“We Three Kings”
by Rick Ruskin

(One lesson from “Fingerstyle Christmas, Vol. 1)
See and hear more lessons by Rick Ruskin at VideoProgresssions.com

| have a small confession to make: | love playing in % time. | might be in the
minority on this because there do not seem to be that many % fingerstyle pieces
out there these days. Maybe it's because they’re perceived as not being “hip” or
not having any “groove.” Then again, it could very well be that waltz’'s don’t fare
too well when fingerpicked. Alternating-bass, while being a damn-near perfect
technique for a wide range of music in duple-meter time signatures, usually falls
more than a little short in the musicality department when pressed to work in the
arena of ¥ time. Itis, of course, do-able but the “oom-pah-pah/oom-pah-pah”
rhythm to which the thumb tends to default always sounds to me like a cheap
child’s music box. So how do you avoid the aforementioned trap? (No, I'm not a
lawyer but it helps to be friendly with one or two just to be on the safe side.) It
doesn't take all that much as will be demonstrated below.

Before we get started, check out the audio recording of this piece, and download
the printable PDF file (above). The arrangement starts out very simple — as plain
as it can be: The first four bars have no embellishments whatsoever. The
melody sets the stage for everything else to come and allows the piece to
gradually build. If convenient, work out of a first-position A minor shape. This is
not essential but some find it helpful. Right-hand wise, | suggest using your
fingers, rather than your thumb to pick the needed notes.

Bars 5 — 8 are comprised of the now-established melody accompanied by a
parallel harmony (3rds until the perfect 4" in Bar 8) below it. Here you want to
fret only the notes needed. This should present no problems but the suggested
fingering for the “D” over “B” interval at the end of measure 5 is to use the ring
and little fingers respectively, allowing you to stay in first-position where most of
the left-hand work is.

The right-hand thumb doesn’t become active until Bar 9 where it plays a ¥ note
arpeggio through Bar 11. (This will happen off and on through out the song.)
The next two measures (12-13?1 have the thumb playing and sustaining just the
downbeat and then the last 16" of each bar while the treble string content is
straight-ahead ¥4 notes. (As noted in the transcription, | usually arpeggiate the
F6 chord as well as the E+ chord that follows in Bar 14).

The phrase ends with Bars 15 & 16 where each cluster is played and held
throughout their respective measures. Note that in Bars 13-16, notes on the 4™
string are played with the index finger of the right-hand, making the thumb’s job
that much easier.



Bars17-19: Playing the designated first-position chords takes care of the left-
hand. The right-hand thumb plays ¥ notes in 17 & 19 but in 18 it plays only
beats 1 and 3. Hitting and sustaining the “C” chord is all that is needed for Bar
20.

Bar 21 begins with a 13"position C but a little dissonance is added to the mix
when afterwards a B natural is played with the C just above it. Notice that once
again the thumb only plays beats 1 and 3. The same thing occurs in the next
measure (22) as well.

Those who regularly use their thumb to fret the 6™ string should have no trouble
with the G to A hammer-on in bar 23. Those keeping a kosher fingerboard or
who would simply rather not do this, can fret the lowest F with their index finger
and finger the 2" & 4" strings with the middle and little fingers respectively. The
ring finger would then be used for the hammer-on.

You'll find the same rhythmic pattern in Bars 25-28 and in all but 27, it's
recommended that the right hand thumb and index finger take turns playing the
3" string (open G.) Doing this allows one to still use the thumb for the basic time
and also helps keep the division of digital labor straight.

The left hand fingering of Bar 29 is much the same as that in 21 as it starts
exactly the same. The difference being that because the low G is played at beat
2, the ring finger must shift back to the it's original position on the 5" string to
play the C at Beat 3.

Bars 30-32 are identical to 22-24.

Now for the really fun part: the parallel harmony from Bars 5-8 are now going to
be played with some simple but effective bass. The same left-hand fingerings for
the treble side can be used while adding a digit here and there.

In Bar 33 both bass notes are on open strings and should present no problem.
The F chord in Bar 34 can be played any way you are comfortable with provided
that allows all of the needed notes to sustain throughout the measure.

Some slightly different right-hand moves are used on the G chord in Bar 35.
After the downbeat, the next note (D on the 4t string) is played with the index
finger. The same finger plays the following G (open 3™ string) but this time
somewhat lighter by brushing it with the back of the nail — kind of like quasi-
cross-picking with the fingers. The C over A interval on the 2"%/3' strings is
played in the usual manner but the following pull-off is helped along with another
brush of either the index, middle, or both of them in tandem (player’s choice).

Measure 36 ends the phrase and turns you back around for a repeat from Bar
33. On this pass you'll play bar 37 instead of 36.



While ending this section, Bar 37 also introduces some movement in the bass
line which continues for the next few measures. Through 41, some chord
clusters contain an extra note but this does not change the left-hand work at all.

Bars 42-45 are identical to 13-16.

The ersatz cross-picking is brought back into the picture in Bars 46, 50, and 54
through 58. Otherwise, from here on out things are pretty much the same as
similar passages but there are some things to watch out for:

1. The last bass notes in Bars 46, 48, 52, and 60 are on the last 1/8™ note
of those bars and not on the last full beat.

2. The last note of Bar 55 (A on 3" string/2" fret) makes it necessary to
anticipate the chord change to F for the next measure. You don’t want
that note attached to the G chord you are coming from.

3. The last note of Bar 56 (D on open 4" string) also makes it necessary
to anticipate the chord change to G.

Taken as a whole, there is really nothing incredibly fancy or difficult going on in
this arrangement. Just enough “change-ups” coupled with some traditional
technique are all it took to make things more interesting to play and listen to.
Once you get the basic tune under your fingers, try working in some of the
variations that we've provided in the video clip above (download area).

Happy Holidays, y’all!

Rick Ruskin

Any questions or comments can be sent to: rick@liondogmusic.com
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