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Welcome to

Guitar is one of the most popular instruments for first-time learners, allowing players 
the flexibility to play various different musical styles. But whether you aspire to play for 

fun or to live out your ambitions of taking the stage at Wembley, the end goal may 
seem a distant dream when you strum your first chord. With what might seem like an 
endless list of notation marks, scales and chords to grasp, practice and commitment 

are essential. Luckily, this newly revised edition of Guitar for Beginners is on hand to be 
your learning companion, guiding you through the basics and helping you lay firm 

foundations for future development. Our step-by-step tutorials are even accompanied 
by free online resources such as video tutorials and audio files to point you in the 

right direction and provide examples of how your guitar playing should sound. With 
plenty of practice, you will be finger picking, string bending and making compositions 

worthy of that Wembley stage in no time.
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Getting started
The ultimate guide and step-by-step tutorials will teach you the basics, from choosing 
the right guitar and knowing how to hold it to strumming and picking

Give it 
a try

Look out for this logo 
on each page, as it 
means that an audio 
and/or video file is 
available online to 
help you master a 
certain technique.

10  The ultimate guide to 
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Everything you need to know from 
diff erent types to how they work 

24  Restring your guitar
This technique is  essential for 
when strings break, but can also 
improve your guitar’s sound quality

26  Hold your guitar
Know exactly where to position 
your hands, as well as how to sit 
and stand properly with your guitar

28  Hold your pick
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your plectrum correctly so you can 
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“There are various types of guitar 
to consider in determining the 

sound you want to achieve”
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From picking up a guitar and strumming simple songs to playing jaw-dropping 
solos on stage, everyone’s musical journey starts somewhere

The ultimate guide 
to the guitar

So you’ve decided to make the leap and learn the guitar – 
that’s great news. The benefits of playing really are plentiful, 
from simply helping you to relax to actually writing your 
own songs, performing live in front of a crowd and forging a 

professional career as a guitarist. So whatever your reason for starting 
to learn the guitar, once you have mastered all of the basics, you will 

be able to hear the results for yourself and slowly develop your own 
individual playing style.

There is far more to playing than simply picking up the instrument 
and blindly strumming the strings, though. As this feature will teach 
you, there are the various types of guitar to consider in determining 
the sound you want to achieve, eg do you learn on an acoustic or go 

Throughout this bookazine, the horizontal 
lines on these tab diagrams (right) refer to the 
string you’re fretting. The numbers refer to 
which fret you’re playing (below).

Strings and frets
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Saddle and bridge
The bridge of the guitar 
is the piece of material by 
which the bottom of the 
strings are attached to the 
guitar. The saddle is the 
small strip on top of the 
bridge and its grooves help 
separate the strings and 
hold them into position

Pick guard
The flat, smooth 
piece of material 
placed near the 
sound hole on most 
guitars, including 
electric models, is 
called the pick guard. 
This helps to protect 
that area of the guitar 
from scratches when 
your hand travels as 
you strum, in case 
you touch the body

Dots
Some guitars have dots placed within some 
of the frets along the fretboard. These are 
reference points that are always on the fifth, 
seventh, ninth and twelfth frets to help you get 
your fingers into the correct positions

Sound hole
The sound hole is the part of the guitar that 
helps project the sound, and is found on 
all types of guitar except for electric. When 
playing, strumming the strings over the 
sound hole helps to generate volume

The body
The body is the hollow part of the guitar that 
you position on your knee when playing 
seated. It is where you will find the sound 
hole, pick guard, saddle and bridge. The 
body comes in various shapes and styles 
depending on the make of the guitar



>>
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straight for an electric? You will also need to learn 
chords – the correct strings to hold down in order 
to produce certain notes needed to play along to 
songs or write your own music – and tabs to play 
the riffs that inspired you to pick up a guitar in the 
first place. Most importantly, you will discover the 
need to practise and not get disheartened if you 
don’t progress as quickly as you might like. This is the 
hurdle that many newcomers fail to overcome, but 
by giving up before you have really started you will 
be depriving yourself of one of the most satisfying 
skills you could ever hope to learn. So make sure you 
stick with it and read on to find out more about this 
amazing instrument.

Buying your guitar
When purchasing your first guitar, you need to 
ask yourself what type of music you want to play 
to ascertain the best type of guitar to buy. There 
are four main types – classical, acoustic, acoustic-
electric/electro-acoustic and electric. Classical guitars 
are acoustic-based but are strung with nylon strings 
and have large fretboards, making them perfect 
for beginners working on their chord formations. 
Acoustic guitars are very similar in appearance, 
but the strings are traditionally steel and the necks 
are thinner, making them ideal for smaller hands. 

Acoustic-electric guitars come with a built-in pickup 
and can be connected to amps to boost the 
volume, electric guitars feature thin necks and rely 
on amps to produce the sound.

When in the market for a guitar, check out your 
local music stores and make a point of trying out 
a range of models to find the shape and feel that 
appeals to you. Try to play as many guitars as time 
allows to help you gauge the different sounds they 
make, and work out your budget early so that you 
can focus on guitars that suit your price range. Even 
if you are planning on buying online, it is important 
to have some hands-on experience with the type of 
guitar you want so that when it arrives you’ll know if 
it sounds as it should do.

Getting started
When you are taking your first tentative steps into 
the world of guitar playing, it is important to do 
things by the book. The reason for this is so that 

you don’t develop bad habits that can hinder your 
progress and playing technique further down the 
line. Sure, when you master the basics and start to 
explore your preferred playing style, you can adopt 
whatever rock ‘n’ roll posture you like, but when just 
starting out it will really help you to ensure you are 
seated correctly, with good posture and your hands 
in the right positions.
As well as providing advice on how to sit or 

stand correctly while playing your guitar, this book 
touches on a number of other basics to help you lay 
solid foundations for future learning. We describe 
how best to hold your pick, how to limber up with 
simple warm up exercises and guide you through 
strumming your first notes. So make sure you 
concentrate on nailing these initial principles before 
progressing any further.

There is no right or wrong way to learn guitar and 
there are certainly many pros and cons for teaching 
yourself versus paying a professional tutor to guide 

Get to know your instrument inside and out, and discover all of the components

Anatomy of a guitar
When learning to play the guitar, it is important to know what each part of the instrument 
is called and what its purpose is. You will find all of the parts listed here on an acoustic 
guitar and its variants. Most of the parts also present on electric guitars. Neck and nut

From the headstock, the strings 
of the guitar are guided along 
the neck by the nut, a piece of 
material made out of plastic or 
bone into which small grooves 
are cut. You will put your fingers 
on various parts of the neck to 
create different notes

Fretboard and frets
Dotted along the neck of the guitar are frets. 
These refer to the metal strips that separate the 
neck into sections, but frets are generally referred 
to by guitarists as the space in between the metal 
strips where you hold the strings to alter the pitch

Headstock 
and tuners
The headstock is the top of 
the guitar and is attached 
to the neck. On the 
headstock are tuners, which 
you will use to adjust the 
pitch of each of the strings 
on the guitar and tune it 
up. You use the machine 
heads to turn the pegs

“When purchasing your first guitar, you need 
to ask yourself what type of music you want to 
play to ascertain the best type of guitar to buy”

>>
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“To be a rhythm 
guitarist you must 
have mastered a wide 
range of chords”
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you. Some say that the sense of accomplishment is 
heightened if you use books or DVDs to help you 
and, indeed, some of music’s greatest players are 
self-taught (or so they claim). If you are serious about 
playing, we would recommend taking a few lessons 
just to ensure that your playing posture (as well as 
other considerations) is correct going forward. Other 
than that, so as long as you set aside half an hour 
to an hour a day for practice, you’ll soon be reaping 
the rewards.

Types of guitar playing
When you first start learning guitar you will 
probably have some idea of the type of player you 
would like to eventually become. It may be that 
you just fancy strumming simple songs around the 
campfire, in which case all you will need to know 
are some basic chords and a good strumming 
technique. If you want to play rock or metal music, 
an electric guitar is a must and you’ll need to train 
your fretting hand to craft power and barre chords, 
as well as develop a good technique for picking 
strings using a plectrum. If your future lies in lead 
guitar, you’ll need to practise all kinds of scales to 
play solos, master the art of alternate picking (a 
plectrum technique that involves alternating your 
upward and downward strokes to play faster) and 
learn to be able to improvise your own solos. Some 
people assume that rhythm guitarists are in some 
way inferior to lead guitarists, but often the opposite 
is true. To be a rhythm guitarist you must have 
mastered a wide range of chords and be able to 
switch seamlessly between them while maintaining 
a constant strumming rhythm, arpeggios, chord 
riffs, chord solos and complex strums. A rhythm 
guitarist is the constant driving force behind a 
song and is equally as important as the percussion 
section in maintaining the flow and pace of the 
song, whereas the lead guitarist plays over the top 
and embellishes certain sections to give the song 
more vibrancy and a clear hook.

Musicality
While it is by no means essential to be able to read 
music to learn the guitar, it will provide a good 
grounding for you to develop as a player and allow 
you to borrow arrangements from other types of 
music, such as piano. Probably the most essential 
skill to develop as a player, though, is a sense of 
rhythm in your strumming. It’s all very well being 
able to strum your strings in a down and up motion, 
but being able to keep time doing it and develop 
strumming patterns is key to building your own 

Strings types
Classical acoustic 
guitars use nylon 
strings, which 
are easy on the 
hands and ideal for 
beginners. Steel-
string acoustic guitars 
feature steel strings 
that will cause more 
discomfort on the 
fingers when starting 
out, but create a 
much crisper sound

Hollow body
The body of an acoustic guitar 
is large and hollow, acting as a 
resonating chamber that amplifies 
the strings. In the body is a sound 
hole, situated underneath the strings, 
which is how the sound enters the 
hollow body when you play

>>
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Acoustic guitars require no additional amplification equipment 
and are ideal for beginners learning the basics

Acoustic guitars

Acoustic guitars come in two main forms: classical 
and steel-string. Classical guitars have a wider neck 
and use nylon strings, making them perfect for 
beginners. This is because the nylon strings are 
easy on the fingers – both in terms of fretting and 
strumming – and the wide necks give your fretting 
hand a thorough workout, making you stretch 

further to form the chords. The benefit of this is 
that once you have learned to form the chords on 
a classical guitar, everything else is a piece of cake! 
Steel strings produce a defined and sharp sound 
that is a distinctive component of a wide range of 
popular music styles – from rock to country – but 
they can feel harsh on the fingers at first.

Thick neck
Classical acoustic guitars have thick 
necks and the frets are quite spaced 
out, making them much better 
suited for beginners learning how 
to fret chords for the first time. Steel-
string acoustics have thinner necks, 
making them easier to fret and more 
comfortable to hold

Is an acoustic right for you?
Pros Cons

Easier to learn on Limited volume control

No amplification equipment required Not suitable for solos or licks

Better for certain styles of music Quite bulky in size

The sound that your guitar makes depends a 
lot on the type of strings used and their gauge 
(thickness). The higher the gauge, the thicker 
the string and, likewise, the lower the gauge, the 
thinner the string. Higher gauged strings will 
generally last longer and provide a much meatier, 
fatter sound, whereas thinner strings generate a 
lighter, crisper sound.

Nylon strings, like those found on classical 
acoustic guitars are smoother, more comfortable 
to press down and easier to slide your fingers 

along, making them ideal for beginners. Acoustic 
and electric guitars commonly use steel strings, 
which produce the fullest sound but are harder 
on the fingers and will inevitably cause a degree 
of discomfort on your fretting hand. You can 
get around this problem by switching to lower-
gauged strings, which are thinner and easier 
to press down on, or by practising so that you 
become accustomed to the initial discomfort and 
the skin on your fingers grows a little harder and 
becomes calloused.

Guitar strings
Different guitars come with different types of strings, which affect both the sound 
of the instrument and the ease of playing. We examine the various types



“If you would like 
to improve your 
fingering, then scales 
are part of the process”
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Hard body
Unlike the bodies of acoustic guitars, which 
have hollow bodies to amplify the sound, 
electric guitars have hard bodies, which are 
much thinner and easier to hold. Situated 
on the body are dials to adjust the sound 
coming out of the instrument

Toggle switch
The switch on the front of electric 
guitars is used to toggle between 
pickups to produce different sounds. 
For example, the up position 
engages the pickup closest to the 
neck to produce a mellower sound, 
the middle position engages the top 
and middle pickups and the down 
position engages just the pickup 
closest to the bridge

style and stamping your own mark on the songs 
you are going to play.

If you would like to improve your fingering on 
the frets in terms of speed and accuracy, then scales 
(a series of consecutive notes played in succession) 
are part of the learning process that will put you 
in good stead for licks and solos. And learning 
scales is extremely useful, even if you never play a 
solo in your entire life. By just playing chords you 
will never break out of the ordinary, so you need 
to connect your chords with scales. If you want to 
play particular songs on your guitar, rather than 
strumming chords (which are the basic foundations 
of any song), then you can use tabs. Tabs are a form 
of musical notation that tell the player where to put 
their fingers on the guitar neck and once you’ve 
learnt how to read them you’ll be playing your 
way through all of the Fender-bending classics in a 
matter of days.

Playing with others
We’ve said it already, but we really can’t stress 
enough the importance of practise in your 
development as a player. Even if you think that you 
have learnt something, if you don’t practise it for 
days after, by the time you go back you will have 
forgotten at least part of it. So keep momentum 
with your playing and try to practise for at least half 
an hour every day to keep your mind and muscles 
well trained. Dedication to your instrument will have 
you strumming from muscle memory in no time.

Of course, the reason why you got into guitar in 
the first place could be because you want to form 
or join a band, in which case practising with others 
is a great way to develop all aspects of your playing, 
from simple timing and coordination through to 
improvisation. With a dedicated rhythm section 
keeping the beat, it is much easier to perfect a 
smoother, more natural style than if you are sat 
alone in your attic room. And there is nothing 
like a room full of musicians, whatever the level of 
expertise, to inspire each other and bounce ideas 
around – which takes us back to the argument over 
whether it is best to learn from books and DVDs 
or a professional tutor. While the aforementioned 
formats will get you so far, nothing beats the advice 
or tutorage of a fellow player, so take the time to 
explore the scene in your area and see if any local 
bands rent nearby practice space so you can drop 
in. Try to attend as many gigs and live shows as 
you can, too, because just watching other guitarists 
perform can help you pick up useful tips on how to 
play your instrument.

>>
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The electric guitar is the workhorse of popular music – from rock, 
blues and jazz to pop – and can create very distinct styles

Electric guitars

Unlike acoustic guitars, which are usually self-
amplifying, electric guitars need to be plugged 
into a stand-alone amplifier to be heard adequately. 
Acoustic-electric guitars are the exception as they 
can be plugged in and amplified as well. They are 
usually solid-body guitars (although archtop electric 
guitars are available that have hollow bodies to 
give them more acoustic resonance) with pickups 
situated beneath the strings where you strum that 

channel the sound through the amp. The pickups 
and amplifier used with a solid-body electric guitar 
create a metallic sound with a lengthy sustain, and 
the design variations among electric guitars allows 
them to produce a wide variety of tones. The two 
most popular designs, the Fender Stratocaster and 
the Gibson Les Paul, have their own distinct sound 
and, as such, you’ll soon be able to tell which guitar 
features in different songs. 

     Is an electric right for you?  
Pros Cons

Greater scope to experiment with sound They require a stand-alone amp

Easier to fret and play The frets are closer together

Ideal for solos, licks and riffs Often more expensive than acoustics

Thin strings
The strings of an electric guitar are thinner than those used 
on acoustic guitars and they sit closer to the neck, making 
them easier to hold down. This doesn’t necessarily make 
them easier to learn on, but once you have mastered the art 
of fretting on an electric, anything else is child’s play!

Small frets
As the necks of electric guitars are much thinner than those 
of acoustics, fretting the strings is much easier and you can 
also employ some techniques more easily than you can on 
an acoustic, such as fret-tapping and string-bending

Pickups
Situated on the body of all electric 
guitars, underneath the strings 
where you strum, are three rows of 
pickups. These transducer devices 
capture the vibrations of the strings 
as you play them and convert them 
into an electrical signal that is then 
broadcast through the amp
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The more you know about how the guitar makes the sound 
it does, the more effective a player you’ll become

How a guitar makes noise

As we have already explored, acoustic guitars 
have large, hollow bodies into which the sound 
is channelled via a sound hole that sits under the 
strings. Most acoustic guitars also have a waist, 
or a narrowing, which makes it easier to rest the 
instrument on your knee and reach your arm 
around while playing.
Above and below the waist are widenings, 

known as bouts. The upper bout is where the neck 
connects and the lower bout is where the bridge 

is attached. The size and shape of the body and 
the bouts has a lot to do with the tone that a given 
guitar produces. When your choosing your first 
guitar, keep an ear out for these different tones.

When you hold down the strings of a guitar and 
strum them, the strings vibrate and transmit their 
vibrations to the saddle, the saddle then transmits 
these to the soundboard (the front of the guitar) and 
the soundboard and body amplify the notes. This is 
what then comes out of the sound hole.

Try this simple method to get the right technique

01 Strum the guitar
Place your guitar on your knee, place your 
strumming hand over the sound hole and strum 
the open strings.

03 Press on the strings
Now experiment by holding down different strings, using your fretting hand on the neck, 
and notice the change in pitch when playing above or below the sound hole.

02 Change positions
Now move your strumming hand further down the 
base of the guitar towards the bridge and again 
strum the strings. Hear the difference?

Create a guitar sound
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If you want your instrument to continue producing crisp, defined 
sounds, you need to take good care of it

Take care of your guitar

You should treat your guitar with the utmost 
respect, not only to keep it looking beautiful, but 
to make sure you get the best possible sound out 
of your instrument. Things like dust can muffle the 
notes, so it is worth cleaning regularly and storing 

your guitar somewhere sensible. If you neglect 
your instrument, it could become damaged and 
not produce the results you want. Here are some 
handy dos and don’ts when it comes to handling 
the guitar.

How best to go about cleaning the instrument

01 Loosen the strings
Start off by loosening the strings of your acoustic 
or electric guitar slightly. This only needs to be just 
enough to get a cloth under them and clean the 
vital components.

03 Things  
to avoid
Never spray your 
guitar with chemicals 
to clean it (as they 
might discolour it) 
and never use a wet 
cloth to clean steel 
strings as they will 
rust. If in doubt, buy 
new strings.

02 Clean around components
Using a dry cloth, wipe away the accumulated dust 
around the pickups of an electric guitar or around 
the bridge of an acoustic guitar. This area attracts a 
lot of dust if not maintained.

Clean your guitar
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As with any hobby, there are a wide range of accessories available for guitar 
players to make playing easier. Here we take a look at some essential kit

Essential accessories

From straps to tuners, slides to strings, there is 
almost no end of accessories that you can buy for 
your guitar. Some are essential for the transportation 

and well-being of your instrument, others simply 
enhance the cosmetics, change the sound it makes 
or enable you to play in a particular way. Here we 

take you through the variety of add-ons available 
to purchase, and recommend some essentials and 
some of our favourite buys.

Leads
If you play an electric guitar 
then you will need a cable 
in order to connect your 
instrument to your amp. 
The variety of these leads is 
staggering; not just in style 
and the materials used, but 
also the length. So if you are 
intending to play gigs and 
move around the stage you’ll 
need something that won’t 
restrict your strutting.

Recommended buy: 3m lead   
Price: £9.99/$14.99  
URL: www.staggmusic.com

Straps
If you want to play your guitar standing up, or you just want a little extra 
security while playing seated, a guitar strap is a must-have accessory. 
Adjustable straps come in a variety of styles and colours, and are easily 
put in place on your instrument by the attached pins.

Recommended buy: Souldier Neil Young
Price: £42.00/$55.00  URL: www.peachguitars.com

Picks
Without growing the fingernails on your 
strumming hand, the easiest way to rhythmically 
strum your guitar is by using a plectrum – or 
pick. These little playing aids can be fashioned 
out of anything from plastic to glass, are shaped 
like an isosceles triangle with curved edges, and 
vary in width for different sounds and styles.

Recommended buy: Dunlop Tortex Standard 
– 60mm
Price: £0.50/$0.99  URL: www.Jimdunlop.com

Hard cases
If you perform gigs or generally transport your guitar around a lot, a hard case is well worth 
investing in. These cases snugly house your guitar and provide tough exterior protection so 
that your instrument won’t get damaged, even if the case gets bashed around in transit.

Recommended buy: Ashton Tweed Case  Price: £65.99/$79.99  URL: www.gak.co.uk

Strings
If you want your instrument to continue sounding 
great, then you will need to regularly restring it 
and keep plenty of additional strings handy if one 
breaks while you are playing – which they will do 
through regular use or if they become stretched. 
Strings vary in thickness, so experiment with the 
different gauges to get the sound you want.

Recommended buy: Ernie Ball Super Slinky  
Price: £7.25/$9.99  
URL: www.ernieball.co.uk

Slides
Slide guitar, or bottleneck, is a particular method for 
playing the guitar in which a slide is placed upon the 
string to vary its vibrating length and pitch. This slide 
can be moved along the string without lifting, creating 
continuous transitions in the pitch. Often made out of 
glass or metal, slides come in many styles.

Recommended buy: Chrome slide  Price: £5.99/$9.99  
URL: www.jimdunlop.com
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Gig bags
If you just want a simple case to sling your instrument into while 
commuting or for safe storage, a simple gig bag could be just the 
thing. Though they won’t guard your instrument against hard 
knocks like the hard cases, they will offer a degree of protection 
and are comfortable to carry.

Recommended buy: Fender Gig Bag Guitar Case – Electric Guitar  
Price: £14.95/$19.99  URL: www.fender.com

Capos
A guitar capo is a clamp that 
you stick on different frets of the 
guitar in order to change the 
pitch or key of the open strings. 
Each fret on the guitar is a half 
step, therefore, if you place a 
capo on the very first fret, all of 
the open strings will sound half a 
step higher than normal, making 
it easy to change the key of a 
song you want to play.

Recommended buy: Fender 
Smart Capo
Price: £21.00/$29.00
URL: www.fender.com/
accessories/capos/fender-smart

Stands
It is vitally important for your guitar’s welfare to store it safely when not 
in use as laying it flat on the ground will undoubtedly lead to it getting 
battered. So it is well worth investing in a simple floor stand to keep 
your guitar upright and primed for use whenever you want to pick it up.

Recommended buy: Ashton Single A-Frame Guitar Stand
Price: £13.99/$19.99  URL: www.gak.uk

Tuners
As you become proficient at guitar playing, you’ll 
gradually develop the skill to tune your guitar by ear. But 
until then, there are a wide range of electronic tuners 
available to help you instantly get your guitar sounding 
great. If you don’t want to invest in a physical tuner, there 
are plenty of smartphone apps up to the task too.

Recommended buy: KORG Pitchjack Tuner  
Price: £14.00/$20.00  URL: www.pmtonline.co.uk
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Restringing your guitar is an important 
part of any guitar owner’s relatively small 
maintenance schedule, and while it might 
seem a little daunting when you do it for 

the first time, the whole restringing process is 
actually a lot easier than you might think.
How often you choose to restring your 

instrument really depends on a number of factors, 
such as how often you play, your playing style 
itself and the quality of strings on your instrument. 
Some guitarists will change their strings every week 
if they’re gigging regularly, others may leave it far 
longer if they’re only an occasional player. It’s not 
an exact science, but there are a few clues that can 
help you decide it’s time for a change; first of all, 

your strings will start to sound duller than when 
they were brand new, and secondly, they’ll lose their 
shiny appearance. If you’re noticing either or both of 
these characteristics in your strings, then it’s time to 
give your guitar a new lease of life.
As we’ve already mentioned, the first time you 

restring your guitar may seem like a daunting 
prospect, but it’s far easier than you think, and once 
you get used to it, it’ll take no time at all. It’s always 
worth remembering that most good guitar shops 
will offer to restring your guitar for you for a small 
fee, so if you’re not feeling particularly confident, 
there’s help at hand there. That said, we’re sure 
that by following the guide below, restringing your 
guitar should be easy. 

Change your guitar’s strings

01 Detune your guitar
Detune the string you wish to replace by turning the tuning peg. Make sure you 
turn it until the string is completely loose. To save time and energy, you can use 
a string winder. 

02 Feed it through
If you’re restringing an acoustic, remove the bridge pin and insert your new 
string into the bridge pin hole. If you’re using an electric, feed the strings 
through the back of your guitar into the bridge.

Restringing

“Restringing is an important part of any 
guitarist’s maintenance schedule”

Whether you’ve snapped a string or your guitar is sounding dull, 
restringing is essential and can give it a whole new lease of life

Restring 
your guitar

Video file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 

own guitar 

Give it a try
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A few things to watch out for as you restring

03 Round the peg
Make sure the string is aligned with the grooves in your guitar’s neck, then wind 
the top part of your new string around its corresponding tuning peg and push 
the rest through its hole to ensure it stays in place.

04 Wind and repeat
To stop the string from unravelling from the tuning peg, use a string winder to 
tune it up until the string is fairly taut. Repeat this process for all six strings, then 
your guitar will need to be tuned.

Top restringing tips

Line it up
As you start to tighten 
up the slack on new 
strings, ensure they’re 
aligned with the 
right grooves in your 
guitar’s nut (above the 
first fret)

Tools you’ll need
To restring your guitar you’ll need 
a set of wire/string cutters, a string 
winder, your new strings and a 
lint-free cloth for a quick clean

Opposite strings
It’s always best to restring opposite strings 
rather than in a linear order. Start with your 
low E, then top E, then A, then B, etc

Top tip
Finish the job

 Once you’ve fi tted your new 

strings, it’s time to tune up. 

It’s worth noting you may 

need to do this a few times as 

you ‘play in’ the strings. It 

can take some practise 

so you may need a 
guide at fi rst.
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Getting started

Your posture while playing the guitar is 
vitally important because if you slouch 
or are generally seated badly, then you 
could easily pick up bad playing habits 

that could make it much harder to learn to play. 
When learning, the best position is to remain 

seated with a nice straight back, with your 

strumming hand resting over the sound hole 
or pickups and the thumb of your fretting hand 
pressed against the neck of your instrument so that 
your fingers have more flexibility to reach around 
and press down on the strings. As your confidence 
grows, however, you can play your instrument while 
standing up too. Many guitar players prefer to stand 

while performing but we recommend working 
your way up to it. And it’s not just deciding whether 
to stand or sit with your guitar; there are also two 
different hand positions when holding the neck. In 
this tutorial we provide useful tips on ensuring that 
your guitar-playing doesn’t suffer through lack of 
comfort, whichever way you choose to play. 

There are two ways to hold the neck

The ideal position to maintain while seated with your instrument

Correct hand 
position

Sitting with your guitar

Are you sitting 
comfortably?
Sit in an armless chair 
and be seated with your 
back against the back 
of the chair. Slouching 
is a definite no-no as 
it could lead to you 
developing bad habits

Instrument position
Hold your instrument so 
that the back of the body 
comes into contact with 
your stomach/chest and 
the bottom of the neck 
runs parallel to the floor

Rest on your far leg
The body of the guitar 
will rest on one of your 
legs. In most styles of 
playing, the guitar will 
rest on the leg farthest 
away from the headstock

String position
The thickest string on your 
guitar should be the closest 
to your face, while the 
thinnest is closest to the floor. 
If this isn’t the case, turn the 
guitar in the other direction

When learning, you’ll probably be told that 
the best way to hold the neck of your guitar 
is to press your thumb against the back of the 
neck. This will allow your fingers to crane over 
the fretboard and enable you to press down 
on the strings much more easily. However, the 
more you play, you may find it more natural 
to rest your thumb on top of the neck. Either 
way is fine, and although the method of resting 
your thumb on the neck might restrict the 
movement of your fretting fingers, doing so will 
allow you to bring your thumb around and use 
it as an unorthodox fretting tool.

The orthodox position, with thumb on back of neck

Alternatively, you can move your thumb round to fret with it

There are numerous ways to hold the guitar, but not all of them are conducive 
to good playing. Here we outline the best ways to hold your instrument

Hold your guitar
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There are a wide range of accessories available to aid your playing position

Don’t sacrifice your comfort while you stand up to play your instrument

Playing aids

Standing with your guitar
When learning guitar, it is natural to sit down with your instrument as this allows you to concentrate 
more on your playing and less on your body movement. And while any time spent practising is good, 
you might find that standing allows you to be more mobile, helps your playing posture and forces you 
to concentrate on your chords without looking at them. Plus it’s infinitely more ‘rock ‘n’ roll’ than sitting, 
right? So here are some useful tips for playing your instrument while standing.

Guitar straps
Guitar straps come in a wide range of styles and 
colours, all of which can be adjusted to a height 
that suits you and feels comfortable while playing.

Weigh it up
Good posture is what allows you to stand while playing guitar. You probably already know how to sit 
while practising, so practise standing with your back nice and straight. Hold your guitar in your hand 
and walk around with it strapped to you so that your body gets used to the weight.

Adjust your strap
Make sure that your strap sits on your shoulder and not on the end of your shoulder. The latter will 
cause the strap to dig in and become uncomfortable. With the strap placed correctly on your shoulder, 
stand with your back against a wall to get a better understanding of how straight you need to stand.

Keep it centred
Most electric guitars have a cut-away section in the middle so that the body of your instrument fits 
right up against your body under your ribs. Stand up straight and don’t slump your shoulders, arch 
your back and stick your chest out; this allows your guitar to be centred at your core.

Get the height right
Your guitar cannot be hanging too low or too high in relation to your body. When finding the 
perfect height for your fretting hand, make sure that you can access every fret equally. If you have to 
uncomfortably contort your fingers to do so then that’s a good indicator that your position isn’t good.

Strumming hand
Your strumming hand should rest comfortably on the side of your guitar’s body and have easy access 
to all of the strings. If your guitar is too high you will have to twist your wrist one way, and if it’s too low 
you’ll have to twist it the other way. Playing this way could cause you some damage.

Quick-release straps
Some straps, like Dimarzio’s ClipLock range, feature 
clips that enable the main strap to be detached 
from the locking sections that remain on the guitar.

Footstools
To aid comfortable sitting, footstools, such as the 
FretRest by Proline, can be set to raise your guitar 
up on your knee to optimum height.

“With the strap on your shoulder, stand with 
your back against a wall to get an understanding 
of how straight you should stand”
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An alternative to picking your strings with your fingers is to use a guitar pick. In this 
tutorial we show you how to brandish this to strum your strings with ease

Hold your pick

Whether you’re a learner or a seasoned 
pro, you will undoubtedly benefit 
from using picks. 

Playing guitar with a pick (or 
plectrum) produces a brighter, more vibrant sound 
than using your fingers. A pick also provides a 
greater contrast in tone across different plucking 
locations. For example, the difference in sound 
between playing a string close to the bridge and 
near the neck is greater.

Guitar picks can vary in thickness to 
accommodate different playing styles and types of 
strings. Thinner picks tend to offer a wider range 
of sounds, whereas thicker picks can produce a 
brighter tone. The thickness of the pick can also 
directly benefit you in achieving your desired 
sound – such as thinner picks for rock and metal 
and thicker picks for jazz and blues. Guitar picks 
are generally made from plastic or nylon, but can 
also be made out of rubber, metal or glass, and are 

traditionally shaped like an isosceles triangle with 
two equal corners and a rounded third corner. 

There are many ways for a guitarist to hold a 
pick while playing. For example, guitarists playing 
solos will often hold the pick between their thumb 
and index finger as this makes it easier to pick out 
individual notes from the strings. But in this tutorial 
we will show you a dependable way to hold a pick 
in order to achieve a clean strumming sound on 
your instrument.

01 Correct hand position
Open your picking hand and turn the palm to face you. Close your hand to 
make a loose fist, ensuring that your thumb rests on the side of your index finger 
instead of on top of it.

03 Position over strings
Ensure that about half an inch of the pick is protruding from your fist. Position 
your picking hand over the sound hole of an acoustic guitar or the pickups of an 
electric guitar, so that it is hovering over the strings.

02 Place your pick
With your other hand, slide your guitar pick between your thumb and index 
finger so that the pick sits just behind the knuckle of your thumb. Make sure that 
the pointed end is pointing away from your fist.

04 Strum the strings
Now move your wrist in a pendulum-like motion from your elbow and practise 
hitting the strings in a downward and upward motion. If they rattle excessively, 
try striking them softer or with less of the pick surface.

Start picking The best way to hold your pick for strumming
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This method is ideal for getting clean and 
even contact on all of your guitar strings

Holding your pick correctly
Make a loose fist
Form your strumming hand into a 
loose fist with your thumb resting 
on the side of your index finger as 
opposed to on top of it

Get accustomed to it
Holding the pick like this will 
feel alien to start with, so 
pay close attention to your 
picking hand while playing 
to get the right contact

Correct pick placement
Holding it firmly, ensure that the pointed 
end of the pick is pointing away from your 
fist and about half an inch is protruding

Clasping your pick
Slide the pick between your 
thumb and index finger so that 
it sits just behind the knuckle of 
your thumb and is stabilised by 
your index finger

Different picks suit different styles

Types of picks
Guitar picks vary in thickness to accommodate 
different playing styles and types of strings. 
Thinner picks are more flexible and tend to offer a 
wider, more dynamic range of sounds (from soft 
to loud) and are favoured by beginners, however, 
they will wear down quickly when compared 
to thicker ones. Thicker picks tend to allow for 
greater control over thicker gauge strings, such as 
those favoured by jazz guitarists. When buying 
a pick, they are referred to by their gauge, which 
essentially means their thickness. For instance a 
0.73 pick is 0.73mm thick, a 1.5 pick is 1.5mm thick 
and so on.
Most picks are made of plastic, but you can get 

them in other materials too, such as stone which 
is inherently heavy and has no flexibility. You can 
also get different shapes and sizes, such as sharp-
edged, to make it easier to pick the strings.

Experiment with different picks to find the one 
that best suits your playing style and guitar.

Top tip
Get the right consistencyHolding the pick in this manner may feel strange at fi rst, but it’s ideal for getting good, even contact on your strings. Try to create fl uidity in your picking; your downstrokes should sound near identical to your upstrokes.
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Strumming seems so simple, but there is 
an art to it. It’s not uncommon to sit down 
with a guitar for the first time and find it 
difficult to strum up and down the strings 

comfortably. Most beginners tighten up their wrist, 
almost raking the strings, making it impossible to 
get any type of natural flow.
First and foremost, you need the right guitar 

pick. As we’re just starting out, a thin pick – around 
0.73mm – is best. It will allow far more freedom 
when performing downstrokes and upstrokes, 
giving you much more leeway when trying to 
ensure the same amount of pressure is applied to 
each. See the previous tutorial for the best way to 
hold a pick. 

With your first attempt it’s important to 
remember to keep your strumming arm moving 
up and down in a constant motion even if you’re 
not hitting the strings. Doing this will get your mind 

into a rhythm of how to perform both the up and 
downstroke. Strum from the elbow too, and not the 
wrist, which should always be relaxed and never 
tight. Finally, don’t fall into the trap of being overly 
nervous with your strumming and barely touching 
the strings. The idea is to hit them as quickly as you 
can so you get the sound of them all ringing out at 
once. At the same time, make sure you’re always in 
control. Use the following strumming patterns to 
get started and listen to the audio online to check 
how they should sound. 

How to strum upwards and downwards

01 Downward strumming
The first step to comfortable strumming is perfecting the downstroke. This 
is simply taking the pick and strumming it down the strings. Start a gentle 
four count in your head or out loud, adding an ‘and’ between each number 
to represent the offbeat. For example, one and two and three and four, then 
repeat. Every time you say a number, strum down on the guitar and ensure 
you keep the rhythm. It may help to tap your foot at the same time as each 
number. Listen to the audio file included online to hear how it should sound. 

02 Upward strumming
In order to play many of your favourite songs or simply get better at the guitar, 
it’s imperative to perfect the upward stroke too. Using the same method 
described in Step 01, start the one and two and three and four rhythm again, 
only this time strumming up on the guitar every time you think or say the ‘and’. 

