
PROGRESSIONS

Play along slowly



CIRCLE OF FIFTHS

• G-E7-A7-D7-G



MORE CIRCLE OF FIFTHS

• D-B7-E7-A7-D

• C-A7-D7-G7-C

• A-F#7-B7-E7-A

• F-D7-G7-C7-F

• Bd-G7-C7-F-Bd

• Ed-C7-F-Bd-Ed

• E-C#-F#7-B7-E



1-6 minor-4-5-1

• G-EM-C-D-G

• C-AM-F-G-C

• D-BM-G-A-D

• E-C#M-A-B-E

• F-DM-Bd-C-F



4-2M-6M-3M-5-1-6M-1

• C-AM-EM-BM-D-G-EM-G

• F-DM-AM-EM-G-C-AM-C

• G-EM-BM-F#M-A-D-BM-D

• A-F#M-C#M-G#M-B-E-C#M-E

• Bd-GM-DM-AM-C-F-DM-F

• D-BM-F#M-C#M-E-A-F#M-A



ROCKY TOP

• G-C-G-EM-D-G (Repeat) EM-D-F-C-G-
F-G-F-G

• C-F-C-AM-G-C (Repeat) AM-G-Bd-F-C-
Bd-C-Bd-C

• D-G-D-BM-A-D (Repeat) BM-A-C-G-D-
C-D-C-D

• E-A-E-C#M-B-E (Repeat) C#M-B-D-A-
E-D-E-D-E



1-4-5-1-4-1-5-1

• G-C-D-G-C-G-D-G

• C-F-G-C-F-C-G-C

• D-G-A-D-G-D-A-D

• E-A-B-E-A-E-B-E

• F-Bd-C-F-Bd-F-C-F

• A-D-E-A-D-A-E-A

• B-E-F#-B-E-B-F#-B









THE BASICS AND WHY THEY’RE IMPORTANT 
 

 I think it’s very important to start with the basics no matter what your level.  

That way, you don’t make any assumptions, and everyone can start at square one.   

 

 Michael Jordan was probably the greatest basketball player to ever shoot a hoop.  

In his book, Rare Air, he said that every honor he ever achieved, every championship, 

every scoring title, basically everything he accomplished in basketball was due to 

constant practice of fundamentals. 

 

In acoustic guitar music, the fundamentals can be reduced to five things that all begin 

with the letter “T.” 

 

 

THE FIVE “Ts” 

 

TIMING is perhaps the most important of all.  If you don’t have good timing, it 

doesn’t matter what you play, whether you’re in tune, or if you play with incredible 

taste and tone.  Timing should be on your mind at all times when you’re playing.  You 

can build your sense of timing in a few well-tested ways. 

 

TUNING is almost as important.  It’s not as easy as it seems to get your instrument in 

tune, and sometimes it’s even harder to keep it there.  Do you depend on an electronic 

tuner?  How do you tune by ear?  Can you tell just by playing the strings if they’re in 

tune?  There are ways to improve your tuning ear also. 

 

TONE is fundamental; it’s how the instrument sounds when you play it.  Is your tone 

thin, metallic and harsh?  Or is it fat, warm and lush?  Tone depends on everything 

from attack to how you hold the pick to where you hit the strings to what angle you hit 

the strings to what kind of pick you play with to... 

 

TASTE, which is hard to teach.  It’s that unconscious intuition that something is 

“right” to you, and playing it that way, regardless of how many notes or flash you could 

have inserted.  It’s the difference between music and noise, between flash and 

substance, between “licks” and what fits, between...  

 

TECHNIQUE as a means to an end or an end in itself.  Technique refers to what you 

actually play--the notes in a break or a tune.  Sadly, most students think of this as all 

there is to guitar playing.  It’s definitely the least important of the “Ts.”  It’s also the 



easiest to teach, and we’ll learn our share. 

 

 

 

 It’s often said that a superior athlete or musician has “mastered the 

fundamentals” or is “very sound fundamentally.”  But that doesn’t mean they’ve quit 

practicing the basics!  The greatest musicians practice the “Ts” religiously--especially 

the first four, even if it sounds like they’re practicing only the last one. 

 

TIMING AND ENSEMBLE PLAYING TIPS 

 

1. Practice with a metronome.  Use a drum track if you have one. 

2. Play along with really good records.  Make up breaks where there are no guitar 

breaks. 

3. Practice playing rhythm at a very fast tempo, around 160-170 bpm, for around 15 

minutes straight.  Then slow the metronome down to around 75-85 bpm and play with 

that for 15 minutes. 

