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George Van Eps Harmonic Mechanisms: Unveiling the Secrets of Advanced Guitar
Voicings

George Van Eps, a name synonymous with innovation in the world of guitar, revolutionized
how players approached harmony and voicings through his intricate and deeply explored
harmonic mechanisms. His contributions extended far beyond simple chord shapes,
delving into a sophisticated understanding of musical theory as applied to the fretboard.
For guitarists seeking to elevate their playing, a comprehensive understanding of George
Van Eps harmonic mechanisms is not just beneficial, but essential. This article will delve
deep into the foundational principles, practical applications, and enduring legacy of Van
Eps's groundbreaking work, providing a roadmap for guitarists to unlock new levels of
harmonic sophistication and expressive potential. We will explore the core concepts
behind his unique approach, examine specific voicings and their construction, and discuss
how these mechanisms can be integrated into various musical styles. Prepare to embark
on a journey that will fundamentally change the way you hear and play the guitar.
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The Genesis of George Van Eps Harmonic
Mechanisms

George Van Eps was a true visionary in the realm of guitar pedagogy and performance.
His extensive career, spanning decades, saw him not only as a celebrated musician but
also as a dedicated educator. Van Eps meticulously analyzed and codified complex
harmonic concepts, translating them into practical, playable voicings on the guitar. His
seminal work, particularly the "Harmonic Mechanisms for Guitar," remains the definitive
text for those seeking to master advanced chord voicings and explore the full harmonic
potential of the instrument. The core of his approach lies in a deep understanding of voice



leading and chord construction, moving beyond mere chord names to explore the intricate
relationships between individual notes within a chord and across harmonic progressions.
This dedication to systematic study and clear articulation of complex ideas set him apart.

Understanding the Core Principles of George Van
Eps Harmonic Mechanisms

At the heart of George Van Eps's harmonic mechanisms is a profound understanding of
how chords function within a musical context. He emphasized the importance of smooth
voice leading, ensuring that each note in a chord transitions logically and melodically to
the next. This focus on individual melodic lines within the harmonic structure is a
cornerstone of his approach. Van Eps viewed the guitar not just as a chordal instrument
but as a polyphonic instrument capable of presenting multiple melodic strands
simultaneously. His mechanisms are designed to facilitate this polyphonic texture,
creating rich and complex harmonic palettes that are both pleasing to the ear and
functionally sound within any musical setting. The underlying philosophy is that a guitarist
should be able to execute sophisticated harmonic ideas with fluidity and clarity, akin to a
pianist or a string quartet.

Diatonic Harmony and Chord Construction

Van Eps's system is firmly rooted in the principles of diatonic harmony. He meticulously
explored how chords are built within a given key, focusing on the relationships between
the root, third, fifth, and seventh of each chord. However, his innovation lay in how he
applied these principles to the guitar fretboard. Instead of relying on generic chord
shapes, Van Eps advocated for constructing chords by identifying specific intervals and
their placement on the strings. This methodical approach allows for greater flexibility and
understanding, enabling players to adapt voicings to different musical situations and to
improvise with greater harmonic awareness. The diatonic chords in any key, such as the I,

how to voice them in myriad sophisticated ways.

The Role of Inversions and Extensions

A significant aspect of George Van Eps harmonic mechanisms involves the strategic use of
chord inversions and extensions. He recognized that placing the third, fifth, seventh, or
even higher extensions (like the ninth, eleventh, and thirteenth) in the bass could
dramatically alter the character and function of a chord. His mechanisms provide
systematic ways to access these inversions and extensions across the fretboard, ensuring
that the guitarist has a complete harmonic vocabulary at their disposal. This allows for
smoother chord progressions, more interesting bass lines, and richer harmonic textures.
The ability to move seamlessly between different inversions and to incorporate extensions
like ninths and elevenths is what gives Van Eps voicings their distinctive, sophisticated



sound.

