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I wrote this book for all of the guitarist out there who can pass as a decent player to the untrained 

ear, but still fall short among trained musicians. Perhaps they know some cool riffs and some bar 

chords, but they’re not really sure what they are playing, or even why. This book is meant for 

those players who are sick of feeling inadequate in certain situations and are ready to take their 

playing to the next level.  
 

If I’m describing you right now, my answer for you is simple: numbers. By describing music in 

numbers, you’ll begin to see the patterns emerge, allowing you gain comfort anywhere on the 

fretboard, over any progression, in any key. But fair warning: this book is not meant for those 

who are looking for a quick fix. Learning licks can be beneficial, but can only get you so far. It’s 

the equivalent of giving you just a fish. My goal in writing this book is not to feed you, but to 

teach you how to fish so that you’ll be self-sufficient in any situation. Although this process will 

feel less rewarding at first, I urge you to stick it out, because in the long run, you’ll achieve much 

more. Learning songs will become much easier because you’ll begin to recognize everything 

someone is playing in a song because you’ve been working on those basic building blocks that 

they’re pulling from this entire time, all of which can be found in this book. 
 

There are two ways to approach anything in life; creatively or from an academic standpoint. The 

majority of this book is mainly theory and fretboard logic with hardly any creative sections. 

Although you will need to practice this material in an academic manner, you should get creative 

and have fun with it as soon as you’ve built up accuracy and dexterity. This academic approach 

might be less fun now, but it will allow for much greater creative potential down the road. 
 

Reading music is not a prerequisite to be able to understand and play anything in this book, but 

you will need to know how to read rhythms, which we will cover in chapter 2 if you’re not 

already familiar. As a player, if you choose not to be able to read (or are just having trouble 

getting good at it), all is not lost as a musician. Sure, reading is definitely useful in helping you to 

be able communicate better with others and could even mean the difference between landing 

some professional level gigs or not, but as long as you understand your theory, know your guitar 

in and out and can read rhythms, you’ll be fine pretty much anywhere else in the world of music. 

Hendrix, for example, could not read music, but that was also before the market was saturated 

with thousands of great guitar players, so I’ll leave the question of “to read or not read” up to you. 
 

This book is not necessarily meant to be followed from front to back in a linear fashion. 

Everyone is different and therefore their paths will be too. It’s not to say there’s no logic in the 

way I have things ordered in the book; the information definitely progresses in level and ability 

as you move through the chapters. It’s just that I understand that generally most people want 

results sooner rather than later and if that means connecting the pentatonics in chapter 5 and 

beginning ear training in chapter 10 before you’ve covered some of the other material in 

between, that’s fine to an extent. I will say this though: If you choose to jump around a bit, I 

would recommend consulting with a guitar teacher to make sure you’re not skipping over some 

essential information that could intern hinder what you’re capable of accomplishing with the 

material that you are working on.  



 

If you’re serious about learning the guitar, theory is an absolutely essential tool that will filter 

through everything you will play. It is because of this that I can’t overstate the importance of 

having a deep understanding of the material presented in this first chapter and its direct 

correlation between having any success with this book or not. Yes, there is definitely something 

to be said about trusting your ear, but don’t be fooled; you can understand theory AND still have 

a really good ear. Both skills should be realized, which is why we’ll cover ear training in the last 

chapter. Since music is a language completely and utterly based in real time, the quicker you can 

access its information, the better. If I asked you how to spell the word “paper”, you (hopefully) 

wouldn’t hesitate; nor should you hesitate if I asked you to spell an E major triad, or if I inquired 

as to how many flats were in the key of Ab.  
 

 

The Chromatic scale is a composed of entirely half steps, using all 12 notes in a row. As 

a guitar player, you can think of it as 12 frets back to back, if you’d like. Since there’s no point 

of resolution, it won’t matter which 12 frets you choose. On the guitar, it’s hard to distinguish 

between natural notes and ones with accidentals (sharps or flats) because all the frets are the 

same, so I’ll use a piano as a reference to help clarify.  
  

Essentially, the musical alphabet moves in whole steps (one whole step being equal to 2 half 

steps combined) from A to G and the space in between each letter is shared and can either be 

referred to as the lower letter sharped (#, or raised) or the higher letter flatted (b, or lowered). 