4. Listen to the group when you play rhythm; how can you make this sound better?  

Don’t listen to what you’re playing.  Try something that you think will make the 

group sound more in time, better rhythmically.  Listen for the difference in the group, 

not in what you’re playing. 

 

TUNING TIPS 

 

1. Use an electronic tuner with a needle if you don’t have access to a strobe tuner. 

2. Use the tuner to tune your ear  instead of the guitar.  Here’s how: 

 a. Tune the high E string on the guitar to the tuner.  Get it straight up in tune, 

with the needle.  Mute the other strings and play the E; now mute all the strings and 

start over.  Is it still in tune? 

 b. Tune the other strings to the E string by ear.  If a string is just a little sharp to 

the desired pitch, nudge the string gently with your right hand; this will bend it down 

without using tuners. 

 c. Now check with the tuner to see how close you are.  This should point out 

where you may have problems hearing certain pitches.  Now tune the guitar up using 

the tuner.  Can you hear the difference between “almost in tune” and in tune ?  If you 

know what it sounds like to be in tune, then you’re going to have a better chance of 

tuning true by ear. 

3. Repeat a-c above, but this time try using harmonic tuning by ear. 

4. Use octaves to check your tuning. 

5. Check to see where your guitar notes out; tune to the note you’re going to play, not 



open. 

 

TONE TIPS 

 

1. Use a good pick.  Thicker picks give thicker tone, but less attack.  There is a good 

balance to be struck between muddy, dull tone and bright, thin tone.  Using the edge of 

a teardrop-shaped pick will help your overall tone for rhythm, but is muddier for lead.  

Using a sharp corner of a triangular pick gives you more attack, but is thinner for 

rhythm and overall tone. 

2. Downstroke.  Consecutive downstroking at fast tempos is very difficult to do but 

produces superior tone. 

3. Play farther up away from the sound hole for certain songs.  Move back close to the 

bridge for others.  Explore how you can get different tones on the guitar simply by 

playing in different spots with your right hand. 

4. Explore getting equal tone from your upstrokes and downstrokes. 

5. When playing fast solos, try using pull-offs and hammers instead of picking every 

note; this helps your tone and makes the break smoother. 

 

10 TASTE TIPS 

 

1.  Play the melody 

2. Even when you improvise, play melodiously, musically 

3. Don’t play licks 

4. Play to the song; never lead the song with inappropriate playing; does your break fit 

the song? 

5. Keep it simple, not simplistic 

6. A song isn’t measured by how many notes you can stuff into a break 

7. Have you played music or exhibited your ego? 

8. If it sounds good, it is 

9. What sounds better--a complex tune poorly executed or an easy one flawlessy 

executed? 

10. Always listen 

 

TECHNIQUE TIPS 

 

Try to make your upstrokes sound as good as your downstrokes.  Practice them 

slowly, think SMOOTH. 

Try to consciously think of playing as many downstrokes as possible, every break you 

take. 

Use hammers, pulls, slides and bends to play smoother, faster, easier and with more 



soul and emotion. 

Think ECONOMY OF MOTION with your left AND right hand.  Watch yourself play 

in a mirror. 

For speed, concentrate on not leaving the pick on the string as long 

Don’t pick up your left-hand fingers too soon.  Make the notes ring into each other…  

Make ‘em sing. 

 



A Brief History of the Guitar in Bluegrass Music 

by Happy Traum From the classic instruction 
book Bluegrass Guitar 

Bluegrass music is a direct descendant of the old-time string band 
tradition, which in turn developed out of southern mountain dance 
music and songs. The southern mountains have been a vast 
repository of traditional music since the 17th century when the 
hills were first settled by English, Scottish, and Irish immigrants 
who brought with them their incredibly rich ballad and song 
tradition. Isolated in the hills for generations, the music flourished 
almost unchanged until the early part of the twentieth century 
when the mountains became accessible to outside influence, 
making possible an exchange of musical (and other) ideas. 
Mountain music held on and grew despite the pressures from 
more socially acceptable forms of popular music, and although 
some change did occur, the rural people of the south and other 
parts of the country clung tenaciously to the music which has 
become one of the most valuable contributions to American 
culture. 

Webmaster's Note 

 
When we were doing research for this page, one of the 
sources we looked at was Happy Traum's classic 1974 
instruction book Bluegrass Guitar. In the beginning of this 
book there is a chapter entitled "A Brief History of the Guitar 
in Bluegrass Music." 

That chapter was such a good fit with our outline and goals 
for this webstie that we wanted to reprint it here. We would 
like to thank Happy Traum for his permission to share this 
great article with you. Be sure to visit his web site 
at Homespun Tapes for video, DVD and CD instruction in 
bluegrass guitar and many other styles by top players in the 
field. 

