Alternate
Tuning
Guide

New tunings inspire new musical thoughts.
Alternate tunings let you play voicings and slide
between chord forms that would normally be
impossible. They give access to nonstandard
open strings. Playing familiar fingerings on an
unfamiliar fretboard is exciting - you never know
exactly what to expect. And working out familiar
riffs on an unfamiliar fretboard often suggests
new sound patterns and variations. This book
helps you explore alternative ways of making
music.

Why is the standard guitar tuning standard?
Where did this strange combination of a major
3rd and four perfect 4ths come from? There is a
bit of history (view the guitar as a descendant of
the lute), a bit of technology (strings which are
too high and thin tend to break, those which are
too low tend to be too soft), and a bit of chance.
Nevertheless, a standard is a standard, and nearly
everyone who plays knows EBGDAE. It’s only
a few folk musicians who use different tunings,
and they probably do it because they can’t play
well enough, right?

Er, well, maybe Leo Kottke knows what
he’s doing, and maybe Wm. Ackerman and
Michael Hedges are good, and maybe Adrian

by
Bill Sethares

Belew is talented... But playing in alternate
tunings is impossible on stage, retuning is a
nightmare... strings break, wiggle and bend out
of tune, necks warp. And the alternative - carry-
ing around five special guitars for five special
tuning tunes - is a hassle. Back to EBGDAE.

But all these "practical" reasons pale com-
pared to psychological inertia. "I've spent years
mastering one tuning, why should I try others?"
Because there are musical worlds waiting to be
exploited. Once you have retuned and explored a
single alternate tuning, you'll be hooked by the
unexpected fingerings, the easy drone strings,
the "new" open chords. New tunings are a way to
recapture the wonder you experienced when first
finding your way around the fretboard - but now
you can become proficient in a matter of days
rather than years!

And the ‘practical’ reasons are becoming
less convincing with the introduction of MIDI
guitar controllers, which do much more than just
allow guitarists to play synthesizers. With the
flick of a button you can change the tuning of all
six strings; no messy out of tune strings, no
broken strings, no extra guitars. And the alter-
nate tunings themselves are no longer confined



by the mechanics of string widths and neck
tensions. How about a tuning with six bass strings?
A tuning that spans six octaves? String configu-
rations that were impossible to manufacture with
wood and gut can now be realized with a little
MIDI magic.

The Alternate Tuning Guide shows you
how to slip your guitar into all the popular
alternate tunings, shows you how to finger open
and bar chords, how to play representative scales,
and graphically displays the notes as they appear
on the fretboard. Each tuning is briefly discussed
and its strengths and limitations are examined,
helping you to get the most from your musical
explorations. The Alternate Tuning Guide is
divided into four main sections, corresponding
to the four main types of alternate tunings: open,
instrumental, regular, and "special."

In the open tunings, the six strings are tuned
to form a simple chord. This makes it easy to play
unusual chordal combinations and interesting
tonal clusters by utilizing "drone" and "sus-
tained" strings. Bottleneck slide and harmonics
are wonderful in open tunings, because you can
play full six string chords. And you can play bar

chords with only one finger!

The instrumental tunings are based on the
tunings of modern and historical instruments
such as the mandolin (augmented for six string
play), the charango, the cittern, the oud, and
numerous others. Players of these instruments
may find the tuning and chord charts useful, but
guitarists will find some truly wonderful "alter-
nate" ways to tune.

In the regular tunings, the strings are tuned
uniformly up the fretboard. This allows chord
forms to be moved up and down the fretboard
like a normal bar chord, and also sideways across
the fretboard. Learn a handful of chord forms in
a regular tuning, and you'll know hundreds of
chords!

The special tunings are a miscellaneous
collection of tunings most of which were created
and/or popularized in recent years by various
singers and songwriters.

Explore these alternate musical universes
with the Alternate Tuning Guides friendly chord
and scale charts. What are you waiting for...
retune that guitar now.
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4 Type of Tuning

The
Standard
Tuning

This page is intended to orient you to the
presentation in the rest of the book. First, (down
below) you see how the notes are laid out on the
fretboard. The musical staff on the right shows
how the strings are tuned. Corresponding MIDI
note numbers are shown for those using a MIDI
guitar controller. "Retune" shows how many half
steps each step needs to be retuned from the
standard tuning, and "fret" tells what fret to
place your finger on in order to align the sounds
- thus you place your finger on the 5th fret of the
6th string in order to make the two sound the
same note. In other words, this shows how to
tune the guitar.