However, there are two exceptions. If you notice there are no black keys between the notes E/F 

and B/C. These are what are known as the natural half steps. If you commit them to memory, the 

rest of the notes will move in whole steps while sharing the note in between them, as mentioned 

above.  
 

For example, if you were on A and wanted to raise the note a half step (or play the black key 

above A), it would be “A#”, but on the other hand if you were on B and wanted to lower it a half 

step (or play the black key below B), it would be “Bb”. A# and Bb are the exact same note, but 

there is an important difference between the two that we will discover when we learn how to 

make major scales.  

 



Here’s how to play the chromatic scale in two octaves (octave meaning reaching the name of 

the note you started on after passing all 12 half steps of the chromatic scale, making this scale 

two consecutive chromatic scales). The circled numbers below the staff will represent which 

fingers you should use. Make sure you pick each individual note alternating evenly between 

down strokes and up strokes. This is known as alternating picking, which will be 

explained in greater depth in the next chapter. When you ascend, you should leave each finger 

down after you’ve used it until it’s time to move to the next string. When you descend, you 

should try and place all the fingers you’re going to use on the string before you even play one 

note. Holding your fingers down when ascending and placing them all down at once when 
descending will apply to all of our scales from here on out. Here it is: 
 

 
 

 

If you start on any note and ascend a whole step, then another whole step, then a half step, then a 

whole step, then another whole step, then another whole step and finally one more half step, 

you’ll have played a major scale with the name of the note you started (and finished) on. Or for 

short, you can think of it as: whole, whole, half, whole, whole, whole, half, which can be 

simplified even further as WWHWWWH.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Throughout this book I’ll make references to approaching the guitar in two general ways: 

vertically (in position from the floor up), or horizontally (left to right across the 

fretboard). Here is the C major scale as demonstrated horizontally on the B string starting at the 

1st fret: 

 
As mentioned on the previous page, there are two half steps in any major scale and when you 

start on C, those half steps fall perfectly in line with the natural half steps found within the 

chromatic scale. If we start on any other note, however, we won’t be as lucky. This is where 

sharps and flats will come into play. 

 

As you move away from the center key of C, you’ll have to start raising or lowering notes so that 

they will conform to the “WWHWWWH” formula. In a major scale there are 7 notes (8 if you 

include the octave) and we can assign a number from 1-7 to each of these notes. These numbers 

are referred to as scale degrees and each scale degree will be dedicated to a specific letter of 

the alphabet and CAN NOT borrow a letter from another scale degree. So for instance in the key 

of G, the 7th scale degree is an F#, not a Gb because the letter G is already dedicated to the 1st 

scale degree. 
 

Scale degrees in the key of G: 

 
 

If you count 5 scale degrees from C, you’ll get G, which if you apply the WWHWWWH formula 

to it, you’ll get 1 sharp (F#). The space between the 1st and the 5th scale degrees is known as a 

perfect 5th which we’ll learn about more in chapter 4, but I’ll use the term now in order to 

simplify things a bit. If you moved another perfect 5th above G, you would get the key of D (two 

sharps). If you continue to ascend in perfect 5ths, you’ll continue to add one more sharp every 

time. Now if you were to descend from C in perfect 5ths, you would begin to add one flat every 

time. This is why we refer to the following chart as the circle of 5ths. 



The Circle of 5ths 

 
 

Memorizing key signatures can be a daunting task, but I have a couple tricks for us that will 

work for most key signatures.  
 

Step 1: Memorize the two keys that won’t conform to our tricks: C and F.  
 

C: no sharps or flats 

                  F: 1 flat, Bb 
 

Step 2: Memorize the sentences for the order of sharps and flats. 
  

There’s a mnemonic device that works one way to memorize the order of sharps that are added 

and when read backwards, it’ll give you the order of flats. The order in which accidentals are 

added is not only specific, but accumulative as well. So for instance, if the key of D has 2 sharps 

(F# and C#) and those sharps will account for two out of the three sharps in the key of A (F#, C# 

and G#), so it’s important to be precise when figuring out how many accidentals a key has. 
 

