Introduction to Playing the Guitar

Holding It
The guitar is rested on the right or left thigh with your legs crossed or uncrossed. The natural curvature of the guitar side rests on your thigh. The position that is most comfortable for you is the one you should use. The guitar can also be held by use of a shoulder strap. Grasp the neck with the left hand so that the thumb above the joint hangs over the neck a little. Relax your left elbow.

The pick is held in the right hand between the thumb and first finger so that line formed by the tip of the pick and the thumb are perpendicular with about ½ inch of plastic showing. Notice that the finger print area of the first finger, not the side of the first finger, holds the pick. Hold firmly, not tightly. 

Now, as though you were doing a karate chop, bring the right hand down rest it on the bridge.  Then, turn the right hand in toward the strings. The second, third and fourth fingers of the right hand are relaxed with the fourth finger lightly touching the body of the guitar.

Numbers

The fingers on the left hand are numbered 1, 2, 3, and 4, the index finger being 1 and the pinky being 4. The strings are numbered (1) through (6), the smallest string being (1) and the largest string being (6). The frets are also numbered and each finger has its own fret. The first finger is placed behind the first fret wire and is called fret one, the second finger is placed behind the second fret wire and is called fret two. The third finger is placed behind the third fret wire and is called fret three and the fourth finger is placed behind the fourth fret wire and is called fret four. 
Do that. Put your first finger on the first fret of the first string, and strike that sucker...You made a sound!
Tone Production

Strike the string hard. Good guitar tone comes from clearly ringing strings, so listen to determine if you have a good clear tone. If you don’t get a clear tone,

(1) you’re not pressing the string hard enough, 
(2) your finger is on top of the fret wire instead of behind the fret wire, or 
(3) one of your fingers is touching a string it shouldn’t be touching.
Now, we have one ugly explanation we need to get through before we start playing…

Position Playing

Position playing can be very confusing initially, but it saves you months of learning how to read traditional notation and it’s much more effective than tablature because it tells you which fingers to use,which tab doesn’t...so it’s worth it.

There are two basic ideas to position playing: 

1) Each finger has it’s own fret.

  This means that in the first position the first finger will be on the first fret, the second finger goes on the second fret, the third finger goes on the third fret , and the fourth finger goes on the fourth fret, regardless of the string.
And here’s the confusing part…

2) The fret your first finger is on is the position you are in, whether you are using it or not.

So, if your first finger is on the first fret,  you’re in first position….try it. 

      If your first finger is on the third fret, you’re in third position….try this.

      If your first finger is on the fifth fret,  you’re in fifth position…this one, too.

This is so important, I’m going to say it again. The fret your first finger is on is the position you are in, whether you are using it or not.
An example is the following:

Position           III

String               (1)

Finger               1

This notation says you are going to the third fret, on the first string, and use your first finger.
Here’s another easy one:

 Position         V

 String            (1)

 Finger            1

What this notation says is that you are going to fifth fret, on the first string, and use your first finger.

Here’s where it  gets a little more complex.

Position  V 

String     (1)  

Finger     4

  In this example you go to fifth position ( Remember position is determined by which fret the first  finger is on-so put your first finger on the fifth fret on the first string to get in the right position).

Then, remembering that each finger has it’s own fret put the fourth finger on it’s own respective fret (hint : the fourth finger will actually be on the eighth fret) 

Confused? Lets try another example:

                              Position VIII

                               String     (2)

                               Finger      3 

This notation says go to the eighth position (So, go to the eighth fret, on the second string with your first finger just to get you in the right position) and then put the third finger on it’s respective fret (last hint: third finger will actually be on the tenth fret).

This is confusing to most all my students initially but its value is immeasurable in conceiving the guitar mentally.
If this doesn’t make sense, breathe in deeply and reread this section…Stay with me, you’ll be playing soon.

The Art of Improvisation…
Part One

Blues Scale #1 in A  
V

(6)   (5)   (4)    (3)   (2)   (1)

 1  4  1  3  1  3  1  3  1  4  1  4

Rock ‘n’ Roll improvisations come from the blues scale. To play the blues scale, start on the sixth string with first finger in fifth position. Strike the string. Next, staying in the fifth position, on the sixth string, strike the note on fourth fret (actually the eighth fret, but recall the concept of position playing). Now go to the fifth string and play the notes on the first fret and then the third fret. Now on the fourth string, play first and third frets.  On third string, play first and third fret; second string, 1 and 4; and first string, 1 and 4. 