Then there are some small fretboards that
show how to finger a few simple scales, and
finally, a full page is devoted to cool chords that
you can easily play in the tuning. Of course, you
already know all this - for the standard tuning -
but what about for other tunings?

Read on...
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Name of Tuning

The familiar EADGBE tuning is called the
Standard tuning. Some tunings are named for the
chord that is sounded when the open strings are
played (Open G, D Minor). Some are named
from an instrument that tunes in that same way
(charango, dobro, cittern). Some are named for
the structural relationship among the strings (the
All Fourths, Minor Sixth). Others are named
after a song which uses the tuning (Admiral,
Four and Twenty). Everything needs a name.

Type of Tuning

The tunings are divided into sections by the

way the strings are organized:

*% In the open tunings, the open strings are tuned
to form a simple chord.

*%¥ In the instrumental tunings, the strings are
tuned to imitate an instrument.

*% In the regular tunings, the strings ascend
uniformly from low to high.

** The special tunings are all those that don’t fit
into the above categories.

Comments

Often there are peculiarities or special fea-
tures of the tuning that deserve comment. Each
tuning is different, each sounds unique, and each
has its own feel.

Tuning and Retuning Instructions

The major stumbling block for most guitar
players (in terms of using alternate tunings) is the
initial reluctance to retune the guitar. Remember
how hard it was to tune to the Standard tuning
when you first started playing? Well... there’s
good news. It's actually easier to tune to many of
the alternate tunings (especially the open tunings)
than to tune to the Standard.

The tuning information is all you need to

retune your axe.

Those who can read music can read the
notes directly from the musical staves and tune to
whatever other instrument is at hand.

If a piano or other keyboard is nearby, the
note names can be used to tune the strings using
the following correspondance between keys of
the piano and notes.

CHD¥ F#G# % CHDE paG# ¥

CIDJEJFIG]A CIDJEIF]G]A

The row labelled “Retune” shows how far
each string must be changed from the standard
tuning. A zero means that the string is the same
as in Standard. Plus numbers indicate that the
string must be tuned up while negative numbers
mean the string must be tuned down.

The “Fret” row tells where to fret in order to
match the tone of the next string up. For example,
in Standard tuning you first fix the low E. Then,
placing your finger at the Sth fret of the sixth
string gives the note for the open 5Sth string.
Similarly,

*% Press fret 5 of the 5th string to get the note for
the 4th string.

*% Press fret 5 of the 4th string to get the note for
the 3rd string.

*% Press fret 4 of the 3rd string to get the note for
the 2nd string.

*% Press fret 5 of the 2nd string to get the note for
the 1st string.

And you’re done.

Other tunings use different frets, but the
procedure is identical. To get into the Open G
tuning, for instance, note that the “Fret” row
reads 57 5 4 3. First, fix the low string at a D.
Then,

** Press fret 5 of the 6th string to get the note for
the 5th string.
*% Press fret 7 of the 5th string to get the note for



the 4th string.

** Press fret 5 of the 4th string to get the note for
the 3rd string.

** Press fret 4 of the 3rd string to get the note for
the 2nd string.

** Press fret 3 of the 2nd string to get the note for
the 1st string.

Voila!

If you are using a MIDI guitar controller,
then you will need to reassign the output of the
controller or the input of the sound module,
depending on your equipment. The MIDI note
numbers are given for each string so that you can
easily reprogram the controller or sound module.
The details of the procedure vary depending on
the manufacturer, so you will need to refer to
your owners manual (shudder).

If you are using a pitch to MIDI converter,
you have two options. One is to retune the strings
as described above. The other option is to leave
the controller in Standard tuning and to retune
the sound module. The advantage of retuning the
strings is that you can still mix the guitar sound
with the synthesized sound. The advantage of
retuning electronically is that you can switch
between tunings instantly with a patch or pro-
gram change command to your sound module.

The Fretboard

The note names appear differently on the
fretboard depending on how the guitar is tuned.
The stylized fretboard is handy when you wish to
pick out particular notes (for a melody line,
perhaps) or when you wish to make up your own
chords and scales.

Scales

A few scales are given for each tuning. The
darkened circles are the roots (starting notes) of
the scale. Scales can be transposed just like
chords. For instance, to play an A major scale in
the Open G tuning, shift the whole pattern of the
G major scale up two steps.

Thus the G major scale

[u) &
L] &
[u] &
L] &
o o o o 2 a
becomes the A major scale
[u] &
[u] &
o o o o 2 o
Chord Charts

The second page of each tuning contains
about 30 chords. These chords were chosen to
give a balance between open position and bar
chords, between major, minor, and 7th chords,
and to emphasize the strengths of the tuning.