#’s = Father Charles Goes Down And Ends Battle 

b’s = Battle Ends And Down Goes Charles’ Father  



Step 3: Memorize the tricks for sharps and flats: 
 

Sharp Trick: 
If you look at the right side of the circle of 5ths, you might notice that all of the sharp keys, with 

the exception of Gb/F#, are the names of the strings on the guitar: G = 1#, D = 2#s, A = 3#s, E = 

4#s and B = 5#s. So if the key you’re trying to figure out is the name of a guitar string, it should 

be a dead giveaway that it contains sharps and not flats (but if not, if the key is not C or F and 

doesn’t have a flat next to the name, then it’s definitely a sharp key). Once you know your key 

has sharps, you can then count through the strings starting on G until you’ve reach your key. 

Once you’ve figured out how many sharps there are, you’ll then count that number of words 

from the beginning of the sharp sentence (always from the beginning!) in order to find out what 

those sharps are. 
 

Ex: “What’s in the key of A?” 

1. Count the strings on the guitar starting on the G string and moving lower: 

G = 1#,  D = 2#’s and A = 3#’s 

2. Count that many words in starting from the beginning of the sentence: 

Father Charles Goes  

3. Answer: “The key of A has 3 sharps: F#, C# and G#”  
 

Flat Trick:  
Besides the key of F, you’ll know it’s a flat key immediately because the key will have a flat in 

the name, so all you’ll have to do is start from the beginning of the flat sentence and count one 

word past the word that represents the key you’re trying to find. The number of words you will 

have counted will let you know how many flats there are, as well as what they will be. 
 

Ex: “What’s in the key of Eb?” 

1. Battle Ends And 

2. Answer: “The Key of Eb has 3 flats: Bb, Eb, and Ab 
 

Here are a couple more flat tricks: The last flat added is the next key. For instance in the key of 

Eb, the last flat added was Ab. Guess which key has 4 flats? Also, the first 4 flats spell the word 

“bead”. 
 

 

A great way to start applying these scales to the guitar (and to try and improve your knowledge 

of the fretboard as well) is to play each scale horizontally on each string. You should start on the 

lowest possible note found within the scale, ascend up to the 12th fret and then come back down 

again. Make sure to say each note’s name as you play it. Depending on which key you’re in and 

what string you’re on, the first note might be the 1st fret and not the open string, so be careful! 

 

 

 

 

 



Example: The key of G (1# = F#) on all 6 strings: 
 

 

                 

                      

            

                                  

 
 



When you play the 3rd string, you’re actually starting and stopping on the 1st scale degree (aka 

the tonic of the scale), so it probably sounds “right” to you. Since the other strings are starting 

and stopping on notes other than the tonic (but are still using only one sharp), you’re actually 

playing some of the different modes of the key of G. This process will give the same exact notes 

a completely different sound. We’ll learn more about modes in chapter 4. 
 

Hopefully this process will help to shed some light on the areas of the neck you’re not very 

familiar with, but if it’s not working fast enough for you, another great way of learning the note 

names across the entire fretboard is to first take the time to memorize the names of the open 

strings/12th fret. Once you’re clear on those, then memorize the name of 7th fret for all of the 
strings. Continue with the 10th frets, then the 3rd frets and finally the 5th frets. Once you’re 

done, anytime you go to find a note, you’ll always be within a whole step from a note you 

already know on the neck and eventually the entire neck will become clear. 
 

 

It’s important to able to know how to find a scale degree of a certain key, so here’s the process: 
 

Ex: “What’s the 6th scale degree in the key of A?” 

 

1. What’s in the key?: A = 3#’s (F#, C# and G#) 

2. Starting on the key name, count the appropriate number of scale degrees, including the    
       appropriate accidentals: 

 

And there’s your answer: “The 6th scale degree in the key of A is F#.” To speed things up, you 

don’t have to add the accidentals on the scale degrees you’re counting over, but it is important to 

know that they’re there. For example: “A, B, C, D, E, F: In the key of A, F is sharped, so the 

answer is F#.”  
 