Strumming

Keep the beat, but this time ignore each of the four numbers

The first ‘and’/up arrow 
represents your first 
upward stroke

Remember that in this exercise, 
you are playing what is known 
as the offbeat

The first down arrow represents 
your first downward stroke

The final three arrows should 
be treated in the same fashion

The ‘and’ serves as the offbeat where you’ll take a pause

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &

Strumming is one of the most basic, but crucial, aspects of learning to play 
the guitar. Here’s how to get comfortable and confident with this key technique

Strum 
your guitar

“It’s not uncommon 
to find it difficult to 
strum up and down 

comfortably”

   
Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar 

Give it a try

Video file
Watch the step-by-step 

  video guide and follow   
  along on your guitar
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How to get it right from the start

03 Upward and downward strumming
Once again, follow the rules laid out in the other two steps, but this time go up 
and down on the guitar in one motion. You should strum down on the guitar 
on each number, and strum back up on the guitar on each ‘and’. Once you get 
more confident, you can even start to double up on certain strums. 

04 Different beat strumming
When the first three steps feel easy, follow the diagram below in order to 
experiment with a different rhythm. This time there will be gaps you’ll have 
to observe and stick to in order to get the right beat and become even more 
comfortable with strumming patterns. 

The perfect strumming technique
Upward strokes
The same as for down, but by doing it all 
in reverse. Once again you want to hit all 
the strings as close together as possible. 
Eventually, it’ll become a very natural motion

The pick
There’s no right or wrong 
way to hold the pick, 
but make sure it feels 
comfortable in your hand. 
Never rake the strings and 
make sure the up and 
down motions are smooth 

Downward strokes
With your hand in this position, 
gently take the pick and almost 
slide it down the strings. Try to hit 
them all with the same force

The hand
Keep your wrist 
as loose as 
possible and 
remember that 
all movement 
should come 
from the 
elbow. If your 
strumming feels 
forced, it means 
the wrist is 
being relied on 
too heavily

Keep doing the exercise until it becomes comfortable

Follow the pattern and downstroke 
in time with every ‘D’

Perform a downstroke on 
the first beat of the pattern

Instantly perform an upstroke before leaving another 
gap and finish the pattern with a final upstroke

Leave a gap for the first ‘and’ 
but strum down again on 
the second beat

Do the same for the 
upstroke with every ‘U’

Top tip
Tie it in

If you’re struggling or lacking inspiration, try strumming along to your favourite song. Although the notes may not be correct, it’ll help you learn how to keep time and when to perform up and downstrokes. 

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &
D U U U UD D D

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &
D U UD
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Warming up your hands before you 
begin playing your guitar is crucial, 
which is why you’ll see all the 
top pros do it. It brings a number 

of advantages, including helping to prevent RSI 
(repetitive strain injury), enabling you to move your 
hands and fingers more quickly and avoiding cramp 
while you’re playing. Getting your hands used to the 
feeling of the frets will also give you the advantage 
of muscle memory when it comes to learning 
complicated riffs. Basically, a five-minute warm-up 
before you get into the trickier pieces will help you 
get the most out of your playing session and make 

you a better guitar player in the long run. And that’s 
equally important whether you’re getting on stage 
to rock out to thousands of people or just practising 
in your bedroom. 

This guide will give you four quick exercises to 
get your muscles and joints warm, loose and agile, 
ready for your more challenging practices and 
performances. These exercises might not come 
naturally or extremely easily to you at first, but 
soon they will be like second nature and you will 
be able to run them off as soon as you’re tuned 
up and sitting comfortably. We will begin with 
basic chromatic exercises, which run up the notes 

a semitone at a time, and the last one is ideal 
for finger pickers as it stretches out and warms 
up your other hand too. You can listen and play 
along by opening the audio file provided online 
at FileSilo. Once you’ve got the hang of them, use 
a metronome to keep the pace of your playing 
even and then increase the speed to push yourself 
once you get comfortable. If you don’t have a 
metronome, you can look to download a free app 
for your smartphone or 
tablet, if you have one. 
There are plenty to 
choose from.

Why it’s a crucial practiceGet your hands ready 
Warm up without a guitar
You can stretch your hands without 
your guitar by rolling your wrists, 
flexing the palm back and forwards 
and opening out your fingers

Muscle memory
Familiarising your 
fingers with the 
motions they will have 
to make when playing 
songs will build your 
muscle memory – a 
huge advantage for 
any musician

Circulation
A key advantage of warming up 
is getting the circulation going 
in your hand. The more blood 
there is flowing to those digits, 
the better they’ll perform

Avoid pain
The most fundamental reason for warming up is 
to avoid RSI (repetitive strain injury). Warming up 
can reduce the risk and help you avoid any pain

Top tip
Keep warm

As well as fl exible and stretched, your hands need to be warm. Avoid playing in very cold places (this will help keep your guitar in tune too), otherwise wear fi ngerless gloves so your playing 
doesn’t suff er.

Warming up is key to playing well. Use these four quick 
exercises to get your hands loose, limber and ready to rock

Warm up 
your hands

Further
info

Turn to page 92 for more information on 
how to read tabs

   Give it a try

Video file
Watch the step-by-step 

  video guide and follow   
  along on your guitar

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar 

Top tip
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Stretch your hands and fingers

02 Chromatic pairs
Pluck low E with your index finger on the first fret, then with your middle finger 
on the second. Repeat for all strings, then change to middle and ring fingers on 
second and third frets. Carry on until you’ve used all your fingers. 

04 Finger-picking warm-up
Put your fretting index finger on the third fret of the thick E and your ring finger 
on the third fret of the thin E. Follow the above tab and pluck using the pattern 
thumb, second, first, third, second, fourth, first, third, thumb.

Exercises to warm up

3 3

3
0 00 0

0 0

1 2 1 2
1 2 1 2

1 2
1 2 3 2

3 2 3 2
3 2 3 2 3 3 3 3

3

2 4 4 4
4

01 Chromatic steps
Starting on the low E string, place your index, middle, ring and little fingers 
on the first, second, third and fourth frets. Pluck the string once for each note, 
moving up and removing a finger each time. Repeat for all strings.

03 Across the fretboard
Use the same finger pattern as the first exercise, but spread your fingers across 
the fretboard, your index finger starting on the low E on the first fret, your 
middle on the second string and second fret and so on.

1
2 3

4
1

2 3
4

1
2 3

4

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



Techniques
Learn how to play basic chords, the secret behind finger picking, and how 
your computer, tablet and smartphone can help you practise and record

Give it 
a try

Look out for this logo 
on each page, as it 
means that an audio 
and/or video file is 
available online to 
help you master a 
certain technique.

52  Mute strings
Block out that unwanted noise, and 
pick individual strings by muting 
some of them

54  Learn to slide
Transition between two notes or 
chords by sliding between them 
without leaving the fretboard

56  Use natural harmonics
Make your guitar play a totally 
diff erent, bell-like sound with 
natural harmonics

58  Use a capo
Apply this device to change the 
pitch of a guitar to suit your voice or 
to get round tricky chord shapes

60  Use an amp
See how amplifi cation can 
enhance the sound that your 
guitar makes

62  Use effects
Transform the sound of your guitar 
with eff ects pedals, from distortion 
and delay to compression and wah

64  Get the right 
guitar sound
Choose certain amp settings for 
rock, metal, blues and more

70  Play through 
a computer
Use your computer to create eff ects 
and amplify your guitar

36  Notes, strings and frets
Learn where to fi nd notes, as well 
as the names and numbers of the 
strings and frets

38  Play basic guitar chords
Learn the fi ve most basic chords in 
order to get started and put some 
sounds together

40  Basic chord progression
Practise and keep practising the 
art of changing chords in order to 
create your fi rst song

42  Play barre chords
No pain, no gain – train your hands 
into these tricky positions for far 
more musical versatility

44  Barre chord tips
Check out these tricks for achieving 
better barre chords that perhaps 
aren’t quite as painful

46  Finger pick
Learn to fi nger pick in order to 
play more than one note at a time, 
and create rhythmic patterns

48  Play hammer-ons 
and pull-offs
Learn how to create a smoother 
sound between two notes

50  Practise string bending
Change the pitch of a note by 
bending your strings, and create a  
blues and country sound

72  Get to grips 
with recording
Discover how to record guitar on 
your computer, phone or tablet

74  Record on a Mac
Check out Apple’s fantastic music-
making application, GarageBand, 
that comes pre-installed on Macs

78  Record on a PC
Find out more about Audacity 
– an ideal solution for beginners 
looking to record on PCs

82  Record on a 
smartphone or tablet
Recording an instrument has never 
been so easy and mobile

84  Improve your 
technique with apps
Download the best guitar apps to 
your smartphone or tablet

“Learning the five basic 
guitar chords is the first step 
on your guitar-playing journey”

34  Guitar for Beginners
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N otes form the tapestry of guitar playing. 
All music is made up of notes, and a 
note is just any pitch made by a musical 
instrument. Every note is symbolised by 

a letter, and the musical alphabet is made up of 
12 notes: A, A#/B , B, C, C#/D , D, D#/E , E, F, F#/G 
, G, and G#/A  – after which the sequence goes 
back to the beginning and starts at A again, only an 
octave higher. The fretboard of a guitar is laid out so 
that you can find the notes on the neck by fretting 

the strings, and the same notes can be found at 
multiple places along the neck. 
When learning where the notes on a guitar neck 

are located, it is useful to know that most natural 
notes (notes that aren’t flats or sharps) are a whole 
two frets apart. The exceptions are between B and 
C, and E and F, as there is only a semitone between 
these notes. An F is made when fretting the first fret 
of either E string, but a G is created when playing 
the third fret. The notes in between are sharp or flat 

notes that are one semitone higher or lower than 
the previous note. For example, the note on the 
second fret of the E string is F#/G , as it’s one fret 
higher than F, but one fret lower than G. 
It is important to know where each note can 

be found on the neck so that you can play certain 
songs. It’s worth remembering that certain notes 
sound better when played an octave higher, so 
finding your way around and experimenting with 
different notes is vital to your progression.

Notes, strings 
and frets

Music is made up of notes, and knowing where to find these notes on the neck of a guitar is 
vital if you are to develop as a player. Here, we show you how and where to find them

“It’s worth remembering that certain notes 
sounds better when played an octave higher”

Know what the open string notes are

Here are some hints for how to remember string names and find specific notes

Learning the 
open strings

Note-finding tips
01 Remember the open string notes
The note names from the thinnest E string to the thickest E string can be easily remembered with quirky 
sayings like ‘Easter Bunny Gets Drunk After Easter’. Whatever method you use to remember, knowing the 
strings off-by-heart is essential to being able to pick up and play.
 

02 Learn the musical alphabet
The musical alphabet is made up of only seven letters: A-G. This is because when we play the notes in 
order, the note that we would call ‘H’ sounds like another ‘A’, so the note is referred to as an ‘A’, only the 
pitch is higher. It is worth remembering that between the E and F, and B and C notes there is only one 
fret space between them.

03 Understand frets
Frets are the metal strips embedded along the fretboard of a guitar that divide the scale length. Pressing 
a string against a fret determines the string’s vibrating length, and therefore its resultant pitch. The fret 
furthest along the neck is the first, and they get narrower as you get closer to the body.

04 Know what the root of a chord is
In music, the ‘root’ of a chord is the note or pitch upon which a chord may be built by stacking thirds. 
For example, a three-note triad using C as a root would be C-E-G. The name of the root note normally 
denotes the chord, so a major chord built on C would be called a C-major chord.

05 Be aware of note progression
Apart from B-C and E-F, all natural notes are separated by a tone (two semitones), which translates to 
two frets on the fretboard. B-C and E-F are separated by one semitone (one fret).

The first thing you should know when learning 
guitar are the note names of the open 
strings. They are often used to describe finger 
placement (eg, put your index finger on the 
second fret of the A string) and are also useful 
for tuning your guitar to another instrument. 
The diagram above shows the note names of 
the open guitar strings.

E D B
A G ELow E

High E
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C - sharp
#

F - sharp

#
A - sharp

#
B - flat D - flat E - flatG - flat

Knowing where to find the notes on a guitar neck is vital if you are to further your skills
Notes on a guitar fretboard

You will have undoubtedly seen the symbols in relation to notes, but what does a flat or a sharp actually mean?
Flats and sharps
A ‘sharp’ in music means higher in pitch and, when present, the sharp symbol raises a note by a 
semitone. More specifically, in musical notation, sharp means ‘higher in pitch by a semitone’ (half step) 
and it is represented by a ‘#’ symbol. On the other hand, when we refer to a ‘flat’ in music, we mean a 
decrease in pitch, and when you see the associated flat symbol (‘ ’) it means that the note is lowered 
by a semitone (half step). When sharps are applied to guitar, then, it simply means that the note you are 
playing is a half step higher than the natural note. For example, the top open string is E, but if you press 
your finger on the first fret then it becomes an F. Move up one more fret and it becomes F sharp. A flat 
is half a note lower than the natural note – so F sharp and G flat are the same note, as both notes are 
played on the second fret of the top string.

String   Frets

 3rd  5th  7th  9th  12th

 1st                   E F  F#/G G G#/A A A#/B B C C#/D D D#/E E

 2nd                 B C  C#/D D D#/E E F F#/G G G#/A A A#/B 
B

 3rd                 G G#/A  A A#/B B C C#/D 
D D#/E 

E F F#/G G

 4th                 D D#/E  E F F#/G G G#/A A A#/B B C C#/D 
D

 5th                  A A#/B  B C C#/D D D#/E E F F#/G G G#/A A

 6th                  E F  F#/G G G#/A A A#/B B C C#/D D D#/E E

The open strings
The open strings on 
a guitar are usually 
tuned to E, B, G, D, A 
and E (starting from 
the thinnest first 
string through to the 
fattest sixth)

Enharmonic notes
This refers to notes that have 
the same pitch, but are known 
by different names. Most 
common are A#/B , C#/D , 
D#/E , F#/G  and G#/A . 
Although rare, a B note may be 
referred to as C , and an E as F 

Learning notes on a string
Taking the fat E string as an 
example, when fretted on the 
first fret, the note becomes F, 
then F# on the second fret, then 
G, G#, A, A#, B, C, C#, D, D#, E, F, 
F# and then back through the 
sequence again

Two dots
Every note on a guitar string 
repeats itself every 12 frets, 
which is why there are two dots 
on the twelfth fret. So the E 
string played on the twelfth is 
the same note as the open E, 
just one octave higher

Sharps
Sharps are a half step higher than the 
normal note and are usually represented by 
a ‘#’ symbol. 

Flats
Flats are a half note lower than the 
normal note and are usually represented by 
a ‘ ’ symbol. 
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Guitar chords involve a collection of notes 
sounded together that are played on 
adjacent or separate strings, or all of 
the strings together. The guitar is a very 

versatile instrument for chording purposes, and 
there are five basic major chord patterns, which 
are C, A, G, E and D (known as the CAGED system). 
You may notice that there are some chords that 
appear to be missing, such as F and B (as well as 
the sharps and flats). Well, they aren’t here because 
these chords don’t have their own patterns – to play 

them you will have to use one of the basic patterns 
outlined here but with a barre applied.

When you first learn how to play chords, it can be 
difficult to get your fingers to co-operate, and you 
will undoubtedly feel some degree of discomfort 
as you press down on the strings, or generally as 
your fretting hand contorts into unnatural positions 
to fret the strings. However, before too long, with 
the aid of constant practice, your fingers will start to 
remember where to go. Other things to be aware 
of are a buzzing sound when you play the strings, 

which may indicate that you aren’t pressing down 
on them hard enough, or that one or more of your 
fingers is catching a nearby string. When you strum 
the chord, each note should ring out clearly – if they 
don’t do this then you need to quickly determine 
why. Some good tips include trimming the nails on 
your fretting hand so that they aren’t impeding your 
contact with the fretboard, as well as ensuring that 
your fretting fingers are standing straight up and 
down so that they don’t mute neighbouring strings. 
See pages 152-159 for the basic chords list.

Play basic 
guitar chords
Learning these five basic chords is the first step on your guitar-

playing journey. Practise often to master the art of switching notes

Some things to be aware of when practising fretting basic chordsFretting chords
Good contact
When pressing down on the strings, make sure you get good 
contact and apply plenty of pressure, otherwise the notes 
won’t ring true. This may hurt your fingers to start with

Know the strings
When strumming the chords, 
don’t sound strings that aren’t 
included in the chords’ make up, 
otherwise it won’t sound right

Practise often
Getting to know these 
basic chords and being 
able to seamlessly switch 
between them is vital to your 
progression as a guitarist, so 
practise them often

No touching!
While pressing down on the 
strings, ensure that the fingers 
on your fretting hand aren’t 
touching the strings next to 
them, as this may result in 
buzzing and flat notes

Further
info

Turn to page 152 for a list of the essential 
basic chords

Audio files
Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar 

Give it a try

Video file
 Watch the step-by-step 

  video guide and follow   
  along on your guitar
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“When you’re first 
learning to play 
chords, it can be 
very difficult to 

get your fingers to 
co-operate”

Top tip
Keep your thumb out of the way Although you may call upon the thumb of your fretting hand to fret certain notes on the sixth string as you become a more accomplished player, for now rest it out of the way on the back of the neck to allow your fi ngers to reach the strings more easily, especially for G.

 

 

 

  

Fret and play the 
common G major chord

Fret and play the common 
D major chord

Fret and play the 
common C major chord

Fret and play the 
common A major chord

G major

D major

C major

A major

For this chord you need to press down on the 
fifth string (A) with your index finger 
at the second fret, the sixth string (low E) with 
your middle finger at the third fret, and the first 
string (high E) with your ring finger at the third 
fret. Now, strum all six strings together. 

For this chord you need to press down on the 
third string (G) with your index finger at the 
second fret, the first string (E) with your middle 
finger at the second fret and the second string 
(B) with your ring finger at the third fret. Now, 
strum the first four strings starting at D.

For this chord you need to press down on the 
second string (B) with your index finger at the 
first fret, the fourth string (D) with your middle 
finger at the second fret and the fifth string 
(A) with your ring finger at the third fret. Now, 
strum all strings except the sixth (low E).

For this chord press down on the fourth string 
(D) with your index finger at the second fret, the 
third string (G) with your middle finger at the 
second fret and the second string (B) with your 
ring finger also at the second fret. Now, strum 
all strings except the sixth (E).

Fret and play the 
common E major chord

E major

For this chord you need to press down 
on the third string (G) with your index finger at 
the first fret, the fifth string (A) with your middle 
finger at the second fret and the fourth string 
(D) with your ring finger at the second fret. 
Now, strum all six strings together.

E A D G B E

2

1

3

x x D G B E

21

3

E A D G B E

2

1

3

x A D G B E

21 3

X A D G B E

2

1

3
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Basic chord 
progression

Now it’s time to get sore fingers. We will show you how to form 
basic chords and even recognise any song on the guitar by ear

Master these three basic 
chords and you’ll be able to 
play your first song

Learning the 
‘1-4-5’ method

C major
Place your index finger on the B (second) 
string, first fret, your middle finger on the 
D (fourth) string, second fret, and your ring 
finger on the A (fifth) string, third fret.

G major
Place your index finger on the A (fifth) string, 
second fret, your middle finger on the E (sixth) 
string, third fret, and your ring finger (or little 
finger) on the E (first) string, third fret.

D major
Place your index finger on the G (third) string, 
second fret, your middle finger on the E (first) 
string, second fret, and your ring finger on the 
B (second) string, third fret.As you will discover throughout this 

book, there are loads of guitar chords. 
Some are complicated and somewhat 
fiddly to learn, while others are relatively 

easy. Some chords will force you to contort 
the fingers of your fretting hand into unnatural 
positions, while others require just one finger. 
A lot of chords take a long time to master, 

and others will take just a few minutes, but the 
important thing to remember is to take your time 
learning them and not try to rush yourself to learn 
them all at once because there are far too many 
for that.

In this tutorial we’re going to teach you three 
basic chords – G major, C major and D major 
(commonly known simply as G, C and D). By 
mastering and using these three chords you will 
be able to figure out a song on the guitar by ear. 
Known as the ‘1-4-5’ method (or I-IV-V), these 
chords represent chords #1, 4, and 5 in the key of 
G, the idea being that you think of any song and 
start playing with a simple downward strumming 
pattern while singing. When the chord you start 
with no longer fits the tone of the song, switch 

to another one of your three options until it fits, 
and then keep to this simple method all the way 
through the song. 
Keep practising these chords, visualising in 

advance where your fingers need to move to for 
the next chord and keeping your fingers nice and 
close to the fretboard so that you get a smooth 
transition without delaying the flow of the song.

 

Try this exercise to build your competence
Give it a try
Form the G-major chord with your fretting hand 
and strum the following pattern using only 
downstrokes (D). The lower line is for the beats 
and the ‘&’ represents a short pause. So, as you 
count out the beat, insert an ‘and’ in between 
the numbers like this: one-and-two-and-three-
and-four. When you have completed the fourth 
downward strum, change chord to C major and 
repeat the pattern before moving to D major. 
This gentle rhythm should give you plenty of 
time to find the correct chord. Move on to the 
next pattern when you feel confident.

The following pattern is similar to the first, but 
with upstrokes (U) where the ‘&’ is in-between 
numbers, so there’s less time to form chords.

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &
D D D D

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &
D U U U UD D D

“Remember to take your time learning 
chords and not try to rush yourself”
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Why do my chords 
not ring out properly?
There could be many reasons, but the 
most likely cause of ‘bum notes’ is that you 
simply aren’t pressing down on the strings 
hard enough. Getting sufficient contact is 
essential for a nice, crisp note, so make sure 
you are pressing down firmly and that you 
aren’t touching any of the other strings with 
parts of your fingers that you shouldn’t be. 
If you are sure that you aren’t doing any of 
this, check your guitar is in tune and that the 
strings aren’t sitting too close to the frets, 
thus causing an undesirable buzz as they 
vibrate against them. In all likelihood, you will 
struggle to get sufficient contact on some 
of the strings, as your hands contort into the 
required positions to form the chords, so 
make sure you practise the fingering carefully. 
Before long, everything will click into place.

FAQAudio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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P ut simply, barre chords hurt – at least they 
will while you’re learning to play them, 
because they require you to contort your 
fretting hand into all kinds of unnatural 

positions as you press down on multiple strings 
with one finger.

 There are two main categories of barre chords: 
those that use shapes from the family of open E 
chords (E major, E minor, E7 and so on) and those 
that use shapes from the family of open A chords. 

The E-shape barre chords are probably the most 
popular, mainly because they use all six strings 
(like the open E chords that we’ve already learned). 
They are therefore easier to strum through as you 

don’t have to worry about avoiding any strings. The 
A-shape barre chords are only five-strings wide, just 
like the A chords that we’ve already learned. You 
can use a single A-minor barre-chord shape to play 
any minor chord – only the fret at which the chord 
is played needs to be adjusted. You can also use an 
E-major barre-chord shape to play any major chord.
With both sets of barre chords, it gets 

progressively more difficult to play them the further 

up the neck you move, as the frets get progressively 
closer together. On acoustic guitars your fretting 
hand will wind up against the body of the guitar, 
so you will find that you physically can’t go much 
further than the ninth or tenth fret. This ultimately 
proves not to be much of a problem, though, as 
any given chord can be found in many positions on 
a guitar, and before too long you will instinctively 
know where the best positions are. 

Training your hands into the correct positions is a tricky process, but well worth the effort
Perfecting barre chords

Thumb position
Keep your thumb 
central on the back of 
the guitar neck and 
press down firmly to 
provide leverage for 
your index finger to 
fret adequately

Exert the pressure
You have to get the pressure right in 
your index finger to only barre the 
strings that you need to. Bend it slightly 
and use the side for this purpose

Keeping shape
The beauty of barre chords is 
that you can keep the same 
hand shape and move it up 
the neck of the guitar to play 
any major or minor chords. 
It’s a good but tricky shortcut

Play each note
Strum the chord as a whole, and 
then pick each note to ensure that 
each one rings cleanly and that 
your fingers are well positioned

Top tip
Position your 

barring fi ngerA good trick to remember is to rotate your barring fi nger so that the knuckle is pointing towards the headstock you are barring with the side of your fi nger, thus avoiding missing strings with the natural kink 
in the middle.

“The E-shape barre chords use all six strings, 
and are therefore easier to strum through”

Further
info

Turn to page 158 for a list of the essential 
barre chords

They are the most painful chords to learn, but by far the most versatile 
once mastered. Here, we guide you through the basic hand positions

Play barre chords   
Audio files
Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar 

Give it a try

Video file
 Watch the step-by-step 

  video guide and follow   
  along on your guitar
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The shape outlined here is a major chord with the root on the sixth string. 
By moving this shape up the fretboard you can play any major chordUsing the shape of E major

01 Fret an open E chord
Put your middle finger on the G string first fret, your 
ring finger on the A string second fret and your little 
finger on the D string second fret.

02 Move up two frets
Slide this hand position up the neck two frets, 
keeping your fingers on the same strings. Your 
index finger should be kept free.

03 Barre the strings
Now, crane your index finger over the neck and use 
it to press down on all of the strings at the second 
fret. This may take some practice.

01 Barre first five strings
Slightly bend your index finger and lay it flat across 
strings one to five on the second fret. Roll your 
finger back slightly towards the nut.

02 Position your fingers
Place your ring finger on D at the fourth fret, your 
little finger on G at the fourth fret, and your middle 
finger on B at the third fret.

03 Strum the chord
Strum the B-minor chord. Then, starting on the fifth 
string, play each string one at a time, making sure 
that each note rings clearly.

The shape here is a minor chord with the root on the fifth string. When 
moved up the fretboard, you can use this shape to play any minor chordUsing the shape of A minor

01 Barre all six strings
Bend your index finger on the third fret and lay it 
across all six strings. Make sure your thumb is placed 
firmly on the back of the neck.

02 Position your fingers
Put your ring finger on A at the fifth fret and the little 
finger on D at the fifth fret. Don’t worry if you need to 
remove your barring finger for now.

03 Strum the chord
If you needed to remove your barring finger, place it 
back on the third fret. Strum this G-minor chord. All 
strings should ring clearly.

The shape here is a minor chord with the root on the sixth string. By 
moving this shape up the fretboard you can play any major chordUsing the shape of E minor
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How to read barre-chord diagrams for your finger positions
Chord diagrams
When learning to play any chord on your 
instrument, it is important to know the correct 
positions for your fingers in relation to the strings 
that you need to fret. The number ‘1’ refers to 
your index finger, which is the finger that you’ll 
use to hold down all six strings at the first fret 
for this barre chord (F major). Even though your 
index finger will be across all the strings, the ‘1’ 
will not be written on the strings that have other 

fingers fretted on them – you can’t play two 
notes on the same string during the same chord! 
The numbers ‘2’, ‘3’ and ‘4’ refer to the middle, ring 
and little finger respectively. This is the E-major 
shape, although the fingers you would normally 
use have changed. This must all sound quite 
confusing at first but you’ll be surprised at how 
practise really does make perfect when it comes 
to playing guitar.

Nobody said that learning barre chords 
was going to be easy, right? Far from it, 
but as well as knowing the basic structures 
and hand positions that make up the 

chords, there are plenty of tricks you can implement 
to make playing them slightly less taxing. 

Most of these boil down to your playing posture 
and the way in which you are holding the guitar. 
While learning these complex chords, you needn’t 
worry about looking cool and adopting a rock ‘n’ roll 
stance – it’s far more important and practical to get 
your body trained and getting used to the position 
it needs to be in so that you can fret the strings 

properly and get those barre chords sounding nice 
and clean.

The main thing to watch out for is your thumb 
position – you may forget about it if you’re 
concentrating too hard on keeping your index finger 
held down across all the strings. Make sure that it’s 
pressing the middle of the back of the neck, as this 
makes it far easier for your fretting fingers to reach 
the required frets.

 

Practise barre chords with this 
strumming pattern

Give it a try

This exercise will help develop a rhythmic 
strumming technique and allow you to practise 
moving between the barre chords that use the 
shape of E major. To help with the timing of the 
strumming, try playing along with the audio file 
provided online. Just visit FileSilo to download 
the file so you can refer to it every time you 
need to practise.

Exercise details
Move through the barre chords that use the 
shape of E major while strumming. Start on the 
first fret, which forms an F-major barre chord, 
before moving over one string and up a fret to 
B minor then back across and up another fret 
to G major. Count to four, the numbers being 
downward strums, the ‘ands’ upward strums. 
After ‘4’, refret to the E7-shape barre chord and 
repeat before the E-minor shape and Em7 
shape barre chords. For more on these shapes, 
see page 158.

“There are plenty of tricks 
you can implement”

1  &  2  &  3  &  4  &

Top tip
Practise frequentlyAs learning barre chords involves moving your hand and body, into unnatural positions, it certainly helps to practise every day – even if it’s just for a couple of minutes. Concentrating on barre chords regularly will help develop your ability to place them in just a couple 

of weeks.

1 1 1 1

2 2

3

3

4 4

Now that you know the basics of barre chords, we provide a little extra 
assistance for helping you play them easier and more effectively

Barre chord tipsAudio file
 Listen to the 

  audio guide   
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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Tricks for better barre chords

01 Check thumb placement
For any chords – barre chords especially – your thumb should be  
pressing against the back of the neck so that it is easier for you to crane your 
fretting fingers across the fretboard in order to reach all of the required strings.

03 Don’t press too hard
Your index finger is only responsible for fretting 
some of the strings, so don’t try to press down 
on each string with equal force. When playing a 
standard barred F chord, press hard with the tip of 
your finger on the sixth string, and dig your knuckle 
into the first and second strings.

02 Finger placement
Your index finger should be parallel with the fret wire, so close that it’s barely 
touching the side. Roll your finger slightly towards the nut so that the bony side 
of the finger digs into the strings to help you get sufficient contact and force.

04 Get some leverage
Holding your guitar in the correct manner is vital 
for playing barre chords. If you hold your guitar too 
close to yourself you won’t be able to get sufficient 
leverage on your fretting hand to barre the strings, 
so position it away slightly so that your hand can 
clamp down easier.

05 Move your elbow
In relation to the previous tip, place the elbow of 
your fretting hand closer to your body than you 
would otherwise do (at around waist level). This will 
enable your index finger to roll onto its side more, 
thus making it far more easier for you to hold down 
the strings.

Playing barre chords involves hours of practice, but these tips should get you off to the best start
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Finger picking is the alternative to using a 
plectrum (pick) to pluck the strings of your 
guitar. It means you can play more than 
one note at a time and create rhythmic and 

melodic patterns for chords. It is typical of classical, 
folk and country guitar playing, usually using an 
acoustic instrument.

While you can learn to finger pick particular 
melodies and riffs, an ideal place to start is with a 
chord that you are already familiar with. Basic finger-

picking techniques can take the exact same chord 
patterns and replace the strumming with picking 
that draws out individual notes or groups of notes. 
This can add another dimension to the chord, 
enabling you to vary the pace and feel of the music.

Before you start, it’s very important to get the 
position of your picking hand right. It should rest 
naturally over the sound hole or pickup without 
your wrist having to bend or twist at all. Generally 
your thumb will play the lowest three notes (E, 

A and D in standard tuning) so make sure it’s 
comfortable to do so. It’s rare to pluck any strings 
with your little finger, so keep it relaxed and out of 
the way.

This tutorial will teach you a basic pattern to finger 
pick with the G major chord. Repeat this until you 
feel comfortable playing it relatively quickly, then 
try plucking the same strings with different chords 
held down on the fretboard. To start, download the 
video file from FileSilo

01 The G chord
Hold the chord of G major (see the above picture and our chord guide on 
the next page). Strum to make sure all of the strings are held down then 
get your thumb ready on the root note, in this case the low E string. 

03 Finger run
Using your index, second and third fingers, pluck the third, fourth and fifth 
strings in a running pattern, up and then back down (first finger, second, 
third, second, first). Play steps 2 and 3 together and repeat.

02 Root and fifth
Pluck the low E and the B string together using your thumb and middle 
finger. Use the outer edges of your fingertips and try to get the volume of 
each string roughly the same. 

04 Practice makes perfect
Play this pattern until it feels natural. You can drop your finger on the 
fretboard on the low E string to play it on the second fret of the A and take 
it off completely as you repeat the pattern for variations on the G chord. 

Finger pick in G Learn the basic pattern

Take your first steps in learning this distinctive style by 
following our simple finger-picking guide

Finger pickVideo file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 

own guitar

Give it a try
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What you need to know for a basic patternLearn to finger pick
Hand position
Your hand should rest naturally over the sound hole 
(or pickup for electric guitars) without bending your 
wrist. The thumb usually rests on the lowest string 

Plucking
To pluck the strings, use the 
outer edges of your fingertips 
and move as if beginning to 
make a fist, coming in towards 
each other and slightly away 
from the guitar

Which fingers?
The thumb usually plays the three lowest 
notes (E, A and D strings) while your index, 
second and ring fingers play the rest. This 
can be adapted and is just a guide

Adding variation
You may need to change 
the root note (what the 
thumb plays) to the second 
string for chords such as C 
major and A minor

“Basic finger-picking 
techniques can add another 

dimension to the chord”

Pick between major and minor

G major E minor

Change chord
When you have spent time practising and are comfortable 
with the basic picking pattern, you can use it to move 
between chords. G major works well with E minor, so pluck 
the strings exactly as in the four steps and then change your 
fingers on the fretboard to the E minor chord and continue. 
See our chord diagrams here on the right for how to play 
these two chords. 

Top tip
Use your nailsSome players prefer just to use the tips of their fi ngers, but growing the nails on your plucking hand so they are just longer than your fi nger can help. The diff erent surface can produce a clearer sound, especially for the 

higher notes.

1

2 3

2 3
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Using this technique we show you how to create a smoother sound 
between two different notes using your fretting hand

Play hammer-ons 
and pull-offs

For a hammer-on (also known as an 
upward slur), a note is plucked and then a 
second note is sounded by slamming (or 
‘hammering’) another finger onto the same 

string at a higher fret. For example, if you place 
your index finger onto the first string (E) at the fifth 
fret, pluck the string with your strumming hand 
and then ‘hammer’ your middle finger down onto 
the first string on the sixth fret, you will perform a 

hammer-on and, in the process, create a pleasing 
sound between the notes.

A pull-off is essentially the opposite, so using the 
previous example, you will start with your index 
finger on the first string at the fifth fret, and your 
middle finger on the first string at the sixth fret. Pick 
the string with your strumming hand and pull your 
middle finger off shortly afterwards, but make sure 
your index finger is still on the fifth fret. Like the 

hammer-on, you should be able to hear two distinct 
notes, even though you’ve only picked one. Try 
pulling your index finger off after your middle finger. 
If you perform this successfully, you should hear an 
open E note. See how many notes you can pull off 
and hammer on until the sound fades out. 
By incorporating these hammer-ons and pull-offs 

into your guitar playing, you’ll achieve a smoother, 
more fluid sound. 

Video file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 
own guitar

Give it a try

Achieve smoother soundsHow to hammer-on and pull-off
Ready your fingers
When you want to play a hammer-on, 
have the relevant finger hover above 
the string you wish to ‘slur’ – not too 
close, though

‘Hammer’ the strings
After picking the string you wish to hammer, in 
this case the first string (E), ‘hammer’ your raised 
finger down on the string to create a second note

Pull-off and pluck
Instead of raising your finger 
for a pull-off, you can pluck 
the string that it is pressing 
down on as it moves away

Press the strings
When performing a pull-off, 
your finger will already be 
pressing down on the string, 
perhaps after having previously 
played a hammer-on

Top tip
Vary your tonesThe beauty of hammer-ons and pull-off s is that they allow you to make a passage sound smoother, meaning you don’t have to pick every note with your strumming hand as you will eff ectively be plucking strings with both hands. With experience, you can learn to play very fast using these techniques.
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Improve your technique using the exercise you practised with during this tutorial
Give it a try
Using the same hammer-on and pull-off exercise that we showed you here, 
practise trying it on different strings and while throwing different frets into the 
mix. Performing hammer-ons on any string is easy, but not quite so for pull-
offs, as you need to exercise caution in order to avoid accidentally sounding 
the neighbouring strings, which can be a regular occurrence at first. With 
plenty of practice, however, mastering hammer-ons and pull-offs can be done. 

