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Left-Hand Movements Explained 
 

# Left-Hand Movements Syntax Examples 

1.  Hover Finger(s) Over String 
 
The ~ symbol is used to 
indicate that a left-hand 
fingertip should hover just 
above the required string, ready 
for its next job. Remember the 
By the Skin of Your Strings 
exercise and the Ideal 
Hovering Finger Height. 
Hovering fingers should always 
be relaxed. 
 

~ <LFinger(s)>[<String>] 
 
The ~ symbol is followed by 
one or more left-hand finger 
symbols. Notice that the string 
number is optional (because it 
is enclosed in square brackets). 
 
Memory Aid: A hovercraft 
floats on water; the ~ symbol 
looks like a wave in the ocean. 
 
Important: It will take a great 
deal of concentration to master 
the technique of hovering a 
finger over a string without 
letting it tense up or move 
away. 
 

~3➎ 
 
Hover finger 3 just 
above the 5th string.
 
~1 
 
The lack of a string 
symbol indicates 
that the finger is 
already touching a 
string. Therefore 
hover finger 1 
above the string it 
is currently 
touching. 
 
~13 
 
Hover fingers 1 and 
3 over the strings 
they are currently 
touching. 
 

2.  Plant Finger(s) Lightly on 
String 
 
Lightly touch the fingertip to the 
string in preparation for an 
upcoming note. Do not apply 
any pressure to the string. 
Notice that the string in the 
picture is not pressed down 
toward the fretboard at all.  
 

 
 
 
 

v <LFinger(s)>[<String>] 
 
The v symbol is followed by one 
or more left-hand finger 
symbols. The string number is 
optional. If the finger is already 
hovering over the correct string, 
the string number is not 
required. 
 
Memory Aid: The tip of the v 
points down; the same direction 
that your finger should move.  

v1 
 
Plant finger 1 lightly 
on the string it is 
hovering over. 
 
v3➎ 
 
Plant finger 3 lightly 
on the 5th string. 
 
v34➏ 
 
Plant fingers 3 and 
4 lightly on the 6th 
string. 
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Synchronization Symbols Explained 
 
One of the key ingredients in any symbolic movement language is the ability to encode 
synchronization instructions. What’s needed is a way to organize and record movements 
like a choreographer might document the steps in a dance routine (in fact there are 
symbolic languages for such things). In order to be able to synchronize movements 
effectively we need the ability to: 
 
• Get our arms, hands, and fingers into the correct starting position (either to start the 

music, or to practice the music from a certain point) 
 
• Indicate how long any specific condition (such as +3➎) should last 
 
• Indicate which movements should happen at the same time 
 
• For very detailed analysis, be able to distinguish between the time a movement is in 

progress and when it is complete  
 

# Synchronization Syntax Examples 

45.  State Marker 
 
This notation is used to record 
the current state of the hands 
and fingers at specific points in 
the music. It is very useful when 
practicing a section in the 
middle of the music. It alleviates 
the need (felt by most guitarists) 
to play from the beginning each 
time. It allows you to start from 
specific points in the music, 
without having to play from the 
beginning just to ensure that 
your arms, hands, and fingers 
are where they would be if you 
had actually reached this point 
when playing from the start. This 
allows you to spend more time 
practicing the section that you 
are currently working on, rather 
than repeating sections that you 
can already play (surely a 
condition that we all recognize). 
We will make good use of State 
Markers in the exercises that 
follow. 
 
 
 
 
 

(<Movement>, <Move…>) 
 
A series of movements 
separated by commas and 
enclosed in parentheses 
indicate a setup state. 
 
Note: The reason that people 
feel the need to go back to the 
beginning when they make a 
mistake is because they are 
going back to place or state 
where they are in control (a 
familiar state). They are forced 
to go back to the beginning 
because they don’t really know 
the state of their arms, hands, 
and fingers just prior to the 
mistake. The only way they can 
get themselves back into the 
desired state (just before the 
mistake) is to play through the 
entire sequence of movements 
again. This makes fixing 
mistakes an unnecessarily slow 
and laborious process. 
 

