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FOREwWORD

Today, the sky's the limit for leaming to play guitar. You have videos, books
schools and CDs. The opporiunities are endless to be the best player you can ez

Learn all you can. Learn to play the basics first, then expand your technigque
but don't forget the little things that become so imporiant: dynamics, note
choice, phrasing. Sometimes what you don 't play is just as imporant as what
you do play. Listen 1o other players, and to as many different types of music as
you can, You'll find it easier to understand other people’s styles. and eventually
you will start sounding like yourself. And in the long run, that's the goal of
gvery musician.

Good luck, enjoy the book. and keep practicing!

B.B. King

Biues MAastir COMPLETE



INTRODUCTION

Article on B.B. King's style appearing in the July 1992 issue of Guilar World magazine
(REPRINTED BY PERMISSION)

ROYAL BLUES

His majesty, B.B. King, demonstrates why he rules in this historic
lesson in bends, scales and slides.

FAGURE 1 FIGURE 2 BA.E 13TH-POSITION BLUES PATTERN

BY ASKOLD BUK (7 (7
BV ey BV e ey
VERY FEW MUSICIANS have had as much 8 - e - A 1 s
impact on their peers as B.B. King. He : — H = —
has influenced penerations of puitariss, ':_"J 1 3
and his playing continues to be fresh and
vibrant. B.B.'s ideas are deceptively sim- f E 20 B3 4 3§
ple, yet upon analysis they stand up as R
sophisticated musical statements. He —_—1s — AT
phrases impeccably, always hits the T b7 4 T B— 15—
“nghl” notes, and is possessed of a vibrato A 54
that is like nothing else. R -
As the interviewer on B.B.'s instrue- L {

tional video series BB, King: Bluesmarter

{CPP Media Graup), | was able 1o hang  pgure 2 (i
out with hi:_n arld discuzs practically every Swing feel "—" <] b
aspect of his unique style. BB, proved 1o ©

be & warm, funny and humble man, wially

commilted o music, and generous (o a L bt bt i
faull when it came to sharing his ideas. It . & . e M

was an unforgetiable experience. 7 : - _F 5

When you think of B.B. King, the first :
thing that comes to mind is vibraro. He || ®
ays he developed it as 8 result of heaning
his cousin, the legendary Delta blucsman
Bukka White, play. "He used a boitleneck, | P =
and 1 tried W copy the sound, or get as
close as possible, with my fingers,” B.B.
said before playing Figure 1. “T use the
vibrata to make & paini—to end an idea.”

B.B. gets his vibrato started by hooking
his thumb over the wp of the freiboard.  FPGURE 4 fo
Afer that, the only point of contact be-  Swingfeel + J°/
vween his Jeft hand and the neck is that of (7
his finger fretiing the note he is playing. e N - SR T
The vibrato comes from the wrist—B.B. p 1
shakes his whole hand rapidly and evenly. ~__f3 < . n"rFLJ'F A
“The faster I shake my hand, the better it H_ | m—rh _ﬂ
saunds to me,” he said. “1 want it to sound = :
like the vibralo in & person’s voice.”

We mext talked sbout scales, focusing
on B.B.'s favorite blues pattern, & varia- E
tion of the blues scale (Figure 2). Whereas o .
the stock minar pentatonic “box” contains | L—F— s ot

A
—ﬂ

A

% bl
l

o

the root, Aanad third, fourth, Afth and fat-
1ed seventh, B.B."s pattern contains the
root, second/minth, flatied turd, fourth, L

Bt ur; mm:.zmnm
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fifih mmd sixth. This is the scale of choace
for contemporary blues and jazz artists
such as Robben Ford and Lamy Carlion,
and hints at B.B."s jarz influcnces.

He mianages to creite o wealth of music
cut of this position, Figare 3 shows a lick
that B.B. oflen uses is an imm, or, 28 he
sabd, “to kick the whale band in together.”
Figure 4 I8 an example of his soulful
bending style. B.B. uses reinforoed string
trerding, backing up ihe ring finger bend
with the index and middle fingers of his
left hand for mope stirength and support.
Notice that he goes wan adjscent siing
with the same finger he bends with,
a somewhat idiosyncratic museuver, 43
most players would change fingers,

Figure 5 introduces e concept of pre-
cirion bending. of which BB, is a master,
In this example he bends the D 1o an Eb
{hali-step), whereas i the previous exam-
ple, he bent the D up to an E (whale slep).
Drepending on the harmony of the under-
lying chord, he will bend a pote up a half-
step, whole siep, step-and-a-half or two
steps. In Figure 6, BB bends the G up o
a Bb and holds it for over & méasure. Keep-
ing this in pitch and time requires tremca-
dous hand strength.