Hint: While you are playing the blues scale and using the third or fourth fingers, keep the first finger down too. This will make it easier on the third finger and on the fourth finger.  

On the notation-Pop quiz (and the last time we’ll ever talk about this annoying little topic)

In the Blues scale, the first note is position V string (6) and finger 1. The second note does not have a position numeral notated. If there is no number notated, then the previous number is still applicable. So the second note in the Blues scale is still in position V.

There is also no string number notated. Again, if there is no number notated, the previous number is still applicable. So the second note in the Blues scale is still on string (6) with finger 4. This principle of notation is used throughout the entire method.

Stroking-  The most important technical thing you’ll ever learn

Striking the string in the direction of the floor is called a down stroke. Striking in the opposite direction is called an up stroke. Alternating between these two (i.e., down/up down/up) is called alternate stroking. Always use alternate stroking.
Now play the Blues Scale…Strike hard…Alternate stroke…Get a good tone…Strive for clarity, not speed.

Chops in Blues Scale #1 in A
The Chops

A chop, or lick, is Rock ‘n’ Roll slang for phrases. A phrase is a succession of notes in rhythm, that sound good together.

Our first phrase will be a riff, which is defined as a short repeated pattern. Riffs are repeated exactly, at least four times, and listeners like them a lot because they can follow them easily. 
Riffs

V

(3) (2) 

 3    1   

Full


Bends

You’ll see an arrow going up at an angle beneath the first note. This is called a bend.To execute the attack bends, put the third finger on the third fret of the third string. Also, put the second finger on the second fret and the first finger on the first fret of the third string. The reason you use the first and second finger is that they add strength to your bending. Now, strike the string, and while pressing on the string  with all three fingers, bend the string across the neck (away from the floor). There are actually two movements involved here. While you are pressing the strings away from the floor your hand also rolls clockwise around the neck of the guitar, engaging the wrist muscles. This feels awkward at first, and seems counter intuitive.Work at it slowly.

Attack bends create a soulful sound but you must maintain pressure on the string as you bend or the string will die.  
Riffs derive their strength from their rhythmic power, so you can repeat this riff for as long as you like. 

This next riff is the oldest riff in the world (Abraham taught this one to Issac).This riff is the very basis of Hendrix’s own solo style, so we’ll take a little time with it…He was a pretty good guitar player. 

First, lets’ talk about pitch. Pitch is how high or low a note sounds. For example, if you strike the first string and then the second string, you’ll hear that the first string has a higher pitch. Or, if you strike the sixth string and then the fifth string, you’ll hear that the sixth string has a lower pitch.

Notes are bent to specific pitches. Notes are bent up either one or two frets. In musical language, the distance of one fret on the guitar is called a Half step.The distance of two frets is called a Full step.

Why do we care? Because the closer your bends are to being in pitch the better guitar player you are. So,as you bend this first note , compare it to the second note and see how close you are. The closer you are the better you’re getting.

V

(3) (2) (1)

 3    1    1

Full


Woodshedding (that means hard work).

A couple of pages back we talked about stroking. We’re now going to do a boring little exercise that will be Oh! so good for you…It’ll take about ten minutes

Using the oldest riff in the world play:

1) All downstrokes, making sure you have even rhythm and clean, loud tone production. Play that for a few minutes

2) Now using the same riff play all upstrokes, again with an even, loud and hard sound

3) Now something tricky...Play two down strokes and one upstroke.(My favorite way to do this).Play for a couple of minutes.

4) Let’s do it backward, with two upstrokes and one downstroke…just to be crazy.

5) Now, one down and two ups…This one is hard.

6)Try, one up and two downs, for a few minutes

7) Now, down-up-down, for a few minutes

8) Two more to go…Play, up-down-up, for a while.

And finally we have reached our goal.Play down-up-down, followed by up-down-up…more properly called Alternate Stroking. 

Whew! What was that? That is the most important right hand technique you will ever learn. And I promise we’ll never do that horrible little exercise again.