Voice Leading as a Guiding Principle

Perhaps the most crucial element of George Van Eps's harmonic philosophy is his
unwavering emphasis on voice leading. He believed that the movement of individual notes
from one chord to the next is paramount in creating beautiful and coherent music. His
harmonic mechanisms are designed to facilitate smooth, stepwise motion or logical leaps
between the notes of consecutive chords. This meticulous attention to voice leading
prevents awkward jumps, creates melodic interest in the inner voices, and contributes
significantly to the overall polish and professionalism of a guitar performance. For Van
Eps, a chord was not just a static entity but a dynamic progression of individual melodic
lines. This is a concept that differentiates his approach from many simpler chordal
methods.

Exploring Advanced Voicings: The Signature of
Van Eps

George Van Eps's true genius lies in his development of unique and highly effective chord
voicings. These are not simply common shapes; they are meticulously crafted
arrangements of notes that maximize harmonic richness and melodic potential. His
mechanisms provide a structured way to learn and apply these voicings, ensuring that the
guitarist can navigate complex harmonic passages with confidence and artistry. The
distinctive sound associated with his methods often involves open strings, closely voiced
intervals, and strategically placed extensions, all contributing to a lush and sophisticated
harmonic tapestry. These voicings are particularly well-suited for jazz, sophisticated pop,
and any genre that demands nuanced harmonic exploration.

The "Drop" Voicings and Their Application

While the term "drop voicings" is more commonly associated with pianists like Bill Evans,
Van Eps's work shares a similar ethos of rearranging chord tones to create richer
harmonic textures. He explored various ways of "dropping" intervals within chords to
create new and interesting voicings. For example, dropping the seventh of a major chord
down an octave or transposing certain chord tones to different strings can lead to the
characteristic open, ringing sounds often found in his repertoire. These are not arbitrary
changes; they are based on established principles of harmony and voice leading, resulting
in sonorities that are both familiar and refreshingly novel. The ability to execute these
"dropped" intervals with precision is a hallmark of advanced guitar technique.



Rootless Voicings and Harmonic Movement

Another key aspect of George Van Eps harmonic mechanisms involves the concept of
rootless voicings. In many of his voicings, the root of the chord is not played, allowing
other voices to take prominence and facilitating smoother transitions between chords.
This is particularly useful when playing with a bass player who is providing the root. By
omitting the root, the guitarist can focus on the more colorful and harmonically rich upper
extensions and inversions. This technique opens up a vast array of harmonic possibilities
and is fundamental to achieving the sophisticated voicings characteristic of Van Eps's
approach. Learning to identify and execute rootless voicings requires a deep
understanding of chord construction beyond the basic root-fifth-third structure.

Chord Melody and the Harmonic Framework

George Van Eps's harmonic mechanisms are intrinsically linked to the art of chord melody
playing. His voicings are ideal for accompanying a melody, as they provide a solid
harmonic foundation while simultaneously offering melodic possibilities within the inner
voices. By understanding how to construct chords and voice them effectively, a guitarist
can play a melody and its accompanying harmony simultaneously, creating a full musical
texture with a single instrument. His systematic approach breaks down this complex skill
into manageable components, making advanced chord melody playing accessible to
dedicated students. The ability to weave a melody through these rich harmonic structures
is a testament to the power of his methods.

Practical Application of George Van Eps
Harmonic Mechanisms

Learning George Van Eps's harmonic mechanisms is not just an academic exercise; it is
about acquiring practical skills that can immediately enhance a guitarist's playing. The
systematic nature of his teachings means that once the core principles are understood,
they can be applied across a wide range of musical styles and contexts. Whether you are a
jazz guitarist improvising over complex changes, a fingerstyle player arranging a song, or
a solo performer looking to create a richer sound, Van Eps's techniques offer invaluable
tools. The focus on fretboard navigation and intervallic relationships ensures that these
voicings are not confined to specific keys or positions but are transferable and adaptable.

Chord Voicing Exercises for Mastery

To effectively integrate George Van Eps's harmonic mechanisms into one's playing,
consistent practice of specific exercises is crucial. These exercises are designed to build
muscle memory for the voicings and to develop an intuitive understanding of their
construction. Van Eps's material often involves practicing chord progressions, focusing on



the smooth transitions between different voicings. This might include playing through
diatonic ii-V-I progressions in various keys, exploring different inversions and extensions,
and practicing common jazz standards using his advocated voicings. Repetition and
focused attention on voice leading are key to achieving fluency.