The numbers on the tiny fretboards indicate
a suggested fingering for the chord where
1 - first finger
2 - second finger
3 - ring finger
4 - pinky
Small circles above the fretboard indicate that
the string can be played open (unfretted).

You should always play chords in the most
comfortable way. Since everyones hands are
different, and everyones experience differs, feel
free to either use or ignore the suggested finger-
ings. Even the experts can’t always agree. The
“A” type bar chord, for instance, is fingered in
different ways in different books.

C Major C Major

o
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Some chords have a number to the right of
the fretboard, indicating that the chord should be
placed up the fretboard at this fret. Thus the A
minor 7 chord from the Open G tuning chart is
fingered as shown.

dmin 7

& min 7 o

ulu]

The next sections show how to easily transform
these 30 chord forms into a nearly unlimited
number of useful chords using four simple musi-
cal tricks.

The Circle of Notes

A surprising number of useful insights about
the musical universe are displayed in the circle of
notes, which is like a clock face in which the
hours of the day are replaced by the note names

CC#D D#E F F#G G#A A# B

(pronounce C# as Sea sharp). These names are
arbitrary. Any set of symbols would do - twelve
numbers, twelve geometric figures, twelve
months, twelve apostles, the twelve signs of the
zodiac. For sanities sake, we stick with the tradi-
tional names. But beware; tradition gives some
notes two names

C# is also called Db

D# is also called Eb

F# is also called Gb

G# is also called Ab

A# is also called Bb

G

The circle of notes describes the order of
notes on the fretboard of the guitar. For example,
the A string (string 5) begins with an A note.
Playing up one fret moves the A to an A# (move
clockwise around the circle).

& note &% note
L]

Up another fret is a B. Up one more is a C.

B note C note




Transposing Chords

The circle of notes works for chords as well.
Play an A minor chord in open position

& minar
L1 0-""’.

|
23

Moving all the notes up one fret should give an
A# minor chord

not &#* minar
O

Oops... it sounds terrible. What went wrong? We
forgot about the two open strings. In order to
move all the strings (including the open strings)
up, use the first finger like the nut (the notched
bar at the end of the fretboard). Thus it’s actually
played as a bar chord with the first finger stretched
across the fretboard.

&*¥ minor

Now it’s smooth playing. Up another fret is a B
minor. Up another is a C minor.

B minor C minar

o

L
=
=

This pattern continues all the way up the fretboard,

around and around the circle of notes, until you
run out of frets.

E minar G minar & minar

After the twelfth fret, the chords start repeating,
since the circle of notes is only twelve notes long.

Subchords

Often, you can remove notes from a chord
form to make it play easier, sound different, or
even sound better. For example, the B minor
chord above contains all the notes of the B minor
chord that beginners learn

simplified B minor

Thus the notes of the simplified B minor chord
are a subset of the notes of this barred chord, and
the simplified version is called a subchord. The
B minor also contains other subchords that you
may have noticed

E minor B minor B minor

L]

In a very real way, all of these chords “come
from” or “grow out of” a single chord form, the
open position A minor. Similarly, other chord
forms lead to whole families of playable chords
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via transposition (following the circle of notes)
and the process of finding subchords (withhold-
ing certain tones from a chord). The most impor-
tant things to remember when using chord charts
to play in alternate tunings is that each chord in
the chart represents a whole family of related
chords.

An Example in Open G Tuning

To see how these ideas work in an unfamil-
iar setting, and to get you started playing in
alternate tunings, retune to the Open G tuning
(DGDGBD) by lowering the first, fifth and sixth
strings two steps apiece. Notice that strings 1 and
6 are tuned to octaves of the 4th string. Tune them
down until they sound right. Similarly, string 5
needs to go down until it matches the 3rd string.
It really is quite painless, and when you’re done,
strumming all six open strings sounds a beautiful
G major chord. If you have problems retuning,
check out the section on retuning again.

Ready? Suppose you want to play a song
that uses the chords G, D, and A major. In the
chord chart there are three different G majors
(more on this later) and one D. But no A!

Let’s find some A major chords. First, take
stock of the chordal resources. There are G, C,
and D major chords shown,

G major C major D major
o o O O O ﬂ-"f o L \""0 L
3 _=|,; 3
[u) ul [u) ¥
4
[u) u [u)

which suggests that we should be able to find at
least three different A major chords by transpo-
sition. The circle of notes shows that A is two
steps clockwise from G. Consequently, an A
chord should be two frets higher than G.