V

(3) (2) (1)  (2)

 3    1    1    4   1

Full



Every solo that Clapton, Page or Hendrix did in the 60’s contained the above chop.Hence the title The 60’s chop. Play with alternate stroking.That means starting with a downstroke the first time and the next time you’ll start with an upstroke.Have fun.Imagine you’re at Woodstock 
This next Chop has a  symbol beneath it and signifies an attack release.  Once you have the string bent up, you strike it, keeping the pressure on, and unroll your hand, allowing the string to come back to its original position of rest. Don’t bend it past the position it was in before you started; just release it to its original position. The attack release also creates a whining sound but a different kind of whining sound.

V

(1)     (2)     (3)           (4)

 4   1   4   1   3    3   1   3

                     Full

                      
Phrasing

The purpose of improvisation is to create melodies. This is done by using phrases, which are a series of notes about the length of time that it takes to speak a sentence, followed by a pause. When you talk, you pause to breathe. The same is true for improvising. Without pauses there would be just a continuum of sound. Pauses create intelligibility. So while you are improvising, give yourself time to pause between phrases. 

So, one phrase is about a sentence long. Two phrases create what’s called a period and two periods equal a melody.
Here is another phrase.This particular one starts on an upstroke…I’ll tell you why later.You just have to trust me.
V

(4) (3)                      (4) 

 3    1   3   3     3   1   3

                   Full


Here are three more riffs…
V

(3)

 3      3    1

   Full


Extensions
The next chop uses an extension symbolized by the x. Extension means your finger will lay one fret higher than is normal in standard position playing. (To go higher on a particular string means to go towards the bridge. Conversely, to go lower on a particular string means to go towards the nut).
 V

(2) 

 3x     3x    1

     Full

    

 V

(1)

 3x     3x   1

    Full


Are we having fun yet? I’m going to teach you how to improvise now. Here are the three rules.
The Principles of Improvisation

1) Stay in the scale. 

2) Stay in time. 
3) Go crazy (put the notes in any order). 
Take the 8 chops I’ve shown you and alter them, just a little, from their original form. Just add a note, here or there, remembering that all the notes have to:

1) Stay in the blues scale, and 

2) Stay in time (so people don’t fall off the dance floor). 

3) Have fun. Go crazy! 

After you’ve done this two or three times, go back to the website, click on the Art of Improvisation, scroll Backing Tracks. Click Blues Blacking Tracks Slow in the Key of A, and improvise while the backing tracks are playing. You’re a rock star!
If you’re having trouble with the rhythm, remember these things. 

The Three Fundamentals of Time
1)  Beat

2)  Meter -Grouping the beats together (from 1 to 4)

3)  Rhythm


a.  quarter note = 1 note/beat


b.  long/short = 2 notes/beat


c.  triplet = 3 notes/beat

Chuck Berry Double Stop 
V
(1)

(2)

 1  1  1      /   /   /     4   4   4      /   /   /


 1  1  1                    3   3   3


Stevie  Ray Vaughan Double Stop 
VIII                          VII   V
 (2)                            (2)   (2)
 (3)                            (3)   (3)
  1  1  1    /   /   /   /     1      1

  2  2  2                      1      1
  

Clapton Double Stop 
 V   VI    V

(2)  (2)   (2)

(3)  (3)   (3)                (4)    play twice
 3     3     3   1   3   1 

   Sl.           

 3     3     3   1   3   1    3     
   Sl.         
Hendrix Triple Stop

 V                                       play twice
(1)

(2)

(3)

 4    4

 1    1

 1    1

Full Full 

· 



Hendrix Double Stop



 V                                                                            V

(4)            (3)                                                          (4)    

(5)            (4)                                                          (6)

 1   1   1     1   1   1   play three times and then   3

  1

 1   2   3     1   2   3

                                                 

Blues Scale #2 in A
VII                                  VIII

(6)       (5)       (4)      (3)   (3)   (2)      (1)

 2    4    1    4    1   4   1     2      1   3    1   3

Chops in Blues Scale #2 in A
Phrase
VIII

 (2) (1)                      (2)

  3    1   3   3    3   1   3

                   Full

               
Bend riff

VIII 
 (1)

  3    3    1

  Full


Phrase

VIII                   VII

(1) (2)     (3)       (3)(4)

 1    3   1   2   1    1   4    1

VII

(4)     (3)           (4)

 1   4   1   2   1    4    1

Run
VIII                                 VII              V                    III

 (1)              (2)     (3)       (3)(4)         (4)   (5)           (5)   (6)

