Guitar Beginnings

A course for non-musicians

The guitar is a wonderful instrument!  It is ridiculously easy to begin to play, and can be used for many types of music.  You may wish to specialise as you develop skills, and follow your own musical interests.  For now, though, the basics of strumming to accompany songs will give a starting point.

Diagrams

In all the diagrams used, the guitar will be shown standing up and facing you.  The reason is that this is the way you will see the guitar as you bend over it!  So:








Choosing Your Guitar

Guitars come in many forms, including six and twelve string, steel strung (acoustic) and nylon strung (classical), bass (which have four strings) and electric.  Prices range from about £30 to many thousands.

There are a number of issues which make buying one difficult:

· Steel strung guitars sound very bright, and have good volume, but can be painful until your finger tips have hardened.

· Nylon strung guitars are easier on your fingers, and tend to be cheaper, but lack volume.  Unless you intend to play classical guitar music, it’s probably best to avoid buying an expensive one.

· Electric guitars are easier to play, but require amplifier and cables.  Not so easy just to pick up and practice at odd moments, and obviously a higher investment.  Very difficult to transfer to an acoustic after learning on an electric, but easy the other way round.

· Twelve string guitars sound great, but are a nightmare to tune!

· Cheap guitars may be totally useless - impossible to tune as the neck just bends when you tension the strings.  Never buy from Argos!  Music shops often have better deals, and will give good advice.  After purchase service should be available on even the cheapest from a proper music shop.

· Privately bought guitars can be excellent value, but find someone who can at least tune and strum a little.  Examine used guitars for cracks and warped neck.

The best solution is to borrow a guitar until you are convinced you’ll carry on, then buy a fairly good one of the type you prefer (about £90 for an acoustic, a little less for a classical will do, but sound really does improve as cost increases!).  At least by that time you’ll be able to try them in the shop before buying.

Ideally, borrow a classical, but a six string acoustic will be fine (if possibly painful to begin with).

If the guitar you use has old strings, even if it’s not been played for a while, buy a new set.  This can make a big difference to sound and comfort (new strings are softer on your fingers), and they are less likely to snap.

Time to end prevarication, and start making sounds.

Tuning Your Guitar

Unfortunately, guitars go out of tune, and if played in this state will give you no encouragement at all - the problem’s not your playing!  Each time you pick your guitar up, check it.

Tuning to known notes:

Each string can be tuned to match another instrument, such as piano or chime bars.  The notes are:


Tuning the guitar to itself:

If you’re just playing by yourself, it doesn’t matter if your guitar is tuned to other instruments.  Just accept that the thickest and lowest string is right, and press that string just to the left of the fifth fret.  Tune the next string (A) to match that note.  Once that is right, do the same with the next string, pressing the (A) string just to the left of the fifth fret, and so on.  This would be a really simple system, but to tune the (B) string, you must press the (G) string just to the left of the fourth fret!




Chords

A chord is simply a collection of notes, played together.  The overall sound will obviously depend on the notes being played.  Music written for guitar accompaniment has chord suggestions written in, such as:

G


C

    D7



G

See him lying on a bed of straw, a draughty stable with an open door.
All we need do, then, to accompany songs, is to learn to play some chords, and learn how to switch between them!

Some Simple Chords

To begin with, we’ll only be using four strings, the four highest tonally, physically at the bottom when you’re holding your guitar.  We can easily move on to six strings later.

With your left hand, press the string indicated by the diagram, and strum (just stroke with your right thumb) the four strings.  Every chord has a letter, and sometimes more information.




Play that a few times - try to get even timing by counting “1…2…3…4…1…2…3…4…”

Try singing at the same time:

“There were ten in the bed and the little one said “Roll over””

The C Chord

C goes with G very well, and with our four strings we need two fingers:
















Now switch between G and C.  Don’t worry about not getting it right first time, just keep counting and strumming, and move as quickly as you can.


G…2…3…4…C…2…3…4…G…2…3…4…C

C…2…3…4…G…2…3…4…G…2…3…4…C

G…2…3…4…C…2…3…4…G…2…3…4…G

Keep practising these patterns until you’re confident that:

· You can remember the finger positions;

· You can change between the chords comfortably;

· You can strum steadily while changing between the chords.