When it finally emerged from its isolation, the music took on a 
new character. The Black music of the rural south was the other 

http://www.sheetmusicplus.com/title/bluegrass-guitar-sheet-music/3596674?aff_id=77735
http://www.sheetmusicplus.com/title/bluegrass-guitar-sheet-music/3596674?aff_id=77735
http://www.sheetmusicplus.com/title/bluegrass-guitar-sheet-music/3596674?aff_id=77735
http://www.sheetmusicplus.com/title/bluegrass-guitar-sheet-music/3596674?aff_id=77735
http://www.homespuntapes.com/


powerfully influential cultural development, with its blues shouters, 
guitar pickers, jug bands, minstrel shows, and of course, the new 
jazz combos of the day. It was at least partly through this 
influence that the primarily unaccompanied vocal music started to 
take on the instrumental qualities as we know them today. 

Of course, the fiddle and banjo had been used as the basic dance 
band instruments for years (when allowed by the religious mores 
of the area) but the guitar only appeared in the 1920's as a 
backup instrument, providing the rhythm behind the lead 
instruments or an accompaniment for a singer. 

The bluegrass guitar style started to emerge with the first 
commercial performances of old-time instrumental music. Groups 
and individual artists such as J .E. Mainer and his Mountaineers, 
Gid Tanner and The Skillet Lickers, Charlie Poole, The Carter 
Family, Jimmie Rodgers, and The Delmore Brothers, are all good 
examples of what is essentially the same style of guitar playing 
that we know so well today. There are many records available of 
these early country musicians in which the simple boom-chicka 
boom-chicka rhythm and strong bass runs can be clearly heard. 
The style is simple and direct, but perfectly suited to the 
straight-forward music it accompanies. 

Lead guitar on these early recordings was rare, 
although Maybelle Carter's powerful melody picking (her thumb 
played lead while her index finger filled out the rhythm in the 
treble) did a great deal to inspire more ambitious guitar pickers 
and push the guitar into the foreground. Alton Delmore of the 
Delmore Brothers was another example of an early lead guitarist, 
and almost all of their songs features his simple but powerful flat 
picking solos, played against Rabon's tenor guitar rhythm. These 
examples are the exception rather than the rule, though, and most 
country music guitarists were content to back up the other lead 
instruments, especially fiddle, mandolin and banjo. 

http://www.bluegrassguitar.com/studytune1.html


The term "bluegrass", which incidentally did not come into popular 
usage until the early 1950's, was originally used to describe a 
new kind of country string band music developed by Bill Monroe 
in the late 1930's. Monroe, who for years has been called "The 
Daddy of Bluegrass", comes from Kentucky (The Blue Grass 
State) and chose that name for his band, The Blue Grass Boys. 
Bill Monroe's main instrument, of course, is the mandolin (for 
which he has developed a distinctive and very influential style), 
but he has always played with a guitar back-up. His earliest 
recordings were with his brother Charlie, and The Monroe 
Brothers, like other country groups, sang tight harmonies with 
Bill's mandolin taking the instrumental solos and Charlie's guitar 
keeping the solid rhythm and bass lines going behind him. 

It was Bill's high mountain tenor, though, that was so captivating 
about their sound. Often called "the high, lonesome sound" when 
describing the mountain balladeers, Bill Monroe's singing was 
directly influenced by the mountain church singing and modal 
harmonies of his youth in western Kentucky. (For comparison, 
listen to recordings of old time ballad singers such as Roscoe 
Holcomb, Horton Barker, and Clarence Ashley.) The "high 
lonesome sound" is also especially prevalent in the bluegrass 
music of The Stanley Brothers, Ralph and Carter, from the 
Mountain region of Virginia . 

It was in the late 1940's that Bill Monroe started to break away 
from the old-time music and formed the bluegrass sound that had 
such an explosive influence on the country scene. His new group 
featured a young Earl Scruggs on 5-string banjo, and the 
unusually complex three-finger picking, combined with Monroe 's 
driving mandolin, Lester Flatt's guitar, and Chubby Wise's fiddle, 
gave the group a power and excitement not heard before in 
country music. This was the group that was to be the model for all 
bluegrass groups to come. 



By the mid-1950's there were several highly professional 
bluegrass bands traveling the country, recording, and playing on 
radio programs such as Nashville 's Grand 0l' Opry and WWVA's 
Jamboree from Wheeling, West Virginia. Included in these groups 
were many musicians who had served a brief but important 
apprenticeship with Bill Monroe, notably Flatt and Scruggs, Jimmy 
Martin, Carter Stanley, Don Reno, Mac Wiseman, and Sonny 
Osborn to name a few of the men who started carving a 
permanent name for bluegrass in the annals of American popular 
culture. 