 

Major, minor and diminished triads (aka chords) are composed of 3 notes that are formed 

naturally when you play every other note in the major scale off of each scale degree (1,3,5 – 

2,4,6 – 3,5,7 etc.). This is known as harmonizing the major scale. When writing these chords, 

it is assumed that a triad is major unless otherwise specified. So instead of writing C Major, you 

can simply write “C” and instead of writing the entire word “minor” out, it can be represented by 

a lower case “m” as in “Dm”. Also, as with scale degrees, we can assign numbers to represent 

triads. This is done with upper case Roman numerals for major triads and lower case Roman 

numerals for minor triads. So for example, the triad built off the first scale degree is the “I 

chord”; the triad formed off the second degree would be the “ii chord”, etc. The vii chord is 

diminished, which is represented by a lowercase Roman numeral with a circle next to it. The 

relation between these chords is known as diatonic, or being found within the same scale, 

which is a term that can also apply to notes found within the same scale as well. 



Here are the triads that are found in the C major scale: 

 
Notice that there are 3 major triads (I, IV, and V), 3 minor triads (ii, iii and vi) and one 

diminished chord (vii). What makes I, IV and V major; ii, iii, and vi minor; and vii diminished, 

you ask? This: 
 

There are three notes in every triad. In the major triad there are two whole steps (also known as a 

major 3rd, represented by “M3”) between the 1st and 2nd notes, and a whole and a half step (or a 

minor 3rd, represented by “m3”) between the 2nd and 3rd notes. In a minor triad, the 3rd is 

lowered one half step (also known as “flatting the 3rd” or “a b3”). If we flat the 3rd, the space 

between the 1st and 2nd note is now a minor 3rd and the space between the 2nd and 3rd note is a 

now a major 3rd. The diminished triad is composed of two minor 3rds, or 1, b3, b5 and the 

augmented triad (which I’ll display below, but won’t discuss in detail until later) is composed 

of two major 3rds, or 1, 3, #5. 

 
When harmonizing the major scale, you will naturally get major and triads as well as one 

diminished triad just by the way the whole steps and half steps play out. Since the I, IV, and V 

chord are always major, the ii, iii and vi are always minor, and the vii chord is always 

diminished, it’s best to just commit these to memory so that if someone asks you what the IV 

chord is in the key of C, you’ll immediately know that it’s major. Then all you’ll have to do is 

count 4 scale degrees from C before you land on F: The IV chord in the key of C is F major. 
  

Becoming familiar with referring to chords in the form of Roman numerals is very useful for 

many reasons. For example, often players will call out a tune and tell you, if you don’t know it, 

“It’s easy. Just a I, vi, ii, V in the key of C”. If you’re quick with this process, you’ll immediately 

be able to deduce that the chords to that particular song are C, Am, Dm, G.  



 

You should also be able to spell out triads. Here’s how you do it: 

1. What’s in the key of the name of the chord you’re trying to spell? (Doesn’t matter if the   
 chord is major or minor) 

2. Spell out the 1, 3 and 5 scale degrees. 

3. Add the key’s appropriate accidentals to any of the notes that require a sharp or a flat. 

4. If it’s major triad, you already have your answer. If it’s minor, lower the 3rd a half step. 

5. If it’s augmented, raise the 5th in the major triad you arrive at in step 3. If it’s diminished, 

lower the 5th of the minor triad you arrive at in step 4. 
 

Ex: “What’s in a Eb major chord?” 

1. The key of Eb = 3 b’s, Bb, Eb and Ab 

2. The 1, 3, 5 = Eb G B 

3. In the key of Eb, B is also flatted, so: Eb G Bb is your answer. 

4. If I had asked what’s in a Eb minor chord, simply lower the third down to an Gb (not F# 
because that would be a raised 2, not a lower 3rd and would imply that there’s no more 

natural 2 and that the 3rd is still G, not Gb). 

5. Eb augmented = Eb G B; Eb diminished = Eb Gb Bbb (A) 
 

When you’re asked to spell out a specific chord within a key, it’s fairly straight-forward. Start 

with the name of the chord, which is often referred to as the root of the chord (or the 1st scale 

degree), and skip notes just like we did when we harmonized the scale. Then add the key 

signature’s appropriate accidentals.  
 

Ex: “Spell the V chord in the key of G.” 

1. What’s in the key of G? 1 sharp (F#) 

2. What’s the 5th scale degree? G(1), A(2), B(3), C(4), D(5) 

3. Skip letters and apply accidentals starting from the D: D +F# + A. You don’t have to 

worry about trying to make it major or minor: so long as you’ve applied the key’s 

appropriate accidentals (in this case G major), that’ll work itself out naturally. 
 