The D7 Chord

A third chord to go with G and C is D7.  One finger stays in the same place when we move from C, but we still need three fingers all together:



Now switch between G and D7.  Don’t worry about not getting it right first time, just keep counting and strumming, and move as quickly as you can.

Try some sequences for changing again.

G…2…3…4…D7…2…3…4…G…2…3…4…D7

C…2…3…4…D7…2…3…4…C…2…3…4…D7

G…2…3…4…C…2…3…4…D7…2…3…4…G

Keep going with those sequences, and practice until:

· You can remember the finger positions;

· You can change between the chords comfortably;

· You can strum steadily while changing between the chords.

Play Some Songs 

G






  D7

If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands;

D7






 G

If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands;

G
       C




    G

If you’re happy and you know it, and you really want to show it


     D7




 G

If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands.

G




D7

G

The more we play together, together, together







D7
       G

The more we play together, the happier we’ll be.

D7

    G


  D7


G

For my friends are your friends, and your friends are mine.






     D7
        G

The more we play together, the happier we’ll be.

G

He’s got the whole world in his hands,



   D7


     

He’s got the whole wide world in his hands,

   G

He’s got the whole world in his hands,



   D7


    G

He’s got the whole world in his hands,

More Chords…

Try these:





Chord Reference







Keep practising:

· Learn the names;

· Make sure your fingers will travel to each chord;

· Try all combinations of moving from one to another.

A Few More Songs....

A


        E

    A

Silent night, holy night.  All is calm, all is bright.

D

         A

Round yon virgin mother and child,

D

   A

Holy infant so tender and mild.

E


A

E
        A

Sleep in heavenly peace; sleep in heavenly peace.

G



D

One more step along the world I go,

D



G

One more step along the world I go;

G


C
G

From the old things to the new,

G
      D    
G

Keep me travelling along with you.

G

     C


   D7

And it’s from the old we travel to the new,

G
   D7

G

Keep me travelling along with you.

D

       G

A

I love the sun, it shines on me,

D
G
    D  
G     D
    A
  D

God made the sun and God made me.

D


      G


    D

If I were a butterfly, I’d thank you Lord, for giving me wings;

D




A

        (A7)

And if I were a robin in a tree, I’d thank you Lord that I could sing;

         D




G

And if I were a fish in the sea, I’d wiggle my tail and I’d giggle with glee;

        A





    D
  G
D

But I just thank you, father, for making me me!

D

For you gave me a heart, and you gave me a smile,


       G

You gave me Jesus and you made me your child;


      A





   D
G
D

And I just thank you, father, for making me me!

A Few More Chords



Yes, more practice.  Find some songs of your own which use the chords you know.  Have a browse in music shops, and buy some books that have music you know.

Moving on...

The obvious next step is to start using all six strings.  This will give a fuller chord in most cases, but not all chords use all six strings to be complete.

Here are a few examples of full chords to practice.  Don’t forget the four string combinations, though, as you can always use these until you are fully confident with six.

 A white string indicates that that string should not be played.





What’s the right hand doing?

Er...  strumming?  There are many other ways of strumming other than the simple down stroke.

· Try upstrokes.  You do not need to strum all the strings on the way up, but just “catch” the thinnest two or three.

· Develop patterns, such as “down, down, down-up down”.  See what fits in with the song you’re singing.

· Pick the lowest note of the chord and then play the full chord.

· Pick the individual notes of the chord....

But realistically, don’t be in too much a hurry to get this right.  Do play around.  Practice often, if only to keep your fingers hardened.  Imagine a months lay off, and then not being able to play because you’ve softened up - very frustrating.

If you know a real guitarist, keep asking for help.  Listen to music and try to work out how the real players are getting a particular effect.

Beginning to play the guitar has changed my life in many ways.  I honestly thought it was impossible, but the enjoyment keeps developing.  One day I’ll maybe be able to emulate real players, but until then, you now know as much as I do!

Steve Bunning
1998
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Go on, impress us all!
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Go on, impress us all!
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