For the most part, bluegrass guitarists still kept pretty much in the 
background, punching out the rhythm and interspersing bass runs 
with a few licks, such as Lester Flatt's famous "G run" that's been 
played by every bluegrass guitarist in the world. Two notable 
exceptions are the lead guitar playing of George Shuffler on The 
Stanley Brothers early albums, and Don Reno, best known as a 
banjo picker but an excellent flatpicker as well. Both of these men 
brought a new sophistication and technical expertise to bluegrass 
guitar playing. Still, as I have said, the guitarist was the 
indispensable mainstay of the bluegrass band, and Lester Flatt, 
Charlie Monroe, Red Smiley, Carter Stanley, Charlie Waller, 
Jimmy Martin, and dozens of other guitar pickers and singers 
filled the role well. 

It was not until the sixties that the guitar really came into its own 
as a lead instrument worthy of a solo in a bluegrass instrumental 
or song. The most dynamic guitarist to emerge from the country 
music scene was not a bluegrass musician at all, but a mountain 
singer from North Carolina named Doc Watson. Doc, of course, 
was proficient in nearly every musical field, but it was as a 
traditional folk musician that he found his first large audiences. He 
knew hundreds of songs and sang them in a rich, dark baritone 
voice while picking the guitar and banjo, or blowing his mouth 
harp, but when he launched into one of his incomparably 

http://www.docsguitar.com/


flatpicked fiddle tunes he just about blew everyone out of the 
room. His influence was immediate, and the youngsters allover 
America started learning to play lead acoustic guitar with a 
flatpick. 

One of those who picked up on Doc's style was a young man 
named Clarence White, who first came to prominence in a 
bluegrass group called The Kentucky Colonels. Clarence added a 
more contemporary feeling to the style, and reworked Doc's 
cross-picking techniques into his own musical trademark. 
Clarence went on to work as lead guitarist with The Byrds and 
played on numerous recording sessions. At the time of his tragic 
death in 1973 he was already considered to be one of the 
greatest country guitarists ever. 

Thanks to the influence of men like Doc Watson, Clarence White, 
George Shuffler, Don Reno and others, many more guitarists 
have followed and developed their own lead guitar techniques - 
Dan Crary, Tony Rice, John Herald, Norman Blake, David 
Bromberg, and Russ Barenberg among them. In the pages 
Bluegrass Guitar, I have tried to set down a fairly representative 
cross section of bluegrass guitar playing, from the simplest 
back-up strums to the most advanced examples of "newgrass" 
picking that I could find. My book is by no means complete, since 
it would be almost impossible to mention everyone and notate all 
the songs that brought us up to this musical point. It is my hope 
though, that you will take what you learn here and explore and 
experiment for yourself, finding new and old songs and joining 
these ranks of fine bluegrass musicians. 

Copyright © 1974 Happy Traum Reprinted by permission of the author 



THE GUITAR IN BLUEGRASS MUSIC 

 

 There’s been guitar in bluegrass for as long as there’s been such a thing as 

bluegrass, and it was around much earlier, of course (although not in country music, 

surprisingly, until around the time of World War I).  The earliest bluegrass players, like 

Lester Flatt, Mac Wiseman, Carter Stanley, Jimmy Martin, Jim McReynolds, Jim Eanes 

and Red Smiley, were adept rhythm guitarists.  This tradition of strong rhythm players 

continued in the music all the way through the 1960s with guitarists like Charlie Waller, 

Del McCoury and  Clarence White, into the 70s, 80s and 90s with Tony Rice, Jimmy 

Haley, Dudley Connell, Charles Sawtelle, David Parmley, Tim Austin, Dan Tyminski 

and continues today with these same players and others.   

 

 Lead guitar developed more slowly.  In fact, it was one of the last elements of 

modern bluegrass to emerge, perhaps because of the importance of rhythm guitar to the 

music.  Maybe that’s why the first real bluegrass flatpicker was a banjo player--Don 

Reno!  Around the same time, the Stanley Brothers had a series of great lead guitarists, 

including George Shuffler and Bill Napier because King Records chief Sid Nathan 

didn’t like fiddles.  Earlier, Earl Scruggs had helped create the tradition of the banjo 

player who put down that instrument once or twice during a set and finger-picked a 

guitar--incredibly well, I might add--in the Merle Travis style.   