Exercise details
Pick the open second string, hammer your index finger down on the second 
string, first fret, and quickly hammer your middle finger down on the second 
string, third fret. In a swift sequence, pull your middle finger down off the 
second string at the third fret, and your index finger down off the second 
string at the first fret. Repeat for all the strings.

Playing hammer-ons and pull-offs

01 Get ready to hammer
Start off by positioning your index finger over – not touching – the first string at 
the first fret, and with your middle finger over – not touching – the first string at 
the third fret.

02 Perform the hammer-ons
Pick the open first string (E), hammer your index finger down on the first string 
at the first fret, and then quickly hammer your middle finger down on the first 
string at the third fret. 

03 Straight into pull-offs
Now, in one swift sequence, pull your middle finger down off the first string 
at the third fret, perhaps plucking it as you go, and then pull your index finger 
down off the first string at the first fret.

04 Practise the sequence
When played quickly, the open note followed by the two hammer-ons, and 
then two pull-offs will form a sequence of notes that moves up and then back 
down a scale. Now, work on speed and fluidity.

Perfect your technique



Techniques

50  Guitar for Beginners

String bending is a very basic blues and country 
technique that involves ‘bending’ or pushing 
the string over the fingerboard with your 
fretting fingers so that the string gets tighter 

and the pitch goes up.
Bending the strings far enough to get the pitch to 

change can take quite a bit of effort, especially for a 
novice, so the key is to use three of the fingers on your 
fretting hand to manipulate the string – one (your ring 
finger) on the fret you intend to bend and then a further 
two (your middle and index fingers) on the frets next 
to it for added leverage. However, if you have a tremolo 
arm for your guitar then you can also achieve the same 
bending effect mechanically.

The principle factor that dictates the degree in which 
you can bend a string is its thickness (or gauge). The 
width of a guitar string is expressed as a decimal fraction 
of an inch, and can be found on the packaging of the 
various strings available. Weighing up the pros and cons 
of each thickness is a matter of personal taste, but you 
should be aware that while thin, light gauge strings are 
more pliable and easier on your fretting fingers, they are 
more likely to break with continued use, have a lower 
volume and are harder to keep in tune. Thicker strings 
provide a warmer tone and are a lot more durable, 
though certainly not as easy to bend. It’s a good idea 
to experiment with as many gauges as possible when 
starting out to see what works for you.

Bend strings to change the pitch of a note 

01 Position your fingers
Start off by placing your ring finger on the fret you wish to bend, in this 
case the second (B) string, tenth fret, and then place your middle and index 
fingers on the same string, but on the ninth and eighth frets.

02 Hear the pitch
The aim is to bend the note up one semitone then return the note to its 
original pitch. Play the second string (B) on the tenth fret and the same 
string on the eleventh fret so that you can hear the pitch of the note.

How to bend your strings

Top tip
Maintain the noteIf the note is trailing off  before you’ve completed the bend then you’re probably not exerting enough pressure on the fretboard. Make sure you use all three fi ngers to push the string up towards the sky. It is easier to bend strings on 

higher frets.

String bending was developed by blues and country players to 
mimic bottleneck guitars. Here’s how to perfect this technique

Practise string 
bending

Video file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 
own guitar

Give it a try
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Change the pitch of the strings

03 Execute the bend
Now, with your fingers in position as indicated in the first step, pick the second 
string (B) on the tenth fret and, using your three fingers, push the string up and 
‘bend’ the note so that it sounds like the eleventh fret.

04 …and relax
Once you have exerted enough pressure on the string to bend the pitch, 
relax your fingers slightly to allow the string to spring back down to its natural 
position and allow the note to return to its original pitch. 

String bending
Listen-up
Play the same 
string at the 
next one or 
two frets up to 
hear the note 
that you will 
be attempting 
to bend the 
string to

Releasing
What goes up must come down, so 
to return the note to its original pitch 
relax your fingers slightly, allowing 
the string to return to normal

Bending action
Pick the string on the desired 
fret, then push the string up 
with your three fingers until 
you reach the desired pitch, as 
heard on the higher frets

Fingering
Always place your ring finger on the fret 
you wish to ‘bend’, and then place your 
middle and index fingers on the frets 
next to it for extra leverage

Now that you have practised 
bending the B string on the 
tenth fret up one fret so it 
sounds like the eleventh, try 
to bend the same string 
two frets so that it sounds 
like the twelfth. Play the 
string on this fret to hear 
the pitch you’re trying to get, 
then push the string harder and 
further to hit the note.

Give it a try
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String muting is a technique that is 
used to prevent certain strings from 
sounding while playing other strings. 
The reason why guitarists mute strings at 

times is because otherwise the vibrating strings 
will interfere with the music they’re making. For 
example, when playing licks, the bending and 
release of a higher string will cause the lower 
bass strings to vibrate, either because they’ve 
been accidentally hit or because they’ve simply 
vibrated when other strings have been hit. To 
effectively mute strings that you don’t want to be 
heard, there are numerous techniques available. 
For example, many players use the palm of their 
picking hand to mute the lower strings, which 
involves ‘karate chopping’ your hand down 
across the strings next to the bridge, placing 
your pick between your thumb and index finger, 
and moving the side of your hand up or down 
to mute the low strings. This technique is hard 
to get right, as the margin for keeping one string 
unmated and the others from vibrating is very 
slim. Another technique for muting the lower 
strings is to use the thumb of your picking hand, 
which rests on the lower strings as you pick the 
higher ones with your plectrum. 

Then we come to the higher strings. Again, 
there are a couple of methods you can employ 
to stop the high notes from ringing out as you 
pluck the lower strings. If you have spare fingers 
on your fretting hand then you can rest those 
lightly on the strings on the frets. Alternatively, 
you can use the spare fingers of your picking 
hand. Whatever method you choose, you’ll need 
to practise the technique thoroughly to get the 
results you crave.

Mute strings
In this tutorial, we show you methods of blocking out unwanted noise 

when you want to concentrate on picking individual strings

We examine the parts of your playing hands you can use
Preventing unwanted noise

Use your thumb
You can also mute the low 
strings using the thumb of 
your picking hand. Rest the 
thumb against the low strings 
as you pick the high strings

Use your fingers
To mute high strings with 
your picking hand, use 
the fingers that aren’t 
holding the pick to press 
against the strings

Use the palm
An effective way to mute 
the low strings is to rest the 
palm of your hand across 
them, and then just raise it 
to free up the strings that 
you want to play

Fret muting
Alternatively, you can use spare 
fingers from your fretting hand 
to mute the strings on the 
neck, but don’t press too hard, 
otherwise you’ll fret them

Top tip
Use palm muting 

when you can
It’s tricky to get your palm in the 

perfect position to consistently and 

reliably mute strings adjacent to the 

one you’re playing, and the palm 

takes more time to stop the string 

from ringing than your thumb, 

so try using that technique 

when possible.

“The reason 
why guitarists 
mute strings 
is to prevent 
unwanted 

noise”

Video file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 
own guitar

Give it a try



Guitar for Beginners  53

We demonstrate the four main methods

01 Palm muting
Fashion your hand into a karate chop, and then place it just in front of the bridge 
of your guitar so that your hand is at a 90-degree angle to the strings. Now, 
move the side of your hand up or down to mute the strings.

03 Fret muting
One technique for muting the higher strings is to use the underside of the index 
finger on your fretting hand. Press lightly – not too hard so as to ‘fret’ the strings 
– to mute the higher strings that you don’t want to sound.

02 Thumb muting
The disadvantage of muting with your thumb is that the pick is at rest away 
from the strings. Rectify this by muting the lower strings using the thumb of 
your picking hand so that the point of rest is not on the strings.

04 Finger muting
A good technique for muting higher strings is to use the otherwise unused 
fingers of your picking hand. Any fingers that aren’t holding the pick, such as 
your middle, ring and little finger, can rest on the higher strings.

How to mute your strings
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Sliding is a common technique used in 
many genres, enabling the guitarist to 
move between notes or power chords 
without lifting his or her hand from the 

guitar’s fretboard.
All you need to do in order to execute a 

successful slide on your guitar is to play one note, 
then, without taking your fretting finger off the 
fretboard, slide it up to another fret. You won’t have 
to pick the second note if your slide was good. As 
its name suggests, the effect it produces is a sliding 
sound. This technique makes a much smoother 
sound than what is produced by picking the two 
notes separately.

Slides are also very versatile. As well as sliding up, 
it is just as simple to slide down the other way. You 
can also play two or more notes at the same time 
and slide those fingers up or down the fretboard 
to create a similar sliding effect, but with chords. 
However, this technique takes a bit more practise, 
and we recommend having new strings on your 
guitar before trying it, as the grime and dirt that 
accumulates from years of playing can make sliding 
tough to pull off.

Unlike hammer-ons and pull-offs (see pages 
48-49), which rely on different fingers of your 
fretting hand, a slide should be made by the same 
finger or fingers that fretted the original note. Once 

you’ve mastered slides with your fingers, you could 
try using a steel or glass guitar slide instead, which 
should be available to buy at your local music 
shop. These are often used in blues compositions 
and produce a distinct sound to the one that can 
be heard in your source files. Go to FileSilo to 
download the audio files and a step-by-step 
video guide.

01 Separate notes
Pick the note on the third fret of the A string (a C note in normal tuning). Then, 
after taking your finger off the fretboard, play the fifth fret on the same string (a 
D note). Remember the two separate sounds.

“We recommend having new strings on 
your guitar before trying slides”

02 Slide between notes
Play the third of the A string again, but this time slide between the third and fifth 
fret without taking your finger off the fretboard. Hear how it should sound on 
the audio file provided.

Use your fingers to slideSliding

Top tip
Clean the stringsIf sliding is proving tough, possibly because of old strings hindering your movement, try using a string cleaner like Fast Fret. It’s cheap, it will clean your strings up, and it’ll make it far easier for you to 

slide along.

Master how to transition between two notes or chords by sliding 
between them, and you’ll open up many new possibilities

Learn to slideAudio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar 

Give it a try

Video file
 Watch the step-by-step 

  video guide and follow   
  along on your guitar
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Easily produce a sliding sound

03 Slide with chords
Fret the third fret on the A string again, but this time add the fifth fret on 
the D to make a basic power chord. Play these two strings and slide both 
fingers up to the fifth and seventh on A and D respectively.

04 Try using a guitar slide
For an entirely different sound, try using a guitar slide. Move any one of 
your fretting fingers up and down the fretboard, playing the D, G, and B 
strings with your picking hand.

Slide with your hands

Play as usual
The picking hand 
doesn’t need to do 
anything too different. 
You could apply more 
power to your pick if 
you can’t always hear 
the slide

No others
The other three fingers don’t 
need to do anything unless 
you want to play more notes 
with your original slide

Fretting finger
The index finger is doing 
all the work. Slide from the 
third fret to the fifth without 
leaving the fretboard

We’ve provided a simple two-
chord (Em and Am) piece to 
play along with. Alternate 
between sliding from the 
fifth to the seventh fret on 
the A string and the fifth to 
the seventh on D.

Give it a try
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Create a clear, bell-like sound from your acoustic or electric guitar with 
the correct finger positioning and a light touch on the strings

Use natural 
harmonics

If you want to make your acoustic or electric 
guitar play a completely different sound, try 
using natural harmonics. 

The key to achieving a successful and effective 
natural harmonic is the positioning of your fretting 
finger. Rather than pushing your finger down on the 
string as you would when playing a regular note, 
you must only rest your finger on the top of the 
string without applying downward pressure. When 
played correctly, a natural harmonic, like an open 
string, can still be heard even when playing another 
note (as long as it’s on a different string).

The great thing about harmonics is that they’re 
not limited to a genre. Popular guitarists, from blues 
and metal to folk and classical, have used them 
to add another dimension to their work. Listen to 
Genesis’ Horizons to hear how harmonics can be 
played to produce a pleasant ringing sound in a solo 
acoustic song. 

Harmonics can also be used for tuning purposes. 
As they ring (ie they don’t stop when another note 
is played), a natural harmonic can be compared to 
a note played normally to see if the guitar is in tune. 
The simplest and most commonly used harmonics 

can be played on the twelfth, seventh and fifth 
frets, but with practice you will soon be able to play 
natural harmonics all over the fretboard. However, 
be warned that some are a lot harder to achieve 
than others!

“The key to achieving an effective natural 
harmonic is the positioning of your fretting finger”

Top tip
Be aware of other harmonicsAs well as natural harmonics, there are also pinch harmonics. These occur when the thumb of the picking hand touches the string after it has been picked, 

resulting in a 
‘squeal’ sound.

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar 

Give it a try

Video file
 Watch the step-by-step 

  video guide and follow   
  along on your guitar

01 Your first harmonic
On the twelfth fret, rest your fretting index finger on the low E string. Pick the 
string and it should ring even if you lift your finger. Hear how a twelfth fret 
harmonic on the low E string should sound on the audio files provided.

02 Tune with harmonics
Play the same harmonic as in Step 1, but while that note is ringing, play the 
seventh fret as normal on the A string. If your guitar is in tune, the notes should 
sound the same.

Play different natural harmonicsA different sound
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Don’t apply any pressure

03 The seventh fret
On the D string, use the same technique as in Step 1, but above the seventh fret. 
You should hear a note with a higher pitch. Try moving from the twelfth fret to 
the seventh. You can do this on all strings except B.

04 Multiple harmonics
Harmonics aren’t limited to one note. Rest your whole finger across the seventh 
fret of the guitar and strum the D, G, and B strings. This should give a pleasant-
sounding chord of harmonics, as heard in your audio files.

Achieving harmonics No pressure
To achieve a natural harmonic, 
you must not push your 
fretting finger down on the 
string as you would when 
playing a normal note

Pick as normal
You need not do anything 
different with your picking 
hand. Try just picking the 
harmonic as you would a 
normal note

Keep them off!
As when you are playing a regular note, 
make sure your other fingers aren’t 
touching the string you’re playing

Above the seventh
You’ll get the best ring to your 
harmonics if you rest your fretting 
finger directly above the fret 
rather than in between frets

Play along with the audio files. 
Alternate between harmonics on 
the twelfth fret on the D, G, and 
B strings, and the seventh fret on 
the D, G, and B strings. Don’t be 
afraid to experiment and add 
some regular notes, too!

Give it a try
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A capo is the name for a small clamp that 
sits on the fretboard of your guitar, 
depressing all of the strings. 
It acts in the same way as a finger, 

taking the pitch higher. Each fret represents a 
semitone, so if you place a capo on the second fret, 
each string will sound a tone higher.
With a capo, you can play songs in a different key 

without having to relearn them or know anything 
about the intricacies of key signatures. Simply clamp 
on your capo and away you go. This can be really 
useful if you’re adapting your piece to accompany 
other musicians, or if you want to sing along but 
the pitch of the music is too low or too high. They 
are useful for beginners, as you can adapt a piece 
you want to learn if the chord shapes used are too 
difficult. Barre chords, for example, can be deftly 
avoided. These are the chords where you use 
your index finger to press down on all six strings 
as part of the chord pattern . In standard tuning, B 
is a typical example of this. By placing your capo 
on the second fret, you can play the same chord 
progression (albeit in a different pitch), and to 
produce the equivalent of B you can use the easier 
A major chord pattern (see the chart on the right). 

Choose the right one for your guitar and styleDifferent types of capos

03 The toggle capo
Another bargain option, these capos 
come in a range of styles and are generally small 
and portable. Ideal for wider-necked classical 
guitars, they have a tendency to pull strings out 
of tune because of the way they tighten, and can 
also stick to the strings after being undone.

02 The smart capo
Working on an automatic mechanism, place this 
capo around your guitar neck and simply squeeze 
to clamp it in place. Applying pressure on the tips 
then releases it. These are very user-friendly, but 
can be expensive, and it’s sometimes difficult to 
get them sitting tight enough on the first try.

01 The spring-loaded capo
This inexpensive option is one of the most 
commonly used types of capo. They can be 
operated easily with one hand, and can be applied 
or removed extremely quickly, even mid-song 
if need be. They can be quite strong, so are not 
suitable for instruments with wide necks or 
particularly low actions.

The kind of capo that’s right for you depends 
on how much you’re looking to spend, how 
you want it to work and what kind of guitar 
you have. There are many options, but here 
are three of the best: 

01 02 03

Chord patterns
This chart shows how you can use your capo to transpose pieces into other keys. The left-hand 
column represents the original chord from your tablature or sheet music, and the subsequent 
chords are the shapes you should substitute it with depending on where your capo is. 

Original chord  What a chord becomes when a capo is on fret number…

 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8

 A  G F E D

A#/B A G F E D

B A G F E

C B A G F E

C#/D C B A G F

D C B A G

D#/E D C B A G

E D C B A

F E D C B A

F#/G F E D C B

G F E D C B

G#/A G F E D

Altering the pitch of your guitar is easy using a capo, and there are 
a wide variety of types to suit your instrument and style

Use a capo

“A capo acts the same 
way as a finger, taking 
the pitch higher”
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Use your capo for quick pitch changesChange the pitch
Close to the fret
Place your capo as close to the lower 
fret as possible, ensuring that all six 
strings are properly depressed

Alter certain strings
Instead of retuning, if you want 
to alter the pitch of one or two 
of the outer strings you can 
just capo those. There are also 
specialist capos that can pick 
out individual strings

Avoid barre chords
If you want to play a song but it 
has a lot of barre chords, use your 
capo to alter the pitch

Tone, semitone
Each fret represents a semitone’s 
change in pitch. This capo, placed on 
the first fret, will raise all the strings 
by a semitone (to FA#D#G#CF) 

Make the most of this simple device

01 Attach your capo
Depending on your type of capo, open it and clamp it onto the neck of your 
guitar. Place it closer to the lower fret, as that is where the pitch change will 
come from. 

02 Adjust to play
Strum without placing any fingers on the fretboard to see how it sounds, 
listening out for buzzing or muted notes. Check that all of the strings under the 
capo are lying straight, adjusting the position of the capo if needed. 

Attach a capo
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It’s not just the guitar that’s needed to achieve the perfect 
sound. Say hello to another vital component…

Use an amp

It’s easy to dismiss amplification when first 
starting to learn the guitar, putting all your faith 
in the make and type of instrument you buy 
instead. In reality, the two have to work in perfect 

harmony to achieve the sound you’re looking for. 
Beginners are best starting off with a ‘combo’, an 
amp that combines the head and amplification 
cabinet into one, making it both easier to setup, 

understand and carry around. It’s very likely that 
the first amp you purchase – assuming you don’t 
spend a tremendous amount of money – won’t 
achieve the tone you’re looking for, but the key is to 
experiment with settings such as bass, trebles and 
mid to see what takes your fancy. If a heavier sound 
is needed, it’s gain, rather than volume, that should 
be your next step. All amps will come with clean 

and distorted channels, and increasing the gain for 
the latter is where the harsher, more edgy tones will 
come from. It makes sense to start with a practice 
amp early on, as it won’t be as intimidating and will 
allow you to experiment with your likes and dislikes. 
Your setup can evolve to the point where you’ll want 
a specific amp head – where you can control the 
sound and tone – and a cabinet to complement that.

Video file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 
own guitar 

Give it a try

Setting up

01 Clean sound
Most amps will be pre-programmed to the clean 
channel when you initially get them, and it’s likely 
the options will revolve around bass, treble and 
volume. The sound may be slightly dry, but you 
always have the option to use any built-in effects or 
purchase an FX pedal. 

02 Heavy sound
Getting a decent heavy sound is always going to 
be a challenge on a beginner’s amp, but you will 
usually be able to fiddle with gain, bass, volume and 
contour/treble. Naturally, heavier tones will come 
from upping the gain, but balancing the other 
options is just as important. 

03 Switching channels
Most guitar players, at one point or another, will 
want to switch between their pre-readied distorted 
and clean sounds. This is easily achieved by hitting 
a button on the amp or, more easily, buying a foot 
switch that can be plugged into most amps and 
requires only a little setup.

Make the right purchase choiceTop amps

The basics of amplification

Marshall MG30CFX
Make: Marshall Price: £170.00/$250.00

Easy to understand 
and to get to grips 
with, this combo 
Marshall amp 
will teach you 
the basics about 
amplification 
without throwing 
too much at you.

Mustang II V.2
Make: Fender Price: £155.00/$175.00

Incredibly simple and 
accessible, the real 
selling point here is the 
ability to save presets 
and certain sounds, 
despite its cheap price 
point. Well worth a 
look at when choosing 
an amp.

GA1G Mini Practice Amp
Make: Ibanez Price: £19.00/$TBA

For those who do not 
care about sound and 
just want something 
to make noise, this 
absolutely tiny amp 
does nothing other 
than amplify your guitar. 
Perfect if that’s what 
you’re ultimately after.
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Why each setting is so importantAmplification basics

Volume
Most guitarists will be tempted 
to whack this up to 11, as they 
say, but be smart depending on 
the tone you’re looking for. If a 
smoother, cleaner sound is what 
you’re after, try experimenting 
with it around the half-way mark

Treble
Providing a ‘higher’ sound, for lack 
of a better term, treble can be easily 
ignored, even for those looking 
to produce a heavier tone. Mixed 
intelligently enough with bass, 
though, you can get a deep growl 
where each note still cuts through

Gain
Most gain settings on a low 
range combo amp won’t ever 
produce thunderous sounds, 
but should have enough bite 
for your front room

Top tip
Use the right leadBeginner guitarists need not worry to any great degree, but the type of lead you use to connect your guitar to an amp can be extremely important, not only improving the quality of the sound that’s emitted, but by being far 

more reliable. 

Bass
Having a decent amount of bass will 
add an extra dimension to your sound, 
but we don’t recommend having it 
higher than your treble setting

Vypyr 15
Make: Peavey Price: £87/$169.99

Again the tone won’t 
be the best, but the 
Vypyr 15 model has 
24 channel models 
built-in to the amp 
so you can hear 
what more powerful 
and famous amps 
sound like. 

MG15FXMS Dave 
Mustaine MegaStack
Make: Marshall 
Price: £315.00/$599.00

Certainly a more expensive 
option, but if you simply 
must have a stack amp after 
watching too many gigs, it’ll be 
a hard slog to find something 
cheaper than this one. A great 
choice for guitarists.

amPlug 2 Headphone Amp
Make: Vox Price: £39/$49

For beginners or the individual 
who isn’t allowed loud 
music in their house, 
Vox’s headphone 
amp enables you to 
practice on an electric 
guitar without 
disturbing anybody 
in your area.

For beginners or the individual 
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From distortion to delay, a guitar’s sound can be drastically transformed 
thanks to an effects pedal 

Use effects

It’s widely assumed that an effects pedal can 
get any tone or sound you need. While they are 
certainly beneficial and essential if you are looking 
for something specific, it’s far more likely that 

any pedal will need to be used in conjunction with 
numerous other pieces of kit to be a true success. 
That doesn’t mean they can’t shape your education. 
Effects pedals are designed to boost certain tones 

or sound. The most common are distortion pedals, 
but effects such as chorus, delay and compression 
are also popular. Many, when they are first starting 
out, opt for multi-effects pedals that offer a wide 
range of options both to experiment with sounds 
they may not be familiar with, and to see if there’s a 
specific effect that takes their fancy. Effects pedals 
can also be connected together should a number 

of different sounds suit the direction you’re heading 
in, giving you more control over how intense certain 
effects are. There’s plenty to take into consideration 
before using a pedal, particularly whether the amp 
you’re using is suited to the one you’ve got your 
eye on, but it’s best to leave it until you have a fairly 
good understanding of the guitar, and not to get 
too distracted by advanced techniques. 

Video file
 Watch the 

  step-by-step 
  guide and 
  follow along 
   on your 
own guitar 

Give it a try

Top tip
Experiment Some guitarists believe that eff ects pedals, when being used in conjunction with each other, should be linked together in a certain order. While there are more common ways to do it, feel free to experiment to see what 

works for you. 

  Distortion
Recommended: Boss Distortion DS-1 
Price: £45.00/$49.00
URL: www.roland.co.uk
One of the most popular and common forms of 
distortion, the Boss DS-1 pedal will allow you to 
push the tone and level of your distortion with 
much more depth and precision. Distortion 
itself is created through your amp or pedal, 
compressing the guitar’s sound and adding an 
overtone in order to produce a fuzzier sound 
that the majority of rock acts use. Depending 
on your setup, you can layer merely a small 
amount over your clean sound, or push the gain 
further to get a meatier, deeper tone.

Delay
Recommended: Behringer VD400 Vintage 
Delay Effects Pedal 
Price: £22.89/$47.99
URL: www.behringer.com
As the name suggests, delay is an audio effect 
that records a note you play before replaying it 
back after a specific period. The pedal you use 
to create this will allow you to choose how long 
the pause between notes is, or the delay if you 
will, giving you the option to produce almost 
an echo. More complex pedals can play around 
with delay further, some even going as far as to 
make a song sound like it’s been doubletracked. 

 Compression
Recommended: Marshall ED1
Price: £50.00/$59.99
URL: www.marshallamps.com
Most beginners won’t need a compressor 
pedal for some time, but such a device is 
designed to limit both the highest and lowest 
points of a sound wave. The end result is that 
the softer notes will be picked up against 
the louder ones, and those at the higher end 
of the scale will never be overly noisy. More 
needed for recording or broadcasting, it’s still 
a good effect to level out a song. 

“Any pedal will 
need to be used in 
conjunction with 
numerous other 

pieces of kit”
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   Reverb
Recommended: Electro Harmonix Holy Grail
Price: £89.00/$118.00
URL: www.ehx.com
Officially speaking, reverb exists to produce 
a sound that, shockingly, reverberates once 
it’s been played. In layman terms, however, 
it’s the replication of sound waves bouncing 
off objects, meaning the final product gains 
a sense of space. As well as giving your guitar 
tone that extra depth and layer, it’s a technique 
often used by vocalists to give an extra boost to 
their voice.

Overdrive
Recommended: Boss SD-1 Overdrive
Price: £52.00/$49.00
URL: www.roland.co.uk
There’s not much difference between an 
overdrive and distortion pedal, but finding 
different sounds you like and linking them 
together could produce a tone you’re far 
happier with. Where the overdrive sound comes 
into its own, though, is with its more bluesy 
sound, which is achieved by being a bit hesitant 
with the gain settings. The result is a tone that’s 
far cleaner and mellower than the often-harsh 
and ‘dirty’ distortion growl.

Chorus
Recommended: Boss CH-1 Super Chorus
Price: £95.00/$154.50
URL: www.roland.co.uk
One of the more preferred effects, especially 
over a clean sound, a chorus pedal will repeat 
the note played almost instantly to give the 
impression that there are multiple guitars being 
played. The depth, or intensity, of this sound can 
be increased as well, depending on how thick a 
sound you’re looking for. It can also operate the 
other way, stretching the notes further apart. 

  Wah
Recommended: Jim Dunlop GCB95 Crybaby 
Wah Pedal
Price: £69.99
URL: www.jimdunlop.com
A staple of nearly every lead guitarist’s setup, 
the wah wah pedal actually alters the sound of 
a guitar note to make it sound like someone is 
saying the word ‘wah’. Although the technical 
side stems from base sweeping to treble and 
back again, it ultimately exists to add an extra 
something to many solos. That ‘extra something’ 
may be a shot of funk or an extra edge to a lead 
line that sounds a little weak.

Envelope Filter
Recommended: Ashdown Dr. Green Doctors 
Note Envelope Filter
Price: £69.00/$89.00
URL: www.ashdownmusic.com
If you’re looking to add a funky auto-wah sound 
to your guitar playing then this cool-looking 
pedal brings funk back to the forefront of 
technology. 
Using the 
simple rotary 
controls you 
can dial in 
and set your 
oscillating 
frequencies 
quickly and 
easily and then 
marvel as the 
funky sounds 
pour out from 
your amp as 
you pluck 
the strings. 
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Getting the right tone for a style of music is simply a case 
of choosing the right settings, and we show you how…

Get the right 
guitar sound

Guitars and amps have always come 
in a multitude of combinations and 
different guises. It’s easy to get a guitar 
and amplifier, but choosing the right 

combination for international stardom is not as 
simple as picking the first thing you see. There are 
myriad guitar manufacturers and a multitude of 
amp manufacturers. Rock ’n’ roll brought the guitar 
and amp to the fore, but amplified guitars had been 
around long before Elvis hit it big. 

The blues, jazz and classical guitar were all around 
before the electric guitar made its debut back in the 

early Thirties. All used a version of the acoustic guitar 
to create the distinct and different styles associated 
with each genre. The introduction of the electric 
guitar and amplification added a new dimension 
to the already established genres and was about to 

create a whole new selection of musical genres for 
the masses. 

The Fifties saw rock ’n’ roll hit the headlines, 
typified by the semi-acoustic and clean guitar 
sounds. As rock ’n’ roll evolved, distortion (turning 

Gain/Presence
Make sure to stick this near the top end 
of the dial, between nine and ten to 
create the overdrive/distortion needed 
to achieve a classic rock sound

Treble
The Treble button should be set to a mid-point to create an even 
tone, making sure that the full spectrum of the guitar can be heard. 
For a more lead-influenced guitar sound, turn up the treble 

Volume
While the Gain dial adds distortion, turning 
up the volume adds more power and noise 
and a little extra distortion. Make sure this is 
at least at number eight

Rock Turn up the gain and bass for a heavy sound
Setting up an amp

The term ‘rock’ covers a vast array of 
guitar-based bands, from classic rock 
bands such as Led Zeppelin and Black 
Sabbath to more modern adversaries 
such as Oasis and U2.

The term is very much a subjective 
sound and can be applied to a broad 
range of bands, but in general it is the 
classic bands that define the sound. 

A generic rock sound is achieved 
typically with a solid body guitar and a 
classic amp such as Marshall or Fender. 
Jimmy Page was a big fan of the Les Paul 
(as are many rock guitarists), its solid body 
giving plenty of low-end bass and plenty 
of sustain and beef to create a classic rock 
sound. The Les Paul typically offers three 
sets of double pickups, which helps give 
a wide range of sounds.

Amp selection to create this sound is 
a little different. Jimmy Page liked to use 
the classic Marshall stack, but this was 
often combined with Orange and Fender. 
These typically include in-built overdrive 
to create the distortion needed for a rock 
sound, or an overdrive pedal that can be 
added to give more flexibility. 

“The introduction of the electric guitar and 
amplification added a new dimension to the 
already established genres”

Create a classic rock sound
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up the amp) suddenly introduced rock music to the 
world. The late Sixties saw Jimi Hendrix, The Stooges 
and the band credited with inventing heavy metal, 
Blue Cheer. Their cover of ‘Summertime Blues’ is 
cited as the first heavy metal song. The Seventies 
saw the gain turned up as rock legends Led 
Zeppelin mixed the genres with blues and rock, 
while in 1976 a raw and raucous version of rock 
appeared in the shape of punk. As punk evolved, 
distortion and overdrive were still king, and new 
tones and versions of all the genres appeared and 
will keep evolving. 

Bass
The Bass dial should be set to the middle 
as a starting point, number five, to create 
an even bass sound. This can be tweaked, 
typically heading higher depending on 
the selected pick up used on the guitar

Middle
The Middle button offers the option to 
add a little more finesse to the bass/treble 
range. This should be typically set to the 
middle, number five or slightly higher/
lower to add more treble/bass

Gain/Presence
The typical pop sound is crisp and clean, 
so the Gain dial will need to be kept down 
to a point where very little or no distortion 
is added to the guitar sound. Sticking to 
number two or three should do the job

Treble
The Treble dial should be 
set high – seven or eight – 
as pop guitar likes to hear 
the top end of a tone. The 
sound also uses the whole 
gamut of strings so the 
treble helps ensure the 
right tones are heard

Middle
The mid-range can be 
set slap bang in the 
middle to create an 
even tone, as the treble 
is already doing its job. 
To add some low-end 
tones, the mid-range 
can be turned down

Volume
The sound needs to 
be clean, and as the 
volume is turned up, 
distortion comes in. 
Working in combination 
with the Gain dial, this 
should stay around the 
middle mark

Bass
The bass sound should be set to a mid-
point to create an even tone and sound. 
If it’s going in another direction it would 
typically be set with less bass, such as 
three or four to keep the crisp pop sound

Keep the gain down for a clean, classic pop sound

Pop

Setting up an amp

Pop music is rarely driven by the guitar; it is more 
the melody and combination of instruments 
and vocals that create the pop sound. Pop, by 
its very definition, is constantly evolving, as what 
is ‘popular’ is ever changing, but a typical ‘pop’ 
guitar sound is relatively clean and distortion-
free, though this is not always the case. Classic 
pop acts such as Michael Jackson and Duran 
Duran combine both clean guitar sounds and 
add in a little distortion. More contemporary pop 
acts such as Take That are rarely guitar-driven. 
The guitar in such pop acts is part of the overall 
background sound. 

For the reasons already mentioned, the tone 
of a pop guitar is fairly generic and could even 
be described as middle of the road. Pop has 
such a wide breadth of sound that it is difficult to 
pin down a classic guitar and amp combo that 
produces a typically classic pop guitar sound. Pop 
musicians like to use classic guitars such as the 
Les Paul and Fender Strat, as these offer plenty 
of tonal range. Typically, it is the solid body guitar 
that gets the nod, but semi-acoustics are mellow 
and natural options. Amps used are typically the 
classics such as Marshall and Fender, but others 
such as Vox and HiWatt get a look in.

Keep it clean and distortion-free
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Metal Punk
The term metal immediately brings to mind 
Metallica, a band that helped define the modern 
version of metal. But, like all music genres, metal 
has a very wide breadth of sound. However, 
there is one trait that epitomises all metal bands 
and that is the love of the overdrive or distortion. 
Another favourite element of metal is the guitar 
solo and use of the whammy bar. This typifies 
metal guitar solos, allowing for variation on a note 
quickly. At the same time, metal likes to produce 
heavy riffs that burst into the high-pitched squeal 
of a guitar solo before heading back into a dark 
riff-laden verse. 

Defining the metal sound or tone is very 
much high-end. Guitars need to have the Gain 
dial turned up to produce plenty of distortion, 
but there is also the need to turn up the Treble 

and Bass to help create the iconic metal sound. 
Turning the Treble up to its top end gives that 
typical bite to a tone that comes to the fore, 
especially when a guitar solo joins in. However, 
to create the heavy tones, the bass needs to be 
turned up as well. In essence, turning everything 
up is a good mantra for a achieving a great metal 
guitar sound. 

To achieve the metal sound, solid body guitars 
are the weapon of choice. Again, the Gibson Les 
Paul is a favourite, but so is the slightly grander 
Epiphone Flying V. Another popular favourite 
is Jackson guitars, which are superb-sounding 
instruments that have a great metal design 
aesthetic. The classic Marshall is still extremely 
popular as the amp choice for metal, but lesser-
known brands such as Hayden shine too.

Punk, like metal, is effectively a sub-genre of 
rock that has been taken to a different place. 
Punk is recognised by two different standards, 
the Sex Pistols being the originators of 
English punk back in the Seventies, while 
a more contemporary version of the same 
genre is American punk which originated 
with bands like The Ramones. Both versions 
of the genre offer a brash, loud, rough 
mixture of distortion and treble – one of the 
clearer distinctions between rock and punk. It 
suits punk’s anti-establishment mentality that 
became a cultural phenomenon in the UK.