B.H. talked about some of his jazz infli-
ences: 1 got my phrasing from lisiening
to horn players such as Lester Young,
Bobby Hackeit and Louis Jordan, but |
never really sal down and (houghi shout
it—it's just something | hear.” B.1.'s jazz
leanings are evident in Figure 7, us be
swings hard over the IV chord (F7) ina C
blues. He hits all the nght notes, from the
apper extensions of F7 (Bl [the eleventh]
and G [the minth]), to rsolving 1o the ma-
jar third (E&) of C7.

Se far in this position, we've seen BB,
bend from the secondninth (D} to the
flatted third (Ek) or namral third (E5), and
from the fifth (G} ta the sivb (A} or the
flatted seventh (Bb). In Figure 5, be bends
the fourth (F) up to the fifth (G), Notice
again the unorthodox fingering with
which he keeps the bead within the pat-
tern. Most guiterists would bend the Fup
with their ring finger (a la Albert King
and Stevie Ray Vaughan), but BB. wses
his index finger. Pay sitention o the left-
hand fingering here—again, BB. jumps
strings with the same finger he used to
bend the nole. Figure 9 is a variation that
has been adopted by many madem blues
and fusion players. Natics how BB, oul-
lines the chord tones of F7 (F, A, C, Eb)
descending chromatically to the flatied
seventh (Eb).

Though this is handly the anly position
B.B. uses, for all intents and purposes il is
his home base, This patem (inchiding the
bent notes) produces the fliowing lones:
C. D, Eb, E&, F, G, A, B In cisence, yoo
have a C mixolydian seale (C, IV EF, G,
A, Bs) with an added mines thind (Ek),
which is a Jot more sophisicated than the
minor pentatonic scake mast blaes gui-
furists use,



Both Figures 10 and 11 start in this posi-
tion bul shift to others, Figure 10 is a C6
arpeggio (C, E. G. A), fingered in “'pure
B.B." sivle, which over a C7 chord pro-
duces a C13 sound. This is a classic lick
B E. uses 1o bridge the | chord (C7) o the
I'V chord (F7). Figure 11 is a typical caden-
za, full of fecling and fire, that is similar o
the emdings of many of BB."s songs. Here
we see posilion shifls, double-sops, chro-
malicism and minor-pentatonic ideas.

These ideas barely scratch the surface
of B.B. King's multi-faceted style. [
learned a lot from B.B.. but it all hit home
when he summarized the concepts, “Al-
ways use your ¢ars and your 1aste,” he
said. “Learn all the positions, chords and
scales—thar’s important—but play the
ones that sownd best o you.” And that’s
advice any guitarist could use. ® -
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LEceEND OF MUSICAL SYMBOLS
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Here is a sample chord progression for “You Upset Me Baby.” The voicings

and rhythms are what B.B."s rhythm guitarist might play on this tune. Keep in
mind that you may substitute a ninth chord for a dominamt seventh chord (e.g.,

GY9 for GV) at any ime.

You UprPser ME BABY/ RHYTHM GUITAR
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You Upser ME BAaBy/INTRO

B.B. kicks off “You Upset Me Baby™ with some T-Bone Walker-type ideas. In
bars ?-9, he uses the G minor pentatonic scale exclusively. In bars 9-10 and
13-14, B.B. bends the b3 of the G7 chord (Bb), to the k3 (BE).
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You Upser ME BABy /FIRST SOLO

The first solo features some great eighth-position playing. Pay specific atten-
tion to the lefi-hand fingering in bars 10 and 12. Maotice that B.B. bends the C
to the C§ or D on the first string with his first finger. This is an important ele-
ment of his style, later incorporated by modern blues/fusion guitarists such as
Larry Carlton and Robben Ford.

Bars 15-17 feature a wide bend of a step and a half. B.B. holds the bend while
grooving hard. This is a classic B.B. King lick; it might require some practice
on your part to keep it in pitch.
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You UpseTr ME BABY/SECOND SOLO

In bars 13-16 of the second solo, B.B. plays a double-stop (two notes at once)
idea that pays tribute to his jazz roots. He pedals the root (G) on fop while
moving the third (B) up to the fifth (D) chromatically. It is an idea that can be
heard in much of George Benson’s playing, and which shows the depth of B.B.
King's musical knowledge.