Again, you want to get to the point where you can spell an F minor triad as fast as you can spell 

the word “dog”. Try not to rely on your guitar to help you find the answer. Do this all in your 

head. When first getting started with this process, you can write out what your accidentals are in 

order to keep track of them, but eventually you shouldn’t have to write anything out. You’ll 

thank me later. 
 

As a side note, the vi chord is what’s known as the relative minor of the key you’re in (or relative to 

the I chord). So for instance, Am is the relative minor of C major. We make this distinction because if you 

play a C major scale starting on A, you get what is known as a natural minor scale and since this natural 

minor scale shares the same notes as C major, they’re relationship is referred to as relative major/minor. 

This will come into play when we begin to talk about pentatonics and then again when we talk about 

modes. 

 

 



 

As you start out learning the guitar, there are areas of the fretboard you might sort of understand, 

but for the most part, much of the neck seems like a black hole of information. Utilizing the 

horizontal scales is one of the first steps you can take towards filling that void, especially on both 

the 5th and 6th string (A and low E) which will also help you to find bar chords.  
 

There are two very useful bar chord shapes. One whose root is on the 5th string and one whose 

root is on the 6th string. These shapes can also be referred to as their open chord equivalents: the 

fifth string root is an A shape and the 6th string root is an E shape. Believe it or not, these chords 

are just triads even though you’ll be playing 5 or 6 strings because they double or even triple up 

on notes like the 1’s or the 5’s of the chords. These chords are also movable, so whatever note 

you place the root on (which have been boxed off below) is the name of the chord. For instance, 

if the 6th String major chord is placed on the 3rd fret, it’s a G chord. Move it up 2 frets to the A 

and it becomes an A chord. 
 

Here are the major and minor versions of both the 6th and 5th 

string root bar chords: 
 

 
To clarify what you’re viewing, the vertical lines represent the strings moving from the low E 

(left) to the high E (right), the horizontal lines will represent the different frets, and the numbers 

on the fret board represent your fingers similarly to how we applied them to our chromatic scale. 

The boxed off notes are the roots of each chord, the numbers below the grid are what scale 

degree each note is and the numbers circled in blue on the 5th string root major chord are 

optional notes.  

 

You now have two moveable chord voicings, or ways to play a chord, for every major and 

minor chord there is, so you should quiz yourself in order find them as fast as possible: 



Ex: “Where can you find two C#m chords?”  
  

1. By determining if the chord is major or minor, which can also be referred to as 

determining the chord’s quality, you’ll immediately eliminate two of the chord 

choices. Since we’re looking for a minor chord, we’ll be using only the bottom two 

chords on the chart. 

2. Climb up the E string horizontally until you find the C# (the 9th fret) and place the 6th 
string root minor chord there. 

3. Climb up the A String horizontally until you find the C# (the 4th fret) and place the 5th 

string root minor chord there. 

4. Repeat this process to try and find two versions of any and every major and minor chord. 
 

 

Beginning to connect the entire neck in context of chords, scales or arpeggios can be somewhat 

of a daunting task. However, there is a fairly simple method that involves shapes that you’re 

already familiar with including the “E” and “A” shaped bar chords that we just went over to help 

you out. This system is known as the “CAGED” system which stands for the order in which 

these basic open position chords (C, A, G, E, and D) connect across the entire neck. Here’s the 

overview: 

Essentially, what you are looking at is every place on the neck that you’ll find the notes C, E and 

G (aka a C major triad). In open position, a traditional “C” shape chord is found (among some 

other chord tones that are not traditionally associated with this chord voicing), but as you can see 

those notes are shared by what eventually morphs into the “A” shape. In fact, all the notes will 

share common ground between two positions. It’s important to think of these as shapes and not 

the actual chords they are being referred to as because again, what you’re seeing above are only 

the notes found within a C major triad. So even though it says “E” shape, it’s actually outlining a 

C chord when it’s found at the 8th fret as it is up above. 
 