Turn it all up to create poise and noise
Setting up an amp

Gain/Presence
If the Gain dial is not sitting near 
number ten, there is something 
seriously wrong. At the very minimum 
this should be pointing at number 
nine to create plenty of distortion

Bass
Metal needs bass, so this is another 
button that should be heading towards 
the top end. Stick this between nine 
and ten to help create the heavy sound 
associated with metal

Middle
The mid-range option 
is very much a matter 
of personal choice, but 
sticking with the metal 
ethos, turn it up to nine or 
ten to help create a heavy, 
great-for-riffs sound. Try 
the other way for a really 
piercing solo sound

Volume
With all the other dials 
being turned up, it 
would be a shame for 
the volume to miss out. 
Start by turning up to 
ten and tweak to avoid 
feedback, unless that’s 
what is wanted

“Both versions offer 
a brash, loud, rough 
mixture of distortion 

and treble”

Blues
The blues was the precursor to rock ‘n’ 
roll and is the sound on which all modern 
variations of rock are based. The scales 
and chords are still very much found in 
today’s guitar-based sounds. The traditional 
perception of the blues is John Lee Hooker 
in the deep southern states of the US with 
an acoustic or a semi-acoustic guitar belting 
some killer riffs and solos. The blues has 
evolved from these roots, to which a whole 
host of guitar legends owe a great debt of 
gratitude. “The blues” has come to connote 
a general melancholy feeling that reflects its 
origins and it can still be felt today.

To really appreciate the blues sound 
and style you need to take a look at the 
exponents of the art and dissect how they 
have come to create their sound. There is 
a long list of guitarists who have helped 
define the blues who need to be studied and 
listened to, including Jeff Beck, Jimi Hendrix, 

Treble
This should be 
near the top of 
the dial, so those 
distinctive high-
pitched guitar 
solos offer enough 
ear-piercing power

Never mind the other genres, 
here’s how to sound punk

Even guitarists get the 
blues sometimes

Turn the overdrive into overdrive
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The classic punk sound of the Sex 
Pistols is typically heavier than many of its 
contemporaries, with other punk bands 
looking for a lighter sound. The Clash, The 
Buzzcocks and The Stranglers all used a 
degree of distortion but with a nod towards 
a more treble-based tone. American punk, 
which has obviously taken a nod from earlier 
punk bands, is still all about distortion and 
treble, sometimes turned up to ten (but if 
you’re feeling a little more musical, probably 
only number nine). The punk sound is 
typically more dry than metal and rock. The 
riffs are usually filled with power chords, 
and these are often played higher up the 
fretboard during the middle section. 
Guitars across the punk genre are 

undoubtedly varied, but once again, the Les 
Paul is popular, as used by Steve Jones of the 
Sex Pistols, but Fender Strat, Fender Telecaster 
and a host of cheap copies help create a 
distinctive and unique sound. 

The choice of amp for punk is again varied, 
with ‘cheap’ fitting the punk ethic. As such, 
Sound City, Peavey and Fender are some of 
the more popular choices.

Gain/Presence
The Gain dial needs to be at number ten to 
ensure plenty of distortion and hopefully 
some feedback to add to the chaos

Bass
The bass in punk is dependent on whether 
it’s old style or new style. Start at number 
three or four, and tweak if more is needed

Use plenty of distortion and treble for punk
Setting up an amp

Treble
The Treble should be past 
the midway point and 
typically heading towards 
double figures. Start at 
number ten and turn 
down if the feedback 
becomes too loud

Middle
The mid-range is the 
ideal button to add more 
treble for a great punk 
guitar sound. Start at 
number seven and turn 
it down to get a slightly 
heavier sound

Volume
Punk needs to be loud 
so number nine is a basic 
minimum requirement 
to help create plenty of 
noise. Turn up a notch if 
your ears, and the amp, 
can handle it

Eric Clapton, Jimmy Page, Billy Gibbons, 
Dickey Betts, Duane Allman, David Gilmour, 
Keith Richards and Mark Knopfler to name but 
a few. It is worth noting that getting the right 
sound for the blues is more than just setting 
up your guitar and amp. The blues is much 
more of a playing style that guitarists have 
to love and learn. It is a relationship between 
touch and tone. However, starting off with  
the right gear is a step in the right direction  
for beginners.

The Epiphone BB King is a semi acoustic 
popularised by its namesake. Other notable 
guitars include the Les Paul and Fender 
Stratocaster, while it’s the classic Marshall  
stack along with Fender, Eric Clapton’s EC 
series, for your amp needs. 

Gain/Presence
Traditional blues has a clean acoustic sound 
so start at number three. Turn up to six or 
seven for a contemporary sound

Bass
The blues is based on the acoustic sound 
which typically has a more bass-heavy tone. 
Turn up the dial to number eight

“The blues is much 
more of a playing 

style that guitarists 
have to love  
and learn”

Keep it clean with plenty of bass for the blues
Setting up an amp

Treble
The treble tone is not 
such a dominant force in 
the blues, so keep its dial 
reasonably low, around 
number three. Tweak to 
make sure solos get the 
attention they deserve

Middle
Midtones follow the 
same pattern as the bass 
and treble. The starting 
point should be similar 
to the favoured choice, 
so turn down to number 
three and tweak

Volume
The volume can be 
anywhere past the 
number five mark, but 
start between number 
seven or eight. If too 
much distortion spoils 
the tone, turn it down
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Jazz Folk
Jazz is a long-established musical genre, and the 
advent of the jazz guitar goes a long way back to 
the early years of the 20th Century. Traditionally, 
the jazz guitar was an acoustic instrument, 
typically a big, wide-body acoustic, but the 
introduction of the electric guitar added a whole 
new way of playing. Amplifying the traditional 
jazz guitar helped evolve and establish a new 
version of the genre that still exists today.

The style of guitar for jazz has evolved along 
with the genre, and the ever-versatile Les Paul is 
often found gracing the hands of a jazz guitarist, 
but a more typical jazz guitar would be a big, 
wide-body semi-acoustic, or archtop. This adopts 
the style of an acoustic guitar with a wide body, 
which gives an acoustic tone and plenty of body 

to the guitar sound. An archtop typically boasts a 
couple of violin style ‘f-holes’, which help recreate 
the classic acoustic sound. Their addition to the 
body of an archtop helps project the sound of the 
guitar more efficiently and effectively. They also 
use a floating bridge, which enables the bridge to 
be moved to help create a more unique sound. 

There are plenty of guitars that fit the bill 
for jazz, but some recommended and popular 
manufacturers include Epiphone, Washburn, 
Hofner and Jay Turser, who all produce great 
wide-body archtops. 

Amps are crucial to creating a jazz vibe. Fender 
produces a range of brilliant amps including the 
Fender Jazz King. Other recommended amp 
builders are Roland and Polytone.

Folk music is a hard-to-pin-down genre 
due to its origins. A host of different nations 
and regions produce a sound relevant to its 
location and culture. However, it is in one of 
the oldest forms of music where the guitar 
has a presence and an important one at that. 
Due to its age, acoustic instruments were 
the key instruments, the traditions of folk 
music being around long before the electric 
guitar and amplifiers. The roots of traditional 
folk music are still in evidence today, with 
contemporary folk music simply being an 
extension of the original. 

A tube amp helps create a smooth and mellow sound
Setting up an amp

Gain/Presence
Traditionally jazz has a clean, acoustic-
based sound, so keeping the Gain dial 
down, at around three or four, is key. 
Depending on the type of guitar, it 
might need to be turned down

Bass
The jazz sound is smooth and 
mellow and a mid-range bass 
is a great starting point. But the 
dial should head towards six and 
seven to add more oomph

“The folk sound 
is very much 

determined by the 
instrument itself”

Classical
Classical guitar is also known as Spanish 
guitar, and has a long musical history. It has 
been around since the 1800s and is where 
the basis of the modern-day classical guitar 
began. The classical guitar is an acoustic 
instrument that boasts a slightly different 
shape to the more traditional acoustic guitar. 
It is smaller and boasts a set of nylon strings, 
or a set of nylon strings wrapped in metal. It 
is these combined with the style, build and 
chosen wood which help give a classical 
guitar its unique sound. Despite quartets and 
duets being common in the genre, guitarists 
are often soloists and need to be picking bass 
notes and higher-pitched melodies.

The classical guitar is one of the most 
intense and difficult styles to master, taking 
years of practice to reach the pinnacle.
The classical guitar is as much about the 
instrument as the technique and style 
adopted to create the sound. A classical 

Treble
The treble tones are 
not as prominent 
as the bass, but still 
need to make an 
appearance. Set the 
dial to number three 
and adjust according 
to which pickups are 
being used

Middle
The mid-range button 
helps create the mellow 
tones associated with jazz 
guitars, and switching the 
dial to four or five will help 
create a smooth tone

Volume
The Volume dial needs 
to be kept just below 
the distortion starting 
point of the amp to 
help create a clean 
sound. Start at number 
six and tweak to suit

The sound of folk has 
been a-changin’

Prepare for the classical 
genre’s intricacies

A real test of a guitarist’s ability
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Treble
Again, the Treble dial 
must be in tune with the 
guitar being amplified. 
Start at number five and 
tweak to recreate the 
sound of an acoustic

Middle
The mid-range can add 
more subtle bass and 
treble tones. The starting 
point is once again the 
middle, with tweaks to 
match the guitar sound

Volume
The volume will need to be 
kept down to a reasonable 
level. Start at number two, 
which should ensure that 
no distortion spoils the 
sound of the guitar

Bass
The Bass dial should be in tune with the 
instrument being amplified, so the obvious 
starting point for this is dead centre at 
number five

Gain/Presence
Keep this low. As a traditionally amp-free 
musical experience, folk needs no extra 
gain or distortion added. Start at two and 
turn up if needed, but keep it clean

Traditionally, the acoustic guitar is the 
mainstay of folk music – rarely is a solid body 
or even a semi-acoustic seen anywhere near 
a folk gig. Folk musicians are telling a tale and 
the guitar plays a part in that storytelling. 
With a long history and an acoustic presence, 
the sound of the folk genre is very much 
determined by the instrument itself. 

There is not a specific acoustic guitar 
that is a ‘folk’ guitar, but there are popular 
choices among folk musicians. Martin guitars 
are some of the most widely played and 
respected. These have been adopted by 
some of the biggest names in folk music, 
including Woody Guthrie and Bob Dylan. 
Other brands associated with folk include the 
popular Gibson and Epiphone. More obscure 
manufactures are Taylor, Guild and Alvarez.

Alongside these there are Ovation and the 
well-known Gretsch instruments. Traditionally, 
folk music is an amp-free experience but 
there are a couple of amp ranges that folk 
musicians like to embrace, including the ever-
popular Fender and Orange models.

Snapped or broken strings can be common 
on an acoustic, so always have spares ready.

Stay clean and simple for a traditional sound
Setting up an amp

guitar is generally held on the left leg and is 
supported by a foot stool. This brings it into 
a position central to the player’s body ready 
for playing. The typical playing technique is 
where the thumb and three fingers pluck the 
strings to create a melody and tune.

There are a host of classical guitar makers, 
many of which are specialist. These include 
Manuel Rodriguez, Jose Ramirez and Herman 
Hauser, who hand-build classical guitars 
using a selection of the finest woods such 
as spruce and cedar. A better-known and 
more accessible brand of classical guitar is 
made by Yamaha. Electric pickups are used to 
amplify a classical guitar, and high-end amp 
manufacturer Trace Elliot produces a range of 
amps especially for acoustic instruments. 

“Classical guitar is 
one of the most 
difficult styles to 

master, taking years 
of practice”

An acoustic amp creates the perfect tone
Setting up an amp

Hi-Trim
The treble needs to be manipulated 
to recreate the amplifier’s sound and 
tone. Start at the mid-point and adapt 
according to testing

Master
The Master button sets the overall volume 
level and, as long as the other elements are 
set accordingly, the volume button can be 
turned up to get plenty of noise

Gain/Presence
The Gain dial on a specialist acoustic amp can 
be turned up to around number six. On a more 
traditional amp, the gain needs to be kept 
down to ensure no distortion or feedback

Lo-Trim
The Lo-Trim is an extended bass 
button and should be set at the 
middle point. This can be tweaked to 
give a more rounded bass tone
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Want to create iconic guitar sounds without taking out a loan for the equipment? 
Look no further than AmpliTube for your computer

Play through 
a computer

Recording guitar can require a lot of 
equipment – often more than you 
think. In a recording or live environment, 
guitars being played on their own can 

sound lacklustre and dull, so many guitarists opt 
to change the overall tone and output sound of 
their guitars using a combination of pedals, amps 
and processing. Physically, that’s a lot of cables and 
hardware getting in the way.
Once again, the computer comes to the rescue 

and presents a portable solution – AmpliTube. 
AmpliTube combines amps, guitar pedals and 
effects processing – all in one application available 
for Windows or Mac. For seasoned guitarists, it’s a 

welcome relief from lugging heavy equipment from 
gig to gig or studio to studio, but for newcomers, 
it’s a great opportunity to realise the potential of the 
instrument they are learning to play.

You can have world-class amps and pedals at your 
fingertips for a fraction of the price of what the real 
thing would cost in the real world… so there’s no 
need to sweet-talk your better half into letting you 
splash the cash!

AmpliTube can be used in a recording studio or 
out on the road at a gig. You can record audio tracks 
in the app and export them to other music creation 
apps like Cubase or GarageBand, or simply use it to 
play guitar with.

Head to www.ikmultimedia.com to find out 
more and to purchase and download the program. 
In this tutorial, we’re going to start with the basics: 
playing guitar. 

Transform your guitar soundGet started with AmpliTube

01 Get started
Open up AmpliTube. It offers a guitar effects rig that follows the standard chain 
commonly used in a recording studio or a live environment. Click on the Stomp 
A button towards the top of the interface.

02 Stomp it out
Stomp refers to pedals, so we’re going to choose a pedal (or three) to transform 
the sound of your guitar. Select Empty, which will reveal a drop-down menu 
containing the different pedals available to use.

“You can have world-class amps and pedals at 
your fingertips for a fraction of the price”
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A guitar player’s dream

AmpliTube on 
your Mac Export your sounds

If you choose to record any guitar 
tracks in AmpliTube, you can export 
them for use in another application 
such as GarageBand or Logic Pro

Import audio files
Click ‘Load’ to import pre-recorded 
guitar tracks and/or audio files into 
AmpliTube and transform how they 
sound. This isn’t limited to guitar either

Metronome
A key requisite of being a guitarist 
is the ability to keep time. Click the 
Metronome icon to activate a click 
to help you stay on beat

03 Fire up your amp
You’ve got a great sounding pedal, but without an amp you won’t be able to 
hear anything. Click on Amp A, which will load a default amp. You can change 
the Amp by selecting Default>AmpliTube>Amps.

04 Save your sound
Treat it like a real amp by adjusting the dials to change the sound. When you’re 
happy, you can save your sound to be used again. Select Save, give it a name 
and click OK.

Top tip
Use AmpliTube in GarageBandAmpliTube integrates fl awlessly with GarageBand. AmpliTube can be found in GarageBand>Inspector>Real Instrument>Edit>Eff ects. Use it to transform or enhance live instruments.

Record
You can record your newly transformed 
guitar in AmpliTube and export it for 
playback or to use in another application 
such as GarageBand
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T here are many reasons why people 
want to make recordings of themselves 
singing or playing a musical instrument. 
Some people like to use recording 

as a method of becoming a better musician by 
playing their recordings back to hear the mistakes 
they’re making, others to remember the songs that 
they’ve written. Whatever your recording goals or 
aspirations, we’re here to show you how to take your 
first steps (or strums) into the world of recording 
your own guitar playing.

The great thing about technological 
developments is that there are a number of ways 
to record music using your Mac or even using your 
iPhone. Gone are the days of fumbling around in 
your bag for a notepad and pen to scribble down 
your musical ideas – just grab your iPhone or iPad 

and hit Record. The tutorials that follow this one will 
cover the different methods of recording guitar with 
different devices.
Realistically, you should open up your Mac if you 

want to record the next Wonderwall, but if you’re 
just looking to find your feet, look no further than 
your iPhone or iPad.

When it comes to buying your recording 
equipment, decide whether recording guitar is just 
a hobby or a career, and spend less or more money 
based on these expectations. Don’t splash the cash 
on high-end equipment when you just want to 
record your rough ideas. We’ll take you through 
some of the equipment solutions available for all 
levels of recording.

Before you even pick up that guitar, read on for 
some handy general tips on recording.

Top tips for 
recording 

guitar
01 Be consistent
For the best recording experience, use the 
same software. GarageBand is available on 
Mac and iOS, meaning that you have seamless 
integration of your projects regardless of where 
you’re working.

02 Make your voice heard
Don’t want to carry around any additional 
equipment? Got an acoustic guitar you want to 
record? Don’t panic, GarageBand has a handy 
Audio Recorder which utilises your device’s 
built-in mic.

03 Stay in tune
Make sure you’re in tune before recording any 
track. Guitars have a habit of falling out of tune 
very quickly, so don’t let poor tuning ruin an 
otherwise perfect take.

04 Become a team player
Use GarageBand for Mac to play along with 
backing tracks. This will not only improve your 
guitar-playing technique, but will help you get 
used to playing with a band.

05 Start with a Mac
If you’re a new guitarist, gain confidence with 
GarageBand on Mac before recording guitar 
with your iPhone or iPad – you can’t remove 
mistakes from tracks after recording with 
GarageBand for iOS.

Start recording your very first guitar masterpiece 
with an Apple Mac, iPhone or iPad

Get to grips
with recording

“There are a number of ways to record music 
using your Mac or even using your iPhone”
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Record guitar with a Mac

Record guitar with an iPhone

01 Stay in time
It’s important to maintain a steady tempo. Most 
music-recording software packages for Mac will 
have a Metronome feature – use this to improve 
your time-keeping.

01 Get connected 
Make sure your guitar-recording hardware 
(you’ll need some to connect) has a headphone 
connection on it, otherwise you’ll be playing 
guitar in silence! A great choice of recording kit is 
IK Multimedia’s iRig adaptor.

02 Save some space
Recording guitar onto your iPhone can take up 
a large amount of iPhone storage. Make sure to 
free up some space before you begin recording, 
otherwise you could end up running out in the 
middle of your recording.

04 Know your limits
Want to create a polished-sounding recording? 
Use your iPhone to solely record your guitar 
then export to software on your Mac, such as 
AmpliTube or GarageBand and use them to mix 
your recordings.

05 Crank it up to… 7
Don’t be tempted to crank your guitar up to 
maximum volume. If your recording input level is 
too high, it will result in feedback – and a painful-
sounding guitar recording.

03 Keep it clean
Don’t worry too much 
about getting your overall 
guitar sound right before 
you begin recording 
as you can add lots of 
authentic effects and 
post-recording processing 
once you have nailed that 
difficult guitar solo.

04 Select a location
If you’re using your Mac’s on-board mic to 
record acoustic guitar, choose your location 
carefully. Smaller rooms work best for a clean, 
interference-free recording, whereas bigger 
rooms add natural reverb.

03 Keep your distance
When recording acoustic guitar with your 
iPhone’s built-in mic, ensure you are seated at 
least 15cm away from the iPhone, otherwise you 
will end up with a bass-heavy recording. 

05 Use as a toolbox
There are plenty of apps out there that offer 
handy guitar tools in one app, such as a tuner, 
chord book and metronome, saving you space in 
your guitar case!

02 Multi-take
Recording software such 
as GarageBand from 
Apple offers you the 
ability to record several 
takes of your guitar 
playing on a loop, giving 
you the power to pick 
your best-sounding take!
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Learn to record rocking guitar licks from the comfort of your 
Mac with a few simple clicks in GarageBand

Record on a Mac

W ant to hear yourself back or record 
one of your own creations? Look 
no further than your Mac computer. 
GarageBand is a music making and 

editing application that comes pre-installed on 
your Mac or MacBook. Whether you’re a seasoned 
musician or someone who just wants to have a go 
at making some noise, GarageBand is the perfect 
place to get creative.

Technological developments have come a long 
way since the days of recording music to tape. 
Thanks to GarageBand, you no longer need a bank 
loan to be able to record your own song. You don’t 
even need any fancy external equipment – Macs 
and GarageBand enable you to plug in your guitar 

directly into the headphone port and start recording 
straight away.

GarageBand has the facilities to record any 
instrument, whether that’s via a microphone or 
plugged straight into your Mac like a guitar. If you 
don’t have an instrument, though, GarageBand has 
a variety of Software Instruments that sound just 
like the real thing, whose notes can be typed in 
using the Musical Typing tool or clicked in using the 
on-screen instrument.

GarageBand is particularly good at recording 
guitar because you plug straight into your Mac – it 
doesn’t travel via any other equipment. This means 
that the audio signal from your guitar, which is 
recorded and converted into a listenable sound, is as 
clean as it possibly can be. As a result, you’ve got a 
guitar track which can be changed and edited with 
the built-in effects to sound exactly however you 
like. Let’s take a look at the key buttons and tools in 
GarageBand so you can start recording today.

The main features and tools explainedNavigating GarageBand

“Macs enable you to plug in your guitar directly 
into the headphone port and start recording”

Go back to the start
Rather than spending a few seconds 
pressing the Rewind button to go 
back to the beginning of the track, just 
click the icon to go straight back to 
the beginning of the recording – no 
waiting around required

Ready, set, record
Take a deep breath and click the 
Record button when you’re ready 
to record your guitar track. If you’ve 
set a metronome, this will ‘click’ for 
four beats before GarageBand starts 
recording your playing. GarageBand 
will continue recording until you click 
the Stop icon or hit the space bar

Add effects
GarageBand’s Inspector feature has a multitude of effects that you can 
apply to your guitar recording. These can drastically change the sound of 
your guitar recording, whether it’s by adding a touch of reverb (echo) or 
distortion, which turns a clean-sounding acoustic into a beefy electric

Set the tempo
The Tempo tool is often used to control the overall speed of a recording 
when using GarageBand’s built-in loops. However, it can also be used to 
control the speed of the Metronome. Click the number and drag the slider 
upwards to increase the tempo and downwards to decrease it

Top tip
Learn to play

If you’ve only recently picked 

up a guitar, GarageBand off ers 

video guitar lessons which 

cover the basics of playing. 

Head to the ‘Learn to Play’ 

section to fi nd out how to 

play hit songs – taught by 

the artists who made 

them famous.
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Time signature
This changes the time 
signature of a project. 
See pages 100-101 for 
more on them

Cycle Region
If you’ve already recorded a guitar track and want to 
record something else over the top of a particular 
section – for example, the chorus – use the Cycle 
Region tool to select part of the track and repeat it 
so you don’t have to stop and start to get it right

Apple Loops
If you want to add some hard-
hitting beats or a spot of light 
accompaniment, make sure you 
check out the Apple Loops menu. 
Use the tabs at the top to filter 
through the thousands of samples 
and click on one to hear how it 
sounds. You could make a whole 
song using just these!

Keeping time
Having an out-of-time 
recording is disastrous! 
However, GarageBand 
comes with a built-in 
Metronome, meaning 
you can keep in time 
at all times. Click the 
Metronome icon to 
turn this feature on 
and off. It will glow 
blue when it’s turned 
on and remain grey 
when it’s switched off
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GarageBand is a really great recording tool for a beginner guitarist as it’s a low-cost 
option that’s incredibly easy to use. It enables you to bring the recording studio 
into your Mac; all you have to do is show up at your computer with a guitar and 
a handful of songs, and you’re all set to create the next hit record using Apple’s 
superlative music software. 

GarageBand is built to record music – whether you want to record just one 
person with one instrument or a whole band. The software covers all areas of the 
creative recording process, from initially capturing the recorded sound, to editing 
and applying effects. You are even able to take a cleanly recorded guitar and make it 
sound just like it was recorded at Wembley Stadium with just a few simple clicks.

It isn’t just a hub for live musicians, though. Even if you have never picked up an 
instrument or strummed a guitar in your life, GarageBand has something for you. 
The software has several thousand loops pre-installed; loops are small samples of 
music that can be pulled together to make a completed song, and there are loops to 
suit every single style and cover every single instrument imaginable. 
Even if you have absolutely no prior recording experience, recording is surprisingly 

easy for uninitiated with GarageBand. For guitarists in particular, you can just plug in 
and play with zero complications. All you need to do is connect a jack to a mini-jack 
cable from your guitar to the headphone port on your Mac (or line-in port if your 
Mac has two circular ports on the side) and GarageBand is already set for you to 
record some music.

In this tutorial we will show you how to get started with recording on Apple’s 
fantastic software, including how to set up your very first project, from picking the 
right settings and preferences to checking the levels and, finally, hitting that record 
button! So sit back, grab a cup of tea and strike your best rock star pose, and let’s 
learn how to record your first guitar track with GarageBand.

Get started with GarageBand
Record your first track straight onto your Mac

Create live guitar recordingsRecord your guitar

01 Get started
Open GarageBand. In the New Project window, select ‘Amp Collection’. This 
creates a project with settings specific to recording guitar. Click Choose, then 
name the project.

02 Check your settings
Click GarageBand>Preferences. Choose the Audio/MIDI tab. This is where you 
control the preferences for any external instruments to be recorded, such as 
guitar or vocals. Select Audio Input>Built-In Input.

Top tip
Play it safeRecording your guitar as cleanly as possible is recommended as GarageBand has lots of eff ects that you can play around with and add after you’ve fi nished recording. If there is any interference, your eff ect will be applied 

to that too!
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A look at some of the tools in GarageBand Explaining the interface
Volume and Pan
You can control the volume of your 
instrument tracks by moving this slider up 
and down. Twist the knob next to it to alter 
the panning of the instrument

Go Solo
Only need to hear drums 
when recording guitar? 
The Solo tool enables you 
to hear one track playing 
back from a group of 
recorded tracks

Zoom
If you’re making time-specific 
edits to your recording, the 
Zoom tool will come in handy. 
It increases or decreases the 
viewable size of your track to 
show more or less

03 Sound check
Plug in your guitar and give it a strum; the level bars next to the track will 
flash green. If they glow red at the edge, turn your guitar down using the 
track volume slider.

04 Hit Record
If you’re happy with how your guitar is sounding, this is your big moment! 
It’s your chance to commit your work to ‘tape’. Click the Record button and 
play away. Hit the space bar when you’ve finished playing.

Choose your weapon
Use this menu to select your guitar tone 
from GarageBand’s vast library of built-in 
guitar sounds. They cover a variety of 
genres from metal to jazz
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Getting a guitar from analogue to digital involves the combination of a computer 
and the right software. Audacity is a great free option to start recording with 

Record on a PC

The path from guitar zero to guitar hero 
can be fraught with obstacles, but thanks 
to the PC and the right piece of software 
it can be a far smoother transition than 

expected. There is no need for the expensive 
studios or expert producers that come with a 
recording contract. All that is needed to record 
multilayered guitar tracks is a computer, a guitar and 
recording software such as Audacity. 

There are a host of software recording packages 
on the market, ranging from beginner to pro, 
costing nothing to thousands of pounds. A great 
option for beginners is Audacity, a powerful, free 
and open-source audio editor and recorder. The 
fact that Audacity is free makes it a great starting 

point for anyone who wants to start recording guitar 
tracks and more. The program can be used to record 
live audio (guitar), convert tapes and vinyl into digital 
recordings, edit Ogg Vorbis, MP3, WAV or AIFF audio 
files and mix sounds/tracks together. 
Recording yourself can be as simple as plugging 

in a microphone into a sound card and hitting the 
Record button. Alternatively, an instrument can be 
plugged directly into a sound card and recorded 
directly to the computer’s hard drive. Any recorded 
audio can be edited and tweaked until the desired 
result is achieved. 
Audacity is an ideal package for those just starting 

out, but there are more sophisticated, professional-
level audio editors on the market. 

A leading industry-standard tool is Cubase (www.
steinberg.net), which incorporates enough tools for 
professional-standard recording. Other contenders 
include Cakewalk Sonar (www.cakewalk.com) and 
Avid Pro Tools (www.avid.com).

The main tools and featuresUsing Audacity

“A great option for 
beginners is Audacity, 
a powerful, free and 
open-source audio 

editor and recorder”

Top tip
Hide unwanted 

toolbars
By default Audacity displays 

all available toolbars. To hide 

the toolbars you don’t want, 

go to View>Toolbars and click 

to hide. Repeat to show a 

toolbar again or select 

Reset Toolbars to 

show all. 

Edit 
The Edit toolbar offers access to all the 
typical components found in a set of 
edit tools. Cut, copy and paste are three 
key components which can be used to 
help build tracks. The zoom in/out tool 
allows for a closer look at an audio track 
or to show up to 200 hours of audio on 
a single screen

Audio tracks
As soon as the Record button is pressed, a track 
will appear with a waveform of the currently 
recording audio. Users can play back the current 
track(s). A new track can be added via the Tracks 
menu, followed by Add New. Click the up arrow 
on the left of a track to collapse it and allow for 
the viewing of multiple tracks

Take control
The Transport toolbar is used for controlling playback 
and recording. There is the standard selection with 
Play, Pause, Stop, Skip and Record buttons. To loop a 
track, hold down the Shift key when pressing the Play 
button. Pressing Record always creates a new track. 
To record on the same track, hold down Shift when 
pressing the Record button
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The Meter toolbar
The Meter toolbar is one of the more important 
toolbars in the recording process. The red bars to 
the right indicate the recording level. This works in 
combination with the Input Volume Slider to help to 
define the recording level. The green bars to the left 
indicate the playback level

Device toolbar
The Device toolbar defines 
the audio host, input 
device, output device and 
number of input channels. 
The audio host is how 
Audacity communicates 
with a playback and 
recording device – this 
is MME by default. The 
Output device is the 
speakers, while the Input 
device is the recording 
option, eg microphone

Mixer toolbar
The Mixer toolbar helps control the output 
and input levels of the audio devices currently 
selected in Device toolbar. There are two sliders, 
one for the volume of any connected speakers/
headphones and one for any connected 
devices such as a guitar or microphone. Simply 
move left/right to adjust the volume

Arrange toolbars
The toolbars in Audacity 
are arranged in a default 
arrangement, but can be 
moved for a more bespoke 
version. To move a selected 
toolbar, grab the edge to the 
left of the toolbar and drag 
into the new position and 
drop into place. The toolbars 
can be reset to the default 
position by going to the 
View>Toolbars>Reset Toolbars

Effects menu
The Effect menu comes with a set of built-in effects including Amplify, Bass Boost, Change 
Pitch, Change Tempo, Compressor, Echo, Leveller, Phaser and Wah-Wah. To apply an effect, 
first select the part or all of a track and then select the desired effect from the Effects menu

Timeline
The Timeline is displayed 
above recorded or new 
tracks and measures the 
length of a track starting 
from zero, or the beginning 
of a track. The arrow at zero 
can be dragged to make a 
selection for a close-up view 
for more intricate editing

Speed up/slow down
The Transcription toolbar is effectively only one component: a 
slider. Moving the slider left and right will adjust the speed of 
playback for the selected track. Move the slider left to slow it 
down, right to speed up and click the green arrow to play back 
the track at its new speed
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Whether you’re wanting to record yourself to hear how your skills are shaping 
up, or you want to record a riff you’ve thought up, Audacity is a great, free, 
cross-platform bit of open-source software to help you record your playing. Go 
to www.audacityteam.org straight away to research the software a bit and 
then download the latest version; it’s always being upgraded with new features. 
Audacity can be used to record audio from a variety of sources and edit it – you 
just need a few select bits of hardware, which you can find more on in our 
‘Recording hardware’ section over the page. 
An input and output device needs to be connected to the PC where any 

recording or editing is to take place. The output device is the component 
that will allow the user to hear any recorded audio; typically, this comprises 
headphones or speakers. An input device is the device with which the recording 
is going to be made. When recording with a guitar there are two common 
scenarios: direct input or microphone. Direct input is where a guitar is plugged 
directly into a sound card ready for recording. The alternative is to use a device 
such as a microphone. Once an input device has been recognised, the desired 
recording device will need to be selected from the Device toolbar. Alternatively, 
this can be set up via the Edit menu and Preferences>Devices. This will list the 
Interface option alongside the Playback and Recording device. 

The Meter toolbar will need to be activated to set up the recording levels. 
Spend a little time playing with the Input Volume Slider to get the best recorded 
output. Make sure it is not too quiet and make sure it is not too loud. With the 
levels set, it’s time to record. Users are able to play back a single track, or hit 
Record again in order to create multiple tracks. Then it is time to bring out the 
producer in you; trimming tracks, adjusting volumes and adding effects to create 
a complete pro-sounding track. Follow this simple tutorial to take your first steps 
in recording, including getting connected and testing the levels. 

Create an audio trackRecord your guitar

01 Create a new project
By default Audacity will open at a project window. Before you start recording, 
the project must be saved. Head to the File menu and select ‘Save project as’. 
Click the OK button, name the project and click Save.

02 Get connected
To record a guitar track, an input device will need to be connected, eg 
microphone or direct input. The input device will be listed in the Device toolbar; 
select the desired device from the drop-down list.

Get started with Audacity  
Record your first track straight onto your PC

Top tip
Add oomphThe recording levels of a guitar may not always be exactly as expected; perhaps not as powerful as desired. To give some extra oomph to an individual track, select the audio and turn up the  Gain slider under  

Mute/Solo.
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03 Test the levels
Before recording, the levels need to be tested. In the Meter toolbar click the 
microphone icon to activate the input meter. Now play the connected guitar to 
view levels. Adjust the Input Volume Slider accordingly.

04 Record track
To start recording, simply hit the red Record button and start playing. When 
finished, hit the Stop button. To play back the recording, hit the Play button. 
Click on the track to start at a different point.

Cables and jacks 
One of the easiest options for 
recording an electric guitar via 
a PC is to plug directly into the 
latter‘s sound card. For this, the 
right cable is needed. There 
are two options here: a single 
cable with a 1/4” (6.3mm) plug 
at one end (for guitar) and a 1/8” 
(3.5mm) mini-jack at the other, 
for the sound card (eg http://
bit.ly/LynKn1). The alternative is 
a jack that converts a standard 
guitar plug into a mini-jack.

Preamp/USB audio interface
A preamp is not an essential piece of equipment, but it can add more 
finesse and flexibility to a recording. Introducing a preamp/ USB audio 
interface to the process will allow the user to boost the guitar signal and 
produce a high output signal. Try M-Audio, Fast Trak or Avid for well-
priced options.

To start recording guitar, there are a few possible 
hardware combinations to consider

Recording hardware

Microphone
A microphone is the ideal 
recording companion, 
especially for those using an 
acoustic instrument. There are 
plenty of options out there, 
from budget to pro level. A 
basic desktop microphone 
will do the job, but the quality 
will not be as good. For 
better-quality recordings, a 
more expensive microphone, 
such as the Blue Snowball 
with Audio HD, can be used. 

Sound card
A sound card is as essential as a 
guitar for the recording process. 
Thankfully, all computers come 
with a sound card built in. The 
quality of the card depends on 
the quality of the computer, but 
all will allow recording. A decent 
budget card – try Creative, Asus or 
M-Audio – is a good investment 
for better recordings.
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Whether you’re looking to record some keepsakes or a hit song, make sure you’re 
never too far from the recording studio with GarageBand for iOS

Record on a 
smartphone or tablet

Picture a recording studio. It’s big and 
expensive, isn’t it? Not any more. Thanks 
to Apple, you can carry a recording studio 
in your bag or even your pocket with 

GarageBand for iOS. Whether you’re an iPad or 
iPhone user, you can set about recording your very 
own hit songs with little equipment required. 
You don’t have to be a guitar maestro to 

use GarageBand for iOS – it’s designed with 
professionals and novices in mind, so don’t worry 
if you’ve not mastered Slash’s finger-licking playing 
style yet.

GarageBand is a fantastic solution for anyone 
looking to record their music but with a limited 
budget. The app can yield professional-sounding 
results with a little bit of practice. For those used to 
playing in a professional recording studio, it’s a great 
digital notebook for your ideas when you’re on the 

move and it takes just seconds for you to set up and 
start recording. 

The added bonus of using GarageBand for iOS 
is that it seamlessly integrates with the Mac version 
of the app, meaning you can easily transfer your 
ongoing projects between devices with iCloud. Your 
project will be up-to-date wherever you open it.