& major

Starting at C, A is 3 steps counterclockwise and
9 steps clockwise. Thus A will be either 3 frets
down from C or nine frets up from C, or both.
Since it’s impossible to move the chord down,
move it up nine frets to the A major chord

& major

Just as in the earlier example in standard
tuning which used the open position A minor
chord to find B minor chords, the open strings
must be moved into bar chord form and the other
fingers must readjust to maintain the finger pat-
tern.

Starting at D, A is 5 steps counterclockwise
and 7 steps clockwise, indicating that the open
position D chord must be moved either down 5 or
up 7 frets. Since it is again impossible to move
down, move up.

First Try

But wait... I don’t have that many fingers!
The open D major chord already uses all four
fingers. If we try to bar with the first finger and
to play the complete chord, then we run out of
fingers. Thus there is no way to play a full six
string A major chord at the 7th fret. But we can



11

look for suitable subchords. Here are a few
possibilities.

-

Which sounds best? It depends on the musical
context. Are you finger picking or strumming?
Playing electric or acoustic? Is your tone dis-
torted or clean?

This procedure of finding desirable chords
by transposing and using subchords is funda-
mental to making effective use of chord charts.

Combining Chords

Another trick that helps find alternate ways
to finger chords is to combine two (or more)
chords. For instance, an A major chord in the
standard tuning can be played in either of the
following ways

& major & major
-

23

F 4

Any note in either of the chords is fair game for
an A major chord. Thus two alternate A’s are

& major & major
L]

both of which combine some notes from each of

the two original A’s. Sometimes this kind of

combination procedure works spectacularly.
Returning to the Open G tuning, note that

three open position G major chords are shown

G major G major G major
Rooooooe"’\‘-ono ID-‘"'{\“ID o O D-f'f
Q [n) [u)

2 :
[u] [n) [u)

These can be combined to form several other
open position G major chords

\0000 0-";\'0 0000-’""“"1}00 oo-'"'

[u] ul ul
[u] [u) u
. o 0 0-"” . o o o ﬂf/
[u] u]
' 3 >

[u] u]
Nice, eh?
Using Octaves

Another general trick for finding chords
exploits strings which are tuned alike. In the
Standard tuning, there are two E strings (the
highest and lowest strings). If a chord is fingered
on some fret on one of these strings, then it can
also be fingered on that same fret of the other
string. For instance, many of the B minor chords
use the second fret of the high E string. These can
be optionally fingered using the low E string at
the second fret. A few possibilities are...
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This octave trick is only marginlly useful in
Standard tuning because only two strings are
tuned alike. In many alternate tunings, however,
more strings are tuned alike, leading to numerous
useful and exciting chords.

In the Open G tuning, for instance, there are
three D strings and two G strings. The open
position D major chord uses the first string at the
4th fret while the fourth and sixth strings are
played open. Since strings 1,4, and 6 are all tuned
to D, any of them can be fingered at the fourth fret
or played open. Two possibilities are

"o o o o o
2
[n} ] ] ¥
3
[n] ]

Another example is the D7sus4 chord, whose G
strings can be fingered either open or at the
second fret

\"ﬂ O O D-f-f K"ﬂ L1 0-"’” 1I\I\\lii o O O 0-’"’"
2
[n] ] [u] ] u]
[u] [u] [u]
The Four Tricks

The four techniques to discovering large
families of chord fingerings are:

** transpose chords using the circle of notes
** find and exploit subchords

*¥ combine chords to create new chord forms
*% exploit octaves and multiple strings.

These techniques, applied judiciously, allow you
to play almost any chord in almost any tuning
given a few seed chords to start with. The pur-
pose of this alternate tuning guide is to provide
these seeds.

The Stuff Chords Are Made Of

What is a chord?

Despite all the music theoretic hype, there is
nothing fundamental, natural, or obvious about
chords. Rather, each chord type (major, minor,
7th, etc.), is defined to contain a certain collec-
tion of intervals. These definitions are arbitrary,
but are deeply engrained by history and tradition.
The accompanying Table of Chord Intervals lists
most of the common chord types and the inter-
vals that they contain. For example, the table
shows that a major chord contains the intervals O,
4,and 7. A D major chord contains the notes D
(the zero), F# (which is 7 steps clockwise from D
around the circle of notes), and A (which is 7
steps from D). Similarly, an F7th chord contains
F, A, C, and D#.

