmic and harmonic pattern. Each measure consists of two identical halves, each

featuring an eight-note arpeggio pattern. The harmonic progression is a masterclass in Baroque voice leading,

moving through a series of suspensions and resolutions that create a sense of constant forward motion. Key

technical features include:

•  Pedal Points: The use of sustained bass notes (tonic and dominant) to anchor complex harmonic shifts.

•  Circle of Fifths: Sequential movements that navigate the C Major tonality.

•  Secondary Dominants: The introduction of chromaticism to heighten emotional tension before resolving to the 

home key.

Technical Analysis of the Melody and Superimposition

Gounod’s melodic contribution is characterized by its lyrical expansivenessand its ability to highlight specific

harmonic colors within Bach’s arpeggios. Unlike the prelude, which maintains a consistent 16th-note texture, the

melody employs varying rhythmic values, including dotted rhythms and long, sustained tones that require

significant breath control (for vocalists) or sustain management (for instrumentalists).



One of the core mechanics of Gounod’s composition is the Andante semplice marking. This instruction dictates a 

pace that is neither too hurried nor too stagnant, typically centered around 60-72 beats per minute. The technical

challenge lies in maintaining the "semplice" (simple) quality while navigating the wide intervals and dynamic peaks

of the melody.

Melodic-Harmonic Interaction Matrix



Section Harmonic Context (Bach) Melodic Function 
(Gounod)

Technical Challenge

Exposition C Major Tonic Arpeggios Stepwise motion, 
establishing tonal center

Intonation and clarity of the 
high E

Development Diminished 7th chords / 
Chromaticism

Leaps and upward 
reaching phrases

Managing tension and 
vibrato depth

Climax Dominant Pedal (G) High register sustained 
notes (Fortissimo)

Dynamic control and 
harmonic resonance

Resolution Return to C Major Tonic Descending figures, fading 
intensity

Smooth decrescendo and 
tone quality

Transcription for Classical Guitar: The Tárrega Arrangement

The classical guitar arrangement of the Ave Maria, most notably the one by Francisco Tárrega , is a tour de force

of idiomatic adaptation. Tárrega, often called the "father of modern classical guitar," had to solve the problem of

performing both the constant arpeggio (originally for keyboard) and the sustained melody (originally for voice/violin)

on a single six-string instrument.

The Dropped D Tuning (6=D)

A critical technical choice in many arrangements, including Tárrega's, is the use of Dropped D tuning. By lowering

the sixth string from E to D, the guitarist gains several advantages:

1.  Increased Resonance: The lower D string provides a richer harmonic overtone series, which supports the 

lyrical melody.

2.  Extended Range: It allows for lower bass notes that are essential for mimicking the piano’s left-hand register.

3.  Chordal Voicings: Many chords in the key of D or G (common keys for guitar transcriptions of this piece) 

become more ergonomic.

The "1/2B II" Technique

In many editions of the Tárrega arrangement, you will see the notation 1/2B II. This refers to a half-barre at the 

second fret. This technical requirement is pivotal for executing the middle-voice arpeggios while allowing the

melody notes on the higher strings to ring out. The left hand must maintain a delicate balance of pressure—enough

to ensure clean notes, but light enough to allow for rapid transitions between positions.

Procedural Execution: A Step-by-Step Performance Guide

Performing the Bach-Gounod Ave Maria on guitar requires a methodical approach to practice. Because the piece

relies on a consistent arpeggio, any rhythmic inconsistency will immediately disrupt the listener's experience.

Step 1: Isolate the Arpeggio Pattern

Before adding the melody, the guitarist must master the Bach prelude foundation. Practice the arpeggio pattern 

using p-i-m-a (thumb, index, middle, annular) fingerings. The thumb should handle the bass notes on the 6th, 5th, 

and 4th strings, while the other fingers manage the higher voices. The goal is absolute rhythmic evenness.