 

 But all these were additional guitar players in their bands.  Later in the 1960s, 

flatpicking as a separate art developed through such players as Doc Watson, Clarence 

White, Larry Sparks and Dan Crary.  Watson’s recordings from the early 60s were eye-

opening, as were White’s, such as Appalachian Swing.  Crary astounded bluegrass 

festival audiences in the late 1960s by taking blazing guitar leads with The Bluegrass 

Alliance.  By the early 70s, many younger players were emulating these guitar heroes, 

including Tony Rice, who has become perhaps the most widely-emulated flatpicker 

ever, Norman Blake, Russ Barenberg, David Bromberg, and Mark O’Connor.  By the 

1990s, players like David Grier, Steve Kaufman, Scott Nygaard, Wyatt Rice, Jeff White, 

Clay Jones, Beppe Gambetta, Ron Block, Kenny Smith, Jim Hurst and others were 

building on the models of their near-contemporaries and creating exciting lead guitar 

music within the bluegrass context.  By 2019, a new generation of lead guitarists was 

beating the door down with fast, effortless leads inspired by players like Bryan Sutton, 

Sean Watkins, Cody Kilby, Jake Workman, Billy Strings, Clay Hess, Chris Eldridge, Josh 

Williams, Andy Falco, Tyler Grant, Tony Watt and others.  

 

 

ON RHYTHM AND LEAD GUITAR IN BLUEGRASS 

 



 These are certainly two different things.  I believe good rhythm guitar can make 

or break the sound of a bluegrass band, so to me, rhythm is more important.  Good 

tasteful lead is a rarity in bluegrass these days, but even when it appears it seems to add 

less to the complete picture of the band than rhythm. 

 

RHYTHM 

 

 As I mentioned, there is no shortage of good rhythm guitar role models in 

bluegrass, and this has helped define the sound of this style of music.  Rhythm 

guitarists offer support, first of all, for all the great picking going on as well as the vocals.  

These are often different things.  Listen to the way certain guitarists back vocals, then listen 

to the way they back the other instrumental breaks.  Then listen to the way they back 

different instruments.  There are differences.  For example, when the mandolin takes a 

break, listen how it sounds when you play straight, steady off-beat downstrokes with 

no runs behind it--in essence, taking over the mandolin’s rhythmic role for the duration 

of its break.  Listen to what you can do behind a really hard-driving banjo player with 

syncopated brushes and chops, or with steady, even strums. 

 

 Rhythm guitarists also often help accent--or even power--the drive of a bluegrass 

band.  Some--like Jimmy Martin and Red Smiley--can do this with deep, downstroked 

bass runs at critical places.  Others--like Dudley Connell and Charlie Waller--provide an 

almost snare drum-like percussive off-beat, while still others--like Lester Flatt and Del 

McCoury--could sustain the beat with a single G-run.  Many can play in almost living, 

breathing time and become nearly transparent within the band sound.  Like a good bass 

player, you only notice them when they aren’t there and it sounds like three-quarters of 

the band decided to take a break.  Some, like Tony Rice, play so many rhythmical things 

so well that their playing automatically brands the sound of the group they’re playing 

with, and their rhythm style can even be copied.  Some guitarists have such a good 

rhythm touch that their sense of dynamics sets their band apart. 

 

 Assorted tips for rhythm guitar: 

 

1. STAY OUT OF THE MIC.  This is a controversial one, and one I must admit I have 

trouble adhering to myself from time to time.  If the sound at a show is good and I can 

hear the guitar, I’ll stay out of the mic to give a nice, balanced mix to the sound.  This is 

actually the most effective way to play rhythm on stage because of the “proximity 

effect,” which involves the booming sound of rosewood-bodied guitars bluegrass 

players often use, as well as the fact that such a guitar is often heard better eight inches 

or so away from the mic than right in it.  And remember:  your role as a rhythm 



guitarist is to make everything else sound better.  That can’t happen if all the audience 

can hear is rhythm. 

 

2. LISTEN.  You constantly walk a tightrope as a rhythm player, keeping your own 

good innate sense of time (playing where you know the beat is), and listening to your 

bandmates to follow their groove and set it up at the same time.  It’s perfectly natural 

for a group to surge at certain points in the music--in fact, this phenomenon actually 

causes some groups to have a more “driving” sound; you can’t be a part of this if you 

don’t listen to the groove.  It takes a good ear, but you can teach yourself to hear a groove 

develop.  Tony Rice told me once that he follows the bass and the mandolin when he 

develops a groove.  Others may listen to the banjo, or the band sound as a whole.  

They’re listening to you, too, and it’s this synergy that helps make a good band sound. 

