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The term c'hicken pickin'describes a style of playing often used in (but not limited to) country music, andplayed mostly on a Telecaster-type guitar. This style was firsr popularized in the flfties and sixties by players
such as James Burton, Jimmy Bryant. Roy Nichols (Merle Haggarcl), and Don Rich (Buck owens). In theseventies and eighties, guitarists like Albert Lee, Ray Flacke. ni.ry Skaggs. ancl Steve Wariner took it toanother level' In the nineties. we heard exciting new ideas and playing by singer/guitarists Junior Brown andVince Gill, but you can't talk about country chicken-pickin' in itre nineties without the name of Brent Masoncoming up' Mason has redeflned the possibilities and raised the standards to which other players are com-pared' I t  wi l l  be excit ing to see what this next decade wil t  hold for the chicken-pickin, community.

This book touches on the basic techniques that define the chicken-pickin'  style. Included are some scales
that can help to inspire some new ideas. Bending is also very irnportant in nai l ing the chicken-pickin, style.(Think about emulating the sound of a pedal steel guitar.;  op.n-rtr ing l icks .. .ut a f lowing, cascading
sound that is used very often in this style of playing. Double-stop l icks-l icks that are predominantly playedwith two notes at a time-are also covered. The repetitive seqLlenccs are great warm-up exercises, but arealso particularly eff'ective in outlining chorcl changes.

The purpose of this book is to give you ideas on which voLr cr.rn
to create your own l icks. I  hope this book inspires you to clclrc
chicken-pickin'  genre.

expand. Take these ideas and change them
l.urther into the excit ing and ever-changing
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SCALES
MAJOR PENTATONIC

If there were one scale that defined country guitar, it would
foundation from which country guitar is built and expanded.

l t  is the

Fig.  I
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Here are some licks derived from these basic patterns:

have to be the major pentatonic scale.

Here are the five basic patterns:

A

/-\
/1

1
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,,:\
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\:./
/:\

Fig.  2
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These patterns can be combined to extend the range of your lines. Play through these examples:

F i g . 4
1

/-\\:./
/-\

/'f

2

\:/
/1\:./

Here are some licks incorporating the combined patterns:

4

/-\

5
\:./

/a\

?

/'t



PENTATONIC

le is derived from
a d s :  1  ,  b 3 , 3 ,  5 ,  6 .

COUNTRY

This next sca
per. It now re

the major pentatonic scale. I changed one note
Here are the five basic patterns:

to make it sound a little hip-

Fig.  7
1

\./

Try these licks derived from the country pentatonic scale:

4

/:\

2

\:/
/-\

/:\

3

g FiB^8

OFige



ROOTLESS DOMINANT PENTATONIC

For those of you with inquir ing minds, here is an interesting scale that wi l l  jazz up your country l ines a bit .Try this one on a western swing or even a quick train-beat typ. tune. It works greatl rhe pitches are as fol-lows: 3. 5, 6. b1.9. Here are the f- ive basic patterns:

F i g .  l 0
1

/7

/:\

5

\:./
\:/

Check out these l icks c ler ived frotn the root lcss donr inant pentatonic:

F i g .  l l
A

F i g .  l 2

\:/
/:\
v

/.\\:./



MIXOLYDIAN #2

Check out how you can alter one note and make the Mixolydian mode
pitches are: I , #2, 3, 4, 5, 6,b7 . Here are the seven basic patterns:

more useful as a country scale. The

Fig.  13
1

\_/
/-\

Try out some licks derived from the Mixolydian #2 scale:

\:./

5

\:./
2

\:-/

6

/1

?

\:./

4

Fig.  15
A



STRING SKIPPING

If you are looking for some exciting new sounds that will challenge you technically, this is the section for
you. Play through these examples and see.

F i g .  l 6
1

/l

/:\\./
/a\

2

\:./
/-\\:/

Here are some licks based on this concept:

4

5

/a\\:-/
?

/:\ \:-/\_-/

Fig .  l8

1 0



BENDING
Bending is approached quite diff-erently in country guitar playing than in blues or rock. The main difference

is that in country. when you bend a note, you will more than likely hold that note up and play some notes on

another string while you are holding it. Here are a few examples. Bend the second degree to the third. Then.

on the adjacent higher string, grab the fifth, then the fourth.