(AVII➏, +1, ~234) 
 
Place the left hand 
in the Alien Hand 
position with finger 
1 on the 7th fret of 
the 6th string. Then 
apply pressure with 
finger 1, pushing 
the string down to 
the fret, and hover 
fingers 2, 3, and 4 
above the 6th string 
in front of their 
respective frets. 
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Key Information about the Exercises in the Next 
Two Chapters 
 
• If you can maintain the concentration required to perform the upcoming chromatic 

scale exercises, following all the detailed instructions, then you are in for a real treat. 
Don’t underestimate the concentration required; prepare to have brain ache. These 
exercises are going to totally transform your playing. I was shocked by the immediate 
and dramatic effect they had on my technique.  

 
• The chromatic scale was chosen because of its relative simplicity. I say “relative” 

because although it is repetitive, only requiring one note to be played at a time, it still 
contains many hidden complexities. The synchronized movements described in the 
exercises are fundamental and frequently crop up in all styles of music. I spent many 
years practicing the chromatic scale without much improvement; these exercises will 
save you from the same fate, putting you on the fast track to fluid playing. Mastering 
these exercises should be considered mandatory and will lead to many 
improvements in your technique. 

 
• Tablature is used simply because it is understood by the vast majority of guitarists, 

unlike standard music notation.   
 
• There is a chapter for classical/finger style guitarists and a separate chapter for pick 

style guitarists. Feel free to do both or just select the one that suits your needs. Both 
chapters are complete; where information is common to both styles it has been 
repeated for your convenience.  

 
• Each chapter consists of 4 exercises. They are presented in the order in which the 

information revealed itself to me after many months of intense analysis. 
 
• The first exercise in each chapter entitled Exercise 1: The Chromatic Scale - 

Macro Synchronization contains the movements required to play 19 notes of the 
chromatic scale, starting on the open 6th string, ascending to the 4th fret of the 5th 
string, and descending back to the open 6th string. This small section of the scale is 
pretty much all that is required to play from the open 6th string, to the 4th fret of the 1st 
string, and back up to the open 6th string. The only complication arises when we get 
to the “kink” in the tuning as we cross from the 3rd string to the 2nd string. This special 
case will be studied separately in exercise 3. The name ”macro” is given to the 
exercise because it contains the high-level instructions required to master the 
exercise (the “what” as opposed to the “how”; think of macro vs. micro economics). 
Lookup the movement symbols in the GML Reference Guide until they become 
familiar and be sure to read the descriptions immediately after the exercise to ensure 
that you are interpreting the symbols correctly.  

 
• You should spend a few weeks on exercise 1, only playing it incredibly slowly. Read 

the chapter entitled Practicing in Slow Motion in Part IV before continuing. 
Carefully observe all your movements and resist the temptation to look ahead at the 
next exercise. When you feel you have a handle on the exercise then move on. It 
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doesn’t need to be perfect but you must have given it your full attention for a 
reasonable period of time. 

 
• The second exercise entitled Exercise 2: The Chromatic Scale - Micro 

Synchronization contains very detailed synchronization instructions (it includes the 
“how”). If you haven’t been attentive enough while practicing exercise 1, you will now 
be forced to really scrutinize every move you make. It’s impossible to perform this 
exercise at any speed other than slow motion and actually follow all the detailed 
instructions. 

 
• The third exercise entitled Exercise 3: The Chromatic Scale in Full shows the 

macro level instructions for the entire scale. You can now apply everything you have 
learned in exercises 1 and 2 to perform the scale from the 6th string to the 1st string 
and back. The exercise also addresses the complication arising from the “kink” in the 
tuning.  

 
• The forth exercise entitled Exercise 4: String Muting shows how to put the final 

touches on the scale. It will eradicate the undesirable effect created by allowing the 
open strings to ring out when playing the descending section of the scale. 

 
• Use a capo to play the exercises at a place on the neck where you are very 

comfortable. Over time work your way to the nut using the Sawn-Off Guitar method. 
This is very important because you will not be able to follow all the detailed 
instructions if your left hand is straining. It will destroy your concentration, rendering 
the exercises less effective. 