If you don’t want to record just guitar, GarageBand 
has plenty of on-board software instruments that 
you can ‘play’ in using your fingers, giving your 
recording a true band feel.
So get comfortable in your armchair with your 

iPhone or iPad and let’s learn how to kick-start your 
recording career.

“With a smartphone or tablet you can carry the 
recording studio around in your pocket”

Get to grips with the features of GarageBandGarageBand overview
Tuner
Got an acoustic guitar 
you want to record? 
Click the mic icon to 
use GarageBand’s 
Audio Recorder, which 
utilises your iPhone/
iPad’s built-in mic

Built-in mic
No one likes hitting bum 
notes, so GarageBand 
has a built-in guitar tuner 
to make sure you’re 
pitch-perfect all the time, 
every time

Metronome
If you’re recording a live 
instrument, then staying in 
time is crucial. Make sure 
you’ve set and enabled the 
metronome before recording 
your guitar in GarageBand

Pedals
Once you’ve finished 
recording your epic 
guitar solo, tap the 
pedal icon and choose a 
pedal to add effects and 
completely transform 
your guitar’s sound

Top tip
Amplify 

that sound!
GarageBand has several 

built-in amplifi ers, catering for 

all styles and sounds of guitar. 

Simply swipe left and right 

in the main interface to 

change the type 

of amp.
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01 Plug in
Plug your guitar into your interface, which 
should then be plugged into the 
headphone jack of your iPhone 
or iPad. Plug headphones 
into the interface as well, 
otherwise you won’t be 
able to hear anything!

05 Change song settings
Don’t tap Done just yet – tap the Song tab. You can choose whether you want 
to play along with a Metronome, set a Count-In and choose the Tempo, Key and 
Time Signature of your recording.

03 Reduce background noise 
Toggle the Noise Gate option to On. This will reduce any interference in the 
signal coming from your guitar into your device, ensuring a clean recording. Tap 
Done in the right-hand corner of the window.

02 Get started
Launch GarageBand. Swipe to the right and tap Guitar Amp. The main interface 
will open. Click the Input Jack icon. Drag the Input Level slider while strumming 
your guitar to choose the input volume.

04 Sound check
Tap the cog icon. There are a variety of sliders which change elements of your 
guitar sound, from volume through to echo. Play around with these until you 
have a sound that you’re happy with. 

06 Ready, set, record
Let’s rock and roll – it’s time to record! Breathe deeply and steady your hands. 
Hit the Record button and give it your best shot… If you get it wrong, you can 
always start again.

Record guitar with iOS GarageBand
Record on an iPhone or iPad
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Give your guitar-learning a boost by 
using your smartphone or tablet

Improve your 
technique with apps

Taking that step and finally setting out to 
learn to play guitar is an exciting moment, 
and something that will quickly become 
more than a hobby. In that sense you feel 

the need to consume and learn as much as possible 
in order to speed up your progress. While there are 
plenty of textbooks and online guides to help you 
at times when you can’t play the guitar for various 

reasons, you also have another very powerful tool 
at your disposal in the form of your smartphone or 
tablet. Not only can these devices provide you with 
the necessary reading materials to help you in the 
early stages of learning to play, but their interactivity 
means you can physically practise even without 
an instrument in sight. The apps over the next few 
pages are designed to help you at various stages of 

your development as a guitarist. In the early stages 
there are apps full of video tutorials to run alongside 
your own learning process. As you learn and grow in 
confidence, the apps on offer will start to push you 
more, but at the same time offer you the chance to 
be more creative and try out songs you know. With 
all this help, you’ll be the one pulling out the guitar 
at a party in no time.

“Tablets and smartphones provide 
reading materials to aid learning, but their 

interactivity means you can physically 
practise without an instrument in sight”
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Top tip
Go LiteBefore you buy an app to help you play guitar, check if it has a ‘Lite’ version available fi rst. These apps, which are similar to demo versions, will be free of charge and give you a chance to try out the app before you part with your hard-earned cash.   
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Picking up that guitar for the first time can be a daunting prospect, especially if it’s your 
first instrument. All the reading material and tips from friends can’t fully prepare you for the 
learning process you’re embarking on. Luckily, we now live in such an age that information 
is always within our grasp, so your smartphone is the perfect extra learning tool for you 

between lessons, or when you can’t have your guitar with you.

Beginner Guitar Songs
iPhone/iPad | iOS 6.1+ | Free

Essentially an enormous video library of lessons starting from the absolute beginning, with the 
first lesson treating the user as if they have never picked up a guitar before, which is ideal for some 
beginners. The lessons are taken by Marty Schwartz of guitarjamz.com and he starts by introducing 
the basic chords and trying to ease you towards understanding how to reproduce them on your 
instrument. There are four main sections to the app, each one with six or more video tutorials to work 
through. The app also comes with a PDF of a beginner’s manual for you to read through. Don’t forget 
to check out the YouTube channel too.

Guitar Tuna
iPhone/iPad | iOS 5.0+ | Free 
Android | OS 2.3+ | Free

Guitar Tuna from Yousician is the perfect app for 
budding musicians. This incredibly accurate app 
will help you tune your guitar, whether you use 
an electric or acoustic instrument. It works with 
the built-in microphone of your smartphone or 
tablet so it actually listens to your instrument 
while even cancelling out any annoying 
background noise. There’s also a metronome 
and chord library included, which is quite a 
wicked bundle for a free app.

Guitar 101 – Learn to 
Play the Guitar
iPhone/iPad | iOS 4.0+ | Free

As a free download, Guitar 101 is definitely 
worth a look because of some of the unique 
lessons on offer from the app. As well as the 
expected basic chord lessons for beginners, 
there is a video on playing country music. The 
app is composed of video tutorials, guides 
and lessons sourced from YouTube, with 
various teachers from all over the world. The 
good thing about this is that the name of the 
poster is shown, complete with a link, meaning 
that you are able to seek out more from the 
author or developer if you particularly like their 
teaching style.

Top apps for getting started



Guitar for Beginners  87

 

Learn Guitar
iPhone/iPad | iOS 5.0+ | £1.99/$1.99
Android | OS 2.1+ | £1.29/$1.99

A real basics app taught by Jen Trani, who has found 
fame through her YouTube channel, Learn Guitar, 
consists of 27 videos that add up to around an hour-
long course. This may not sound a lot, but working 
through at a steady pace will see you learn the real 
essentials of playing guitar and even putting your 
first few chords together to make a song. There are 
in-lesson diagrams to help you, as well as a progress 
bar to track you through the course.

Guitar! by Smule
iPhone/iPad | iOS 7.0+| Free
A unique mix of guitar singing and 

playing, Guitar! by Smule is paired with the 
developer’s Karaoke app so you are able to play 
your device like a guitar, plucking at the virtual 
strings in real-time with actual singers all over the 
world. This might sound quite formidable for a 
beginner, but you’ll find yourself advancing through 
levels gradually, playing familiar songs such as 
Amazing Grace and tracks by famous artists such as 
Elton John, Bruno Mars and many more. Don’t feel 
daunted – give it a go.

“The interactivity of smartphones and tablets 
means that you can physically practise without 

even an instrument in sight”
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 ChordBank
iPhone/iPad | iOS 7.0+ | Free 
Android | OS 4.0+ | Free

This is an incredibly useful app for learning how to 
play the guitar, improving your knowledge of chord 
shapes and enhancing your strumming patterns. A 
very useful app to have while away from your guitar, 
through simple diagrams you can learn essential 
fingering positions for every chord and practice on 
your phone screen to build up muscle memory. 
You can also strum the chords to hear how they are 
supposed to sound and experiment with different 
strumming patterns to try on your guitar when you 
are reunited with your instrument. Some of the 
content requires purchasing in-app, but this is still a 
great app to help improve your playing.

“Strum chords to hear 
how they are supposed 
to sound and experiment 
with strumming patterns”

Having found some confidence through the first five apps, it’s now time to really master those 
basics and solidify the foundations of your guitar technique. The apps in this section take a step 
up and start to look at more advanced features, like developing an ear for notes, as well as improving 
your general playing ability. Take it to the next level and have a look at some of these apps.

CoachGuitar
iPhone/iPad | iOS 7.1+ | Free 
Android | OS 4.0+ | Free

There’s no true substitute for personal guitar 
lessons but the CoachGuitar app is about as 
close as you can get on your phone or tablet. 
Its colourful tab interface makes learning tunes 
a breeze, and an addictive achievement system 
provides an added layer of motivation, should 
you find yourself struggling.

CoachGuitar’s best feature, however, is its 
song store. You can browse, purchase and 
instantly download new songs from a huge 
online catalogue, ensuring that you’ll never run 
out of new tracks to learn and master.

Tabs & Chords by 
Ultimate Guitar
iPhone/iPad | iOS 8.0+ | 
£2.29/$2.99 

Android | OS 2.0+ | £0.60/$0.99
Iit can be a struggle to learn to read music at 
the same time as learning to play the music. 
Guitar tabs offer a shortcut, displaying music in 
a way that is simple to understand. The Ultimate 

Guitar app is a 
compendium of 
over 400,000 tabs 
on the website of 
the same name, 
but with the 
option to save 
the info for offline 
reading on your 
phone or tablet. 
The app also 
includes chord 
diagrams to help 
you master the 
essential aspects 
of learning to play 
your guitar..

Amplitube
iPhone | iOS 8.0+ | £14.99/$19.99
Android | OS 4.2+ | Free

Using a iRig GuitarConnect adapter, all you need 
to do is jack your guitar into your mobile device 
and you get pretty much any sound you want 
through any electric guitar. By selecting the right 

amps and effects 
pedals, you can 
make any crummy 
plank sound like 
Slash or Gilmore, 
it’s incredible! You 
can piece together 
your perfect rigs for 
achieve any sound 
you want and 
you can save your 
perfect presets to 
jump straight to the 
next time you plug 
in. This is a truly 
brilliant app. 

Guitar Toolkit
iPhone/iPad | iOS 5.1.1+ | £2.29/$2.99
Arguably the only guitar app that you 

will ever really need, Guitar Toolkit is absolutely 
jam-packed with all the essential features you could 
require. Such features include a metronome that 
you can have running in the background while 
you busy yourself using other tools, an incredibly 
accurate chromatic tuner and a massive library that 
is full of over 2 million chords, scales and arpeggios. 

All of these 
features are 
arranged in 
an easy-to-
use interface, 
with a menu 
of selectable 
options that 
is always on 
the screen. 
This brilliant 
app also 
supports your 
other stringed 
instruments, 
such as bass 
and ukulele.

Top apps for mastering the basics
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Having found your feet with a guitar in 
hand, you can attempt to be a little 
more ambitious if you like, trying out 
licks and other more advanced moves to 

see if you can handle them. To help you with this, 
here is a collection of apps that focus on fine-tuning 
your technique, starting to make your own music 
based on everything you’ve learnt up to now and 
putting it out there for others to hear.

Top apps for 
fine-tuning 
techniques

Guitar Jam 
Tracks
iPhone/iPad | iOS 7.0+ | 

£2.99/$3.99
This app provides live recorded 
backing tracks to hone your 
soloing skills to in five distinct 
styles, each with seven different 
keys, both minor and major, with 
corresponding scale and chord 
charts. Audiobus enabled, it now 
includes the added functionality 
of using backing tracks you’ve 
recorded yourself in your favourite 
music apps such as GarageBand. 
This app is great for self-taught 
guitarists needing a level up.

Songsterr Guitar Tabs 
& Chords
iPhone/iPad | iOS 7.1+ | £3.99/$4.99

Android | OS 4.0.3+ | £3.96/$3.99
This is a great way to try out favourite songs 
with your newfound skills thanks to the huge 
song catalogue within the app, hence the hefty 
price tag (Songsterr is a subscription based 
app). Songsterr offers tabs for each song so you 
can watch and play along with current tracks. 
If you find it a struggle, there are video lessons 
available to help brush up your technique, but 
having the incentive of playing songs that you 
know and love should see you through.

Guitar Suite – 
Metronome Tuner & 
Chords Library

iPhone/iPad | iOS 7.0+ | £1.99/$2.99
Jam-packed with a music library of 25,000 chords 
and 50 scales, Guitar Suite – Metronome Tuner & 
Chords Library is designed to provide a reference 
guide for self-taught guitarists looking to learn 
new skills or fine-tune how they play guitar. The 
app comes complete with realistic sound effects 

and a six-string 
display. Watch 
and imitate the 
app to master 
the structure 
of playing. 
A precision 
chromatic tuner 
is also included,  
covering 
everything 
from banjos to 
ukuleles. A great 
app for both 
beginners and 
intermediates.

Lick of the Day
iPhone/iPad | iOS 6.0+ 
| Free

It does require some in-app purchases 
to unlock all the features, but this 
app is still worth a download for the 
content that’s available. Listen and 
learn classic riffs from the likes of Jimi 
Hendrix and The Beatles, both of 
whom have their own collections in 
the in-app store. For real enthusiasts 
the subscription fee will be well worth 
it, with video and notation forms of 
each riff to help you pick them up.

GarageBand
iPhone/iPad | iOS 9.3+ | £3.99/$4.99 
(free with iOS 7+)

Although predominately an editing suite, there 
is more than enough content in GarageBand 
to keep the budding guitarist happy. You can 
practise your chord work for one, and the ability 
to record means you can keep track of your 
progress as you go. The guitar section of the app 
allows you to experiment with different guitar 
types and try your hand at almost any playing 
style, as well as the chance to use Smart Guitar 
and play around with melodies.

Top tip
Choose wisely
If you have a tablet and a 

smartphone, make sure you pick 

the best version of the app you 

want. For example, you’re more 

likely to use a chord fi nder on a 

phone as it’s always on you. You 

may have to pay for an app 
twice if you want 
it in both formats!

“In GarageBand you 
can practise your 
chord work”
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Give it 
a try

Look out for this logo 
on each page, as it 
means that an audio 
and/or video file is 
available online to 
help you master a 
certain technique.

92  Read guitar tabs
Understand the system of reading 
tablature to fully develop your 
guitar playing

96  What is 
musical notation?
Discover what musical notation is 
and how it will help you play

98  Read musical notation
Learn how to understand and read 
musical notation and then produce 
the notes on your instrument

100  Understand 
time signatures
Change the beats of the bar by 
grasping time signatures

102  Interpret 
key signatures
Know what key to play in, and 
which notes to play fl at or sharp

104  Music glossary
Use this glossary to help get 
your head around the words and 
symbols you will come across

106  Introducing 
musical scales
Discover the importance of 
practising musical scales

107  The major scale
Learn the sequence of a major 
scale and how it should sound, 
then give it a try for yourself

108  The minor scale
Learn the sequence of a minor 
scale and how it should sound, 
then give it a try for yourself

109  The major 
pentatonic scale
Learn how the major pentatonic 
scale should sound and try it out

110  The minor 
pentatonic scale
Learn how the minor pentatonic 
scale should sound and try it out

111  The blues scale
Learn the sequence of a blues 
scale and how it should sound, 
then give it a try for yourself
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“Guitar tabs are a system 
of notation that visually 

represent strings and frets”
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Guitar tablature (or ‘tab’ for short) is 
a system of notation that visually 
represents the strings and frets of the 
guitar fretboard. Each note is indicated 

by a number, which indicates the fret to play, placed 
on the appropriate string. A basic guitar tab consists 
of six lines running horizontally and these lines 
represent the six strings of your guitar, with the 
thinnest E string at the top and the thickest E string 
at the bottom. 

Numbers are then placed on these lines to 
represent finger positions on the guitar fretboard. So 
if you see the number ‘2’ positioned on the A string, 
then you would have to hold down the fifth string 
on the second fret and pick the string. If you see a ‘0’ 
positioned on a string then this would signify that 
the string should be played open. If you are required 
to play a chord as part of the tab then the chord 
notes would be placed in a vertical line upon the 
horizontal lines to indicate that the marked strings 

all need to be played simultaneously. The benefits of 
learning to play guitar tabs are that they can teach 
you how to play quite a demanding, complex series 
of notes quickly and easily by simply playing what 
you see on the page or screen. You can spend time 
working on the notes you need to play and the 
fingers you use to hold them down, and then slowly 
build up your speed.
However, tabs often don’t represent how long to 

hold a note and help you maintain a decent rhythm 
– so it’s best to listen to the actual song for guidance 
on timing and then practise ’til your fingers bleed! 
Pick a song that you know really well to start off 
with, the familiarity should help.
Playing tabs can be as integral to your learning 

as the chords because being able to pick a lick or 
solo based on using a tab will instantly build your 
confidence and give you a greater understanding of 
where to find specific notes on the fretboard. In this 
tutorial we help you get accustomed to using tabs. Top tip

Watch for cluesThe way some tabs are presented is that the longer the space in between the numbers (notes), the longer you hold the note for. So watch out for obvious gaps and use this to help you with your timing and rhythm as you 
play the piece.

“Tabs can teach you how to play a complex 
series of notes quickly”

By learning how to read guitar tabs you’ll be playing famous riffs and licks in minutes!
Understanding tabs

0 01 33 11 00 1
Although guitar tabs may look initially 
daunting to every beginner, once you 
understand what the tabs are showing 
you, you’ll be able to play the notes 
indicated in no time at all. Trust us. 
And once you know the sequence 
of notes that you need to play, you 
can practise the sequence repeatedly 
to build up a good speed, smooth 
transition and fluid rhythm that will 
soon become muscle memory.

In sequence
The sequence continues on 
the first string (high E) at the 
third fret, then back to the first 
fret and then the string played 
openly again before moving 
to the second string (B)

Fretting notes
For the second note you would 
need to fret the first string (high 
E) on the first fret, as indicated 
by the ‘1’ on the top line

First note
As you can see from the tab 
here, the first note in the 
sequence is the first string (high 
E) played openly, as indicated by 
the ‘0’ on the top line

Changing strings
Starting with the B string 
played openly, you would 
then need to play the note at 
the third fret, first fret, open, 
and then the first fret

Understand this system of reading tablature and enhance 
your skills in a matter of minutes

Read guitar tabsAudio file
 Listen to the 

  audio guide 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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Read and play tabs The relationship between strings, notes and chords

03 Open notes
When you see a ‘0’ marked on a string in the tab sequence, it means that the 
respective string needs to be played open without you pressing it down on a 
particular fret.

04 Playing chords
When you are required to play chords as part of the tab, the notes are placed in 
a vertical line at 90 degrees to the strings. The chord marked here represents a 
C chord and you would strum five strings in one motion.

0
1
0
2
3

0 3 4 2 2 22 0 0 24

01 The strings
The horizontal lines of a guitar tab represent the six strings of the guitar with the 
thinnest E string at the top and the thickest E string at the bottom – as if looking 
down at your fretboard while holding your guitar.

02 The notes
The numbers marked on the strings indicate the finger positions on the guitar 
fretboard. For example, the number ‘2’ on the A string means you have to press 
it down at the second fret.

2 2 2 4 2 0
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Here are some symbols you will  
encounter while reading tabs (n = fret number).

L Lied note
x Muted (dead) note
g Grace note
(n) Ghost note
> Accentuated note
NH Natural harmonic
AH Artificial harmonic
TP Tapped harmonic
SH Semi harmonic
PH Pitch harmonic
h Hammer-on
p Pull-off
b Bend
br Bend release
pb Pre bend
pbr Pre bend release
brb Bend release bend
\n/ Tremolo bar dip
\n Tremolo bar dive
-/n Tremolo bar release up
/n\ Tremolo bar inverted dip
/n Tremolo bar return
-\n Tremolo bar release down
S Shift slide
s Legato slide
/  Slide into from below or out of upwards
\  Slide into from above or out of 

downwards
~ Vibrato
W Wide vibrato
tr Trill
TP Tremolo picking
T Tapping
S Slap (bass)
P Pop (bass)
< Fade in
^ Upstroke
v Downstroke
W Whole note (semibreve)
H Half note (minim)
Q Quarter note (crotchet)
E 8th note (quaver)
S 16th (semiquaver)
T 32nd (demisemiquaver)
X 64th (hemisemidemiquaver)
. Note dotted
I-n-I n-tuplets

Tablature 
symbols

Tablature symbols
Here are common symbols that represent the subtler techniques

01 Hammer-on
A hammer-on is executed by picking a note and 
then hammering down with the fretting finger 
on the second note. The second note isn’t picked, 
it merely echoes the first one. Hammer-ons are 
represented by an ‘h’ directly in-between notes, as 
seen above.

02 Pull-off
A pull-off is essentially the opposite of a hammer-
on, so the first note is played again then the fretting 
hand pulls the finger off the note letting it sound. 
A pull-off is typically represented by the letter 
‘p’ directly in-between notes, as is shown in the 
diagram above.

5h7
5h7

5h7
5h7

7p5
7p5

7p5
7p5

07 String mute
This means that the string should be ‘muted’ to 
produce a suppressed tone. The most popular 
method of doing this is with the palm, where the 
edge of the palm of the picking hand is placed at 
the base of the strings. It’s much easier to master 
than it sounds!

08 Tremolo picking
This technique is when a single note is played 
repeatedly in quick succession by moving the pick 
up and down rapidly to sustain a melodic line. If 
picked fast enough, the note sounds constant. 
This is represented by ‘TP’ or a series of ‘/’ above or 
below a note.

5x 5
///

04 Slides
Sliding is a very slick way to move between notes 
on the fretboard and there are two symbols to look 
out for in guitar tabs. A ‘/’ between notes indicates 
that you should slide up to the second note from 
the first and a ‘\’ signifies a slide down from one 
note to the other.

05 Vibrato
Playing vibrato involves a constant rhythmic 
bending of the string, bending it up and down 
quickly to create a pulsating, wavy note. Vibrato is 
usually represented by a ‘v’ or a ‘~’ next to the note 
you need to manipulate. Again, have a look at the 
picture above for a more visual clue.

5v
5~~~7/9

7/9
7/9

7/9
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The image here shows the same piece of music 
in sheet and tab form. It is a simple song that 
everyone will be familiar with and all of the notes 
can be found on the first string (E). From the notes 

on the stave (the five lines on which the notes are 
written), you’ll know how many semi-tones the 
notes need to increase by and then find them on 
the fretboard.

Applying music to tabs

Give it a try

Understand notes and learn to apply them to tabs

Happy Birthday

Practise your guitar tab knowledge

0
0 3 0

0 03 2

03 The bends
A bend, represented by the letter ‘b’, is where the 
fretting hand bends the string to change the pitch 
and the note is sustained. There are also release 
bends, represented by ‘r’. These are like a bend, but 
it tells you when to release the bend and go into 
the next note.

7b 7b
7r5 7r5

09 Trills
A trill is actioned when you perform a 
hammer-on effect and pull-off quickly back 
and forth between two different notes. Trills are 
represented on musical tabs by ‘Tr’ and are usually 
followed by a vibrato to indicate the full 
length of the trill.

Tr~~~~

5 5

As you will now be aware, reading tabs really 
isn’t difficult, but you have to start with simple 
pieces of tabbed music and concentrate on 
playing them proficiently before moving 
on to more complex pieces with more 
advanced techniques required. Practise this 
piece and slowly build up the speed to play it 
continuously as a melody.

High E
The highest note of the piece is an E, which is 
played on the first string up at the twelfth fret. 
Check how many semi-tones you have to go up on 
the scale and then apply it to the fretboard

Dropping notes
The note then goes up to an A, which is 
played on the first string at the fifth fret 
before a G#, which is played on the first 
string at the fourth fret

Finding notes
The first note of the song is E, so if you apply this 
to the tab underneath, you’ll notice that the first 
two notes are played on the open E string

Fretting strings
The next note goes up a tone to F#, which is 
played on the first string at the second fret 
before returning to the open E string again

06 Tapping
Tapping is very similar to a hammer-on indeed, but 
you don’t actually strum any notes at all. Just tap the 
notes on your guitar’s fretboard with your fretting 
hand. Tapping is usually represented by a ‘t’ next to 
the fret where you conduct the tap.

7t 7t 7t
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01 Clef
There are various types of clef that you 
can use in a piece of music. This one is 
called the treble clef (or G clef due to its 
position on the stave). It tells us the pitch 
of the notes that have been written.  

02 Key signature
This will always appear at the beginning 
of the piece of music. By placing the 
symbols either in the spaces or lines, it 
tells us if the notes we should play are 
flats or sharps. This is A major. 

03 Time signature
At the start of a piece of music you will 
see two different numbers, one on top of 
the other. The top number tells you how 

many beats in a bar there are; the bottom 
tells you what type of beat it is.   

04 Tempo marking
There are several ways of indicating the 
tempo at the beginning of a piece of 
music. The two most common are via 
a written word (usually an Italian tempo 
expression) or, as in this case, by how 
many crotchet beats per minute there are.

05 Dynamics
These tell you what volume to play the 
particular phrase of music at. The two 
most common are f (forte), which is loud, 
and p (piano), which means quiet. Adding 
an m (mezzo) before either of the two 
symbols means moderately.

06 Notes
The notes in a strip of music are the 
musical symbols that tell you both the 
rhythm and pitch of the piece of music 
you are playing.

07 Staccato
A dot above a note is a staccato marking. 
This tells us to play the note slightly 
shorter than we would normally be 
directed to.  

08 Bar line
The bar line divides the notes in to the 
correct number of beats, as indicated 
by the time signature. There are several 
different types, including repeats, which 
are used at the end of a piece of music. 

Musical notation is a way composers express to musicians how to 
play a piece of music through both pitch and rhythm. Music is 
written on a stave which consists of five lines. Notes can be placed 
either in the spaces or on the lines themselves, each representing 

one of the seven natural notes in music. Musical notes are separated by vertical 
lines called bar lines. Preceding the musical notes, you will usually find a clef 
and time signature, and sometimes you may see either a sharp or flat notation, 
representing a key signature within a particular piece. Above the stave you will 
almost always find a tempo marking, either through a number or an expressive 

term, which will indicate the speed of the piece. Underneath, a composer could 
add dynamic markings to show the volume they want a particular section of 
music played.  Read our guide on the most common notation below to start 
understanding musical notes.

“Preceding the musical notes you 
will find a clef and time signature”

Our guide to the most common notationUnderstanding musical notes

4
4

# #
 #

=130

...

4
4

# #
 # ... ... >

#

=13001

03

06

06 0702

04

05 0510

09
08

... ......

Throughout this section we will begin to look at what musical notation 
is, how to read it and how it affects the way we play a piece

What is musical 
notation?
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09 Accent
When you see a horizontal arrow above a 
note, this is known as an accent. Through 
this symbol we need to emphasise a note 
slightly more, usually through dynamics, 
making the sound slightly louder. Not to 
be confused with crescendo.

10 Crescendo/
Decrescendo
Similar in look to an accent, but larger 
and placed under a piece of music, this is 
a dynamic marking that tells us either to 
get louder (as in the example) or quieter 
(the opposite of the example). The words 
‘cresc.’ or ‘decresc.’ may be used instead of 
the notation marks. 

11 Tenuto
A single horizontal bold line above or 
below a type of musical note is a tenuto 
marking. This explains to us musicians 
that we should be playing that note to its 
fullest value.  

12 Accidentals
These symbols are placed in front of the 
note and will indicate a pitch that is not 
already shown in the key signature. The 
three most common types are flats  , 
sharps  and naturals .

13 Tie
Two notes of the same pitch can be tied 
together with this symbol. The second 

note should not be played again, but 
must remain heard.

14 First and second 
time lines
You will find that these symbols for 
first and second time lines will appear 
above particular bars during a repeated 
section where, during a repeat, the piece 
indicates a different ending.  

15 Repeat bars
A double barline with two dots means 
that you should repeat the music written 
between the two sets of repeat signs. 
When it’s only a left-facing sign, repeat 
from the beginning. 

>

......

1.

Top tip
Practise and repeatLearning to read music can be quite challenging at fi rst, but the most important thing is practice and repetition. Through these two basic principles, in time you will be able to play through music without having to think  about where the 

notes are fi rst. 

...... ...
...

1. 2.
14

15

13

12

11
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A musical note is represented by a type 
of dot on the musical stave. This dot 
can either be filled in or left with a gap in 
the middle. This will change the length 

of time that you play the note, for example, four 
crotchets would be played on the four beats of a 
bar. Most notes also contain a vertical line known as 
a stem. Again, this will help to determine how long 
you hold the note on for, however, the direction 
of the stem (pointing up or pointing down) makes 
no difference. Here are the different musical notes 
and how long they should be played for. You may 
initially have trouble distinguishing the notes from 
each other but after steady practise you’ll find 
yourself knowing your crotchets from your quavers. 

Semibreve or whole note
This is worth 4 beats

Minim or half note
This is worth 2 beats

Crotchet or quarter note
This is worth 1 beat

Quaver or eighth note
This is worth 1⁄2 a beat

“After steady practice 
you’ll find yourself 
intuitively knowing
your crotchets from

your quavers “

Use a simple mnemonic to help you out
Understanding notes

Quavers can also be joined together in 
either twos or fours. In groups of twos, 
both notes are worth 1 beat, and in a 
four, the four notes are worth 2 beats

In order to name the notes on a treble clef stave, we 
use the first seven letters of the alphabet: A, B, C, D, 
E, F, G. There are several ways in which to remember 

the notes on the stave. If we take the notes on the 
lines (E, G, B, D, F), we can apply a simple mnemonic 
(found below) to help you memorise the order. The 

notes in the spaces of the stave spell out the word 
‘face’, which already rather helpfully rhymes with the 
word ‘space’! 

Notes on the lines
Here’s the order of the notes on 
the lines of a treble clef musical 
stave. If you forget the mnemonic, 
try to remember that B is Bang in 
the middle. 

Notes in the spaces
The notes in the spaces, as these 
four show, spell out ‘face’. To help 
you further, try to memorise FACE 
in the SPACES. 

E F G A B C D E F

Every Good Boy Deserves Fruit

F A C E

A note is the symbol used to determine a musical sound. There are different 
types, but all are split into two elements: pitch and time 

Read musical notation
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Now it’s time for the exciting bit!Playing the notes

E F G A B C D E F

The diagrams below show you all the notes you have 
learned so far. So, how do you play these on a guitar? 
Each of the symbols pointing to the notes show the 
first four frets of a guitar neck. In the following diagrams 
we will refer to your finger positions through either 
a coloured or clear circle with a number inside. The 

coloured circles will always be on a fret from 1 to 4 and 
these will tell you which finger to use. If it’s a clear circle, 
tat means that it will be an open string. For example, the 
first E is played on the fourth string, second fret with your 
middle finger and F is played on the fourth string, third 
fret. Let’s have a go…

In its simplest form, a chord is two or more harmonic notes 
played together. The most frequently used chord is a triad, 
which is three notes played simultaneously. 

There are two common types of chord. They are 
categorised as major (a chord that sounds rather ‘happy’) 
and minor (a chord that sounds particularly ‘sad’). The most 

frequently encountered chords are triads, which are chords 
that consist of three distinct notes. In musical notation a 
chord is shown by three notes placed on top of each other 
and they should be played at the same time. To the right 
you can see an example of a common chord written as a 
musical note.

What are chords? A common phrase, but what is one?

Top tipUse a ledger lineIn music, sometimes notes may 
go higher or lower than the stave 

will allow us. At this stage we 
must use a ledger line. Ledger 

lines can be used both above and below the stave. 

E 4th string, 2nd fret

2

F 4th string, 3rd fret

3

A 3rd string, 2nd fret

2

G 3rd string, open

0

F 1st string, 1st fret

1

B 2nd string, open

0

E 1st string, open

0

C 2nd string, 1st fret

1

D 2nd string, 3rd fret

3



Reading music

100  Guitar for Beginners

A time signature will always be found 
at the beginning of a piece of music, 
directly after the key signature. It is 
very important as it tells us exactly how 

to divide the beats of the bar, in turn making it so 
much easier to read a piece of music. There are 
two main types of time signature: simple time and 
compound time. Here’s a bit more about them…

Simple time
Simple time is a signature where the 
main beat is divided into two equal 
beats. For instance, in 44 time, the main 
beat is a crotchet/quarter note, and this 
can be divided in two quavers/eighth 
notes. The most common forms of 
simple time signature are 44, 34, and 24. 

Compound time
Compound time, much like simple 
time, is where the main beat can be 
divided into three beats. The lowest 
number is most commonly an 8. For 
example, in 6 

8 , where the main beat is a 
dotted crotchet/quarter note, this can 
be split into three quavers/eighth notes.

“A time signature is very important as it tells us exactly how to divide the 
beats of the bar, making it easier to read a piece of music”

What do the numbers mean and why are they important? 
Explaining time signatures

Time signatures comprise two numbers, one on 
top of the other. The top number will indicate 
how many beats are in a bar, the bottom 
will tell you what type of beat it is. The most 
common numbers found at the bottom of a 
time signature are 4 (crotchet), 8 (quavers), and 
16 (semiquavers).

The numbers in time can also be replaced 
by a symbol that looks like a C. This is called 
common time, but also tells us that there are 4 
crotchet beats to a bar. 

4
4

4
4

2
4

Top tipStress the beatIn all time signatures, the fi rst 
beat of the bar is usually a 

stressed note. In time signatures,
using four beats in a bar (     ,     ), the third can also be stressed, although these notes are not always louder or more important.

4
4 12

8

3
4 6

8 .

4
4

Type of 
beat

Number 
of beats in 

the bar

Simple time

Compound time

2
4

is mainly used for marches and 
polka music.

6
8

9
8

are most commonly found in 
various types of folk music.

3
4

when the pulse is 3 crotchet beats to a 
bar is essentially used for waltzes.

4
4

or common time (C), is the most 
widely used of the time signatures 
and is used in a variety of music, 
including pop and rock.

12
8

is quite common in slower blues 
music and is also used in 
folk music.

Understand exactly what is 
meant by dots and ties

Dots and ties

A dot tells you that you should add half the value of 
the note to its original value. For example,
the dotted crotchet ( .) is 1 + ½ =1½ beats. 
A tie tells you to add two note values together. 

For example, a crotchet plus another crotchet would 
be two beats and look like this: . You would most 
likely use a tie when you need a note to carry over 
into the next bar. If a minim doesn’t fit in a bar you 
can tie two crotchets on either side of the bar line. A 
tie can also offer a ‘slurred’ note, carrying a smooth 
change over from one note to the other.

There are many different ways of changing the beats of the bar through 
time signatures, and each has its own distinct feel and style

Understand time 
signatures
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Sometimes in music we need times of silence. These are 
represented by different symbols called rests You know what they look 

like, but let’s use them…

What are rests? How to use 
rests in music

There are several different types of 
rests. Each rest relates to its note 
equivalent. This chart shows the 
most common types.

In a piece of music, where the time 
signature is 44 the rests in the chart to the 
left can be used in this way: 

Type of rest   Note Length of rest

 

4 beats

2 beats

1 beat

1/2 a beat

“There are 
several 

different types 
of rests. Each 

rest relates 
to its note 

equivalent”

01

4
4

02

03
04

01 Crotchet rest
Crotchet/quarter rest for one beat.

02 Quaver rest
Quaver/eighth rest for half a beat.

03 Minim rest
Minim/half rest for two beats (note it sits 
above the line).

04 Semibreve rest
Semibreve/whole rest for one beat (note 
this rests underneath the line).

Beats in a bar

01 First bar
In the first bar we have used four 
crotchets/quarter notes, each worth 
one beat, to complete the four beats 
that are needed.

02 Second bar 
The second bar uses two minims/half 
notes, each worth two beats, which 
will once again total the four that we 
are after.

03 Third bar 
In the third bar, we have used a 
combination of both crotchets and 
minims to total the four
beats required.

04 Fourth bar 
Alternatively, we can fill an entire 
four-beat bar with a semibreve to get 
exactly the same effect, as shown 
below in the fourth bar.