0
i&': t lr l l

l l

hold bend

Try grabbing the fourth before

Fig.  20
A

the fif ih, with the second bent up to the third:

n=t--^\
,.-f a

l l- |

I 1
I .

t u
ho ld  bend

You can also bend the fourth to the fifth and grab the root. then add the flat ser enth:

gFig2r

hold bcnd

Or, you can grab the flat seventh and then the root, with the fourth stil l bent to the fitth:

hold bend

1 1



Bend the flat seventh up to the root; grab the third above, then the second:

with the flat seventh bent up to the root, grab the second. then the third:

hold bend

notes on adjacent strings when you have a note already
on the third string. Then grab the root and then the flat

bent. For example, try
seventh on the first

Fig. 25
A

With the same note bent, substitute the

Fis.26
A

sixth for the flat seventh:

g nis21.-..----..- 
-

You don't always have to grab
bending the second to the third
string:

Again, with the

F ig .27
A

same note bend, grab the flat seventh first, then the root:

hold bend



Here is another idea that you can

the fifth

F ig .  28
A

use with the second bent to the third: try grabbing the sixth, then

i6"'
hold bend

ti,&

Or you can grab the fifth, then the sixth:

Fig.29
A

hold bend

All of the bending licks covered here can be played with harmonics to sound even more like a pedal steel
guitar. Another interesting idea you can try is to link some of these licks together and work your way hori-
zontally up and down the neck. Here's a descending idea:

Fig. 30
A

You can embellish this idea by adding extra notes:

F ig .  3 l
A

hold bend6

1 3

Try this idea using non-adjacent strings:



Unison bends are an effective way of getting from one end of the neck to the other:

r'iI-)
.{  - j

PLAYING THROUGH CHORD CHANGES

Try this next exercise to test your bending precision. We are going to outline three different chords:
E. A, and B. Over the E, chord, bend the Ff to G# (second to third) on rhe third string, then grab the E,
to D (root to f-lat seventh) on the first string. To outline CJ (fifih to third) on the firststring. ou.1. the B
chord, bend F to F# (f1at fifth to fifih) on the thircl string ancl grab the Df then Cf (third ro second) on the
l l rs t  s t r ins.

holc l  bcnd h o l d  h e n d

B

1 4

h o l d  b e n d hold bcnd



OPEN.STRING LICKS
These licks are made up of open strings ringing out against fretted notes, creating a cascading effect. Here is

how you would play a G major scale:

Fig. 35
G

Obviously, to play these types
The best keys are E, A, D, G,
of each, in each of these keys.

of runs, you need to play in keys that contain the notes of the open strings.

and C. Certain licks work better as ascending runs. I will give a few examples

Here are a couple of descending licks in the key of E:

c o n t  d )

Fig .37

E

You can expand on that idea too!

1 5



o
(cont. d)

Here are some ascendins runs in E:

F i g . 4 0

E

These descending ideas sound good in the key' of A.

g Fis4r

Fig. 42

A
0
(cont d)

1 6



Tn these ascending l icks in A:

Fi_s. ,13
A

OFig44
[ u t d t

E2ztt
] rY
t f

I
l

In the key of D, you can play these descending ideas...

gFrg45

1 7



. . .or  these ascending ones:

g Fig47

0
(cont  d)

F i g . 4 8

D

Here are some interesting descending licks in G...

0
(cont d)

1 8



. .and some ascendins l icks in G:

0
c o n l  d )

i&'t

Fig .  52

G

Plav throush these descending licks in C...

Fig.  54

, ITTv. \r

, c o n t  d ) C

Fig.  53

1 9



. . .and these ascendins ones:

Fig .  56

(cont d)a

Believe it or not, you can get some pretty interestin-u cascading open-string licks in the key of B as well. Try
this descending example:

Fig .  57
B

Here is an ascendins lick:

o
(cont  d)

20



I came up with a few repetitive licks that outline chord changes. Try these examples in the key of E over the

I and IV chords:

OFiB5e,

Here is an exercise that incorporates the ideas we've been discussing in this chapter, also in the key of E

over the I and IV chords.

21



DOUBLE.STOP LIGKS
The term double stop refers to two notes being
most commonly used are thirds, fourths, fifihs,
in thirds:

played (stopped) at the
and sixths. Let 's begin

same time. The intervals
by harmonizing the major scale

Now let's harmonize in fourths:

Fig.  62
C

Now let's harmonize in

Fig.  63

And last, we' l l  harmonize in sixths:

22

Fig.  64



\\ ' ith these intervals, you can create some very interesting solos. As we all know, however, anythin,g used irl

excess can become boring. So what I like to do is develop licks that incorporate various different intervals'

The frrst two figures are ascending licks (in the key of D) made up of thirds and fourths:

Next is a descending lick in A. made up of major- and minor-third intervals (and also one major-second

interval):

F is .  67

A lot of my licks incorporate one or more single notes along with double-stop notes. This first one is in the

key of A:

Fig. 68

A

ttut dt

A,'-,----

23



Here's one in G:

g[soo

Here are some licks that incorporate bends with double-stop licks:

eFisTo

o
(cont  d)

trirr 7 I^ ' b . ' '

D
a l , t /  -  -  -

Fig .72

G

e
(cont  d)

24



Another cool technique you can try is the
point is a note that is repeated while other
various keys:

Fig .74
C

For those of you who don't knou'. a petlul
over, or around it. Here are some exanlples in

use of pedal points.
notes move under.