  3     3    1    3   1   2   1    1   4    1     1      3   2   1    1     3

   Full

   
Blues Scale #3 in A
 X                          IX        X

(6)     (5)     (4)      (3)       (2)       (1)

 1   3   1   3   1   3   1   3x   1   3x   1   3

Chops in Blues Scale #3 in A
Riffs
IX

(3)

3x   3x   1

  Full

  
 X

 (2)

 3x    3x   1

    Full



 X
(3)  (2)

 3     1

Full


Blues Scale #4 in A
XII                               XIII             XII

(6)     (5)      (4)     (3)   (3)    (2)      (1)

 1   4   1   4   1   3   1      2      1    3   1   3x

Chops in Blues Scale #4 in A
Riffs 

XII

(1) 

3x      3x    1

    Full

 
XIII

 (2)

  3x   3x   1

    Full

    
XII

(3)  (2)   (1) 

 2     1      3

             Full

               
Phrase

XII

(3)  (2)                          (3)

 2     1   3   3      3     1    2

                    Full

                 
XII

(3)  (2)              (1)                (3)

 2     1   3    3    -4     3     1     2

                   Full        Full

                    
Blues Scale #5 in A
III                   II                     III

(6)        (5)     (4)        (3)       (2)      (1)

  1   3     1   3   1   3x   1   3x   1   3    1   3

Chops in Blues Scale #5 in A 
Riff

II
(3)

 3x    3x   1

   Full

John Lee Hooker Double Stop
III              play twice
(1)

(2)

 1

 2

½


Staircasing
 III                                                                    II

(1)      (2)    (1)   (2)                   (3)    (2) (3)   (3)               (4)      (3)   (4)            

 3    1   3       1     3   1      3   1    3      1    3      1     3x   1    3x      1     3x   1

II                         III

(4)       (5)    (4)   (5)                  (6)   (5)   (6)

3x   1   3x      1     3    1     3   1   3      1     3   1   3 

Ascending and Descending Runs in A
III             V                             VII            VIII

(6)     (5)   (5)      (4)  (4)     (3)  (3)     (2)  (2)      (1)  (2)

 1   3   1     1   3   1      1   3  1     1   3   2     1   3   1     3


X                                XII                              XV

(6)      (5)   (5)   (4)     (4)      (3)   (3)     (2)   (2)     (1)

 1    3   1      1     3   1   1   3   1      1   3   2     1   3   1   3


XV                    XIII       XII               X                       VIII   V

(1)      (2)            (2)  (3)  (3)  (4)        (4) (5)     (6)        (6)   (6)

 3    1   3   2   1     1    2     1     3  2  1  1    3   1   3  2  1   1     1  

X            VIII                    VII            V                   III

(1)             (1) (2)      (3)     (3) (4)      (4)  (5)           (5) (6) 

  3   2   1     1    3   1   2   1   1    4   1   1     3   2   1    1   3

III                V                                    VII            VIII

(6)        (5)  (5)        (4)  (4)          (3)  (3)       (2)  (2)          (1) (2)
  1  2  3  1     1  2  3  1     1   2   3   1    1  2  3  2     1   2   3  1    3

   
X                                  XII                                 XV

(6)       (5)   (5)        (4)  (4)       (3)  (3)       (2)  (2)        (1)  (2)

 1  2  3  1      1  2  3  1     1  2  3  1    1  2  3  2     1  2  3  1     3


Extra Credit Rock ‘n’ Roll

More phrases…

V

(1)       (2)     (3)     (2)     (1)

 4    1    1        3       1        1

                       Full

                      

 V

(1)     (2)        (3)      (2)     (1)

 1        4    1     3        1        1

                   Full

                      
 V

(3)      (2)     (1)      (2)       (1)

 3         1        1        4    1    4    1

Full                                                    


 V

(3)     (2)     (1)    (2)             (1)    (2)

 3        1        1      3X   3X     4      3X

   Full                       Full               Full



 V

(3)     (2)     (1)     (2)          (3)

 3        1        1       4      1     3

  Full                        


 V

(3)     (2)     (1)     (2)          (3)      (2)

 3        1        1       4     1      3         1

  Full                                 Full



More riffs…

V

(3)     (2)     (1)

 3        1       1

½ 


V

(2)         (1)

 1     4     1

 V

(3)

 3        3     1

     ½
      

V

(2)      (1)