If we take    as an example, there are several ways in which notes can be used in each bar4
4

1. 2. 3. 4.
01 02 03 04

4
4
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K ey signatures are shown at the beginning 
of a piece of music and are either a 
series of sharps or flats. You will see a key 
signature immediately after the clef in a 

piece of music, saving the composer from having to 
add them after each required note. Key signatures 
explain two things: firstly, the key the piece is in 
and, secondly, which of the notes you play as either 
sharps or flats. The order in which sharps and flats 
are placed in a key signature will always remain 
the same. There are two mnemonics we can use 
to help us remember these orders on a treble clef 
stave. For sharps we can use:

“Key signatures 
are shown at the 

beginning of a piece 
of music”

It’s all relative
Changing to minor## # #

## #
F

C
A B

G
D E

Father Charles Goes Down And Ends Battles

Battle Ends And Down Goes Charles’ Father

For flats we can use:

So, how do we work out a major key from the key 
signature? If there are no sharps or flats, it’s C major. 
For sharps, you must look at the last one in the 
signature. If you move it one semitone up it will be 
the first note and the name of the major key. The 
example below is D major.

For flats, you have to remember that F major has 
one flat (B ). For all other key signatures using two or 
more flats, the penultimate flat will tell you the name 
of the major key.

The penultimate flat in this example is a B. This key 
signature is B  major.

B

A G F

E D C

 

The sound of the piece of music will tell you if it is 
a major (happy) of minor (sad) key. You can work 
out the name of the relative minor key to a major 
key by looking at the sixth note of the scale. A 

relative minor will have the same key signature 
as its major key. This example of C major shows 
A as the sixth note, so C major’s relative minor is 
A minor.

1st 6th

##
Last sharp

Penultimate flat

Explore the role of key signatures in music, learn why they 
are needed and how to read them

Interpret key 
signatures
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“A key signature appears immediately after 
the clef in a piece” 

Identifying key signatures

Here is a recap on what we have learned so far 

Keys

Key signatures in action

01 Key signatures 
using sharps
Sometimes you might see a sharp (#) in the key 
signature. It will be either placed on a line or on 
a space of the stave. This tells you to raise the 
note by one semitone. 

02 Key signatures using flats
Alternatively there may be a flat ( ) sign at the 
beginning of the music. Again, this can either 
be in a line or space, but this time you lower the 
note by a semitone.

04 Using accidentals in a 
piece of music
Some musical notes may contain either a sharp, 
flat or natural sign in front of them that may be 
different from the key signature. This tells you to 
change that note according to the sign. 

03 Adding naturals into 
key signatures
You may see a natural sign (   ) in a key signature. 
This happens most often when a piece of music 
changes key. This sign cancels either the sharp 
or flat used in the previous key signature.

#4
4

Key signature
A key signature 
will be found at 
the beginning of a 
piece of music or 
can be changed half 
way through

A flat
A flat can be found 
in both the key 
signature or next to 
a note, lowering it 
by a semitone

Naturals
A natural sign will 
cancel either a 
sharp or flat on a 
note within a piece

A sharp
A sharp can be found in 
a key signature or next 
to a note and raises a 
note by a semitone

#4
4

#4
4

4
4

#
##

#4
4
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In music there are many different types of symbols that describe 
how to play and interpret a piece of music

Music glossary

D uring the course of this rather detailed 
glossary, we will illustrate and explain a 
number of symbols and words that help 
us perform and understand a piece of 

music. We will also take this opportunity to have a 
little bit of a recap on just what we have learned in 
this section so far, as understanding music can be 

quite daunting. We will also introduce you to some 
more commonly used symbols that you are quite 
likely to encounter in a piece of music. You will find a 

brief description of each symbol and, in most cases, 
a diagram showing the character in question. As you 
familiarise yourself with these life will become easier!

“Like notes, rests are symbols in a piece of music 
telling you how long a moment of silence is”

Audio files
  Listen to 
the audio 
guides   
and follow   
along on   
your guitar

Give it a try

Clef
This is a musical symbol that tells us the 
pitch of written notes. The two most 
common versions are the treble and bass.

Stave
These are the five horizontal 
lines and four spaces that tell 
you which notes to play.

4
4

Time signature
This happens at the start of a 
piece of music and specifies 
how many beats in the bar 
there are in a piece of music. 

Bar line
This is a line that segments musical notation into 
a set number of beats, as defined by the start of 
the music. 

Rests
Like notes, these are symbols 
in a piece of music telling 
you how long a moment of 
silence is. 

Chord
This is where two or more notes are played at the 
same time.

Repeats
These look like two bar lines 
close together with two dots, 
and will tell you to repeat a 
particular section of music. 

.

.
.
.

First and second time bar
When a repeat requires a different ending, the 
numbered brackets are used to demonstrate 
which bars to play first time and which should be 
played second.

1. 2.

Put the basics into practice
Give it a try

This is a piece of music that has incorporated a 
number of the ideas that we have discussed in 
the glossary. Try practising this piece by either 
reading the tab or musical notation. (Refer 
to the glossary if you need to.) Have a go at 
playing along with the track with or without 
the lead guitar.

Accidentals
These tell you notes that are different from the key 
at the opening of the piece of music. The most 
common are sharps, flats and naturals. 

# 

Coda
This is a sign that leads to a different 
passage of music that brings a piece to 
an end. This will usually come after a DS 
or DC (see below).

Notes
Symbols that are written on the stave of a piece 
of music telling you the length and pitch you 
have to play.

##

Key signature
Appears at the beginning of a piece of music and 
tells you which notes are sharps or flats. 

Dynamics
This tells you how loud or quiet to play a section 
of music. The two most basic forms are f (forte), 
meaning loud, and p (piano), meaning quiet. 

Da Capo (DC)
The meaning of these Italian terms is ‘from the 
beginning’. This one is used to repeat a previous 
part of music and can be applied to save space on 
a score. 

Dal Segno (DS)
This means to repeat a specific section of music that 
is shown by the above sign.
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Let’s look at where your fingers 
should be placed…

Your fretting hand

S cales in music are a series of notes that are 
arranged into a specific sequence which 
can be either ascending or descending. 
They usually start and end on the same 

musically named note, separated by an octave (the 
distance between eight musical notes). Scales will 
follow a set pattern of either semitones (half-steps) 
or tones (whole steps). The three most common 
forms of scales are major (a happy sounding scale), 
minor (a sad sounding scale) and chromatic (a scale 
whose sound is ambiguous and is made up entirely 
of semitones). Learning scales on guitar is important 
for a number of reasons. It will enable you to learn 
your fretboard quickly, which will become very 
important when performing music in various keys. 
They will also help to strengthen your fingers and 
increase their agility, which will improve your ability 
to be able to play solo passages.

The circle of fifths
A visual and easy way of 
remembering the key of a scale is 
to use the circle of fifths. This circle 
shows the relationship between 
the 12 tones of the musical scale. To 
work out how many sharps (#) or 
flats ( ) a key signature should have, 
follow the circle clockwise; major 
on the outside, minor on the inside. 
For example, if we look at A major, 
the key signature would have three 
sharps (these being F, C and G). The 
inside part of the circle shows us 
the relative minor (orange letters); in 
this case it would be F# minor.

When learning the guitar, you will often 
find that the fingers of the fretting hand 
are referred to with numbers. Each of 
these numbers are used to visualise 
where to place your fingers on the 
fretboard of the guitar. The indicated 
number will be shown inside a coloured 
circle. 0 represents an open string.

1
2

3

4

T

“Visualise where to 
place your fingers 

on the fretboard of 
the guitar”

1

2

3

4

0

Major

Minor
A E

B

F

C
G

D
E

G
D

A

E

B

B
F

C

G
D

C
F G

D

A

E

B
F

11 #

33 ##
#

##

#
66 #

55 #

44 #

22 #

#

##

###

####

## ###
#

#####

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  

  
 

  
  

  
  

 

  
    

 

 

 

 

 

Discover what is meant by a scale and why practising scales can 
become important to helping you perform music

Introducing 
musical scales

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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T he major scale is one of the most popular scale types. 
You might also see this referred to as the Ionian scale. 
This scale produces music that has an essentially ‘happy’ 
sound. It comprises a specific sequence of eight notes 

using tones (whole notes) and semitones (half notes). The major 
scale will always follow this sequence; from the example of the C 

major scale you can see the semitones will always fall between 
the third and fourth notes, and the seventh and eighth notes. 

Major scales can be used in a variety of different musical 
styles, including the ever-popular rock and pop categories. This 
page will show you exactly how to play a major scale. For this 
particular example, we’re going to be using the A major scale.

01 A major scale 
sixth string
Play the sixth string 
open (E), place your 
middle finger on the 
second fret (F#), then 
your ring finger on the 
fourth fret (G#). 

02 A major scale 
fifth string
Play the fifth string 
open (A), place your 
middle finger on the 
second fret (B) and ring 
finger on the fourth 
fret (C#).

03 A major scale 
fourth string
Play the fourth string 
open (D), place your 
middle finger on the 
second fret (E) and 
then your ring finger 
on the fourth fret (F#).

04 A major scale 
third string
On the third string, 
place your index finger 
on fret one (G#), your 
middle finger on fret 
two (A) and your ring 
finger on fret four (B).

05 A major scale 
second string
Play the second string 
open (B), your middle 
finger on the second 
fret (C#), then put your 
middle finger on the 
third fret (D).

06 A major scale 
first string
Play the first string 
open (E), place your 
middle finger on the 
second fret (F#) and put 
your ring finger on the 
fourth fret (G#).

Now it’s your turn to try 
the major scale… 

Give it a try

This example demonstrates the 
complete A major scale. Both tab 
and standard notation are included. 
Choose the form you are most 
comfortable with and try playing 
along to the audio.

Top tipKnow the distanceOne fret movement on a guitar is the distance of a semitone and the movement between two frets is a tone. 

G  , A, B

2

1

4
#

Tone Tone Semitone Tone Tone Tone Semitone

E A B C E
4
4

F G D F G A B C D E F G

4
4A

B

T

0 2 4 0 2 4 0 2 4
1 2 0 2 3 0 2 4

# # # # # # # #
# #
#

A, B, C

2

4
#

0

E, F  , G

2

4
##

0

D, E, F

2

4
#

0

B, C  , D

2

3

#

0

E, F  , G

4

2

##

0

This page will lead you through the major scale, what it should 
sound like and how to play one

The major scale

C major scale

Audio file
 Listen to the 

  audio guide 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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There are three different types of minor scales which 
include the harmonic and melodic, but here we shall 
be looking at the natural minor scale, or as it can be 
referred to as the Aeolian Scale. Similar to the major 

scale, it is made from a series of semitones and tones, but you will 
see that the placement of these distances is noticeably different. 

The natural minor scale will always use the following pattern. 
This time you will see that the semitone falls between the 
second and third notes, and the fifth and sixth notes. Minor 
scales can be used in a variety of different musical styles but 
will create a completely different mood. We will take you 
through how to play a minor scale, using A minor. 

01 A minor scale 
sixth string
Play the sixth string 
open (E), then place 
your index finger on 
the first fret (F) and 
your ring finger on the 
third fret (G).

02 A minor scale 
fifth string
Play the fifth string 
open (A) before placing 
your middle finger on 
the second fret (B) and 
your ring finger on the 
third fret (C).

03 A minor scale 
fourth string
Play the fourth string 
open (D). Place your 
middle finger on the 
second fret for an E and 
your ring finger on the 
third fret for the F.

04 A minor scale 
third string
Leave the third string 
(G) open. Your middle 
finger should then be 
placed on the second 
fret (A), which becomes 
your root note.

05 A minor scale 
second string
The second string (B) 
should be left open. 
Place your index finger 
on the first fret (C) and 
your ring finger on the 
third fret for the D note.

06 A minor scale 
first string
Again, leave the first 
string (E) open. Your 
index finger is placed 
on the first fret with 
your ring finger on the 
third fret (F and G).

Make sure you play through 
the positions carefully 

Give it a try

Now try to play the complete scale. 
Listen to the audio sample and see 
how it differs from the major scale. 
Choose the notation you are most 
comfortable with and try playing 
along to the audio.

Top tipLearn soundsIt’s not just the pattern of tones and semitones that makes scales diff erent, it’s the sound of the scale. Major scales will produce a ‘happy’ sound with the minor a ‘sad’ or darker sound.
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A minor scale
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Now we take a look at the minor scale, how it sounds and how 
it is made up compared to the major scale 

The minor scaleAudio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and play 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try



Guitar for Beginners  109

Found in music all over the world and great for improvising 

The major 
pentatonic scale

The pentatonic scale, as the title would suggest, is a scale made 
up of five notes per octave instead of the usual seven as found in 
heptatonic scales (such as either the major or minor scale). These 
scales contain no semitones (half steps) and, as such, can be played 

in any order without clashing. At first look, the major pentatonic scale can 

look like an incomplete major scale. However, this scale is made up of the first 
five consecutive pitches from the circle of fifths (a musical idea of showing 
the relationship between the 12 notes of the chromatic scale and their key 
signatures). By rearranging the pitches to contain themselves within an octave, 
we end up with the major pentatonic scale. 

So here is the complete 
A major scale

Give it a try

As always, practise your finger positions slowly 
before you attempt to take on the complete 
scale. Remember that the root of the scale is the 
A, although with the pentatonic scale this is less 
important than in major or minor scales. Use the 
knowledge you’ve garnered so far and give it a go!

4
4

E A B E A B E

4
4A

B
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0 2
0 2 4 2 4 2 0 2 0 2

F# C# F# C# F#
###

01 A major 
pentatonic scale 
sixth string
Play the sixth string 
open for the E in the 
scale. For the F#, place 
your middle finger on 
the second fret.

02 A major 
pentatonic scale 
fifth string
Place your middle 
finger on the second 
fret (B) and your little 
finger on the fourth fret 
for the C# note.

03 A major 
pentatonic scale 
fourth string
Place your middle finger 
on the second fret of 
the fourth string (D) and 
your middle finger on 
the fourth fret (F#).

04 A major 
pentatonic scale 
third string
The only note to be 
played on the third 
string is the root note A. 
Put your middle finger 
on the second fret. 

05 A major 
pentatonic scale 
second string
The open string (B) will 
obviously give you the 
note B. For the C#, place 
your middle finger on 
the second fret.

06 A major 
pentatonic scale 
first string
The first note is simple, 
play the first string (E) 
open. For the last, place 
your middle finger on 
the second fret.

C CGD E A

Starting on C, these notes are a fifth apart

C G D A E

A

2

4
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Audio file
 Listen to the 

  audio guide 
  and play 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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As mentioned in a previous section, minor scales can exist in various 
forms; however, the minor pentatonic scale is loosely based upon 
the natural minor scale. In the instance below, the root note of the 
minor pentatonic scale is A (the first note), with the rest of the scale 

being made up of the third, fourth, fifth and seventh notes of the A natural 
minor scale (ABCDEFG). 

Closely compare this minor pentatonic scale to the blues scale across the 
page and you will notice that they are extremely similar with the exception 
being the exclusion of the sharpened fourth (or flattened fifth) which in this 
instance would be an F# (or Gb).

With this in mind, it is reasonable to assume that the minor pentatonic scale is 
the most commonly used scale in both blues and jazz music, although, like the 
major equivalent, it can also be effective in several types of folk music and is also 
found in similar world scales. In this section below, we will show you how to play 
the A minor pentatonic scale in great detail, and let you have a go at it yourself 
afterwards. Don’t forget to listen to the audio files that are available to download 
from FileSilo.co.uk/bks-875.

01 A minor 
pentatonic
sixth string
We start with the sixth 
string (E) open for the 
note E. Place your ring 
finger on the third fret 
for the G.

02 A minor 
pentatonic
fifth string
The root note is the A 
and it is played open 
(A). Place your ring 
finger on the third fret 
(C) like before. 

03 A minor 
pentatonic 
fourth string
Leave the fourth string 
(D) open for the D and 
then place your middle 
finger on the second 
fret for the note E.

04 A minor 
pentatonic 
third string
Another open string on 
the third (G). With the 
fourth string, place your 
middle finger on the 
second fret (A).

05 A minor 
pentatonic 
second string
For the C on the second 
string (B), place your 
index finger on the first 
fret then put your ring 
finger on the third (D).

06 A minor 
pentatonic 
first string
The last two notes are 
E and G. Play the first 
string open (E). Put your 
ring finger on the third 
fret (G). 

Are you confident with your finger 
positions? Let’s have a go…

Give it a try

This scale to the right is very similar to the blues 
scale detailed across the page and will become very 
familiar to you very quickly. Follow the tab or notation 
carefully to get the correct notes. Keep on practising 
the scale with our free audio files that you can 
download from FileSilo.co.uk/bks-875.
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Similar to the major pentatonic scale, the minor version is also made 
up of five notes, although its construction is very different

The minor 
pentatonic scale

A D E G AC
3
4

Audio file
 Listen to the 

  audio guide 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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T his scale is a hexatonic scale (six note) made primarily 
of the minor pentatonic scale. The difference between 
the two scales is the use of blue notes, which are notes 
played at a slightly lower pitch, typically a semitone, than 

its major equivalent. 
Notice that the blue notes used in this example are the C 

(flattened third), D# (sharpened fourth/flattened fifth), and the G 
(flattened seventh). The blues scale is often used with the 12-bar 

blues chords sequence and blues music in general, although it 
can also be common in jazz music. It can also be heard in 
some conventional pop music. We will now show you 
how you can play the A blues scale that is shown here.  
Download the audio file from FileSilo.co.uk/bks-875 
and try following along on your guitar.

01 A blues 
scale sixth 
string
Leave the sixth string 
open to produce 
the note E. Your ring 
finger should be on 
the third fret for a G.

02 A blues 
scale fifth 
string
The root note is A 
(open fifth string). 
Again, your ring finger 
should be placed on 
the third fret (C).

03 A blues 
scale fourth 
string
Play the fourth string 
open (D), then your 
index finger should 
be on the first fret and 
middle on the second.

04 A blues 
scale third 
string
The third string is 
known as the G string, 
so play this open. Place 
your middle finger on 
the second fret (A).

05 A blues 
scale second 
string
Put your index finger 
on the first fret. Place 
your ring finger on the 
third and little finger on 
the fourth.

06 A blues 
scale first 
string
Play the first string 
open (E). Put your 
ring finger on the 
third fret to achieve 
the G note.

Top tip
Progress gentlyThis scale is easy to learn once you have mastered the minor pentatonic scale, and a perfect place to start improvising a melody. Over a typical blues chord sequence all of the notes will sound ‘right’.

It will sound familiar if you’ve played 
through the minor pentatonic scale

Give it a try

As always, play through the scale slowly at first to gain 
confidence. Pick up your instrument and try out this 
scale (pictured right) both ascending and descending 
to improve your technique in preparation for 
improvising. Download the audio files from 
FileSilo.co.uk/bks-875.

“This scale is 
made up primarily 

of the minor 
pentatonic scale”
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The blues scale is very similar in sound to the minor pentatonic but 
with some interesting additional notes to give it a distinct sound

The blues scaleAudio file
 Listen to the 

  audio guide 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a try
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Play in 
the style of…

Discover how certain genres get that distinct 
sound and how you can achieve it

114  Rock
Discover how to achieve the 
sound of one of the most 
versatile of musical genres

116  Metal
Have a go at incorporating that 
distorted quality and deep tone 
that really defi nes metal music

118  Punk
Simple power-chord structures 
and a bit of distortion will help 
you create a punk sound 

120  Indie
Try out some irregular chord 
progressions and introduce the 
odd lead break for a bit of indie

122  Folk
Grab a steel-string acoustic or 
semi-acoustic and get ready for 
some intricate fi nger picking

124  Country
Keep time signatures and chord 
structures simple to produce the 
high-treble twang of country

126  Blues
A slow tempo and a standard 
chord progression with blue 
notes will get that bluesy sound

128  Jazz
Keep the tone clean, practise 
hammer-ons and pull-off s, and 
put those templates to one side

130  Classical
Be prepared for some rather 
intricate fi nger-picking patterns 
and complex arpeggios

132  Pop
Keep your tone clean and chord 
progression relatively simple to 
create a typical pop sound
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Give it 
a try

Look out for this logo 
on each page, as it 
means that an audio 
and/or video file is 
available online to 
help you master a 
certain technique.

“Ultimately, discovering 
which style suits you will 

change the setup you have”
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From The Rolling Stones to Queens Of The Stone Age, 
rock is one of the most versatile genres

Rock

Rock essentials
The pieces of kit you 
need to be a rock star

Epiphone Les Paul 
Special II
Price: £145/$250
URL: www.epiphone.com

The Gibson Les Paul is one of the finest 
rock guitars in the world. The version 
from Epiphone – one of Gibson’s 
subsidiary companies – is a cheaper 
model that will serve a beginner well.

Marshall 
MG30CFX
Price: £170/$350
URL: www.marshallamps.com

This Carbon Marshall combo will 
produce both a clean and a distorted 
sound as you experiment to find your 
own tone, plus the option to store 
your fave settings.

Ernie Ball Regular 
Slinky Strings
Price: £4.64/$4.49
URL: www.ernieball.com

Ernie Ball’s regular slinky set of strings 
will help the tone of your guitar by 
giving a compact, distorted sound 
and allowing the clean tone to ring 
out like it really needs to. 

Boss DS-2 Turbo
Distortion Pedal
Price: £56/$99
URL: www.roland.co.uk

This pedal features twin Turbo 
modes. One to produces a warm and 
mellow distortion, the other provides 
distortion with a mid-range boost – 
great for solos!

Out of every genre, rock may be the 
most difficult to define. Since its 
inception in the Forties, it’s a term used 
to describe anything from Elvis Presley to 

– in the modern day – the Foo Fighters. It’s a genre 
that has been heavily influenced by country music 
and blues. There are, as ever, multiple trends that tie 
it all together, the electric guitar being one of the 
many staples. Rock music is often centred around a 
group consisting of electric guitars, an electric bass 
guitar and a drum kit. Typically, songs follow a 4/4 
time signature structured around the pattern of 
verse/chorus/repeat, but some sub-genres of rock 
do diversify the pattern.

Ultimately, discovering which style suits you will 
drastically change the setup you have. Everything 
from the Fender Stratocaster to a Gibson Les Paul 
has been hailed as the perfect rock guitar, but both 
will give you very different tones and drastically shift 
the direction you are heading in. Your best bet is 
to see what your favourite band plays and do your 
best to follow suit.

Audio files
 Listen to the 
audio guides 
and play 
along   on 
your guitar 

Give it a try



Guitar for Beginners  115

Queens Of The Stone Age
Emerging from the ashes of stoner rock pioneers Kyuss, frontman Josh Homme 
sought to develop a harder, faster, riff-driven style that was ‘heavy enough for the boys 
and sweet enough for the girls’. It would be a couple of albums before Queens Of The 
Stone Age truly found their feet with the release of Songs For The Deaf, which would 
see Dave Grohl join the band reprising his role on drums. The album gave structure to 
their style with heavily layered, repetitive guitar riffs accompanied by thick bass lines and 
driving drums epitomised in the singles Go With The Flow and First It Giveth. 
Josh Homme has used a wide variety of gear over his career but has always shown 

a preference for semihollow guitars such as the Maton BB1200 in combination with 
Ampeg amplifiers such at the VT-40 he’s used since he was 13.

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
Go with the fl owUnlike other heavy rock or metal bands which use the chug of downstrumming, Queens Of The Stone Age strum power chords up and down as you would full chords creating a continuously fl owing sound.

Take inspiration from… 
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From heavy metal to thrash, there’s a lot more 
to metal than meets the eye
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Metal

Metal essentials
Wig not included

Ibanez RG7421-BK 7 
String Guitar
Price: £309/$399
URL: www.dawsons.co.uk

Having an extra string provides lots of 
low frequencies for riffing and chords 
while still retaining the upper range 
for soloing.

Line 6 Uber 
Metal pedal
Price: £64/$99
URL: www.line6.com

Pedals will always be an issue when 
not run through a stack, but Line 
6’s Uber Metal pedal will push your 
distortion beyond a combo amp.

Ernie Ball Power Slinky 
Strings
Price: £3.64/$5.50
URL: www.ernieball.co.uk

These top-heavy Ernie Ball strings 
will provide your electric guitar with 
a deep, powerful tone for producing 
harder riffs.

Blackstar ID:60TVP 
Combo Amplifer
Price: £399.99/$499.99
URL: www.blackstaramps.co.uk

There are cheaper combo amps 
available, but for capturing that 
metal-esque sound at a relatively 
cheap price this is a good bet. 

Metal has changed over the years. 
Brought to the forefront by bands like 
Black Sabbath and then hardened in 
the Eighties thanks to Metallica, Slayer, 

Megadeth and Anthrax, the genre is now more 
fractured than it has ever been. There’s black metal, 
death metal, doom metal, glam metal and many 
more metal sub-genres to listen to and be inspired 
by. A distinct sound has remained true throughout 
the years, however, namely a distorted quality 
backed up with long guitar solos and a thick, deep 
tone. At its core, the development of metal has 
come in how much bands have tried to push it to 
its limits. 

Sludge metal, for example, is almost 
unrecognisable from thrash, and yet both were 
born out of the same ideas. Along with this, specific 
guitars and amps have become synonymous with 
the genre, with a large number of players seeking 
out the likes of Marshall or Mesa/Boogie.

Audio files
 Listen to the 
audio guides 
and play 
along   on 
your guitar 

Give it a try
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Pantera
Founded by the Abbott brothers Vinnie Paul and Dimebag Darrell, Pantera initially 
started out as a glam metal band in the early Eighties, making little headway with their 
first four studio albums. But that would change with the growing success of thrash metal 
as 1986 saw the release of emblematic albums from Metallica, Slayer, and Megadeath.

The release of Cowboys From Hell in 1990 saw a dramatic departure from Pantera's 
previous work, opting for a much heavier mid-tempo thrash metal sound that would 
define groove metal as a genre. This style was further cemented with the release of their 
sixth album Vulgar Display Of Power. The album would see Pantera finally breakthrough 
into the mainstream achieving significant radio and MTV airplay.

They would peak with the release of Far Beyond Driven entering the US billboard 
charts at number 1. Following addiction and internal struggle the band eventually 
disbanded in 2003 with all hope of a reunion lost when guitarist Dimebag Darrell was 
tragically shot dead on stage in 2004. Dimebag Darrell's legacy lives on in his guitar 
work, with many marking the significance his style to the rise of nu-metal and metalcore 
which dominated the turn of this century.

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
Downtuned and detunedA key part of Dimebag Darrell’s sound was his use of drop D, a step down, and a step and a half down tunings. What stands out is the employment of quarter step tunings 

when live.
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Punk didn’t begin and end in the Seventies.
It continued to evolve…
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Punk

Punk essentials
Take on the establishment

Max Grip Picks
Price: £4.99/$6.99 for 6
URL: www.amazon.com

This thick, durable carbon fibre picks 
are perfect for punk riffing and the 
‘Max Grip‘ design means they stay in 
your hand.

Boss DS-1
Price: £39/$59
URL: www.bossus.com

Tone isn’t incredibly important in 
punk, but distortion is. Use the Boss 
DS-1 pedal to get a great distorted 
punk sound.

Locking strap
Price: £19/$23
URL: www.planetwaves.com

Punk rock is often high-energy, so 
make sure that your guitar stays 
secure with a locking strap 
like this one.

Marshall 
MG50CFX amp
Price: £239/$299
URL: www.marshallamps.com

This versatile amp from Marshall 
contains all you need: a couple of 
effects and some serious volume.

Punk rock music developed during 
the mid-Seventies as bands like The 
Ramones (in the US) and the Sex 
Pistols (in the UK) captivated crowds 

with their short, energy-filled and often anti-
establishment songs. Punk even became a 
cultural phenomenon in the UK.
Many saw the punk movement as a 

response to the overblown ten-minute 
progressive-rock epics that were popular during 
that time. So instead of grandiose solos and 
multiple time-signature changes found in many 
prog songs, punk rock featured heavily distorted 
guitars, relatively low production values and 
simple power-chord structures.
Inevitably, this sound evolved over time, and 

gave rise to numerous sub-genres such as faster 
and heavier hardcore punk in the early Eighties, 
and the laid-back skate punk in the early Nineties. 
However, in the mid-to-late Nineties, the more 

radio-friendly pop punk scene developed. While 
song structures generally remained simplistic, the 
lyrics were often less abrasive and production was 
cleaner, although the high-energy, power-chord-
filled guitar lines remained as powerful as ever. 
If you want to check out a pop-punk album, 

there aren’t many better than The Offspring’s 
Americana. The chugging palm-muted riffs, 
catchy vocal melodies and fast drumbeats of the 
California band’s magnum opus are often cited as 
introducing a whole new generation to the genre 
and their impact continues to this day.

“Punk featured heavily 
distorted guitars 

and simple power-
chord structures”

Audio files
 Listen to the 
audio guides 
and play 
along on
 your guitar 

Give it a try
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Give it a try Practise the below and listen to the audio files

Top tip
Complete controlThe Clash use a lot of full chords in their songs, which when distorted can get messy quite fast. To combat this they borrow staccato style strumming from reggae to produce some clean 

sharp chords. 

The Clash
Formed from the burgeoning London punk movement in 
the mid-Seventies, The Clash were one of the forerunners 
of the first wave of British punk bands to breakthrough into 
the mainstream following in the wake of The Sex Pistols.
In 1977, as punk was starting to make traction in the 

mainstream media, The Clash signed to CBS and released 
their self-titled debut album. Charting well in the UK, 
it provided the platform the band needed to launch 

themselves forward. While Give ‘Em Enough Rope 
demonstrated their increasing popularity at home, they 
failed to make any impact in the USA until 1979.
It would be the year they recorded London Calling, 

its iconic cover parodying Elvis’ debut album with Paul 
Simonon pictured smashing his bass. It would be the 
album that saw The Clash break the USA and go down in 
rock history as one of the most influential rock bands ever.

Take inspiration from… 
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Indie music is everywhere nowadays, so get to grips 
with the sound that defined the Nineties
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Indie

Indie essentials
Cool kit to help create that 
indie sound

Multi-effects pedal
Price: £33/$49
URL: www.gak.co.uk

Use a multi-FX pedal to utilise the 
arsenal of effects at your feet. The 
Behringer Digital Multi-FX is best for 
those who are on a budget.

Guitar strap
Price: £14.77/$22.35
URL: www.amazon.co.uk

A strap is essential for any guitarist, 
so why not try one similar to what 
Britpop legend Noel Gallagher from 
Oasis would use?

Spider amp
Price: £84.99/$128.59
URL: www.line6.com

Combine a multi-FX pedal with an 
amp with effects such as the Spider 
IV 15, and you’ll never want for a 
sound again! 

Slim pick
Price: £6.75/$9.99 for 12
URL: www.jimdunlop.com

You don’t need to be hitting the 
strings too hard, so use a light pick 
like a 0.60mm to make things easier 
for yourself.

Since its inception in the late-Eighties, 
indie rock has been a constant in our 
lives, emerging from both sides of the 
Atlantic and taking on various forms. 

Indie musics spans from early American 
alternative bands, such as R.E.M. and Dinosaur Jr 
to Britpop groups Blur and Oasis. More recently, 
indie music has spanned from the power chord-
loving ‘The’ bands of the early Noughties (think, 
The Kooks, The Fratellis and The Libertines) to 
more electronic-heavy bands of recent times, such 
as MGMT and Crystal Castles. Indie has undergone 
quite an evolution over the past 25 years. As such, 
the indie sound can be quite hard to pin down 
and define. One thing for sure is: you’ll know it 
when you hear it.

Affectionately nicknamed ‘indie’ as a shorthand 
for ‘independent’, the indie genre rejects the 
refined nature of squeaky-clean mainstream 
pop and rock, with artists often employing a 

DIY attitude. The guitar sound therefore often 
employs a slight distortion (although many indie 
bands utilise a clean tone), as well as playful and 
irregular chord progressions. Common indie 
chord types include the minor seventh and major 
seventh (m7 and maj7 respectively). These help 
separate indie from the basic power chords of 
rock music. While technical guitar solos aren’t 
especially common, indie rock does have a lot 
of lead breaks in which the lead guitarist plays a 
simple hook or melody over the chords provided 
by the rhythm.

“The indie genre 
rejects the refined 

nature of mainstream 
pop and rock”

Audio files
 Listen to the 
audio guides 
and play 
along on 
your guitar

Give it a try
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Jake Bugg
Indie’s new golden boy Jake Bugg, burst onto the scene in 2011 with a sound drawing 
influence from country, folk and rock ‘n’ roll, brought together in a raw tone that has set 
him apart. Like many up-and-coming acts, Jake Bugg got his breakthrough performing 
on the BBC Introducing stage at Glastonbury festival, later signing to Mercury Records.
Working with songwriting partner Ian Archer, Jake Bugg’s self-titled debut album 

stormed into the UK charts at number 1. The album has few tracks exceeding three 
minutes, mixing anthemic rock tracks with country and folk influences. It’s in Bugg’s 
vocals where the indie roots shine through, with a voice akin to the iconic Britpop acts of 
the Nineties and an anecdotal lyrical style singing tales of his native Nottingham. 

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
All barre noneBarre chords are an essential skill every budding guitarist must learn and it's important to get the technique right early. Be sure to lay your forefi nger fl at across the fretboard, not on its side where it may 

seem easier.

Take inspiration from… 
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Characterised by the likes of Bob Dylan, folk music 
harks back to a more simple time
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Folk

Folk essentials Freewheel with this gear

Steel-string acoustic
Price: £173/$262
URL: www.fender.com

With a great sound coming at 
a good price, the Fender CF-
140S is the perfect folk guitar 
for beginners.

Acoustic pickup
Price: £47.99/$69.99
URL: www.gak.co.uk

If you wish to amplify your acoustic 
guitar then the DiMarzio DP130 can 
be attached to your guitar when 
performing and removed easily.

Clip-on tuner
Price: £20/$30
URL: www.ernieball.com

Staying in tune is absolutely vital. 
Make sure you’re okay with the Korg 
Pitchclip, which clips to the top of 
your guitar.

Spare strings
Price: £5.99/$9.99
URL: www.martin.com

Snapped and broken strings are 
incredibly common on acoustic 
guitars. Get yourself a spare set just 
in case.

Contemporary folk music is quite hard 
to define, but easy enough to identify 
by ear. 

Although folk music in its purest form 
was around long before guitars as we know 
them even existed, the revival in the mid-20th 
Century is arguably what is associated with the 
term ‘folk rock’. In the latter part of this revival in 
the early Sixties, luminaries like Bob Dylan, Joan 
Baez and Simon & Garfunkel produced acoustic 
masterpieces that have transcended time.

Although Dylan and Simon & Garfunkel would 
later incorporate electric elements into their acts 
(with a degree of controversy in Dylan’s case), they 
still retained a folk rock sound. A time of great 
upheaval, many folk songs carried political themes 
which earned them the term “protest music”. 
Artists such as Leonard Cohen and Joni Mitchell 
enjoyed great success applying topical themes to 
their songwriting.

Folk music is defined by a sound similar to 
what these artists produced in their early careers, 
and it’s achieved with a steel-string acoustic 
guitar or a semi-acoustic guitar, and by using 
your fingers to pick (with no plectrum involved). 
Often, there is only one guitarist playing and this 
technique enables skilled guitarists to pick bass 
notes while playing higher-pitched at the same 
time – something that is impossible to do when 
using a plectrum!

“A folk sound can 
be achieved with a 
steel-string acoustic 

guitar and using 
your fingers to pick”

Audio files
 Listen to the 
audio guides 
and play 
along on 
your guitar

Give it a try

Top tip
Alternative tuningsExperimenting with alternate tunings can open up new approaches to playing tthat are unattainable in standard tunings. Whether to achieve cluster chords like Nick Drake’s B E B E B E, or the open tunings used for slide guitar, there are many variations that bring a whole new chord structure and sound 

to the guitar.
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Bob Dylan
Probably the most influential American folk artist of all-time, 
Bob Dylan became the mouthpiece of a generation defined 
by civil unrest and war. With a singing voice often described 
as tuneless, the poetic brilliance of his lyrics shone through 
as his songs captured the hearts of a people during a time 
of great change.