Warning: Normally these would be written F, A,
C, and Eb (recall D#=EDb), but the reasons are
deeply embedded in music theory, and need not
concern us if all we want to do is build and use
chords.

Like chords, scales are defined to be collec-
tions of intervals. The Table of Scale Intervals
lists several common scales. For example, a
major scale contains the intervals 0,2,4,5,7,9 and
11. An F major scale consists of the notes F, G (2
steps clockwise from F), A (4 steps), A# (5
steps), C (7 steps), D (9 steps), and E (11 steps).
Consequently, with these tables and a little ef-
fort, you can build any chord or scale in any
tuning.

How to Build Chords and Scales

To see how this procedure works, let’s
build an E7 chord in open position in the Open G
tuning (DGDGBD). The first step is to draw the
fretboard. Each string starts with the appropriate
note name (string 6 = D, string 5 = G, etc.). As the
frets climb the fretboard, the note names move
around the circle of notes. Thus the lower portion
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of the Open G fretboard is

D rDFETFTF*TBT6FT A TA¥T
B (CHC*¥DDFrETFTF*r 56—
E [6FfTATAf BT CTC*¥rDTD*r
D (DFETFTF*FTBT6FT A TA¥
E [6fTATAfBTCTC*rDTD*1
D DF-E—F—F*-5—GF- AL A+

The second step is to identify the notes that make
up the E7 chord. The table of intervals for the 7th
chord reads 0, 4,7, 10. Starting at E=0, count
around the circle of notes to G#=4, B=7 and
D=10. Next, highlight or circle the notes E, G#,
B, D on the fretboard.

(DD FTF*r 6B AT a*
(B) FC—TC*{ DI DFHEHF—TF#1 6
6 HE#TATA®{BI C—C*{D}H D+
(D) FD*HEHFF*+ 66 A—TA*
6 EA AT A*{BH-C—TC*H{DH D+
@-D*-@—F—-F*-—E—-@— e

By choosing various subsets of the notes, numer-
ous E7 chords can be found. Here are a few
possibilities.

Table of Chord Intervals

Name Abbreviation Intervals
Major maj 0,4,7
Minor min 0,3,7
Major Seventh maj7 0,4,7,11
Dominant Seventh  7th 0,4,7,10
Minor Seventh min7 0,3,7,10
Major Sixth 6 0,4,7,9
Major Ninth maj9 0,4,7,11,14
Dominant Ninth 9 0,4,7,10, 14
Sixth add Ninth 6+9 0,4,7,9,14
Minor Sixth min6 0,3,7,9
Minor Ninth min9 0, 3,7,10, 14
Minor 7 Flat Five m7b5 0, 3,6, 10
Seven Flat Nine 709 0,4,7,10,13
Seven Sharp Nine 7#9 0,4,7,10,15
Diminished dim 0,3,6
Diminished Seventh dim7 0,3,6,9
Augmented aug 0,4,8
Augmented Seventh aug7 0,4,8,10
Suspended Fourth susd 0,5,7
7 Suspended Fourth 7sus4 0,5,7,10
0,2,7

Suspended Second  sus2

Scales are built exactly the same way. For
example, the notes in an E major scale can be
determined readily from the scale table as E=0,
F#=2,G#=4, A=5,B=7,C#=9, and D#=11. High-
lighting these notes on the Open G fretboard
gives the E major scale

E major scale

[u) i
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Of course, it’s a lot of effort to build chord
and scale charts yourself. That’s why we’ve
made this book - so that you don’t need to go
through this procedure for every chord and every
scale in every tuning.

In fact, turn to the Open G tuning chord
chart, and notice the G7th chord. Does this finger
pattern look familiar? Rather than building the
E7, we could have simply transposed the G7th
down 3 frets (since E is 3 steps below G in the
circle of notes), giving the first of the E7 possi-
bilities. I guess this is what chord charts are for.

What About Other Tunings?

As of this edition, the Complete Guide to
Alternate Tunings contains chord, scale and
tuning charts for 38 alternate tunings. If you
encounter a new tuning, it is not uncommon for
it to be equivalent to one of the 38. For instance,
suppose you wish to play in the tuning that Leo
Kottke uses for his song Louise, which is B F#
B E G# C#.

The first place to look is in the Cross Index
of Tunings, which lists the tunings in this book.
Observe that the Louise tuning is the same as the
Drop D tuning transposed down 3 steps. This
means that all the chords in the Drop D chart can
be used in the Louise tuning, except that the
names must be transposed 3 steps counterclock-
wise down the circle of notes. Thus the F major
becomes a D major, the C minor 6 becomes an
A minor 6, etc.