 

3. ENJOY IT!  Too many flatpickers think of rhythm as something they do inbetween 

breaks.  They don’t really enjoy the sound of their own instruments when they play 

rhythm, and how they can literally change the sound of their band.  There is something 

about grabbing a big E-chord, or a hanging D or a fat three-fingered G position on a 

growling Dreadnought guitar that just makes you feel great.  Play along with your 

favorite bluegrass records, the ones with great players and great timing.  Play with any 

of The Bluegrass Album Band series, or J.D. Crowe and the New South, or...whatever.  

Feel the rhythm surge along.  Isn’t it great?  If you’ve ever thought of rhythm guitar as 

something you do inbetween breaks, it’s certainly a refreshing point of view. 

 

4. PRACTICE.  Sounds hard to do without calling a band practice.  But really, the best 

way to practice rhythm is with a drum track or a great recorded band groove.  Do it 

over and over again.  If you feel yourself start to get away from it, just stop and start 

over.  Practice playing tight, straight boom-chick rhythm with, say, a Bluegrass Album 

Band record, and then playing a more complex style, with, say, a Johnson Mountain 

Boys record. 

 

5. DOWNSTROKE RHYTHM RUNS.  The best-sounding rhythm licks, like a Del 

McCoury G-run or a Jimmy Martin or Ed Mayfield run, are executed as downstrokes 

with a flatpick, emulating the older thumbpick rhythm style.  In what’s often called a 

“rest stroke,” a string is downstroked forcefully, with the pick actually plowing straight 

through the string and then resting against the next string until it’s time to downstroke 

again.  It takes considerable practice to learn how to downstroke  a series of notes 

(especially at fast tempos) and even more restraint to avoid doing it in every song.  

Learn how to use your thumb! 

 

6. DON’T BE AFRAID TO USE SINGLE-NOTE PASSAGES IN RHYTHM.  That’s as 



opposed to a rhythm brush.  In certain parts of certain songs, a crosspicking pattern can 

sometimes be just what’s needed.  The song, of course, dictates everything.  If the song 

dictates a crosspicking pattern at a certain point that’s virtually in unison with another 

instrument--say, the banjo--then so be it.  However, be warned that standard 1-2-3-1-2-3 

crosspicking doesn’t usually sound too good as rhythm. 

 

7. DON’T OVERDO THE DOWNBEAT OR THE OFFBEAT.  Of course, we’re 

treading into personal taste here, but...  It just sounds forced, to me, to hear a heavy 

crash on a downbeat regularly--say every few measures.  This is an all-too-common 

thing one hears in today’s bluegrass, but it’s much more effective to play only a few 

downbeat crashes.  On the other hand, too many offbeat rhythm brushes tends to 

compete with the mandolin or dobro offbeat chop, sometimes setting up a weird, 

unbalanced sound. 

 

8. PLAY TO THE SONG.  You shouldn’t play the same kind of rhythm for every song.  

Some songs dictate different patterns.  Others sound better sparer, with hardly any 

rhythm, or with guitar mixed further back.  Some require a heavy, up-front, in-your-

face rhythm to eat banjos by.  Others need a single-note pattern throughout, with nary a 

brush stroke.  Your goal is to make the song sound good.  Don’t worry about competing 

with the sound system or your bandmates or with audience members (I’ve seen this 

happen!). 

 

 Sometimes a chord doesn’t sound right in a certain song, even if it’s the standard 

way of making the chord or if it’s the only way you know how to make it.  At this point, 

you may have to experiement to find a different way to make the chord so it fits the 

song.  I’m sure this is the way Clarence White came up with the “three-finger” G chord.  

I had to find a different way to make C#minor and B minor chords for certain songs. 

 

9. LEARN THE “NASHVILLE NUMBER SYSTEM.”  It’s easy to learn, and it’ll help 

you communicate better with other musicians.  Simplified:  Sing “do-re-mi-fa-so-la-ti-

do.”  There are eight notes in a major scale.   If you give each one a number, starting 

with the root, it would look like this:  (for example) C-1, D-2, E-3, F-4, G-5, A-6, B-7, C-8.  

The “number system” (I’m sure it didn’t start in Nashville, but...) just refers to numbers 

for chord changes.  For example, C-F-G-C would be 1-4-5-1.  1-4-5-1 would also be G-C-

D-G or D-G-A-D or E-A-B-E.  Flatted notes refer to chords in scales that are not in the 

major scale; in G, an F chord is a “flat seven.”  Minor chords are referred to as their 

respective number minors;  in G, an A minor chord is a “2 minor,” and E minor is a “6 

minor.”  This is pretty much it, but you’ll learn it better the more you use it. 

 

 



 

LEAD 

 

 I guess I’ve already beat the point into the ground, but lead guitar is vastly over-

rated.  Not that there isn’t some excellent lead guitar music being performed and 

recorded these days.  It’s just that too many people have the wrong attitude.  When they 

begin thinking of lead as just one of many roles they play as guitarist in a band, it 

becomes a little clearer. 