Dylan's early work, heavily influenced by Guthrie and 
Peter Seeger, would lead him to become the poster boy 
for folk revivalists and political activism in the early Sixties. 
A sentiment encapsulated in the albums The Freewheelin' 

Bob Dylan and The Times They Are a-Changin'. Changing to 
an electric backing band for Bring It All Back Home brought 
both controversy and great success as his new direction 
alienated many old fans whilst attracting new fans. Highway 
61 Revisited defined his career with Like A Rolling Stone 
standing as one of the greatest rock songs of all time.
Bob Dylan is famed for using a neck holder in order to 

accompany himself on the harmonica whilst playing guitar. 
The holder allowed him to lean forward to play the solos on 
tracks such as Mr. Tambourine Man and Blowin' In The Wind.

Give it a try Practise the below and listen to the audio files

Top tip
Keep it simpleFolk songs are often characterised by their subject matter or vocal melody not the complexity of the chords and progressions. Keeping the chords simple allows catchy melodies and lyrics to 

shine through.

Take inspiration from… 
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Few genres sound as natural as country music and it 
sure is great to roll back the years…
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Country

Country music has been around for almost 
a century now and it can trace its roots to 
American folk music and Western music, 
though there is a degree of influence 

from blues. During this time, the country genre 
has undergone many significant changes, but one 
instrument has always been at the heart of it: the 
guitar. Whether it’s acoustic like on Johnny Cash’s 
records, or the electric ‘twang’ that can be heard 
from Waylon Jennings, the guitar is surely the most 
important instrument in country music. Indeed, 
it produces the high-treble twang that many 
associate with the genre. 

Musically, it borrows from blues and folk, so 
time signatures and chord structures are kept 
simple. A common strumming pattern is to pick 
the bass string of the chord on the first beat before 
strumming the rest on the second. Try this with A 
minor, picking the open A and open E strings on 
beats one and three respectively.

Audio files
 Listen to the 

audio guides 
and play 
along on 
your guitar

Give it a try

These accessories walk 
a narrow line…

Country essentials

Dobro Hound Dog 
Resonator guitar
Price: £329/$399
URL: www.gak.co.uk

You can get an old-school country-
style acoustic tone with a resonator 
guitar, and this is a great one to buy.

83CB Capo
Price: £20/$30
URL: www.jimdunlop.com

Many country music legends use 
capos. Shorten the fretboard without 
changing your sound with this one 
from Jim Dunlop.

Thumbpicks
Price: £20/$25 for 24
URL: www.fender.com

They take some getting used to, 
but masters of country music often 
use thumbpicks to create a classic 
country sound.

Phosphor 
Bronze strings
Price: £9/$15
URL: www.daddario.com

If you’re playing on an acoustic, make 
sure you’ve got a new set of strings to 
get the best sound.
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Willie Nelson
One of the most instantly recognisable artists in country music, Willie Nelson has been 
a stalwart icon of the genre throughout its many shifts and transformations. Moving to 
Nashville in 1960, Nelson achieved relatively little success as an artist and even quit the 
music industry in 1972 before returning in 1973 to release his critically acclaimed Shotgun 
Willie. The album is considered one of the earliest examples of outlaw country.
Commercial success came with the release of Red Headed Stranger with its paired back 

style of simple guitar and piano arrangements then with Stardust in 1978.
Nelson’s idiosyncratic guitar sound came from his Martin N-20 classical guitar he named 

Trigger. Surviving both a house fire and repossession during his dispute with the IRS, the 
guitar is distinguishable by the large hole worn in the body of the guitar.

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
Walk like WillieA style often associated with country is the 'walking' bass notes connecting one chord to another. Create this by using the key and corresponding scale of the song to walk up or down the notes between 

each chord.

Take inspiration from… 
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One of the oldest musical genres, blues is steeped in tradition and 
presents a tough but rewarding challenge to play
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Blues

Blues essentials Get that bluesy sound

BD-2 pedal
Price: £110/$160
URL: www.bossus.com

For a much sought-after creamy yet 
crunchy blues tone on your guitar, 
check out this fantastic effects pedal 
from Boss. 

Guitar slide
Price: £6.99/$7.99
URL: www.jimdunlop.com

Achieve a different – yet still bluesy 
– sound by playing with a slide. You 
can buy slides made out of either 
brass or glass.

Electro-Harmonix
Big Muff pedal
Price: £62/$99
URL: www.gak.co.uk

The mucky fuzz of a Big Muff has 
featured on modern blues by the 
likes of Jack White and Black Keys.

Peavey Classic 30
Price: £400/$600
URL: www.peavey.com

It may be a little bit expensive, 
but you will probably struggle to 
find a better blues amplifier for the 
same price.

As one of the most popular genres of all 
time, the evolution of blues music is 
steeped in history.

The genre’s origins lie with African-
American voices of the Deep South that began to 
emerge in the late-19th Century. Often reflecting 
social discord and a deep sadness and sometimes 
taking the form of a loose narrative, ‘the blues’ has 
come to connote that general melancholy feeling 
even outside this musical setting. 

Over the last century, the world has seen many 
influential blues guitarists, from the likes of Robert 
Johnson and BB King to Jimi Hendrix and Eric 
Clapton. The sound made famous by these artists 
is often characterised by a slow tempo (usually 
around 60 to 90 beats per minute) and a standard 
I - IV - V chord progression (E - A - B if you’re 
playing in E), usually with seventh chords thrown 
in. This progression is by no means mandatory for 
a blues piece, but many blues numbers use it. 

Guitar solos – whether performed on an 
acoustic or electric guitar – are also quite 
common in blues music, and the genre has 
scales that you can use over the aforementioned 
progression. These contain ‘blue notes’, a note 
played at a lower pitch than that of a major scale. 
For example, if you were playing blues in C, a 
blue note of F sharp or G flat would give you 
a distinctive bluesy sound. Blues solos can be 
challenging, but are always worth the effort.

“The world has seen 
many influential blues 
guitarists, from Robert 
Johnson and BB King 

to Jimi Hendrix”

Audio files
 Listen to the 

audio guides 
and play 
along on 
your guitar

Give it a try
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Robert Johnson
A man of much myth and legend, Robert Johnson stands at the crossroad of one of the most 
influential turning points in musical history. While the influence on his contemporaries may have been 
limited, his resultant significance in the development of both rock ‘n’ roll as well as rock and its many 
sub-genres has defined the music of the twentieth century.

Born in the Mississippi Delta at the turn of the 20th Century, Robert Johnson was rumoured to have 
made a Faustian pact with the devil, selling his soul at the crossroads in exchange for the ability to play 
guitar. He died at the age of 27 under mysterious circumstances and to this day, no one knows exactly 
where Johnson’s gravesite is. Revolutionising blues guitar, Johnson was instrumental in developing 
the now iconic blues shuffle which was adapted from boogie style piano. Exemplified in 
I’ll Believe I’ll Dust My Broom and demonstrated in the tab below, the style consists of 
short staccato downstrums playing just the root note on alternate strums to form 
triplet pairs.
His legacy has been a long one with blues legends such as Eric Clapton, 

Keith Richards, and Peter Green describing him as the most important blues 
guitarist who ever lived, a sentiment shared amongst many artists during the 
British blues rock boom of the Sixties.

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
Time to shuffl  eA vast amount of blues is played in triplet timing, it's this rhythm that gives the blues its swing or shuffl  e grooves. The best way to learn triplet timing is to practice 12 bar blues shuffl  es as they're simple to start.

Take inspiration from… 
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Contrary to popular belief, the jazz sound isn’t confined to the 
saxophone – you can make sweet music on your guitar, too
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Jazz

Epiphone Casino 
Coupe (cherry)
Price: £355/$420
URL: www.gak.co.uk

This stunning hollowbody semi-
acoustic guitar will help you get a 
smooth, jazzy tone. 

Lunchbox 
amp
Price: £249/$386
URL: www.ztamplifiers.com

The small-but-loud ZT Lunchbox 
really is a perfect amplifier for jazz. Its 
portability is another big bonus.

Jazz strings
Price: £15/$20
URL: www.daddario.com

Try Jazz strings from D’Addario to get 
a great jazz sound. We recommend 
lights, but the mediums are a good 
option too.

Hard case
Price: £49/$76
URL: www.dv247.com

Hollow and semi-hollow jazz guitar 
bodies aren’t the strongest in the 
business, so make sure you protect 
them with a hard case.

As it’s one of the most complex musical 
genres in the world, playing jazz 
is a real test of a guitarist’s ability. 
The genre makes use of syncopation, 

improvisation, polyrhythms and the swung 
note – all skills that can take years to acquire 
and perfect. Jazz is a genre that is difficult to 
play and it’s also difficult to define, too, since the 
term encompasses a range of music like bebop, 
ragtime and free jazz.

Like the genre in general, jazz guitarists rarely 
conform to any musical templates or standards 
– any time signature or chord structure goes! 
Relatively simple chords like major sevenths (maj7) 
are very common, but other commonly used 
chord types include augmented sevenths and 
minor ninths, which aren’t often heard in other 
types of popular music.

In terms of tone, guitars are often kept clean, 
offering few added effects. Hammer-ons and 

pull-offs are exceptionally common, and there’s 
a heavy emphasis on improvised solos (although 
these are not always played on guitars). All of 
these characteristics combine to lend jazz music 
its whimsical sound. 

One of the masters of jazz guitar solos, Grant 
Green rarely recorded a song under five minutes 
long, so his lengthy solos had to be varied in 
order to keep them interesting – yet he always 
remained in control of his instrument. 

“Like the genre in 
general, jazz guitarists 
rarely conform to any 

musical templates 
or standards”

Audio files
 Listen to the 

audio guides 
and play 
along on 
your guitar

Give it a try

Look the part with this 
essential kit

Jazz essentials
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John McLaughlin 
Hailed as one of the best guitarists still alive, John McLaughlin has worked alongside 
some of the most famous artists of the 20th Century in a career that has spanned five 
decades. During the Sixties McLaughlin built a reputation as the go-to guitarist for 
session work due to his impressive technical ability, leading him to record with the likes 
of the Rolling Stones and many others, but it was his jazz work that made his name.

Moving to the USA in 1969,  McLaughlin became an instrumental part of the 
burgeoning jazz fusion movement as part of Miles Davis' band during his electric period. 
In particular playing on Bitches Brew, considered by many to the be the progenitor 
to fusion as a genre. During this time he collaborated with Santana to produce Love 
Devotion Surrender alongside forming The Mahavishnu Orchestra. Bringing together a 
group of technically gifted musicians, they played an intricate style of music that fused 
jazz and rock with classical Indian influences.
During his peak McLaughlin played a Gibson EDS-1275 double-necked guitar, run 

through a Marshall amp in meltdown mode to produce his signature overdriven tone.

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
Fast-fi ngered fi tness

Try moving up and down the strings hammering-on going up and pulling-off  going down, using two fi ngers each run in their corresponding 
fret positions.

Take inspiration from… 
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It takes serious skill to master the art of classical guitar-playing, 
so be prepared for a challenge

Classical

Classical essentials
Be prepared for the 
genre’s intricacies

Nylon-stringed guitar
Price: £63/$98
URL: www.fender.com

The classical sound can be 
achieved with nylon strings. 
The Fender ESC105 is great 
for beginners.

Arpeggios book
Price: £15/$23
URL: www.amazon.co.uk

Every classical guitarist needs to 
know their arpeggios. A reference 
book such as this will help you create 
them on your instrument.

Spare strings
Price: £8.99/$13.99
URL: www.daddario.com

Always keep a spare set of guitar 
strings on you. They’re not always 
found in high-street shops, so be 
prepared to search around.

Guitar stool
Price: £51.99/$69.99
URL: www.amazon.com

A vital accessory for any classical 
guitarist, this stool provides an 
elevated foot rest for the ideal 
posture when playing.

It may have never cracked the mainstream, 
but classical guitar music is incredibly 
popular with certain audiences, and is one 
of the most difficult genres to master. With 

its intricate finger-picking patterns and often 
complex arpeggios, classical guitar players require 
both hands to be at their best, and it’s certainly a 
genre that requires more than a fair bit of patience 
and practice.
Classical duets and quartets are fairly common 

in this musical genre, but often the guitarists are 
soloists, so they need to be picking bass notes 
as well as a higher-pitched melody. This results 
in many interesting chord shapes occurring and 
finger patterns that are not seen in any other 
genre of music.
Classical guitars used to be stringed with 

catgut, but modern instruments now have nylon 
strings instead. This makes them easier to play 
than steel-stringed guitars and they are either 

acoustic or semi-acoustic. Only occasionally will 
you find an electric guitar appear in modern 
classical music. Fortunately, low-end classical 
guitars are incredibly cheap instruments and a lot 
more gentle on the fingers, which is why many 
choose them as their first guitar. Many classical 
guitarists focus on arpeggios/broken chords 
rather than the regular chords heard in many 
other genres.

Quality brands of classical guitar include 
Yamaha, Taylor, Manuel Rodriguez, José Ramírez 
and Hermann Hauser.

Audio files
 Listen to the 

audio guides 
and play
along on
your guitar 

Give it a try

“Classical duets and 
quartets are fairly 

common, but often the 
guitarists are soloists”
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Francisco Tárrega
Francisco Tárrega was the son of a flamenco guitarist who, 
when the young Francisco injured his eyes falling into an 
irrigation channel, had him attend music classes so he may 
still be able to earn a living should he go blind. He began 
learning both the guitar and piano at his father’s behest.
An important early figure in the resurgence of classical 

guitar as a concert instrument, it was with his acquisition of 
an Antonio de Torres guitar in 1874 that Tárrega truly realised 

the potential of the guitar as a recital instrument. Utilising his 
knowledge of the piano from his prior lessons, Tárrega set 
about transcribing the works of popular pianists.

Tárrega’s compositions drew from both Spanish folk as 
well as Romanticism of the era in a style that would see him 
dubbed the ‘Sarasate of guitar’. With many compositions 
becoming classical standard, it is his piece Gran Vals that 
remains in popular culture due to its use as the Nokia tune.

Give it a try Practise the below and listen to the audio files

Top tip
Seek perfectionThe pure tone and picking style of the classical guitar makes mistakes much more pronounced than its electric and acoustic counterparts. Break a piece into phrases or bars, practising each 

to perfection.

Take inspiration from… 
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If you fancy having a go at something a little bit more relaxed, 
why not give some pop chords a try?
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Pop

Pop essentials
The pieces of kit you need 
to play pop on your guitar

DigiTech Whammy
Price: £144.99/$179.99
URL: www.digitech.com

The DigiTech Whammy is perhaps 
the ultimate in pitch-shifting pedals 
that provides an extensive arsenal of 
tones to make perfect pop.

4-Chord Songbook
Price: £7.95/$12.50
URL: www.musicroom.com

See just how many of today’s hits 
are based on just four core chords 
with one of these handy, gig-bag-
sized songbooks.

Mic stand 
pick holder
Price: £5/$8
URL: www.jimdunlop.com

The vocal harmonies mean you will 
likely end up singing – clip one of 
these to your mic stand!

Digital delay pedal
Price: £109/$169
URL: www.bossus.com

You can create interesting and 
fantastic effects that could rival a 
keyboard with the DD-3 digital delay 
pedal from Boss.

The guitar has been a staple part of 
popular music for many years now, from 
the rock and roll of Elvis Presley and The 
Beatles’ early catalogue to more modern 

acts like Maroon 5 and Pink.    
Although pop bands and musicians are gradually 

incorporating more and more synthesised and 
electronic instruments, the success of acts – like the 
latter two mentioned above – in this past decade 
proves that more traditional instruments still have a 
place in popular music. 

When it comes to playing pop, there are a couple 
of chord progressions that you can try out to get 
started. E, G, D, A is one of the simplest progressions, 
yet this structure has been responsible for many 
catchy pop songs. If you’re proficient in barre chords, 
try Am, C, F, G as well. Keep your tone clean (a little 
distortion in the chorus is common) and a key 
change of a semitone in the chorus is also used (E, G, 
D, A turns into F, G#, D# and A#) on the final chorus.

Audio files
 Listen to the 

audio guides
and play
along on
your guitar

Give it a try
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Passenger
Formerly a five piece folk rock band from Brighton, upon their dissolution in 
2009, lead singer Mike Rosenberg decided to retain the name Passenger for 
pursuing his solo career. Moving to Australia seeking a more amenable audience 
for his music and to record his solo albums, his first two albums would garner him 
a following that upon his return to the UK in 2012 would see him supporting his old 
friend Ed Sheeran on his breakthrough US tour.

The release of All The Little Lights the same year and more importantly the album’s 
second single Let Her Go, which would sell over 5 million copies in the US and UK alone, 
launched Passenger to international success and earned him a Brit Award nomination in 
2014. The following years saw the release of Whispers and Whispers II, which while not 
reaching the dizzying heights of All The Little Lights, have established Passenger’s place 
as a popular new singer-songwriter.
Passenger’s playing style, as with many other singer-songwriters, makes frequent use 

of a capo to shift his guitar to a higher register that better suits his iconic vocals. It also 
allows for a more melodic fingerpicking technique, wherein the guitar can be used to 
play a supporting rhythm in addition to harmonising with vocals.

Give it a try
Practise the below and listen to the audio files
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Top tip
Pitch perfectA capo is a vital inclusion in any acoustic guitarists kit, providing a moveable nut that can be used to raise the pitch of the guitar whilst playing open chords. Helpful for shifting your guitar into a singer’s 

vocal range.

Take inspiration from… 
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Your questions 
answered

No pain, no gain
People often say that the biggest problem when 
learning the guitar is the pain in your fingers. Is 
this true? Will my fingers hurt when I first start 
learning to play guitar?

If you’re completely new to guitar and have never 
fretted a string before there will undoubtedly be 
some level of discomfort involved. During the first 
week or so, the tips of your four fretting fingers 
will feel tender and sore as you press down on 
the strings, and your fingers may ache at being 
contorted into positions they aren’t accustomed 
to, but the discomfort will subside fairly quickly. By 
playing for at least 30 minutes every day, you will 
soon develop calluses on the tips of your fingers. 
Though this may sound worrying, it essentially just 
means that the skin is hardening up over time, and 
once this guitar-playing evolution occurs, you’ll 
find that you will be able to fret the strings with no 
discomfort at all for the rest of your playing days. 

So you’ve just bought a guitar and want to know what to do 
next? Well here we guide you through the basics

Getting started

You could  
be rocking solo  
licks in under a year

Your fingers 
will adapt  

to pressure

The learning timetable
I have no musical background and have recently 
considered picking up a guitar for the first time, 
so I was wondering how long it would take me to 
be able to play properly?

That all depends on how you define ‘properly’. 
Some things can be learned quickly – such as the 
ability to strum along to simple songs – but the 
more complex stuff, such as crowd-pleasing solos, 
will take much longer. After picking up a guitar 
for the first time you will be aiming to play basic 
chords, not necessarily memorised but fretted and 
strummed, after about a week. The next two weeks 

will be spent mastering and memorising the basic 
chords to the point where you can play one or two 
songs without having to look at the fretboard while 
you strum and switch between chords. After two 
months you should have learned and mastered the 
ability to play barre and power chords, then in the 
next month mastered finger picking – the ability to 
play individual strings.

Then, depending on how quickly you learn and 
how much you practise, you’ll move onto riffs within 
about four months and put everything you’ve 
learned thus far together to be able to improvise riffs 
and solos within a year.
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Guitar choice
Should I learn to play on acoustic or electric?

This is very much down to personal preference. 
Some learners find it easier to finger pick on an 
acoustic guitar and, indeed, the thicker strings 
and wider neck mean that you get accustomed to 
the discomfort of fretting strings and contorting 
your fingers into chord formations much quicker. 
If you learn on an acoustic and then moving onto 
an electric, you will find it easier to implement 
everything you’ve learned on the new instrument 
as the neck is much thinner so forming the chords 
is easier. Ultimately, though, the best guitar to learn 
on is the one you wish to continue using. So if you 
want to pick up an electric and go straight onto 
power chords, that’s fine – everything you learn will 
benefit you in the long term.

Common problems
What are the common problems that new 
learners encounter?

The most obvious one is a feeling of frustration 
and a desire to pack it in! Whether this stems from 
the discomfort newcomers feel in their hands 
when adjusting to the demands of fretting strings 
and forming chords, or the feeling that you aren’t 
progressing as quickly as you’d like, the important 
thing is to stick with it. It is important to master the 
basics before moving on to trickier things such as 
solos, otherwise you risk developing bad technique.

Choosing your weapon
What type of guitar is best for learners? And what 
should I be looking out for when considering 
which guitar to buy?

Again, there is no simple answer, but you should 
familiarise yourself with the different types of 
guitar to determine what is best for you before 
making any purchases. Classical guitars use nylon 
strings and have large fretboards. This means that 
the strings are smoother on your fingers and they 
are also further apart. But it’s not one of the most 
popular genres and it is probably sensible to only 
pick up a classical guitar if you are looking to focus 
on that genre. Acoustic guitars are similar to classical  
guitars but have steel strings that produce a louder 
sound. The drawback is that acoustic guitars are 
harder on the fingers but their necks are thinner, 
making them better suited to smaller hands. 
Acoustic-electric guitars can, as the name suggests, 
be played with or without an amp and come with 
a built-in pickup that sometimes includes tuner 
controls, making them easier to get perfectly in 
tune. Electric guitars have narrow necks and the 
strings are easier to press down, making them easier 
for beginners to get used to. However, they have 
little natural sound of their own and so will always 
require an amp.

Tuning up
I was recently given a second-hand guitar as a gift 
and I would like to start teaching myself to play. 
How do I know if my guitar needs tuning and 
how do I go about tuning it?

The more accomplished you get at playing the 
guitar, the more trained your ears will become in 
telling if it is in tune or not. As such, you will get to 
the stage where you’ll be able to tune it by ear. The 
notes played on the open strings of your guitar 
should rise up through a scale, so you’ll instantly be 
able to tell if one or more strings are out of tune. 

There is a method of tuning your guitar manually, 
but you will need a reference to tune your sixth 
string (the low E), which can be with a tuning fork 
or piano. When your sixth string is in tune, play the 
sixth string on the fifth fret (A) and then tune your 
open fifth string (A) to sound the same. Next, play 
the fifth string on the fifth fret (D), and then tune 
your open fourth string (D) to sound the same. Play 
the fourth string on the fifth fret (G) and then tune 
your open third string (G) to sound the same. Play 
the third string on the fourth fret (B) and tune your 

open second string (B) to sound the same. Finally, 
play the second string on the fifth fret (E) and then 
tune your open first string (E) to sound the same. 
Bear in mind that there are plenty of good free 
tuning apps available for your smartphone and 
tuners you can buy too.

Use one reference 
to tune all your 

strings

“It is important to master the 
basics before moving onto tricker 
things such as solos”
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What is a metronome?
I have read about using a metronome while 
practising. What is a metronome and how can it 
help my playing?

A metronome is a device that counts time by 
producing regular sounds. This is a useful tool when 
you need to practise at a certain tempo or if you’re 
trying to increase your speed on the guitar. The 
tempo of a metronome is measured in beats per 
minute (BPM) and metronomes come in three forms 
– mechanical, electrical and software. A traditional 
metronome is a triangular device that holds a metal 
ticker with a slider through which you can adjust 
the speed.

Most modern metronomes are electronic, 
but follow the same basic principle and use 
electronics and quartz crystal to maintain the 
beat. Metronomes are useful for practising scales 
and increasing your speed. You may only be able 
to play a scale at 90bpm at first, but by practising 
with a metronome and increasing the tempo at 
which you practise every day with, say 5bpm, you 
will train your fingers and brain to play quicker. It 
is also possible to get metronome apps for your 
smartphone that work just as well as the more 
traditional models.

Positioning your guitar strap
I am just starting out with an electric guitar and want to know how high I should set my strap?

Start off by adjusting the strap so that the back 
plate of the guitar is level with your pelvis. Play a 
few chords to see if it feels comfortable.

You don’t want the guitar set too high or you’ll be 
tied up with tension trying to play appropriately 
and it will hurt your hands.

The opposite is also true – strap your guitar too low 
and you’ll have a hard time getting your hands in 
the right positions to fret and pick.

Improve your speed with  
the help of a metronome

“A metronome counts 
time by producing 
regular sounds”
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Changing the strings
How often should I change the strings of my 
guitar? I have heard conflicting answers but am 
unsure as the strings on my guitar have been on 
there for a couple of years at least, so how do I 
know if they need changing?

Ultimately, your ears will tell you when they need 
replacing. Over time, dirt and oil from your hands 
will build up on your strings, causing them to 
become tarnished and start to sound dull and 
lifeless. Washing your hands prior to playing will 
help prolong the life of your strings, but other 
factors, such as the natural stretching of the 
string over time, will require you to change your 
strings regularly. You will know if your strings need 
changing if you have a harder time than usual 
getting your guitar in tune (and, in turn, keeping it 
in tune), if the tone of your guitar starts to sound 
flat or if the strings begin to discolour or rust. So, 
if you play often, you may need to change the 
strings every several months. There are also a few 
common factors to take into account to determine 
how regularly your strings need to be changed. For 
example, guitarists who sweat more will need to 
change strings more often, guitarists who smoke 
or play in smoky venues will need to change 
their strings more often, and guitarists who play 
aggressively and dish out more punishment on their 
strings will need to change them more regularly 
than gentler players. When buying new strings, be 
aware that they come in varying gauges (which 
is the thickness) and you will find that the lighter-
gauged strings are much easier to fret.

Guitar brand
What brand of guitar do you recommend for 
beginners and how do I know what to look for 
when buying?

When starting out, it is probably best to avoid the 
more expensive brands such as Gibson or Fender 
(unless laying out big bucks is a motivator for 
ensuring that you stick with it) and go for a decent 
entry-level guitar. This way, if you really do decide 
that playing guitar isn’t for you, you won’t be left 
licking your financial wounds for months to come. 
Brands to look out for when buying your first guitar 
include Encore, Epiphone, First Act, Squier and 
Yamaha, and when browsing, you should always 
make a point of playing each guitar you look at (it 
also helps to drag a guitar-playing friend along).
Ensure that the guitars you are browsing are 

tuned to concert pitch or standard tuning to allow 
you to compare models better, and play each 
one sitting and standing to ensure that they feel 
comfortable. A good trick of the trade is to place 
your index finger directly behind the first fret (the 
raised metal line) on the biggest string and then 
pluck the string. Listen out for odd noises and then 
repeat the process on each fret and each string. If 
you hear of any buzzes or other non-musical noises, 
ask the assistant to retune the guitar and if the 
problem persists, that guitar is definitely no-go.

Why change the strings?
I have heard that it is a good idea to replace the 
strings on a newly-purchased guitar as soon as 
you buy it. But if the whole thing is new then why 
should I do this?

For a couple of reasons. Most new guitars leave the 
factory strung with generic-type strings, which are 

fine for tinkering with in the shop, but if you want a 
clearer, richer sound then you’ll be amazed at how 
different a decent set of brand-name strings will 
sound. After all, the existing strings could have been 
on there for years and be worn out and corroded 
– and just imagine how many other sets of hands 
have had a good twang on them before you! Guitar 
strings lose quality gradually over time the more 
they are played and tuned down and up again, so if 
you want your guitar to sound as good as it possibly 
can, then a new set of strings will make all the 
difference for your instrument.

Feeling the buzz
I have noticed that my electric guitar is making a 
strange buzzing sound when I pluck the strings. I 
have only started to notice this noise recently, so 
I was wondering if there was any logical reason 
behind it?

This occurs when your strings vibrate against the 
fretboard when plucked. It may be that you simply 
aren’t holding the strings down firmly enough, or it 
may be something more sinister.
Ensure that your strings are tuned properly. An 

electronic tuner will ensure that your strings aren’t 
too loose and rule this out. Ideally, you want your 
strings to be as close to the fretboard as possible 
for a lower action (this is the distance between the 
strings and the fretboard). But if the action on your 
guitar is so low that it causes the strings to vibrate 
against the frets, it would be a good idea to take 
your guitar to a music store and get a qualified 
technician to take a look at it. You should also check 
if the neck of your guitar is bent. If it is, adjust the 
truss rod on the neck with an Allen key.

Replace your strings 
regularly for the best sound

When you play the 
strings you shouldn’t 

hear any buzzing

You’ll want to know all about your instrument as you learn to play it, so 
here we examine different types of guitars and how to maintain them

Your guitar
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I’ve heard of artificial 
harmonics – what are they?
I have heard of a technique called artificial 
harmonics. Is there such a thing as natural 
harmonics, and how do I produce the artificial 
kind on my guitar?

Natural harmonics are created when your finger is 
directly above the desired fret and you are barely 
touching the string. Immediately after picking the 
string, come away from it and it should ring quite 
a bit higher than normal. Artificial harmonics are 
when you strike the string with the picking hand’s 
thumb as you cross the string with your hand. This 
is usually done in a downward motion and depends 
on where you are picking. To do this, grip the tip 
of your pick so that when you strike the string it 
catches your thumb and you will hear a harmonic 
generated over the initial note. This technique 

sounds best on an electric guitar used with an 
amplifier but it can work on an acoustic-electric and 
acoustic guitar too.

“Your arm should 
swing up and down 
in a steady motion, 

never pausing”

Bring out harmonics for a 
twist on the usual notation

Improving your strumming
My sense of rhythm is appalling and, as such, my 
basic strumming technique is all over the shop. 
Do you have any good tips or tricks for bringing 
new vibrancy to my strumming?

One of the main ways to bring new life and energy 
to otherwise routine songs is using an interesting 
strumming pattern. To practise your strumming, 
form a G chord on your fretting hand and then 
strum down and up on the strings while counting 
out loud, “one and two and three and four” – the 
numbers being a downward stroke and the “and” 
being upward. This will help you keep to a steady 
time. Also it is wise not to strum too hard as this 
will cause the strings to rattle. Think of your elbow 
as being the top of a pendulum – your arm should 
swing up and down from it in a steady motion, 
never pausing at any time.

Once you’ve mastered the basics and grown accustomed to your  
instrument, it’s time to develop your playing further

Techniques
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Fingernail maintenance
What’s the best way to groom my fingernails for 
guitar playing?

Classic guitar players like to keep the nails on their 
fretting hand short and those on their strumming 
hand long. The reason for this is because the nail is 
50 per cent responsible for the tone and volume of 
their instrument and also aids speed and accuracy 
while playing.
So while having long nails is by no means 

essential, it can certainly help – and they don’t have 
to be too long. The ideal length can be determined 
by holding your hand flat in front of your face with 
the palm facing inwards. If you can just see the nails 
protruding over the top of your fingertips your nails 
are the perfect length for easy finger picking.

Exercising both hands
Why is it important to develop the technique of 
both hands for playing?

If you are concentrating purely on your fretwork, 
a lot of the subtleties of playing the guitar are lost. 
Both hands are equally important and if you want to 
become a more accomplished player you shouldn’t 
ignore practising and developing techniques for 
your strumming hand. As such, never rely on a pick 
alone to strum the strings, make sure you use your 
fingers to get a feel for them and work on a few 
arpeggios to give your playing hand a thorough 
work out at the start of each session.

Thumbs up?
I have heard plenty of conflicting views on the 
correct position of the thumb on your fretting 
hand while playing. So where exactly should it be?

Some think the thumb should be pressed against 
the back of the neck and others say it’s fine to rest 
the flat of the thumb on top. Either is fine really – 
you should position your thumb in a place that aids 
your playing. The latter method does mean that the 
thumb can be used as a fretting tool if needs be.

What are ghost notes?
I have heard the term ghost notes. What are these 
exactly and how would I go about playing them 
on my electric guitar?

Think of ghost notes as notes that are felt but 
not heard. Ultimately, ghost notes are what we 
call artificial harmonics. These are harmonics 
that are generated by picking a string with both 
your pick and your thumb. This causes the note 
and a harmonic (an octave above the note) to 
sound. This can be done on any guitar, electric or 
acoustic, although most people are familiar with 
this technique through playing an electric guitar. 
Depending on your tone settings, amp and effects, 
ghost notes can cause quite an intense, eerie sound 
and are good for fleshing out your compositions 
and adding more depth.

In terms of your guitar settings, the best way to 
set things up is to plug your guitar into the amp and 
sit as far away from it as your cable will allow. Now, 
starting with one dial on your guitar, experiment by 
tweaking it a little and then playing a chord. Take 
note of the sound and then move the dial some 
more to get your preferred result. Don’t forget to 
experiment with the dials on your amp too. Small, 
subtle adjustments can make a big difference to the 
sound that comes out and, if you are a performing 
guitar player, you’ll want to ensure that your guitar 
is set to the levels that make it sound best prior to 
taking to the stage and rocking out.

Warming up both hands puts 
you in the best position to play

It is important to keep 
both hands limber
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Stopping unwanted noise
I have started playing solos on my electric guitar 
and am having a hard time keeping all the lower 
strings from ringing out while soloing on the 
higher ones. How can I mute unwanted noise?

There are a couple of methods for muting the 
unwanted noise of strings ringing out, the most 
popular one with beginners being to try muting the 
lower strings with the palm of your picking hand.
However, we have discovered down the years 

that the most reliable technique for muting 
unwanted noise if you accidentally hit the lower 
strings while soloing is to use the thumb of your 
picking hand. Basically, the thumb rests on all of the 
lower strings – lower down than where the pick is. 
For example, if the pick is currently playing a note 

on the B string, then the thumb would be muting 
(touching) the G, D, A and low E strings. The high 
E string would be muted by one of the fingers on 
the fretting hand, usually the first finger. Practising 
this thumb-muting technique can be frustrating at 
times and may feel slightly unnatural at first but the 
effort will be worth it and it will eventually come 
naturally to you. 

The biggest problem to overcome is the new 
positioning of your picking hand. If you are used to 
muting with the palm then it will undoubtedly feel 
awkward to reposition your picking hand so that it 
is more parallel with the strings. The best solution is 
to stop trying to rest the palm on or near the bridge 
of the guitar. Yes it will feel strange and alien at first 
but the more you practise using this technique, the 
easier it will become.

Skilful soloing
I am struggling to improve my soloing skills and wondered if you had any tips to help?

We know speed isn’t everything, but set a 
metronome at a tempo you feel comfortable with 
and practise scale runs, triplets or quadruplets. 
Increase the tempo gradually to push your 
boundaries.

Ensure you nail the accuracy. The only way to do 
this is to go through the passage slowly playing 
every note until you have them all correct and 
ingrained into your visual and muscle memory. In 
short, don’t rush.

A useful exercise is to pick four notes and play them 
in a different sequence repeatedly to help improve 
your speed and stretch your fingers. Often you can 
find great melodic lines by just fooling around in 
this way.

“A reliable technique for muting unwanted 
noise is to use the thumb of your picking hand”
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Learning to read
I am a complete musical novice who has just 
picked up a guitar and I was wondering if I should 
start learning how to read music to help improve 
my playing?

While learning to read music will undoubtedly stand 
you in better stead moving forward and developing, 
it is by no means essential – some of the greatest 
guitarists of all time can’t read a note. That said, it’s 
really not hard, and by doing so you will be able to 
learn new songs and develop much quicker. For 
example, by reading music you aren’t just limiting 
yourself to guitar music, you can get some really 
good ideas and arrangements from being able to 
read piano music. One of the best things about 
music is the way in which you can borrow certain 
elements from different disciplines and adapt them 
for your own purposes. This could be borrowing an 

arrangement from piano sheet music or adapting 
horn parts or fiddle tunes to use and reinterpret 
in your own musical arrangements. The flexibility 
that being able to read music affords you shouldn’t 
be underestimated when you are considering the 
benefits of putting in the time and effort. Ultimately, 
though, whether you decide to learn to read music 
or not, you should continue to enjoy playing guitar 
on whatever terms. 

Terrifying terminology
I know nothing about guitar terminology – can 
you tell me what chords, scales, barre chords and 
power chords are?