Cross Index of Tunings

A Tuning E AEAC#E
B Tuning B F#B D#F#B
Barbara’s C#GHC#GHCHE
Bluebird DADGBD
C Tuning CGCEGD

E Tuning E B E G#B E
Gazos D ADF#tA C#
Guinevere EADGBD
Judy Blue Eyes EBEEBE

It Takes DGDGAD
Louise B F#B E G#C#
Never CGDGBE
Silent Night D ADF#B E
Tortion EAEGBE
Unexpected DADGCE
Windham Mary F G# C D# G# D#

Open G transposed up 2

Open D transposed down 3

Open C transposed up 1

Open G with string 5 raised 2
Open D transposed down 2

Open D transposed up 2

Open D with string 1 lowered 1
Standard with string 1 lowered 2
Four and Twenty transposed up 2
Open G minor with string 2 lowered 1
or Modal D with string 5 lowered 2
Drop D transposed down 3
strings 1-4 same as Standard
strings 2-5 same as Open G
strings 3-6 same as Admiral
Drop D with string 3 lowered 1
Open D minor transposed up 2
with string 5 lowered 2

Drop D with string 2 raised 1
Open A transposed down 1

with string 6 raised 2
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But what if the tuning is not in the cross
index, or if it is listed under a different name?
Then try the Alphabetical List by Tuning, in
which all the tunings are “normalized” so that the
lowest string is tuned to a C note. To normalize
the Louise tuning, the B must be raised one step
to a C, the F# raised one step becomes a G,
leading to the normalized Louise tuning
CGCFAD. Looking up CGCFAD alphabetically
in the list shows that this is the same as the Drop
D tuning, down 2. Adding the 2 and the 1 reaf-
firms that Louise is the same as Drop D down 3,
and the Drop D tuning chord chart can be used.

Even if you cannot find the tuning exactly,
usually it will match one of the tunings with the
exception of (say) a single string. Although more
of a hassle, you can still use the tuning chart for
this “close” tuning profitably, though all chords
involving that single string will need to be modi-
fied up or down the appropriate amount. An
example of this procedure is given in the intro-
duction to the section on open tunings.

Table of Scale Intervals

Scale Name Intervals
Major 0,2,4,5,7
Minor 0,2,3,5,7
Harmonic Minor 0,2,3,5,7,
Pentatonic Major 0,2,4,7,9
Pentatonic Minor 0,3,5,7,1

Alphabetical List by Tuning

All tunings transposed so that string 6 is a C.
R=Regular, I=Instrumental, O=Open, S=Special

CAF#D#C A Major Sixth 0 R
C A#C F A#F Tarboulton 0 S
CDCEGC Open D 0 (0]
CDGACF Hot Type -2 S
C D#F G A#C Pentatonic +3 1
C D#F#A C D# Minor Third 0 R
CEGA#C D Overtone 0 1
CEGCEG Dobro +5 I
CEG#C E G#  Major Third 0 R
CFACFC Open A -4 O
CFA#C CF Balalaika -4 I
CF A#D#G C Standard Guitar

C F A#D# G#C# All Fourths -4 R
CFCD#A#C Slow Motion -2 S
C F C D#G G#  Processional -2 S
CFCEGA Triqueen -2 S
CFCFAC Open G -2 o
CFCFA#C Modal G -2 (0]
CFCFG#C Open G Minor-2 (0]
CFCGAE Magic Farmer 0 S
CFCG A#F Buzzard 0 S
CFCGCD Cittern (1) 0 I
C F#C F#C F# Aug Fourths 0 R
C G A#F A#D Layover -2 S
cGgCcCcagcC Four&Twenty -2 S
cCGCDGC Pelican -2 S
CGCD#G C Open D Minor-2 o
CGCFAD Drop D -2 S
CGCFGC Modal D -2 (0]
CGCGCE Open C 0 (0]
cGgCGgGcCaG Cittern (2) 0 I
CGDGAD Face 0 S
CGDGBZC Admiral 0 S
CGDAEB Mandoguitar 0 R
C G D#A#F C Lefty -4 I
C G# A#C#F A# Toulouse -4 S
C G#C G G#D# Spirit -1 S
C G#E C G#E Minor Sixth 0 R
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Open Tunings

When the strings of a tuning form a simple
chord, the tuning is called open; the strings of the
Open C tuning form a C major chord, the strings
of the Open G tuning form a G major chord.
Invariably, this makes it easy to play in the
“natural” key of the tuning. But it’s a mistake to
restrict playing to just a few keys since most of
the open tunings are versatile enough to play in
any key.