 

 Here are some things that may help your lead guitar playing.  All of these refer 

back to the basics I discussed earlier as well as some good practice habits, like always 

playing with a timing device like a metronome, drum machine or keyboard rhythm 

track, or with a good recorded band groove. (CAUTION:  Many of these are strictly my 

opinions.  Proceed forewarned.) 

 

1. PICK DIRECTION.  How are you holding the pick?  Is this allowing maximum tone?  

Play a solo you know very slowly.  Examine the tone you’re getting from upstrokes and 

downstrokes.  Here’s a tip:  they should be as even in sound as possible.  If you’re 

playing a fiddle tune, it’s a good bet you’ll be using lots of alternating up and down 

strokes.  Downstrokes usually have the best tone because of simple muscle physics.  

Some of the  most “toneful” players utilize lots of downstrokes (watch Peter Rowan 

play lead; then marvel at Tony Rice’s amazing technique in getting maximum 

downstroke position for tone).  Another tip:  slower songs sometimes sound great 

almost totally downstroked.  Try playing just long, downstroked notes.  Hear the 

overtones?  Try getting a similar tone from your upstrokes. 

 

2. TIMING.  Do you rush or drag certain sections of leads?  Usually, “bad timing” 

comes not from an overall poor sense of beat but rather from a tendency to push or fall 

behind the beat at small twists and turns within a break.  Learn how to spot these 

tendencies by recording what you practice.  Listen for “bad timing” in other places too--

so that you can avoid it, not criticize it. 

 

3. SPEED.  Too many players worry about this.  Truth is, most fast guitar solos just 

sound plain bad, but that doesn’t mean you can’t try.  But if you can’t get it smooth, 

dead-on and in time, or if it doesn’t fit the song, don’t try to be a hero.  Leave it to the 

somebody else.  But if you want to be Mr. Speed, I’d suggest practicing it, plain and 

simple.  Nothing will work better than playing the break fast--and faster, even than you 

plan to perform it--over and over and over and...Choice of pick may help too.  I prefer a 

big, thick white nylon pick for the sound I get from with it on rhythm as well as the lead 



tone, but it’s hard to play fast with it (I also play with the corner of the pick instead of 

the point).  A good, thin tortoise shell pick with a not-too-sharp point will help you play 

a lead faster.  But always pay attention to the tone trade-off.  Also, left-hand techniques 

like pulls, hammers and slides that require less right-hand motion will help you play 

faster.  It’s always easier if you don’t have to play every note with the right hand! 

 

4. PLAY THE MELODY!  Sounds simple enough, but...The point is to get away from 

the whole concept of playing “licks”  and start focusing on playing music.  This is where 

the Taste “T” comes in.  I’ve actually heard people say that their leads are nothing more 

than different licks they’ve put together.  It’s sure easy to get into that showy, contest-

style of playing, especially when you’re younger.  But growing musically means 

thinking of other things like feeling, warmth and making your lead fit the song.  Then 

mabye you’ll look back on those silly days when you tried to play fireworks as the 

embarrassing, self-indulgent adolescence of your musical career. 

 

 Easy to say.  Now, how do you do it?  It’s a difficult process, one that you learn 

only by doing over and over.  Another key is to listen.  Listening well is a fine art.  

Listen to the tasteful, tuneful players.  How do you think they do it?  For one, they 

always have the melody in mind.  Now, they may not play a simplistic melody line, but 

it may be simple (there is a difference, of course).  And it may not be the exact melody, 

but it’s melodic, and it fits.   Tip:  Don’t think of individual notes in a break, but the break 

as a whole. 

 

5. RHYTHMIC SENSE.  Sometimes you can do a lot with a break by using 

unconventional rhythmic twists.  Some players, like Clarence White, could “play” with 

the rhythm without dropping time, and created wonderful effects without complex 

note patterns.  WARNING:  You MUST have a good sense of time to pull this off. 

 

6.  CROSSPICK.  Sometimes a song just cries out for crosspicking instead of a straight 

melodic line of notes.  It’s a great way to break up the “sameness” of your breaks.  Tip:  

the easiest crosspicking pattern on three strings is 1-2-3, down-up-down, but much of 

the best “Stanley style” crosspicking by our friend George Shuffler, Bill Napier and 

some of the others is 1-2-3 (or occasionally 1-3-2), down-down-up. 