A guitar chord is a collection of tones or notes 
played together at once. By fretting (pressing down 
on) the strings in certain places, guitar chords are 
formed and you play them by strumming all the 

strings at once. For example, if you press down on 
a string and pluck it, the sound that comes out is a 
note. If you are pressing several strings down at once 
and strumming them then the sound that is played 
is called a chord. 
A scale is a collection of notes in ascending or 

descending order. If you want to progress on to 
playing solos and riffs, scales are the perfect place 
to start because they strengthen your fingers with 
practise, developing your picking technique and 
helping your co-ordination. Barre chords require 
you to press down on multiple strings with your 
index finger on a single fret. Barre chords are more 
difficult for beginners to play since they require 
more strength and effort from your fretting hand. A 
power chord, in most cases, is nothing more than a 
barre chord where you only play two or three strings 
instead of strumming all of them together. Read 
more about barre chords on page 42.

There is no law that says you have to be able to read music to play  
guitar, but it can definitely prove beneficial to your playing

Reading music
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D D B
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Beginning with barre chords
Which barre chord shape should I begin learning and how should I practise switching from chord to chord? 

The first shape you should learn to play is E minor 
because it is one of the easiest. It involves pressing 
down the fifth and fourth strings (A and D) two frets 
ahead of your barring finger with your ring and little 
finger respectively.

From E minor, you can progress fairly easily to E 
major, which simply involves pressing your middle 
finger down on the third string (G) on the first fret 
after your barre and keeping your third and fourth 
fingers on the A and D strings.

A minor has the same fingering as E major as it uses 
the same shape; you’re just moving your hand over 
one string – so you’re holding down the D and G 
strings on the second fret after your barre and the B 
string on the first fret.

Struggling with barres
I have been playing guitar for a while and am 
now starting to learn barre chords. However, I am 
struggling to contort my hand into positions that 
don’t feel natural, so is there an easy way to learn 
barre chords?

In a word, no. Barre chords are notoriously hard, but 
there are a couple of handy pointers you can take 
note of. If you look at your index finger, it has a slight 
bend in it, which leaves the middle of the barre hard 
to press down. Rotate your finger slightly so that the 
knuckle is facing the top of the guitar and this will 
flatten the finger, making it easier for you to barre 
the strings.
You will need to develop muscles that you have 

probably never used before, so keep at it!

Lowering the tone
I have heard of something called drop D tuning 
from my other guitar-playing friends. What 
is drop D tuning and how does it differ from 
standard guitar tuning?

Drop D tuning is an alternative guitar tuning 
where the sixth or lowest string is tuned down, or 
dropped, one tone (which equates to two frets) to D 
rather than E. When using drop D tuning, the three 
bass strings form a D5 power chord when played 
openly. Fretting the three bass strings on the same 
fret naturally provides a simple way to play power 
chords, which helps some guitarists play particular 
styles of music.
For example, drop D tuning is perhaps most 

widely used by guitarists in the metal genre, as 
guitarists who play this style often need to make 
extremely fast transitions between different power 
chords. Tuning your guitar this way will also benefit 
you if you favour playing blues or country-style 
music. Ultimately, drop D tuning isn’t something you 
need to consider until you master all of the basics of 
guitar playing and then adopt your own favoured 
style – it’s just a useful shortcut to help you make 
quick and easy transitions between chords when 
you become a more accomplished player. Read 
about playing in the style of metal and drop D 
tuning on page 116.

Persevere 
for perfect 

barre chords

“Drop D tuning is perhaps most widely used by 
guitarists in the metal genre”
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Practice makes perfect
I don’t seem to be getting any better; how much 
time should I spend practising?

The obvious answer is however much time you can 
spare, but we’d recommend at least half an hour a 
day to condition your fingers and make sure you 
don’t forget anything. If you know some chords 
then you already know enough to strum quite a few 
simple songs and play some simple riffs. You also 
know enough to start writing and playing some 
of your own songs, so there are plenty of avenues 
open to you.

The important thing to remember is not to run 
before you can walk. Familiarise yourself with a few 
chord structures at a time and then work on making 
the transition between them sound as seamless 
as possible – getting good, clean contact on the 

strings so that they don’t buzz and swift movement 
without looking at what your fretting hand is doing. 
As soon as you have mastered a decent array of 
chords you’ll be able to start playing songs, which 
is immensely satisfying because you have a clear 
gauge on how far you will have progressed as a 
player. Once you can play songs you can also start 
improvising and adding little licks here and there to 
flesh them out beyond the chords. 

Basic songs
I would like to learn some songs. Could you 
recommend some easy ones?

Okay, one of the easiest songs to learn is House Of 
The Rising Sun by The Animals. This song comprises 
only five chords – and they’re all easy to master. 
These consist of A minor, C major, D major, F major 

and E Major, which are all played on the first three 
frets with relatively simple transitions between them. 
Simpler still is Horse With No Name, written by 

Dewey Bunnell of the group America. This song 
consists of just two chords – E minor (hold the A 
and D strings on the second fret) and Dadd6add9 
(this basically involves splitting the same two 
fingers so that they hold the thick E and G string). 
Play this with a simple strumming pattern of one-
and-two-and-three-and-four, with the “and” being 
the upward strum, in E minor then change to the 
same pattern in Dadd6add9. Other simple yet great-
sounding songs to learn are Man On The Moon by 
REM, Scarborough Fair by Simon and Garfunkel and 
Nirvana’s epic take on the Leadbelly song Where 
Did You Sleep Last Night?, as performed during 
their famous appearance on the MTV Unplugged 
television series.

“Don’t run 
before you can 
walk. Familiarise 

yourself with 
a few chord 
structures 
at a time”

Practice is vital if you want to progress as a guitarist, so here we look 
at ways that you could improve your playing over time

Practising
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Professional help
In your opinion, what is the best method for 
learning guitar? Do I need a tutor or can I get by 
using books or DVDs?

You can get by quite happily using books or DVDs; 
in fact, we would heartily recommend doing so to 
begin with so that you can get accustomed to your 
instrument and ascertain if you like playing and wish 
to continue.
However, we have found that books and DVDs, 

while beneficial for helping you learn chords and 
strumming patterns, are no long-term substitute 
for a professional tutor. A good teacher can further 
your development quickly over a short space of time 
and prevent you from developing bad technique, 

which could hamper your playing further down the 
line. So if you can afford it, book lessons with a tutor, 
otherwise just continue enjoying your instrument, as 
you no doubt have been.

What are arpeggios?
I have often heard of the term arpeggios being 
used in relation to guitar playing as a good 
method of warming up, but I don’t know what 
they are or how they should sound. Please can 
you enlighten me?

Guitar arpeggios are indeed a useful and worthwhile 
limbering up exercise, but they can help you in the 
long term, too, by giving your solos some melodic 
and vivid parts.

Arpeggios are built up as regular guitar chords, 
but instead of letting all of the strings sound 
simultaneously, as you would normally do with 
chords, arpeggios are played by letting each note 
sound one at a time. For example, if you fret a chord 
– any chord – then a good, simple arpeggio can 
be played by picking each string in succession. To 
warm up your picking hand, fret a basic A major or 
A minor chord and use each finger of your picking 
hand to pluck a string. So, your thumb would pluck 
the A string, then your index finger would pick the 
D string, your middle finger would pick the G, and 
so on.
Repeat this sequence a couple of times and then 

change the chord with your fretting hand while 
continuing to play the sequence for a nice, smooth 
transition. Not only is this a great way to loosen up 
your fingers prior to a session, but it is also a useful 
exercise to help you get accustomed to picking 
individual strings. As you get more proficient at 
finger picking arpeggios, the less you will have to 
look down at your guitar as you play to ensure you’re 
hitting the right string every time.

Mix it up
What is mixing, and is it important? 

After you’ve finished recording all your guitar and 
backing tracks, you will need to mix them together 
to make it sound good, usually into a two-channel 
stereo. The bad news is that entire books have been 
written on this topic, so it’s not an easy matter to 
get to grips with. To start with, you should edit the 
volume of each individual track until you’re happy 
with the sound they all make. Once you’ve got that, 
you can start to pan your tracks to the left or right 
speaker if you feel it adds to the mix.   

Apogee ONE is a great option for 
acoustic and electric recording

“Guitar arpeggios are indeed a useful and 
worthwhile limbering up exercise, but they can 
help you in the long term, too”

Digital acoustic recording
I love playing my classical guitar, and I want to 
record some tracks with it. However, I want to 
edit them using a computer and obviously I 
can’t plug the guitar into my machine directly 
because there are no pickups. How can I record 
acoustically on the computer? 

It really depends on your available budget. The 
cheapest option would be to buy a USB desktop 
microphone and plug it into your computer. Make 
sure you stick the microphone near the soundhole 
of the guitar (but not so close that your fingers get 
in the way and pollute your recording) and record 
what the microphone hears into your favourite 
audio editor, like Apple’s GarageBand or Audacity. A 
decent desktop microphone can be picked up for 
around £25/$39, or your computer may have one 
built in (but keep in mind you won’t have much 
flexibility of movement in this case).
Another option open to you is to use a USB audio 

interface with a built-in mic to pick up your acoustic 
playing. If you use a Mac, the Apogee ONE can be 
bought for around £120/$180 second hand and 
comes highly recommended for beginners. The 
method of recording your acoustic guitar is the 
same, but you will notice a great difference in the 
quality of your recordings.

Professional studio recording will be out of reach for most 
beginners, but you can get great results by recording at home

Recording
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Tablet recording
Is recording using an iPad really a viable option 
for a decent result?

It certainly is, but you will need your fair share of 
apps and accessories for it to work, like the iRig that 
we covered earlier in this book. Many popular artists 
are using iOS’s diverse range of music apps to create 
great sounds for their albums, but few are recording 
their entire record on the tablet.

The iPad does have a few things going in its 
favour, though. One is its portability, which means 
it can be taken anywhere with your music still on it. 
If you want to lay down a track in your lunch break 
then there’s no better way of doing so, and iCloud 
support means you can carry on where you left off 
when you get home. 

Backing tracks
My playing is improving and I feel I’m ready to 
join a rock band and record for a bigger sound. 
However, I’m struggling to join one, and I’m living 
in a small apartment, so I have no room for other 
instruments. Can I make a backing track for my 
guitar using a computer? 

Most definitely! In fact, these days, it’s far easier and 
cheaper to record synthesised instruments on a 
computer. All you need are some instrument plug-
ins, many of which can be freely downloaded from 
the internet. If you’re on Windows, you will probably 
want a VST; if you’re on Mac, you’ll want a VST or AU 
(audio unit). How you install these plug-ins depends 
on your audio editor, so search the program’s help 
files for assistance. 

When your plug-in is installed you can use a MIDI 
keyboard to play what you’re looking for. If you 
don’t have a MIDI keyboard, don’t worry, as many 
editors enable you to control the VST with your 
computer keyboard. It must be said, however, 
that digital instruments are in no way 
a substitute for the real deal, but 
they do help those 
of us who have
limited resources.

Sounding different
I just nailed the perfect take on my guitar, but it 
sounds dreadful when I play it back – what am I 
doing wrong? 

The solution is usually a lot simpler than you may 
think. If you’re recording through a microphone, 
make sure it’s not too close to your guitar’s 
soundhole or amp, or you may get an unwanted 
distortion effect. Also, be sure to check the volume 

of the track on the computer – if it’s +10dB it 
probably won’t sound right.

In many recording programs, you can opt to 
monitor your guitar through headphones as you 
go. This way you can hear what your recording will 
sound like. Also, this will mean you can listen to a 
backing track without the mic picking it up. If you 
don’t wear headphones, yet still monitor your guitar, 
you run the risk of creating cacophonous feedback, 
which will be captured by the microphone! 

If your guitar recording looks like this, you may want to adjust the position of your microphone
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Feedback needed
I’ve recorded a few basic riffs and played them to 
my friends. They’re really into them, but I want to 
get more feedback on them before I develop the 
pieces into a full song. What’s the best way that I 
can do this?

The internet makes it relatively easy to obtain 
feedback on your work. You could upload the riff to 
a forum that specialises in the genre of music you 
play, but these are often frequented by advanced 
amateurs and professionals, so their advice may 
not be too helpful if you’re a beginner. A better bet 
would be to find beginner-focused websites and 
forums, as these will contain many like-minded 
individuals willing to help out and provide feedback. 
They’ll also be able to offer feedback on your 
recording methods as well as your playing, so you 
can improve in several key areas. If you receive 
constructive negative feedback, make sure you use 
it to improve your recordings.

If you own an iPhone, iPad or iPod touch, a good 
way of getting feedback is to use an app such as Riff 
Raters. Riff Raters enables you to upload 20-second 
riffs to the app, which can then be rated out of five 
by members of the Riff Raters community. If your 

Upload a song
Are there any good websites to upload a song to? 
I don’t want to spend anything in the process.

You’re in luck, as there are several! The one that 
we would recommend is SoundCloud, which is a 
fantastic website to share your music on. Although 
it has many premium pricing options (from €29 to 
€500 a year), the free service gives you two hours 
of music to upload, so unless you’re a songwriting 
maniac just churning them out, you probably won’t 
run out of minutes any time soon!
You can either share your track to every social 

networking service under the sun, or you can opt to 
share it to a SoundCloud group. If you share it to a 
group, make sure you pick one with interests similar 
to your genre, as you’ll get far more listens that way. 
Listeners can also favourite and comment on your 
uploaded track.
A slightly more surprising option to get your 

songs on the web for free is YouTube. You can 
just upload audio to the site. Once your track is 
uploaded, add it as a video response to a popular 
track similar to yours. This ensures you get listens 
and likes. If you have the hardware and the 
confidence, why not record yourself on video?

riff is rated highly enough, it will reach the feature 
top 25, where it will gain you even more exposure 
and feedback. The full version of Riff Raters costs 
£1.49/$1.99, but you can see how it works with a free 
Lite version. Although you won’t be able to record 
and upload your riffs, you can see how the process 
works and listen to the different riffs that others 
have uploaded.

Upload your riffs to get a range of feedback 
on your work

As you create music, you may wish to share it with others – 
but how do you go about doing so?

Sharing

Virtual effects wizard
I don’t want to spend lots of money on pedals, 
but I still want to record my guitar with some 
funky effects. Is this possible? 

We’ve already mentioned how VST instruments can 
enhance your sound, but now here’s where VST 
effects come in handy. Whether you just want to 
add a subtle reverb effect or a crazy phaser, these 
plug-ins have got you covered. Like the instrumental, 
VST installing methods will vary depending on your 
audio editor, but it will likely be a similar process. 
Many VSTs will have multiple settings, but it is down 
to you to select the best ones, as there are several 
variables that affect the sound. Make sure you save 
once you’ve found the perfect settings.
However, just because you can use these effects 

on your computer doesn’t mean that you should. 
For instance, if you ever plan on playing live, it is a far 
better idea to invest in pedals as it’s not exactly easy 

to change effects halfway through a song if you’ve 
got to run to your computer and click a few buttons! 
Also, you would be missing out on effects like wah-
wah and volume. There’s no way to record a guitar 
part and control wah-wah at the same time – you 
only have one pair of hands! 

Recording from distance
I love recording my electric guitar but I hate 
having to go back and forth between instrument 
and computer. Is there any way to solve this 
problem of mine?

If you record your guitar on a Mac, you’re in luck. 
The Apogee GiO is a guitar interface that enables 
you to record your guitar in GarageBand or Logic 
via its stomp pads. Stomp on the Record button to 
start, the Fast Forward button to move through your 
recording and so on. This not only means that you 
don’t have to keep moving from guitar to computer 

every time you want to hear a take, but also that you 
can keep your hands on your guitar and let your feet 
worry about the recording.

It also controls effects, so if you want to make use 
of your audio editor’s built-in effects (or indeed the 
VST plug-ins we discussed in the previous question), 
just stomp away until you get the preset sound that 
you require. All you need to do is plug your guitar 
into it, just as you would a normal amp, then hook 
the interface up to your computer via a USB cable. 
The only downside is that it’s not cheap; you can 
currently find them for around £270/$420. 

“Apogee Gio is a guitar interface that enables 
you to record your guitar via its stomp pads”

The Apogee GiO lets 
 you record your guitar  
via its stomp pads
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Up for sale
How can I get my work up for sale on the big 
digital distribution services like iTunes? I’m 
working on writing an album and I want to 
know that when I’m done I can make some 
money from it! 

You’re best off looking at services like CD Baby 
and TuneCore, which will upload your music to all 
the major players in digital distribution, like iTunes, 
Amazon MP3 and Spotify, as well as selling it on 
their own site. Some services will charge a one-off 
fee and take a cut off each sale, while others will 
charge a yearly fee and let you keep all the profits.
However, once your music is on these services, 

the real work begins. Because of their insane 
popularity, it’s highly unlikely that people will just 
stumble upon your music. You’ll need to consider 
using social networking services like Twitter and 
Facebook to get the news out there.

Getting heard
I know internet radio is incredibly popular, so 
how can I get my music on a station? I know I 
won’t be able to get on national radio, but there 
are so many stations out there and I’d love to be 
played on one.

Instead of sending your demo into DJs like in the 
old days, there are a few websites that enable you to 
you upload your music for the chance to be on their 
radio station. One such site is www.amazingtunes.
com. By uploading your music, you stand the 
chance of being played on their very own Amazing 
Radio, which is on digital radio. They also have their 
own YouTube channel. It doesn’t matter what genre 
you play either, as they have DJs who specialise in 
indie, ambient, folk and loads more in between. All 

their music is sourced from new or emerging artists 
and you can count yourself among them.

If you get selected to be played, you’ll receive 
an email from the DJ telling you what show you’ll 
be on – so be sure to tell everyone you know and 
everyone they know to listen in! Besides those 
people that you do tell, you’ll never know who else 
might be listening.

A slightly less direct way of getting on the radio 
is through www.slicethepie.com. At Slice The Pie 
people can listen to and rate your music, and if they 
really like it they can choose to invest. If you get 
enough fans investing in your music, you will be 
in with a chance of being played, as well as having 
enough financial backing to take that giant leap and 
record your first album.

Facebook fans
How can I get my band and music on Facebook? I want fans not friends! 

Rather than sign up as a person by using the text 
fields, click Create a Page for a Celebrity, Band or 
Business below them.

Click Artist, Band or Public Figure, select Musician/
Band, name yourself, then agree to the terms and 
conditions and click Get Started.

Now link it to your personal Facebook account if 
you so wish, and you’ll have the chance to start 
adding fans and promoting your music!

You can use various 
services to get your 
music on iTunes
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Glossary
G

I

J

L

H
Hammer-on 
A hammer-on is where one note is played and, 
without plucking the string again, a fretting finger 
‘hammers’ on to the string at a higher fret, causing 
the note to change. (See page 48.)

Harmonics
A harmonic is created when a certain note is played, 
but not fretted, at certain parts of the string. (See 
page 56.)

K
Key signatures
A key signature is the unifying theme that chords 
or notes fit into. So, if a song has all or some of the 
notes that make up the key of A, then it is in the key 
of A! (See page 102.)

M
Muting
Muting is using the heel of the strumming hand to 
dampen the strings, stopping them from ringing 
out when strummed or plucked and creating a 
‘chug’ sound. (See page 52.)

N
Notes
A note is what's played when a string is fretted and 
plucked. They occupy the musical spectrum from A 
to G#. More than one played at the same time is a 
chord. (See page 96.)

B

A
Acoustic (guitar)  
An acoustic guitar does not need to be amplified, 
on account of its hollow body. It produces a fuller 
sound than an electric and has heavier strings. (See 
page 15.)

Amp 
An amp does exactly what you'd expect – it 
amplifies! It contains a preamp at the top with 
which you can alter the sound of your guitar. Amps 
are either combos – which is usually one speaker 
with a built-in preamp, or a stack, which is a cabinet 
of speakers with a separate preamp (or ‘head’) on 
top. (See page 60.)

C
Capo
A capo is a tool that is placed on the neck of the 
guitar on an individual fret. It changes the pitch and 
key of the guitar, and is handy for fitting music to a 
vocalist’s range, or for playing in slightly trickier keys. 
(See page 58.)

Chords
A chord is a group of notes played together on 
the neck of the guitar that work in harmony or 
dissonance with each other. They can be strummed 
or plucked around. 

   Barre chords are from taking open chords played 
on the first few frets up the neck, using your index 
finger to ‘barre’ a string, creating a moveable nut. 
(See page 42.)

   Basic chords (A to G#) are the major or minor 
chords played openly, and are most likely the first 
you’ll learn. (See page 38.)

   A chord progression is when you move from chord 
to chord in a succession that works in such a way 

D

E
Effects pedal
An effects pedal alters the sound of an amplified 
guitar. They are operated with the feet, hence their 
other name ‘stompboxes’. Here are four common 
types. (See page 62.)

   Chorus gives the impression that the same note is 
being played many times, creating a lush, almost 
watery sound.

   Delay pedals cause the note(s) played by the 
guitarist to repeat in an echo fashion.

    Distortion pedals overload the sound of the guitar, 
turning the waveform into a jagged wave rather 
than a smooth flowing one.

   Phase is most notably used by Eddie Van Halen for 
solos, and modulates the waveform of the guitar.

Electric (guitar)
An electric guitar is generally solid bodied and 
needs to work in conjunction with an amp to be 
heard. It has pickups which turn the string vibrations 
into sound. (See page 17.) 

F
Finger picking
Finger picking is using the fingers on your 
strumming hand to pick individual notes on the 
guitar. (See page 46.)

Fretboard
The fretboard tops the neck of the guitar below the 
strings. It is divided up into notes. Some guitars and 
basses are fretless for smoother playing. (See page 13.)

as to make the chords relate to each other. (See 
page 40.)

Familiarise yourself with the key words that every 
budding guitarist needs to know

Glossary
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O
Octave  
The interval between two notes 12 semitones apart. 
A note 12 frets higher will be an octave higher than 
your original note.  

P
Pickups
A pickup uses a coil of magnetic wire to convert 
string vibrations into a signal which is made louder 
by an amp. (See page 17.)

   Humbuckers use two coils of opposing magnetic 
polarity to cancel out feedback and ‘buck the hum’.

   A p90 uses one single, but much larger coil of wire, 
giving a sound in between that of a singlecoil and 
humbucker. Also known as a soap bar.

   Piezo pickups are often found on acoustic guitars 
to amplify them. They do not use magnetic 
coils like standard pickups, so do not amplify 
interference.

   A single-coil pickup has one coil of wire. They are 
bright and sparky in tone, and prone to feeding back.

A plectrum is a small, usually triangular piece of 
plastic that’s used to strum the guitar. They are 
found in varying degrees of thickness, with the 
thinner picks usually reserved for strumming, while 
the thicker picks are used for picking individual 
notes. The thickness of picks are measured in 
millimetres. (See page 28.)

A pull-off is the opposite to a hammer-on, in that 
a finger higher up the fretboard is flicked off the 
string so the note is changed to one below, which 
will have already been fretted in preparation. (See 
page 48.)

Q
R
S

A scale is a sequence of notes that fit into the same 
key. There are several scales out there, but the two 
most popular are the major scale and the harmonic 
minor scale. (See page 106.)

U

X

Y

Z

V
Vibrato is wobbling the fretting finger from side 
to side, modulating the note being played in pitch 
ever so slightly. Some models of electric guitar have 
vibrato arms, or ‘whammy bars’, which do this to a 
greater degree. 

four beats per bar. Other common time signatures 
are 3/4, which is a waltz, and 5/4, often found in jazz. 
(See page 100.)

This is the act of repeatedly playing a note or 
multiple notes at speed. 

A tuning is the key that each string is tuned to. 
Standard tuning is (low to high) EBGDAe. Open 
tunings are very useful for some songwriters as they 
bring a whole new range of fingering and chords 
for the guitar. 

Sliding is the act of literally ‘sliding’ the fretting hand 
up or down the strings to change the note without 
plucking or strumming the string again. This can 
also be done with a slide that fits over a fretting 
finger. (See page 54.) These can be made of several 
materials:

 
Warmer sounding than steel, but colder than glass. 
A handy trick is to carefully warm it up physically 
with a lighter.

 
Produces the warmest tone; works well with 
acoustic guitars as there is less string noise.

 
The coldest sounding of the lot. Mix with some 
distortion and electric guitar for some crazy 
amped-up blues.

Strumming is using a non-fretting hand to hit the 
strings and make them ring. (See page 30.)

T
Tablature, or ‘tab’, is a form of notation for guitarists 
that doesn't require knowledge of traditional 
musical notation. (See page 92.)

A time signature is the amount of beats per bar of 
music. Standard timing for rock is 4/4, so there are 

Pickups convert string 
vibrations into a signal
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Get a happy sound with these shapes
Major chords 

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryBasic major chords are incredibly popular in Western guitar music, probably because many of them are easy to play and they give your 
songs a happy feel. These chords contain the first, third and fifth notes in the corresponding major scale. It’s worth noting that the ‘major’ 
isn’t often referred to when you see these chords written down.
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Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4
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The best way to get a sad sound
Minor chords 

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryA basic minor chord will give you a much sadder sound than a major chord. This is because the third note in the major scale is ‘flattened’ in 
pitch by one semitone. For example, ‘E’ is the third note in the C major scale (CDEFGAB), and this is flattened by a semitone to E  to give a 
C minor chord its distinct melancholy sound.

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4
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Improve your progressions with seventh chords 
Dominant seventh chords

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryThe chords we have seen so far consist of the first, third and fifth notes of a scale, so the next step is the seventh. A dominant seventh 
chord (shown simply as ‘7’) is formed with the first, third, fifth, and flattened seventh notes of a scale. ‘B’ is the seventh note in the C major 
scale (CDEFGAB), so C7 can contain C, E, G, and B .

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4
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Tricky to achieve, but they’re worth the effort
Major seventh chords

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryMajor seventh chords (maj7), are similar to dominant seventh chords, but they include the natural seventh note in the major scale, rather 
than a flattened one. For example, Cmaj7 would feature C, E, G, and B, rather than the B  from the dominant, as B is the seventh note in 
the C major scale. Using a major seventh chord will give your tunes a warm, happy feel.

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4
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Jazz your songs up with some m7 chords
Minor seventh chords

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryMinor seventh chords (m7) use the flattened seventh note seen in dominant seventh chords as well as a flattened third note found in 
basic minor chords. So Cm7 would contain C, E , G, and B . E and B are the third and seventh notes respectively of the C major scale, and 
they are both flattened here to create the m7 chord.

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4
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Add subtle variations with suspended shapes
Suspended chords

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a trySo far, all the chords we’ve looked at have featured the third note of their corresponding major or minor scale. Suspended chords (sus) 
don’t, usually replacing it with either a second (sus2) or a fourth (sus4). So Csus4 would feature an F (the fourth note in the C major scale) 
instead of the E found in a major chord. Here’s a list of sus4 chords.

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4
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6

1

2

3

4

3 4

Csus4
X X D G B E

2 3 4

Esus4
E A D G B E

G#/A  sus4

1

2

3

4

5

6

4 4

X X D G B E

3

1

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

2 3

4

Bsus4
X X D G B E

2

3 4

D#/E  sus4
X X D G B E

Gsus4
E A D G B E

1

4

1

1
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Use all six strings for a rich-sounding barre chord
Main E-shape barre chords

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryHere are the E-shape family of barre chords. They all come from the open E chords (E major, E minor, E7 etc) and they are probably the 
most popular of the barre chords, mainly because they use all six strings and therefore it’s easier to strum through them, as you don’t have 
to worry about avoiding any strings. These shapes can be used all the way up the fretboard.

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4

Minor

2

3 4

1 11
E A D G B E

3

E A D G B E

1 1 1 1

2

E A D G B E

1 1111

2

Major

Dominant seventh

Minor seventh

The lowest note names the chord, 
so it is important that you know the 
notes on the thick E string (start at the 
open E and go up alphabetically with 
sharps/flats between all but E-F and 
B-C). The two thinnest strings and the 
thick E string are held down by the 
index finger, so you’ll need to apply 
pressure at both ends.

This is played like the major, only your 
little finger comes away from the fourth 
string. Make sure your barring finger is 
fretting the D string cleanly. This note is 
the flattened seventh, which gives the 
chord its distinct sound, so it needs to 
be heard. You can play an optional not 
on the fourth fret (when barring the 
first) on the B string.

It may look rather simple, with 
only one non-barring finger needed, 
but for this jazzy-sounding chord you 
will need to get five of the six barred 
strings ringing out under your index 
finger – no easy feat! Like the seventh, 
this chord contains an optional 
flattened seventh note that can be 
fretted with your little finger.

3 4

1 11 1
E A D G B E

2 3 4

1 11
E A D G B E Sus4

This is based on the open E-minor 
shape, but here the sixth, third, second 
and first strings are fretted by your 
barring index finger, so you need to 
apply consistent pressure. If you find 
yourself struggling with barre chords, 
this shape is the best to practise. When 
you’ve nailed it, add your middle finger 
and form a major shape.

2

4

3

1 11
E A D G B E Major seventh

They’re possibly the most awkward of 
the E-shape barre chords, but they’ll 
sound great when you pull them off. If 
you’re having trouble getting to grips 
with this shape, try using an A-shape 
major seventh on the next page 
instead. If you’re doing this, barre seven 
frets higher than you were with the 
E-shape to achieve the same chord.

Like the open suspended chords, 
suspended barre chords offer subtle 
variations on the familiar major sound. 
The shape is similar to A major, so it 
may feel like a tight squeeze, but soon 
it’ll feel like second nature. It’s not too 
tricky to transition from suspended 
chords, either. Just remove your little 
finger and you’re playing a minor chord.
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Try out these five-string shapes 
Main A-shape barre chords

Audio files
 Listen to the 

  audio guides 
  and follow 
  along on 
  your guitar

Give it a tryHere’s the A-shape family of barre chords. They don’t sound quite as full as the E-shape chords as they only use five strings, the fifth string 
(A) carrying the root note. So don’t strum the sixth (E) string or the chord won’t sound as good. Playing one of these shapes with the 
seventh fret barred will give you the equivalent of an open E-shape chord, just an octave higher.

Key
      Index       Middle        Ring        Little  X: Don’t strum this string1 2 3 4

42 3

11
X A D G B E

2 4

X A D G B E

111

X A D G B E

1

3

11

2

Major

Dominant seventh

Minor seventh

This barre chord can be tricky as it is 
hard to get your three fretting fingers 
into the same increasingly narrow 
space in the same fret. However, you 
can get around this by using your 
index finger as the main barre and 
your ring finger as a mini-barre to hold 
down the B and G strings, leaving your 
little finger free.

This shape is a bit more manageable 
than the major and it’s fairly easy to 
transition into it – all you need to do 
is add your ring finger in between the 
two notes that you’re already fretting. 
Try playing a dominant seventh chord, 
then moving five frets up the fretboard 
and playing a major chord for an easy 
progression.

This is very similar to the minor chord, 
but the root on the third string has 
been removed, allowing the barred 
note (the flattened seventh) to sound. 
As always, the root is played by the 
lowest note – the barred note on 
the A string. There is also an optional 
flattened seventh note that you can 
fret with your little finger.

3 4

2

11
X A D G B E

1

2

3 4

1
X A D G B E

4

2 3

11
X A D G B E

Minor

Major seventh

Sus4

This shape can be easily moved up 
the neck as it is like the Emajor shape, 
only moved over a string. As you will 
notice, this chord is very similar to the 
A-shape major – only one note is out 
of alignment, which is the flattened 
third that makes this a minor chord. 
Make sure your index finger is fretting 
the A and thin E strings properly.

The ‘inverted D major’ shape take a 
bit of getting used to, but it’s a much 
less awkward shape to play than 
the E-shape major seventh. Major 
seventh chords work well together, so 
try keeping the same shape in your 
fretting hand and play major seventh 
chords on the dotted frets of your 
guitar. You might get a jazzy little 
tune going!

The sus4 chord takes the A-major 
shape, but you fret your finger one 
fret higher on the B string. This is the 
suspended fourth, which replaces the 
third note normally played in a major 
chord. The sus2 is easier to play as you 
can just remove your ring finger from 
the fretboard entirely. Try moving from 
a major chord to sus4 to sus2.



YOUR FREE RESOURCES
Log in to filesilo.co.uk/bks-A30 and download your tutorial resources NOW!

YOUR BONUS 
RESOURCES
ON FILESILO WE’VE PROVIDED 
FREE, EXCLUSIVE CONTENT FOR 
GUITAR FOR BEGINNERS 
READERS, INCLUDING…

•  Over 20 video tutorials to help you get to 
know your guitar

•  Around 90 audio files to play along with, 
helping you compare your new skills with 
the intended sound

•  Original compositions ranging from metal 
and country to classic, to help you learn to 
play in the style of your favourite genre

•  Step-by-step tutorials to quickly develop 
your guitar playing skills

90 audio guides

Useful video tutorials

Play different genre styles

PACKED WITH FREE 
PREMIUM CONTENT

Go to: http://www.filesilo.co.uk/bks-A30

EVERYTHING 
YOU NEED 

TO FOLLOW THE
TUTORIALS  AND
CREATE GREAT

PROJECTS

24 AUDIO AND VIDEO TUTORIALS TO EXPLORE
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FILESILO – THE HOME OF PRO RESOURCES
A rapidly growing library 
Updated continually with cool resources
Lets you keep your downloads organised
Browse and access your content from anywhere
No more torn disc pages to ruin your magazines

No more broken discs
Print subscribers get all the content
Digital magazine owners get all the content too!
Each issue’s content is free with your magazine
Secure online access to your free resources

Discover your free online assets

The most popular downloads are shown in 
the carousel here, so check out what your 
fellow readers are enjoying.

Whether it’s fonts, images or video 
workshops, categories make it easy to 
identify the content you’re looking for

Find out more about our online stores, and 
useful FAQs, such as our cookie and 
privacy policies and contact details. 

If you’re looking for a particular type of 
content, like software or video tutorials, use 
the filters here to refine your search

Can’t find the resource you’re looking for in 
these filters? Click on More Types to specify 
what kind of resource you want.

See key details for each resource including 
number of views and downloads, and the 
community rating

Discover our fantastic sister magazines 
and the wealth of content and information 
that they provide. 

The first time you use FileSilo, you’ll need to 
register. After that, you can use your email 
address and password to log in. 

This is the new FileSilo site that replaces 
your disc. You’ll find it by visiting the link on 
the following page.
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HOW TO USE
EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT 
ACCESSING YOUR NEW DIGITAL REPOSITORY 

Having trouble with any of the techniques in this issue’s tutorials? Don’t know how to make the best 
use of your free resources? Want to have your work critiqued by those in the know? Then why not 
visit the Bookazines Facebook page for all your questions, concerns and qualms. There is a friendly 
community of experts to help you out, as well as regular posts and updates from the bookazine 
team. Like us today and start chatting! 

NEED HELP WITH
THE TUTORIALS?

To access FileSilo, please visit http://www.filesilo.co.uk/bks-875

01 Follow the on-screen 
instructions to create 

an account with our secure 
FileSilo system, or log in and 
unlock the issue by 
answering a simple question 

about the edition 
you’ve just read. 
You can access 
the content for 
free with each 
edition released.

02Once you have logged 
in, you are  free to 

explore the wealth of content 
made available for free on 
FileSilo, from great video 
tutorials and online guides to 
superb downloadable 
resources. And the more 
bookazines you purchase, 
the more your instantly 
accessible collection of digital 
content  will grow.

03 You can access 
FileSilo on any 

desktop, tablet or 
smartphone device using 
any popular browser (such 
as Safari, Firefox or Google 
Chrome). However, we 
recommend that you use a 
desktop to download 
content, as you may not be 
able to download files to your 
phone or tablet.  

04 If you have any 
problems with 

accessing content on FileSilo, 
or with the registration 
process, take a look at the 
FAQs online or email 
filesilohelp@
imagine-publishing.co.uk.

facebook.com/ImagineBookazines 
twitter.com/books_imagine
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