 
Key Concept: It is vitally important that you learn how to relax your arms, hands, 
fingers, and whole body as you play. Do not retain any unnecessary tension in the 
playing mechanism. Learning how to relax when you play is something that develops 
over a long period of time, but only if you become aware of any excess tension and learn 
how to release it. This is one of the most important concepts in the development of 
expert technique. Do not hold your breath, as this increases tension.  
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Classical/Finger Style: The Chromatic Scale in GML 
 
 
Exercise 1: The Chromatic Scale – Macro Synchronization  
 

 
 
 
Key Point: I will assume that as a finger style/classical guitarist you know how to take 
care of your nails. The edge of the nail that makes contact with the string should be as 
smooth as glass. This is vital if you are to produce a good tone. If you are not familiar 
with nail care (ideal length, shaping options, and polishing the striking surface with a 
graduated nail buffer or varying grades of fine sand paper) then don’t go any further until 
you fully investigate the subject. For a guitarist, neglecting the nails is equivalent to a 
sprinter who insists on wearing flip-flops (yes, it is that ridiculous). 
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Exercise 1: Observations  
 
Before we describe the movements for each note in detail notice the following points: 
 
• This chapter is dedicated to classical/finger style. See the next chapter for pick style. 
 
• GML is succinct. It enables a huge amount of information to be encoded in a small 

space. This allows for increased focus and intensity during practice. 
 
• There are a high number of Simultaneous Movements required to play each note. 

The square bracket around each set of symbols isn’t there simply to keep things neat 
and tidy. It means that the movements all need to be happening at the same time! 

 
• Notes are numbered  1  through 19 for easy reference. 
 
• Notice the State Markers labeled  A:  and  B: .  Marker  A: , just before note  1 , lists 

the movements required to put your hands in the correct starting position for the 
exercise.  

• Marker  B: , which is just before note 10, lists the movements required to put your 
hands in the correct starting position to play the descending notes (i.e. the position 
your hands would be in if you had just played note  9  and were about to start to think 
about playing note 10). Marker  B:  allows you to start from this position at any time 
without having to play the exercise from the beginning just to ensure that your hands 
are where they would be if you had actually reached this point in the exercise when 
playing from the start.  

 
 
Exercise 1: Detailed Description  
 
• This exercise will take some time to master. Be patient; only take one note at a time. 
 
• When practicing each note you will find it beneficial to practice each movement in the 

synchronized list separately at first. Then start to perform them at the same time by 
building them up in groups until you have synchronized the entire set of movements 
enclosed in a [ symbol. 

 
• Don’t forget to perform the exercise in slow motion, only increase the speed once 

you are certain that you are following all the instructions accurately. 
  
• Make sure you only perform the movements indicated. Do not let anything move or 

change state unless indicated by a movement symbol. This will require many 
attempts to master and will definitely test your patience, but the reward is well worth 
the effort.  

 
• Follow the description for each note until you fully understand the notation and no 

longer require the explanations. 
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Setup for Marker A:  (AI➏, ~1234➏, vi➏, KP, ~m➏) 
 
A State Marker is a group of movements or instructions, enclosed in parentheses, which 
are required to get your hands into the correct starting position or state. These 
movements do not need to be performed at the same time, simply follow the instructions 
one at a time. 
 
• Get into the Alien Hand at the 1st fret of the 6th string as indicated by AI➏ 

(remember you should be using your capo at whatever fret removes all tension from 
your left hand) 

 
• Now hover fingers 1, 2, 3, and 4 over the 6th string as indicated by ~1234➏ 
 
• Now lightly plant i on the 6th string in preparation for note  1  as indicated by vi➏ 
 
• Ensure that the knuckles of your right hand are parallel to the strings as indicated by 

KP. This is required because we will be playing a number of consecutive notes on 
the 6th string, before moving to the 5th string. When playing multiple notes on a single 
string, using alternate right-hand finger combinations (e.g. i and m), it is important 
that each finger has easy access to the string. If your knuckles are not parallel to the 
strings during this type of activity, it will be more difficult to strike the string 
accurately.  