One of the most common uses of open
tunings is to play the open strings as drones. This
is an easy way to create unusual chordal combi-
nations and interesting sustained tonal clusters.
When the harmonic motion is in the treble, the
lower strings tend to be used as drones. For
instance, in the Open G tuning, the following
progression begins with a D major, then “sus-
pends” C major, B minor, and A minor, to finally
resolve at G major.

[u] [n] u]
r | 3
[u] =] 333 0O
[ ]
EIETE |
|
2 | 3
[u] [u]
[u) [u]

When the melodic motion is in the bass, the
higher strings tend to be used as drones. For

instance, the melody C# B G A can be harmo-
nized in the Open G tuning with the two drones
B and D.

o o o o

Open tunings are ideal for playing bottle-
neck or slide guitar, since you can place the slide
at any fret and play a full six string chord.
Similarly, harmonics sound wonderful in open
tunings. You can play a full six strings of har-
monics at the 12th, 7th and 5th frets.

Several of the open tunings presented here
are closely related - they differ by only one step
on one string. Examples are the Modal D - Open
D - D Minor and the Modal G - Open G - G Minor
tunings. The G tunings, for example, differ only
in the second string. Consequently, the chord
charts can often be “crossed”, using (say) the
Modal G tuning chart for additional chords in
both the Open G and G Minor tunings. For
example, C major chords are fingered similarly
in the three tunings.

C Majarin
Modal G Open G G Minor
o o O o o o o
2 | |
2 3 23
[u) [u] [u)
[u) [u] [u)
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The
Open C
Tuning

Open C is a deep, rich tuning which can be
played in most styles and keys. William Ackerman's
Townsend Shuffle and John Fahey's Requiem for
Mississippi John Hurt give an idea of the versatility
and spaciousness of the C tuning.

The three C and two G strings can be exploited
to provide numerous variations on the chords given
in the accompanying chart. For instance, the open
C minor chord can be played several ways, since
any of the three C strings can be played open or at

the third fret.

L] O O
o ] 3
[u]

S

o O

o O

o O

Similarly, the G strings can often be used to
find alternate fingerings. Note how the three C7
chords can be viewed as simple variants of each
other. Can you find other interesting C7's?
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MIDI*: 45 55 60 &7 V2 76
Retune: -4 -2 -2 o +1 0
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C major & majar C major D major C minor
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= ———
The ¥ —

OpenD
- Strings: 6 ) 4 3 2
Tu n I n g Motes: d a d f# E?

MIDI #: 50 57 62 66 Q
Retune: - 2 0 o -1 -2
5

Fret: 7 3 4
The three bass strings can be used for power-

ful root-fifth-octave chords, or they can be used as

steady drones beneath a shifting harmony. Almost D major scale

every chord type has an easy bar-fingering: major,

minor, 7th, sus 4, major and minor 6, and 7sus 4.

O8O0

This adds to the versatility of the Open D tuning

and makes it possible to play in a variety of styles
and keys. Two well known tunes in Open D are Joni o &8 o 0
Mitchel's Big Yellow Taxi and the Allman Brother's
Little Martha. Common variations of the Open D

[aluly ]

D minar scale

L )

tuning are to tune it down two frets to the key of C o .

L]

L]
L]

(CGCEGD), or to tune it up two frets to the key of

E (EBEG#BE).

o

O pop e pop

L O O O O

As with many open tunings, the multiple D
and A strings can be used to easily make up new @ a a
ways of fingering chords. For more chord finger-
ings, note that the Open D tuning is sandwiched D pentatonic scale

miuly B

[u]

]

between the Open D minor and the Modal D ol

tunings. Both of these chord charts can be used for :

= ==

additional Open D chords with only minor modifi-

cations.

o
[u]
[u]
[u]
ulul} ]

A FA*TB—TC—C* D D*ETFTF*r6—6*ATA* B—TC1—
F*# 66 AT AF B CTC*DD*E—F—F*6—6FAT
DFE—F—F*1 6 6*ATA® B CC* DD E—F—

A*B—C—C*1DD*E—F—TF*+6—T6*ATA* B C1

D
A
n/- prlELFLrelgteslataslpLtcteslptpsleLF—
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C rajor D major & rmajor B major D major
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The
Modal D
Tuning

The open strings of the Modal D tuning form
a suspended fourth chord, a striking tonality that is
neither major nor minor (due to the lack of a third),
though it is certainly possible to play in either
major or minor keys.