 Some people use the term “crosspicking” to explain anything that doesn’t follow 

a straight melodic line in a lead.  You don’t have to use three strings in the familiar 

rhythmic pattern; you can use two or four strings, or play in different times 

 

7. DEVELOP A UNIQUE STYLE.  This is the big one, isn’t it?  This has to be your 

ultimate goal, though.  We simply have too many Tony Rice clones out there, and the 

bluegrass world is anxiously awaiting good players and singers who don’t sound like 



anyone else.  Of course, when you’re starting out, and even when you’ve played for a 

number of years, it’s hard to break out of the “copycat” mode, but it’s crucial.  Hint:  try 

playing a Tony Rice break another way--your own way.  Make up breaks to all the songs 

on one of your favorite records, even if there are no guitar breaks.  Hint:  try playing 

leads with the older Bill Monroe and Flatt and Scruggs recordings.  The timing is 

usually great, and you’ll hear some great music along the way.  Besides, you need to 

hear that stuff anyway if you play bluegrass.  Tip:  try to play the way a vocalist sings.  

Try to make your guitar sound like the voices of Lester Flatt or Tim O’Brien or Alison 

Krauss.  You may laugh, but try. 

 

8. PLAY OFTEN WITH GOOD MUSICIANS.  This is the most problematic thing.  If 

you don’t play with people who have a good grasp of the “Ts,” then you won’t progress 

and could even damage your playing.  However, I do believe it is important to go out 

and play with live musicians no matter what, if nothing else for the therapeutic effects.  

There’s simply nothing like being in the middle of this sound, and being a part of it. 

  

9.  WHERE DO YOU PLAY?  Not as in what dive or what room of the house, but where 

with your right hand?  Play a few single notes about 1 inch from the bridge on the 

fourth string.  Now play the same notes about 1 inch from the end of the fingerboard.  

Hear the difference?  I prefer the sound I get from moving a little further up for leads, 

but I for rhythm, I prefer it much further down, below the sound hole.  Experiment.  

Find what’s best for you, and learn to do it that way smoothly. 

 

10.  CAN YOU HEAR ALL THE NOTES?  Smooth.  That’s the way I like it.  Some 

don’t, and that’s the great thing about democracy.  If you want to play smoother, 

concentrate on these things:  pick placement, practice, smooth pick direction (up or 

down), practice, think ahead half a measure and simultaneously concentrate on what 

you’re playing at that moment, practice, let the notes ring out--sustaining until the next 

note starts, practice, practice. 

 

11. TONE, TONE, TONE.  I can’t say enough about this--too few flatpickers are 

musicians.  Maybe they play for different reasons--if you play mainly to stroke your 

ego, you probably won’t be primarily interested in the tone of your breaks.  You have to 

love that sound.  Too many don’t listen to the sound of the instrument.  It’s beautiful!  

Experiment with different ways to get different tone, using simple lead lines. 

 

12. SIMPLER IS USUALLY BETTER.  I realize this violates much of the flatpicker’s 

canon that has developed over the last twenty years or so, but like it or not, it’s just the 

truth.  As I used to point out to my college History students, there’s a difference 

between simplistic and simple.  In music, one refers to a certain kind of ignorance of a 



tune; the other refers to the courage required to leave out something that doesn’t fit.  

Just because you know something doesn’t mean you should play it.  How many players 

have you heard who throw in everything they know every time they take a break? 

 

13. TRY NOT TO PLAY LICKS.  Technique is a means to an end, a tool to help you 

express a feeling.  A lick is a mechanical fingering mastered through repetition.  There’s 

a world of difference in one of these things and the other; one helps you to play music--

a form of communication, remember--when you play lead guitar, while the other can 

lead to flashy, note-filled finger-wiggling which manages to communicate only one’s 

ego.   There’s a difference between mastering technique and mastering a catalog of licks.  

There’s room for it all, I guess, but beware the pitfalls.  

 

14. LISTEN TO MASTERS OF OTHER STYLES AND INSTRUMENTS FOR ROLE 

MODELS.  Everyone needs role models.  Unfortunately, bluegrass guitarists tend to 

listen only to other bluegrass guitarists.  There is a world full of incredible guitarists 

who don’t play bluegrass and don’t even flatpick.  Then there are the fiddle, dobro, 

banjo, mandolin, bass, saxaphone and piano players who are just downright incredible.  

Why not listen to them when thinking of how to improvise?  Or of how to make your 

guitar sound better?  Try to learn a Stuart Duncan fiddle break on the guitar, or a Jerry 

Douglas dobro break, or a Roy Nichols break, or a Django Reinhardt riff, or a Merle 

Travis song, or an Eric Schoenberg arrangement, or an Oscar Petersen solo, or a Charlie 

Parker tune, or anything Robert Johnson did.  Talk about making your playing sound 

different... 

 