¢ Practicing major and minor triads in all inversions

e Exploring seventh chords (dominant, major seventh, minor seventh, half-diminished,
diminished) in all inversions

e Applying extensions (9th, 11th, 13th) to various chord types
e Working through common chord progressions like ii-V-I, iii-vi-ii-V, and I-vi-ii-V
e Practicing chord melody arrangements using Van Eps voicings

e Improvising over chord changes using the learned harmonic mechanisms

Adapting Van Eps Voicings to Different Genres

While George Van Eps's techniques are deeply associated with jazz guitar, their
applicability extends far beyond. The fundamental principles of voice leading and
sophisticated chord construction are universally valuable. In a pop context, these voicings
can add a level of harmonic depth and sophistication to arrangements. For a blues
guitarist, incorporating certain Van Eps-inspired voicings can introduce richer harmonic
color to standard blues progressions. Fingerstyle players can use these mechanisms to
create more complex and engaging accompaniments. The key is to understand the
underlying harmonic function and adapt the voicings to fit the specific needs of the genre
and the song.

The Importance of Ear Training with Van Eps
Mechanisms

Mastering George Van Eps harmonic mechanisms is as much about training the ear as it is
about developing finger dexterity. The richness and complexity of his voicings demand
that the player actively listen to how the individual notes interact and contribute to the
overall harmonic sound. Ear training exercises that focus on identifying intervals within
these voicings, recognizing chord qualities, and hearing smooth voice leading are
essential. By developing a keen ear, guitarists can not only accurately reproduce Van
Eps's voicings but also begin to create their own harmonically sophisticated ideas. This
symbiotic relationship between theory, practice, and aural perception is the hallmark of a
truly skilled musician.



Learning and Integrating Van Eps Techniques

Embarking on the journey to learn George Van Eps harmonic mechanisms requires
dedication and a systematic approach. His work, while detailed, is designed to be learned
progressively. The most effective way to integrate these techniques is to start with the
foundational concepts and gradually build upon them. This often involves studying his
instructional materials, seeking out experienced teachers who specialize in his methods,
and dedicating consistent practice time. The goal is not just to memorize shapes but to
internalize the harmonic principles so that they become an intuitive part of the guitarist's
musical vocabulary.

Recommended Learning Resources

The primary and most authoritative resource for learning George Van Eps's harmonic
mechanisms is his own instructional book, "Harmonic Mechanisms for Guitar." This
comprehensive work systematically breaks down his approach, providing exercises and
explanations for each concept. Beyond his book, there are numerous online resources,
video lessons, and workshops offered by guitarists who have studied his methods
extensively. These resources can offer different perspectives and practical demonstrations
that complement the theoretical information presented in his original work. Seeking out
transcriptions of his playing can also provide invaluable insight into how he applied his
mechanisms in performance.

The Path to Fluency and Application

Achieving fluency with George Van Eps harmonic mechanisms is a marathon, not a sprint.
It requires patience, persistence, and a willingness to embrace complexity. The initial
stages may involve rote memorization of voicings and their associated chord qualities.
However, the true mastery comes when these voicings can be executed spontaneously and
applied musically in real-time. This involves internalizing the intervallic relationships,
understanding how different voicings function within common progressions, and
developing the ability to seamlessly move between them. Regular performance
opportunities, whether in jam sessions, with bands, or through solo arrangements, provide
the ideal testing ground for these newly acquired skills.

Developing Your Own Harmonic Vocabulary

While George Van Eps provided a robust framework, his ultimate goal was to empower
guitarists to develop their own unique harmonic vocabulary. By thoroughly understanding
his mechanisms, players gain the knowledge and tools to create their own sophisticated
voicings and explore new harmonic possibilities. This involves experimenting with
different voicings of familiar chords, applying extensions and alterations in creative ways,
and focusing on expressive voice leading. The study of Van Eps is a springboard,



encouraging a lifelong exploration of harmony and its application on the guitar. It fosters a
deeper understanding of music theory that translates directly into more creative and
impactful playing.

