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Introduction

A GUITAR can be many different things. It can be electric, or acoustic, or even electro-acoustic. It can be bluesy, classical, jazzy, folky baroque, or just plain heavy. It can be big enough to fill a football stadium (if, say, Eric Clapton is playing it) or small enough to fill the circle around a campfire. A guitar can be loud enough to make your ears ring for hours afterward, or quiet enough to get a child to go to sleep.

In a similar way, an aspiring guitarist can be many people. He could be a beginning songwriter looking to get in touch with his inner poet, or maybe a longtime heavy metal fan trying to stay in touch with her inner head-banger. Someone may take up the guitar to play for her friends, or for that dreamed-of stadium crowd—or maybe just to play for himself, to prove that he could do it.

How then (you may ask), can this compact volume, The Only Basic Guitar Instruction Book You'll Ever Need, cover the many possibilities of this wondrous instrument, and help fulfill the varied goals of those people (yourself, for one) eager to play the guitar?

The answer is by carefully and thoroughly leading you through the basics, from “What kind of guitar should I get?” on up through “How do I play a blues progression?” In this book, you'll get all the guitar techniques, basic musical knowledge, and exercises and songs you need to progress from a beginner guitarist to an intermediate player who perhaps is on the way to even greater things.

Of course, this book itself is not enough to make you into an accomplished guitarist. There is that little matter of practicing (and more practicing … and more practicing). And you should look to find a guitar teacher you feel comfortable with who can help keep you on the right path and enable you to be the best guitarist you can be. Don't forget to look for advice from fellow guitarists. In becoming a guitarist, you're joining a community—a far-flung and widely divergent one, to be sure—of people who'd be happy to share their knowledge, and to help you along on the way to reaching your guitar-playing dreams.
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Understanding the Basics, and Buying the Right Guitar

DID YOU EVER SEE those boxes in a discount store that say “My First Acoustic Guitar” or “My First Electric Guitar”? To tell the truth, one of those probably shouldn't be your first acoustic or electric guitar. You need to find a guitar that is of good enough quality to make the hours of practicing worthwhile, but not so expensive that it breaks your budget. In this chapter, besides learning the basic guitar facts and terminology, you'll find out all you need to know in order to find a guitar that is the right one for you.

The Anatomy of a Guitar

In order to read and understand the rest of this book, talk knowledgeably with a guitar salesperson, or take guitar lessons, there are a number of terms and words you'll need to be familiar with. The most basic vocabulary to master is this: What are all those different parts of a guitar called? That's what we'll talk about first. (By the way, a number of these terms, and other bits of musical jargon, are defined in the Glossary.)

If you look at Figures 1-1 and 1-2, you'll see that a guitar has three basic parts: a body, a neck, and a head.

Fig. 1-1: The parts of an acoustic guitar

[image: TheOnlyBasicGuitarInstructionBookYoullEverNeed_c001_f001]

Fig. 1-2: The parts of an electric guitar
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The Body

The body in an acoustic guitar is where the sound comes from. It consists of a top piece, which is a sounding board with a sound hole, and a back and sides, which contain the sound and make it resonate.

In a purely electric guitar, the body is made of a solid piece of wood to avoid “feedback,” or too much resonance or screeching when the sound is amplified. It also houses the electronic pickups (which convert the motion of the strings into an electronic signal that can be sent through an amplifier of some kind), and volume and tone controls (which vary the loudness and bass and treble frequencies of the signal). There is also a socket called an output jack, into which you insert a special plug or jack. The other end of the jack goes into a corresponding socket in an amplifier.

In addition, the body has a bridge, made from either wood or metal, which anchors the strings. There are also strap pins or posts, which you can use to attach a shoulder strap.

The Neck

The neck is usually fixed to the body by bolts or glue, or formed from the body in one piece. It often has a metal truss rod running through it to strengthen it and help adjust any slight warping or twisting. The neck has a flat piece of wood (usually mahogany or ebony) called the fingerboard or fretboard. The fingerboard is divided into sections called frets. These sections are marked off by pieces of wire set into the wood, called fretwire. By stopping a string in between the fretwires—that is, “in the middle of the fret”—the frets determine the different pitches or notes you can make on each string. The strings run from the bridge, along the neck and across the nut—which is a piece of wood, plastic, or metal at the top of the neck with slight grooves for each of the six strings—to the tuning pegs.

The Head

The head, sometimes called a headstock, holds the tuning pegs (also called tuning machines, machine heads, or tuning gears) that the strings are attached to. In a six-string guitar there are six tuning pegs. Each tuning peg has a knob you can turn using your fingers. The knob will tighten or loosen the string tension and thus put each string into “tune.”

How Guitars Work

The principle of the guitar is simple. A string is stretched at high tension across the fingerboard between the tuning peg and either the bridge or the tailpiece. By using a fingertip to stop the string at various places on the fingerboard, and plucking the string near the sound hole, you can make the string produce a variety of pitches, or notes. The shorter the length of string, the higher the pitch; the longer the string, the lower the pitch. (That's why a double bass has a booming bass sound, and a mandolin or violin has a more high-pitched treble sound.)

String Thickness

There are three bass strings and three treble strings. (We'll talk a lot more about strings in the sections in Chapter 2 on tuning.)

As with string length, string thickness also affects pitch. The thinner the string, the higher the pitch. Besides the length of the string affecting whether you get a high note (short length = treble) or a low note (long length = bass) the strings range in thickness. The thinnest is the E String 1 (treble) and the thickest is the E String 6 (bass). The gauge of a string refers to its thickness. So you can have the same pitch on, say, the E String 1, but use different gauges.

By angling the bridge “just right” you change the string length and therefore help create the right pitch. You add to this by using strings of varying thickness called gauges, which are measured in millimeters.

Frets

Each fret on the guitar is a “half-step” away from the fret on either side. A half-step is the smallest interval, or distance between two notes, you can have in Western music. If you look carefully at a piano keyboard, you'll see it's mostly made up of alternating black notes and white notes that are half-steps away from each other.

On the guitar, to play two notes a half-step away from each other, all you have to do is stop any string in the middle of a fret, and then stop that string in the middle of the next fret. So to go up or down the guitar in half-steps, all you have to do is move your finger up or down the strings, stopping the strings one fret at a time.

Electric Guitars: Where Does the Sound Come From?
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