Fig.  75
G=-_

r l

25



These licks are all in the key ofA:

OFig78

26



REPETITIVE SEQUENCES
ln this section, we will focus on short, one- or two-measure phrases that repeat and outline the chords over

q.hich you are playing. These ideas work especially well over quick train-groove tunes.

The flrst two examples outline the I and IV chords in the key of G:

F i g .  8 l
c

The next two examples are variations on the first two. There are many possibilities...

Fig.  82
G

If you want to take this a step further, here are a couple examples in which I've added the sixth to spice it up

a bit. This lick covers the I and IV chords in the key of E,:

Fig.  83

fl

A

27



Here are some two-measure phrases. This example outlines the I and IV chords in the key of G:

This one outlines the I and IV chords in E:

28



Here are some other one-measure variations in G. The first one covers the I and IV chords:

@o''. 8 8

The next three licks outline the I,
play at quick tempos:

Fig. 89
E

IV and V chords (respectively) in the key of E, and are very challenging to

Here are a couple of two-measure phrases that outline the I and IV chords in the key of C:

29



OFisel ,

You can play some pretty interesting repeating figures on one
Here are three ideas you can play over the I, IV and V chords

string. These licks will require some stretching.
in the key of E:

i

Here are some two-string repeating figures that outline the I. IV and V chords in the key of A:

If you are feeling up to some big stretches and string skipping, check out these examples which again outline
the I, IV and V chords in the kev of E:

OFiee3,

B
E t r t -  -  -  -  -  -

30



Here are some variations:

O 
Fis e4,

Try these repetitive double-stop licks over the I and IV chords in the key of E:

OFiBe5u



If you like the sound of cascading open-string runs, check out these next three repetitive licks over the I, IV
and V chords in the key of E:

These licks outline the I, IV and V chords in the kev of D:

32



CHROMATIG LICKS
The licks in this chapter contain chromati c passing tones (notes between the conventional

all of these licks in keys other than those of the examples.

The first example is a descending lick that begins on the fifth in the key of E:

scale toncs) .  Trr

OFige*

The next example is an ascending lick that begins on the third in the key of D:

O'';

Here is an example in the key of E that begins with a chromatic run:

@o'*

33



This lick, also in E, begins with an ascending chromatic run off the fifth and quickly descends to
the third:

Try this ascending lick beginning on the root. This lick is less chromatic, yet stil l very effective.

The next example begins with a chromatic line and jumps from the third to the first string, then descends
with chromatic passing tones.

F ig .  103
A

Here is a lick that weaves itself up and dou'n chromatically, beginning on the fifth in the key of G.

Fig. 104
G

34



This next lick is similar to the last one in that

in  A:

i t  begins on the f i f th and ciescencls chrtr t t lat ie al l i '  thr '  t l l l lC

The next example ascends chromatically from the third' then winds its way

of D:

back down to the root in thc- ker

Here is a lick in E that begins on a passing tone (the tlat third) and ascends with very few chromatic passing

tones:

i t -
t r  t
I I

--+
+

9u',

This next example is highry chromatic and highly challenging. lt begins on the fifth and descends in the ke1

of A.

Fig.  108
A

, : .
a -

35



Check out the way this next lick weaves its way down from the third on the first string to the root on thesixth string (in the key of A).

Fig.  109
A

\t

These next two licks incorporate some wider intervals. The frrst one
key of A.

begins on the root and ascends in the

The second l ick begins on the root and descends. arso in A.

F i g .  l l  I
A

d I , ( I

t-\\

Here is a descending idea in rhe key of G. beginning on rhe fifth:

F ig.  I  12
G

36



These next three examples sound great over swing-type tunes. They all incorporate wide intervallic leaps.

The first lick, in the key of G, is rhythmically made up of triplets.

F i e .  1  l 3

The second lick is built off the third in the key of D.

F i g .  I  1 4

D

The third lick. also in D. is likewise built off the third, but is very different.

37



The next four licks cover a lot of ground very quickly. The first is in the key of E, and begins on the
seventh:

The second lick, also in E. besins on the third:

e Fisrr'

The third lick, again, is in the key of E. this tinre beginning on the fifth:

F i g .  I  1 8
E

,9r'rr- - -

The fourth lick is in the key of A, and begins on the third:

F i g .  I  1 9
A

d l a /  -  -  -

38
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