The Legacy and Influence of George Van Eps
Harmonic Mechanisms

George Van Eps's contributions to guitar pedagogy and harmony are profound and
enduring. His harmonic mechanisms have influenced generations of guitarists, particularly
in the realm of jazz and sophisticated popular music. His systematic approach to chord
voicings and voice leading provided a much-needed framework for understanding and
executing complex harmony on the guitar, an instrument often perceived as being more
challenging in this regard than the piano. The widespread adoption and continued study of
his methods are a testament to their effectiveness and timeless relevance. His work
continues to inspire guitarists to explore the full harmonic potential of their instrument.

Modern Guitarists and Van Eps's Impact

Today, many prominent guitarists cite George Van Eps as a significant influence on their
playing and arranging. His concepts are often woven into modern jazz guitar education,
and his voicings can be heard in the playing of numerous contemporary musicians.
Guitarists who master his harmonic mechanisms often develop a distinctive sound
characterized by rich, resonant chords and elegant melodic lines. This influence is not
limited to jazz; the principles of clear voice leading and sophisticated chord construction
are applicable across many genres, demonstrating the universal appeal and utility of Van
Eps's innovations. His teachings provide a solid foundation for anyone seeking to master
advanced harmony.

The Enduring Relevance of His System

In an ever-evolving musical landscape, the harmonic principles laid out by George Van Eps
remain remarkably relevant. His emphasis on understanding chord construction from the
ground up, prioritizing voice leading, and exploring the full spectrum of harmonic
possibilities ensures that his methods are not merely historical curiosities but vital tools
for contemporary musicians. The guitar, with its unique fretboard layout, presents specific
challenges and opportunities for harmonic expression, and Van Eps's mechanisms provide
a masterful solution to many of these. His system empowers players to move beyond rote
learning and to develop a deep, analytical understanding of harmony that fosters genuine
musical creativity.



Conclusion: Mastering the Art of George Van Eps
Harmonic Mechanisms

The exploration of George Van Eps harmonic mechanisms represents a significant step for
any guitarist serious about deepening their harmonic understanding and elevating their
playing. His systematic approach to chord voicings, rooted in meticulous attention to voice
leading and diatonic harmony, unlocks a world of sophisticated musical expression on the
guitar. By studying and applying his principles, players can transform their chord playing
from functional to truly artistic, adding richness, color, and melodic intrigue to their
performances. The journey may require dedication, but the rewards are immense,
empowering guitarists with the knowledge and tools to navigate complex harmonies with
confidence and creativity. George Van Eps's legacy is one of profound insight and practical
application, offering a pathway to mastery for those willing to invest the time and effort.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the George Van Eps harmonic mechanismes,
and how did they revolutionize guitar playing?

George Van Eps' harmonic mechanisms are a series of innovative devices he developed for
his guitars, primarily to facilitate the performance of complex chord voicings and
harmonic substitutions. These mechanisms involved movable frets, levers, and other
mechanical alterations to the fretboard and bridge. They allowed him to achieve voicings
and contrapuntal lines that were previously impossible on a standard guitar, significantly
expanding the instrument's harmonic and melodic capabilities.

Can you explain the core principle behind Van Eps'
harmonic mechanisms?

The core principle behind Van Eps' harmonic mechanisms was to provide finer control
over pitch and intonation, especially in relation to advanced harmonic concepts. By
allowing for minute adjustments of fret placement and string tension, he could accurately
produce specific altered intervals and chord voicings that were crucial for his unique
harmonic approach, often referred to as 'harmonic substitutions'.

What are some of the specific types of harmonic
mechanisms Van Eps engineered?

While detailed blueprints are rare, Van Eps is known to have experimented with several
types of mechanisms. These included movable frets that could be slid into precise
positions, often actuated by levers or screws, to create different intervals. He also
explored modifications to the bridge and nut to allow for microtonal adjustments and
precise intonation for complex chord structures.