The ending cadenza is a great workout. It covers most of the neck and includes
much of B.B.’s vocabulary: scalar runs, bends, chromaticism, double-stops and
octaves.
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ExAampLe 7

B.B. bases a lot of his ideas around chord shapes. Rather than playing in one
position, he moves up the neck to propel the solo. For example, in the key of
G. B.B. goes up to the tenth position to play over the WV chord (D7), He then
moves down to the eighth position to play over the 1V (C7).

In this example, notice how B.B. outlines the C9 chord in bars 2 and 5, and the

D9 chord in bar 4,
Freely
guitar | (B.B.)
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ExampLE 2

Askold: That was a beautiful lick you played over the D chord, going back o
the C chord.

B.B.: Don’t ask me to do it again! (laughter)

After that exchange, B.B. proceeds 1o play a more complex version of the pre-
vious example. Notice the jazz-like line in bar 3, which features a piano-like
arpeggio over the G7 chord. Again, B.B. moves up the neck to play over the C
and D chord shapes, but this time his ideas are much more intricate.
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ExAamMPLE 3

Swing feel { 4-4

B.B. finds that elements of country music, as well as jazz and gospel, creep
into the overall blues feel. He says that if you play a tune with a lot of changes,
vyou don't have to worry about playing a specific nole because the lines are in
the chords. Over a simple progression such as a [-TV=V blues, however, your

choice of notes (and their placement) bas to be more careful.

B.B. plays this example in a jazz vein:
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ExAampLE 4

He then plays the same cxample in a blues style. “You really got to be placing
them [the notes] in the right place,” B_B. says. “People guite often suy, “Well,
anybody can play the blues." Yes, you can—anybody can do most anything,
but would you fike i7"
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ExAmPLE 5

To illustrate the I-VI-TI-V progression (G7-ET7-AT-D7), B.B. plays this beau-
tiful example. “There's a lot you can play over this progression,” he says, “amd
you can make it bluesy!™
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Rocik ME BABY/ RHYTHM GUITAR

“Rock Me Baby™ is a standard 12-bar blues which features an interesting
rhythm pattern. Over the I chord (Bh), a Bb6 cherd is played, moving to the
Ab6 chord and back.

Analyzing the notes in relation to Bp, the BL6 chord produces the root (Bl),
third (D) and thirteenth (G}, and the AL6 gives us the flatted seventh (Ab), ninth
(C), and fifth (F). Combining these notes results in a Bj13 sound.

The same pattern is played over the IV chord (E}) and V chord (F), producing
Eb13 and F13 sounds, respectively.
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Rock ME BABY/INTRO

The solo work on “Rock Me Baby™ is textbook B.B. King. Notice his choice of
notes throughout the ne.

In bar 10 of the intro, and bar 6 of the second solo, B.B. outlines the E7
chord, bending the sixth of Ep7 (C) to the flatted seventh (IDb). In bars 14-15

of the second solo, he plays the high Bl note with his pinky, answering each
time with a variation of a theme started in bar 13. B.B. ends the tune with a
typical fiery cadenza.
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Rock ME Bapy /FIRsT SOLO
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Rock ME BABY/SECOND SOLO
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ExAMPLE 6

Swingfeel [3°] )

Charlie Christian was a big influence on B .B. King's style. B.B. observes that
Christian’s diminished scale ideas sometimes show up in his playing. To
demonstrate, B.B. plays a “bounce” blues in G. Notice the G diminished arpeg-

gio in bars 13-14 (G, Bb, D). E).
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ExAmPLE 7

Hom players, particularly Louis Jordan, also influenced B.B., who would try 1o
mimic the phrasing of the horn on the guitar. Here B.B. plays a slow blues and
comments, “1"m still hearing the horn.™
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ExAampPLE 8

Swingfed J 3 7

N.C.
guitar ! (B.8.)

B B. plays this example in the style of saxman Johnny H-u-l:l:g:s:, who would of-
ten sit on the perfect note. By bending a note and sustaining it. B.B. gets the
same effect.
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ExAMPLE 9

On this eight-bar blues, B.B. feels like he's “mlking to a person.” He believes
that on a slow blues, the phrasing should be more laid-back and personal.