Step 2: Voicing the Melody

The melody must "sit" on top of the accompaniment. This is achieved through a technique called rest stroke 



(apoyando) on the melody notes, while using free stroke (tirando)for the accompaniment notes. This creates a

clear dynamic distinction between the two layers.

Step 3: Managing the Barre and Shifts

The Ave Maria contains several difficult position shifts. To execute these smoothly:

•  Keep the left-hand thumb centered behind the neck.

•  Use "guide fingers" (sliding a finger already on a string to the next fret) to minimize string noise.

•  Anticipate the barre chords by preparing the finger shape in the air during the preceding beat.

Comparison: Bach-Gounod vs. Schubert’s Ave Maria

While often confused by the general public, the Bach-Gounod version and Franz Schubert’s Ave Maria(Ellens

dritter Gesang) are technically and structurally distinct. The following table highlights the core differences from a

technical and compositional perspective.



Feature Bach-Gounod (CG 89) Schubert (Op. 52, No. 6)

Origin Based on a 1722 keyboard prelude Originally part of a song cycle based 
on Walter Scott

Case Study: Challenges in Modern Interpretations

A modern technical challenge in performing this work involves the evolution of the instrument. Today’s classical 

guitars have significantly more sustain than the instruments of Tárrega’s or Gounod’s era. This can lead to 

harmonic bleeding, where the notes of the arpeggio ring into each other, creating a dissonant "wash."

Failure Mode: Harmonic Muddying

Problem:The sustain of the open D string (in Dropped D tuning) interferes with subsequent chord changes,

particularly when moving from a tonic to a dominant harmony.

Solution: Implement right-hand muting. The side of the thumb (p) or the fingers not currently playing must lightly

touch the vibrating string to stop the sound exactly when the harmony changes. This requires millisecond-perfect

timing to avoid cutting the note too early or late.

Operational Challenge: The High Register Clarity

Problem:In the climax of the piece, the melody moves into the 10th and 12th frets. On many guitars, these notes

can sound thin or lack the "singing" quality required for Gounod’s Romantic lines.

Solution: Adjust the point of contact. Moving the right hand slightly away from the bridge (towards the soundhole)

creates a rounder, warmer tone. Additionally, increasing the speed of the vibrato on these high notes can simulate

the sustain of a violin or a human voice.

The Mathematical Precision of Bach’s Arpeggios

From a mathematical standpoint, Bach’s Prelude No. 1 is almost algorithmic. The consistency of the 16th-note 

subdivision ($4/4$ time, $16$ notes per measure) creates a stable frequency of attacks. When Gounod adds his 

melody, he introduces a second frequency layer. The interplay between these two layers can be modeled as a 

polyphonic ratio.

If the arpeggio is $f_1 = 4$ notes per beat, and the melody often holds notes for $1, 2,$ or $4$ beats, the ratio of

accompaniment to melody fluctuates between $4:1, 8:1,$ and $16:1$. This mathematical regularity is what gives

the piece its meditative, almost hypnotic quality. Deviating from this "pulse"—a common error among novice

performers—destroys the architectural integrity of the Bach foundation.

Integration of Technical Artistry

The Ave Mariaby Bach/Gounod stands as a testament to the enduring power of harmonic structures. For the

technical writer or the serious musician, analyzing this piece reveals the intricate relationship between

compositional history and physical performance. Mastering the work on guitar is not just about playing the notes; it

is about managing the physics of the strings to honor both the clarity of the Baroque and the passion of the

Romantic.

By employing techniques such as Dropped D tuning, half-barre position management, and active dampening, 



a performer can recreate the full orchestral and choral density of Gounod’s vision. As we have seen, the technical 

success of the piece relies on the performer's ability to serve as both a metronomic timekeeper (Bach) and a lyrical 

storyteller (Gounod), all within the constraints of a single wooden instrument. This duality is why the Ave Maria

remains a cornerstone of the classical repertoire and a primary study for developing advanced control over

instrumental voicing.
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