The numbers that are found below the notes on the 6th string are what scale degree each position 

will start on no matter what key you’re in. Both G and E will start on the 1st scales degree, or the 

root of the chord, both D and C will start on the 3rd scale degree and A will start on the 5th scale 



degree. Since placing these shapes relies on the ability to be able to find the chord tones on the 

6th string, it stands to reason that a good exercise would be to play the notes of the chord you’re 

going to apply these shapes to horizontally on the 6th string. When doing this, be sure to say the 

name of the note as well as which scale degree it is. You can check the spelling of any of these 

triads using the major and minor 7th charts found on page 131. This process of playing the 

individual notes of a chord one at a time is called an arpeggio, or arpeggiating the chord. 
 

Here are the shapes broken up with suggested fingerings to arpeggiate the chord shapes. Start by 

placing the boxed off number located on the 6th on the appropriate scale degree, and then 

continue by reading left to right while hoping up line by line (practice descending as well). Even 

though these are no longer in the CAGED order, you will still be able to connect these if you 

read them from top to bottom, left to right (or GEDCA):  
 

1 or Root:          3rd:                  5th: 

     

      
                                       
For the most part, the fingerings given for these arpeggios are appropriate, but they might not 

always be the most efficient ways to play them. For example, I find the D shape can be difficult 

to gain fluidity when transitioning from the bottom 4 notes to the top 3 notes and often I will 

combine the D with the C shape when I’m playing, as seen here: 

 



The fingerings represented in these 5 positions (with the exception of A and D) are being pulled 

directly from the pentatonic scales that coincide with them which we will cover later in chapter 

3. Again, there will be plenty of ways to play arpeggios, but the important thing for now is to at 

least recognize these shapes and get the fingerings under your belt. Since the CAGED system is 

based on major shapes, it’s also important to see and practice the minor versions of these 

positions as well. I’ll give 2 options for the Cm position – the first will start on the b3rd scale 

degree and is generally the more efficient option and therefore it will be assumed that I’ll be 

referring to this position when using Cm, but the second option will fit perfectly into the 

coinciding pentatonic position and so it’s worth pointing out. Here they are:  
 

1st or Root:        b3rd:                 5th: 

     

                                            
                                                   
                                                  
On page 14, we learned how to spell out triads, but as I’m sure you’re beginning to notice, the 

quicker you can access this information, the better. For this reason, I would recommend taking 

the time to memorize the spelling of any major or minor triad. Although it seems like a daunting 

task at the moment, it will make your life much easier in the future. Starting with only major 

triads at first, make flash cards by placing the name of the chord on front and the 1, 3 and 5 scale 

degrees on the back as seen here:  
 

 
 

 



 

Things to remember and practice:  

1. Memorize the circle of 5ths. 

A) Memorize the two keys that don’t conform: C (0 #’s/0 b’s) and F (1 b: Bb) 

B) Memorize the sentences for sharps and flats: 

                    #’s = Father Charles Goes Down And Ends Battle 

                    b’s = Battle Ends And Down Goes Charles’ Father  

            C) Memorize the sharp and flat tricks. 

                  #’s = Starting on the G string, count strings to find out how many sharps there are and  

                           then count that number of words from the beginning of the sharp sentence. 

                  b’s = Count one past the word that represents the key you’re trying to find in the flat 

                           sentence. This will determine both the number of flats and what they are. 

       2. Play every key horizontally on each string. 

       3.   Memorize the names of the open strings/12th frets, 7th, 10th, 3rd and 5th frets. 

  4.   Quiz yourself on finding different scale degrees within any given key. 

   5.   Practice finding chords within a certain key (ex. What’s the V chord in the key of D?). 

  6.   Practice spelling triads without a given key. 

  7.   Practice spelling triads within a certain key (ex. Spell the iii chord in the key of F).        

  8.   Bar Chord Quiz. 

 9.   Memorize major and minor CAGED arpeggios and then practice placing them.  

   *Remember to arpeggiate the triad on the 6th string first. 

10. Make flash cards and memorize how to spell all major and minor triads. (Don’t just skip  

        steps 6 and 7 to go right to step 10. Working out the processes in steps 6 and 7 is very  

         helpful in itself.) 

 

 

 

 Taking the time to practice everything 
you’re working on in different keys, if not 

all 12 tonal centers is one of the best 

things you can do to solidify your knowledge 

of your instrument and help you to see the 

overall bird’s-eye view of what you’re 

striving to know. 