B.B. is always awarc of the chord progression and consistently chooses his
notes 1o fit the changes perfectly, as in bars 17—18 where he bends the second

(Eb) to the flatted third (F5) of the Dbm7 chord.
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Nopopy LOVEs ME BUur My MOTHER/INTRO

“Mobody Loves Me But My Mother” is a great example of a slow, soulful
blues tune, B.B. plays it with an organ trio, and his performance is exceptionz.
Don't let the rhythms or the amount of notes intimidate you; the tempo is quits
slow and if you listen to the tape, you'll feel the phrasing.

Notice how B.B. outlines the A7 chord in bars 1 and 7 and the D9 chord i»
bars 2 and 10 of the intro. This is a B.B. trademark—he never hits a “wrong™
note. Bars 3435 of the solo feature a sophisticated harmonic idea, as BE.
plays a descending Bm9 arpeggio (C§, A, F&, D, B) over the E9 chord. These
notes give us the thirteenth, eleventh, ninth, flatted seventh and fifth of E, re-

spectively.
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ExampLe TO

guitar 1 (B.R.)
N.C.(G)

BE.B. demonstrates the use of sixths in the blues idiom in this short example.
Bars 1 and 2 feature a traditional turnaround which would be played over the
last two bars of a 12-bar blues (over the I and ¥V chords).
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ExAampPLE TT

B.B. “stretches out” on a jump blues in F§. For someone who is primarily
known as a blues player, the amount of jazz chops B.B. exhibits is amazing.
Check out the chromaticism in bars 8—9 and 13—15, and the great triplet idea
over B7 in bars 17—18. Try taking bits and pieces of this solo and applying
them 1o your own soloing style.

- = = -_
1 A A J
- - - -
L | L | | - | 4
= or £ Cd -
4 i 2
L ] -
M
i
l J ] l I | |
1 1 i 1 1 1 I
5 - + %
- a -1 a e 1 b | = Aa
= = Ed - o = =i o
= a - 2 = 3 y Y
- - = - - kS -
- - - a5 5 = =
- - = d -

V

i

™y

™
r"l

X
bt

i

I

L]
L1 H)
\

]
(- -3

E

-~ n Il
= - X
3 - | G x| —3 2 1 I TR
- - = = - - - -
A 3 1 i i 1 i i i
- Es T LS Ll i L - -
2 Fal ] =1 3 =5 L1 = =
- - = - - - - - -

[} 5]
1
]



Am7

Df7 s

Try|r

[ o =0 R o]

I o

Gbs

Dmaj7

=

_—

—

A -11d
1 s.i._
-
L ]
Ll
i
ury
Nl
L -]
+
L =]
#ﬂl

} 4

ol T TR

44

i 11

-
%1; - u

o o

-

- =

o

i 4




T i
b |
iy H o
o S
-‘T I
b $ A LT
L il 1 -
-
o Mrmm | o+
- -
»T
i o .lm*. A w il S
I o
EY
[ [
b "
T A | [ J......?.
' + T -
Ls ] H.l
[ _4 mﬂ.
i 1
(s
+ - / <HEE]
o
T +

rivyrhen guitar continues simile
&




e o

TR

A

B7

=
]

b

2

a @

Cdi

@m
i

A

Dg?

F§7

P

let ring ...

Gfjm7 G maj7

—

i1

1
i

CE

T
Lillk
T

LT Erd

B
—=
g
9




THE THRILL Is GONE/RHYTHM GUITAR
Here is a sample progression for B.B_"s all-time hit, “The Thrill Is Gone.” This
is a traditional 12-bar minor blues, with the ¥V chord (G7) being approached by
the pV1 chord (AL7) in bar 9.
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TrHE THRILL s GONE/INTRO

and 30 of the second solo. He also uses the natural sixth (Ab) in bars 4344,
T PR

47—49 and 53-54 of the second solo, thus hinting at the C dorian mode. Once

Gone.” He adds the Aatted fifth {(Gk) in bar 11 of the first solo and bars 21, 26
again, B.B. displays his depth and natural musicianship.

B.B. primarily uses the € minor pentatonic scale to solo over “The Thnll Is
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THE THRiILL Is GONE/FIRST SOLO
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THE THRILL Is GONE/SECOND SOLO
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