Are George Van Eps' harmonic mechanisms still in use
or influential today?

While Van Eps' original mechanisms were highly personalized and not widely mass-
produced, their influence is felt in modern luthiery and guitar design. His pursuit of
greater harmonic control and his innovative approaches have inspired luthiers to explore
new ways to enhance intonation and playability, particularly for players interested in
advanced jazz harmony and complex chordal arrangements.

Where can I learn more about George Van Eps'
harmonic mechanisms and his contributions to music?

Information on George Van Eps' harmonic mechanisms is primarily found in dedicated
books and articles about his life and work, such as 'The George Van Eps Guitar Method'
and biographical pieces on influential jazz guitarists. Enthusiasts and historians of jazz
guitar also discuss his innovations in online forums and specialized guitar communities.
Accessing recordings of his playing is also key to understanding the practical application
of these mechanisms.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to George Van Eps' harmonic mechanisms, with
descriptions:

1. Harmonic Mechanisms: The Guitarist's Guide

This seminal work by George Van Eps himself lays the foundation for his innovative
approach to guitar playing. It delves into the theoretical underpinnings of his harmonic
concepts, explaining how to create resonant and clear-sounding chords. The book is
essential for understanding the mechanics and application of his signature techniques.

2. The Complete Harmonic Mechanisms of George Van Eps

A comprehensive collection, this volume likely gathers all of Van Eps' published works on
harmonic mechanisms. It would serve as a definitive resource, offering a deep dive into his
evolving ideas and practical exercises. Readers can expect detailed explanations and a
thorough exploration of his entire harmonic system.

3. Applying Van Eps Harmonic Concepts to Modern Jazz Guitar

This book focuses on bridging Van Eps' classic harmonic theories with contemporary jazz
guitar improvisation. It explores how to integrate his voicings and approaches into modern
playing styles, providing practical examples and licks. The aim is to help guitarists update
and expand their harmonic vocabulary using Van Eps' influential framework.

4. The Geometry of Sound: Exploring Van Eps' Harmonic Principles

This title suggests a more theoretical and perhaps acoustically-oriented exploration of Van
Eps' harmonic mechanisms. It might examine the mathematical and physical relationships
that underpin his chord voicings. The book could appeal to those interested in the science
behind music theory and its practical application on the guitar.



5. Voicing Mastery: A Van Eps Harmonic Approach

This book would concentrate specifically on the art of chord voicing as developed by
George Van Eps. It would likely offer a wide array of voicings, explaining their
construction and sonic characteristics within his harmonic system. Guitarists seeking to
enrich their chordal playing and understand the nuances of voice leading would find this
invaluable.

6. The Legacy of Van Eps: Harmonic Innovation in Guitar

This title implies a broader look at the impact and influence of Van Eps' harmonic
mechanisms on subsequent generations of guitarists. It might feature analyses of his work
by other prominent musicians and educators. The book would explore how his ideas have
been interpreted and adapted over time, highlighting his enduring contribution to guitar

pedagogy.

7. Advanced Harmonic Voicings: A Van Eps Study

Designed for intermediate to advanced players, this book would likely present more
complex and challenging harmonic voicings derived from Van Eps' system. It might
explore how to navigate intricate chord progressions and create sophisticated harmonic
textures. The focus would be on pushing the boundaries of harmonic exploration within
the Van Eps paradigm.

8. Rhythm and Harmony: Integrating Van Eps' Concepts

This book would explore the interplay between rhythm and harmony within the context of
Van Eps' harmonic mechanisms. It would likely demonstrate how to apply his voicings in
different rhythmic contexts and explore how his harmonic ideas can inform rhythmic
phrasing. Guitarists looking to develop a more integrated approach to playing would
benefit greatly.

9. The Melodic Implications of Van Eps Harmonic Mechanisms

This title suggests an exploration of how Van Eps' harmonic framework influences melodic
construction and improvisation. It might examine how his chord voicings create specific
melodic possibilities and how to generate compelling melodies over these harmonic
structures. Guitarists interested in the relationship between harmony and melody would
find this insightful.
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