 3X      1

Full


V

(2)     (1) 

 3X     1   1

Full


V

(1)     (1) 

 3X     1   1

Full


V

(2)     (3)     (2)

 3X     2X     1

         Full

           
More of everything…
V

(4)   (3)                         (4)

 3      1     3    3    3    1   3

                         ½

                      

V

(4)    (3)                (1)   (3)        (4)

 3       1     3     3     1     3    1     3

                      Full         Full


 V

(3)                    (4)     (3)     (4)

 4       3     1       3       1        3

    

 V

(1)        (2)

 4     1    4    1


 V

(1)        (2)        (3)       (4)    (3)   (4)

 4    1     4    1    3    1    3       1      3


 V

(3)                               (4)

 3    1    4    1    3    1    3


V

(3)                           (4)

 3   1    4   1   3   1    3   1

 V

(3)            (4)    (3)

 4    3   1    3      1


 V

(1)             (2)             (3)             (4)

 4     3   1    4    3   1    4    3    1    3


 V

(2)                  (3)

3X    3X    1    3    3    1

   Full                 ½



V

(1)                    (2)                   (3)              (4)

 3X    3X    1    3X     3X    1    3    3    1     3

    Full                  Full                 ½

              

The Art of Improvisation…
Part Two
Major Pentatonic #1 in A

IV                                      V

(6) (5)     (4)     (3)      (2)     (1)

 2    4    1   4   1   4   1   3   1   3   1

Chops in Major Pentatonic #1 in A

Riffs

V

(1)          (2)   (1)

 1   3   1   3     1



V

(2)          (3)   (2)

 1   3   1   2     1



IV

(3)          (4)    (3)

 1   3   1   4      1



Phrase
V

(2)          (1)

 1   2   3   1   3   1   1

       Full

                  

 V
(4)  (3) (2)   (1)   (1)

 3     2    1     1      3   1   1   

                          Full

                            
Major Pentatonic #2 in A

VII                        VI       VII

(6)     (5)      (4)     (3)       (2)       (1)

 1   3   1   3   1   3   1   3x   1   3x   1   3

Chops in Major Pentatonic #2 in A

Riffs

VII

(1)          (2)   (1)

 1   3   1   4     1


VII

(2)           (3)   (2)

 1   4   1    3     1


VI

(3)           (4)   (3)

 1   4   1    4     1


Phrase

VII                        VI

(3)                         (3)     (4)

 3       3    2    1       1       2
 Full



VIII

(2)  (1)                                     (2)

 3     1   2    3    4    4x    1   2    3

Major Pentatonic #3 in A

IX                                        X               IX

(6)        (5)       (4)       (3)   (3)   (2)      (1)

 1    4    1    4    1    3    1      2     1    3   1    3x    1

Chops in Major Pentatonic #3 in A

Riffs

IX

(1)            (2)    (1)

 1    3x   1   3x    1

 X

(2)          (3)   (2)

 1   3   1   2      1


IX

(3)          (4)   (3)

 1   3   1   3     1


Phrase
X

(2)      (1)           (2)

 1   3    1   2   3    3    1    1

     Full                Full

      
 X

(1)                         (2)

 3        3       3         3     1     1

Full   Full   Full   Full



Major Pentatonic #4 in A

XII                IX                    X

(6)       (5)     (4)        (4)       (2)     (1)

 1    3   1   3   1   3x    1   3x   1   3   1   3

Chops in Major Pentatonic #4 in A

Riffs

XII

(1)             (2)    (1)

 1     3    1    3     1


XII

(2)             (3)   (2)

 1    3    1    3     1


XI
(3)              (4)   (3)

 1    4    1     4     1


Major Pentatonic #5 in A

II

(6)       (5)       (4)      (3)       (2)       (1)

 1    4    1    4   1    3   1    3   1   3x    1   3x
Chops in Major Pentatonic #5 in A

Riffs
 II                                            

(1)           (2)   (1)                  

 1   4   1    4      1                                                     


II

(2)            (3)   (2)

 1    4    1   3     1


II

(3)             (4)    (3)

 1    3    1    3      1

   
Phrase
 II                        
(3)               (2)            
 1    3     3     4          

II                        
(3)               (2)     (3)            
 1    3     3     4       3     1          

  III                          II

  (2)                         (3)

   3        3        3        3     1    1

  Full   Full   Full    Full