 
• Finally make sure that m is hovering over the 6th string ready for note  2  as indicated 

by ~m➏ 
 
Note  1 :  
 
• This exercise should be played using rest stroke. This is indicated by the = sign 

above the note. If you are not familiar with rest stroke you can play the exercise 
using free stroke. 

 
• The i finger should already be lightly touching the string as per the setup instructions, 

so apply pressure to the string, and push through the string to sound the note, as 
indicated by i. In other words play the open 6th string with i using a rest stroke.  

 
• Be sure that only i moves during this note. All the other fingers of the left and right 

hands should hold their positions, remaining as relaxed as possible. 
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Exercise 2: The Chromatic Scale – Micro Synchronization 
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Pick Style: The Chromatic Scale in GML 
 
 
Exercise 1: The Chromatic Scale – Macro Synchronization  
 

 
 
Exercise 1: Observations  
 
Before we describe the movements for each note in detail notice the following points: 
 
• This chapter is dedicated to pick style. See the previous chapter for classical/finger 

style. 
 
• GML is succinct. It enables a huge amount of information to be encoded in a small 

space. This allows for increased focus and intensity during practice. 
 
• There are a high number of Simultaneous Movements required to play each note. 

The square bracket around each set of symbols isn’t there simply to keep things neat 
and tidy. It means that the movements all need to be happening at the same time! 

 
• Notes are numbered  1  through 19 for easy reference. 
 
• Notice the State Markers labeled  A:  and  B: . Marker  A: , just before note  1 , lists 

the movements required to put your hands in the correct starting position for the 
exercise.  

 



Free Sample (Pages Missing)

I N T E L L I G EN T  GUITAR TECHNIQUE 
 A  S C I E N T I F I C  A P P R O A C H  

 

w w w . i n t e l l i g e n t g u i t a r . c o m  106 

Part IV: Extreme Practice Techniques 
 
 

Tips when Performing Movement Analysis  
 
1. The GML Reference Guide contains a comprehensive set of movement symbols. 

No doubt, over time, new ones will be added and some will be improved. Exactly 
which symbols you choose to use, and how often you use them, will depend upon 
the current level of your technique. Guitarists with advanced technique will not need 
to remind themselves of as many things as those who are new to thinking this way. I 
use them to target problem areas in all the pieces and exercises that I work on. 
When it comes to deciding which movements to use, it is somewhat of a personal 
choice, influenced in part, by how much you need to tell yourself. Notice that some of 
the symbols have not been used in this book. However, I have used them all at one 
time or another to fix problems in my technique. 

 
2. You must revisit and challenge your movements every time you practice.  
 
3. You will find that movements slowly reveal themselves to you. Don’t expect to create 

the perfect set for any given exercise or piece; they will constantly evolve as your 
technique improves. This may happen over a long period of time; even years. This is 
a very important point. Perfection is a journey, not a destination (I don’t know who 
said that but it is one of the greatest truths I know). The most important lesson that I 
have learned with respect to technique is that improvement is always possible and it 
is my responsibility to find it. Additionally, given the almost infinite complexities 
involved in playing guitar, it would be rather foolish to think that years of analysis 
would not reveal a better way. On many occasions I have observed (in myself and 
others) the natural human tendency to not respect these facts. 

 
4. It is a good idea to photocopy the music and mark up the copy. If you are doing it 

right, you will find that very quickly your movement symbols will become difficult to 
read because you have erased and changed them many times. At a certain point you 
may need to make a new copy of the music and transcribe the current working set of 
symbols onto the clean page, in order to continue with the analysis.  

 
You might think that this all sounds very reasonable in theory, but doesn’t it all get a little 
cumbersome and tiresome in practice? Doesn’t it complicate the issue? The truth is that 
the complexities are already there. Becoming aware of them does not create new ones; 
it only gives you a chance to do something about them to create a superior result.  
 
Key Concept: In my experience, the degree of perfection that can be obtained when 
performing a piece of music is directly proportional to the effort that has gone into the 
movement analysis. I have literally taken a piece that I have performed poorly for years, 
and within a few evenings of mind-bending analysis I have systematically removed the 
problem areas one by one. Refusing to embrace the complexity and really see what is 
going on, is the most common reason people quit or make very little progress year to 
year. 
 