The tuning is very close to the Open D major
tuning since they differ only in the third string.
Consequently, chords from the Open D tuning
chart can be played on a guitar tuned to Modal D
whenever it's possible to play the third string down
one fret. Similarly, chords from the Modal D chart
can be played on a guitar tuned to Open D by
fingering the third string up one fret. For instance,
the open position D minor chords are fingered

Drinin Modal D Tuning

x‘*nn -nn.-""'. \"\-oo oo.-""
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DY DFrE—TFTF*fr6—T6*ATA®F B
A [A*FBTCTC*rD—D*rE—F—F*
6 [6*TATA* BT C—TCHfrD—D*E—
D [DFE—F—F*T6—6FA—TA® B
A [A®*FBTCTC*-D—D*-E—F—F*
D/-D*-—E——F—-F#-—E—-B#-—.ﬁ.—-.ﬁ.*——ﬁ—
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DrmininOpen D Tuning
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D major E major G major D minor D minor
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| _HEEN

The

'\.;5' 'é:'ﬂl:?

Open D Minor |
Tuning Notes: 4 g f

MIDI *#: 50 57 2 65
Retune: - 2 1] 1]
3

Fret: 7 3
The Open D minor tuning has five strings in

common with the Open D (major), Modal D, and [ major scale
Pelican tunings, differing only in the third string.

Like its sister tunings, Open D minor has three D " * -
strings and two A strings, leading to a wide variety . &
of fingering variations for simple chords. a -

Chords from the Open D (major) chart can be
used in the D minor tuning, with the understanding
that notes on the third string need to be played up D miinor scale
one fret. Similarly, chords from the Modal D chart

ul u] [u] [u)

uiull ]

can be used by playing up two frets, while chords 2 . —
from the Pelican tuning chart can be used by . — .
playing down one fret on the third string. a -

o o o o0 2

D minor chords
[ minar pentatanic

inOpen D Tuning inD Minor Tuning
o o o o o o o o o - .
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o £=3 3 [u] - :
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D DFTE—TF—Ff6—T6* - ATA* B C—TC*TD—D*E—F————

A FA*LBTC—C* - D—D*LE—F—F*1 66 ATAS B—C——

F [F*L6—T6* A A*TB—C—TC*D—D* E—F—F*6—6*T

D [DFLE—TF—FfI 66 ATA® B—C—C*D—D*E—F—

A [AFLB—TC—C*D—D* E—F—TF*1 66 ATAS B—C——

p tfosletrtrelgleelatlaslpLetoslpLlosieLi1—
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The
Open G
Tuning

In the Open G tuning, the strings are tuned to
a G major chord, making it easy to play in the key
of G and in related keys. Though often used in 'folk’
music, Jimmy Page's Bron-Y-Aur Stomp shows
that this is more a matter of tradition than of
necessity.

The top four strings are the same as the
common G tuning for banjo, so banjo players will
find it easy. Alternatively, if you find the open G
tuning fun, why not give the banjo a try?

The second, third, and fourth strings are tuned
exactly the same as in the standard EBGDAE
tuning. All chord and scale forms on these three
strings remain the same, making Open G one of the
easiest alternate tunings to play in.

As with most open tunings, the multiple D and
G strings can be easily used to make up new ways
of fingering chords. For more chord forms, note
that the Open G tuning is sandwiched between the
Open G Minor and the Modal G tunings. Both of
these chord charts can be used for additional Open
G chords with only minor modifications.

D DFrETFTF*6T6* AT A®B—
B FCC*D—D*E—F—F*1 66+
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The
Modal G
Tuning

The open strings of a guitar in Modal G sound
a suspended texture that is neither major nor minor,
neither dark nor light. The two pairs of fifths in
strings 3-6 make the low end powerful, while the
small separation of the two highest strings make a
variety of suspended chords viable and interesting.

Like other open tunings, it is easy to make up
alternate fingerings for chords using the three D
and two G strings. In addition, Modal G is closely
related to Open G; only the second strings differ,
and only by one fret.

G Major
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The
Open G Minor
Tuning

Used recently in John Renbourn's Orphan
and Mist-Covered Mountains of Home, the Open G
Minor guitar tuning is probably a descendant of the
G minor banjo tuning DGA#D, with the lowest two
strings doubled an octave down. The tuning differs
from Open G (major) only in the second string, so
facility with one is easily transported to the other.
Clearly, any chords not using the second string can
be played immediately in either the Open G (ma-
jor) or Open G Minor tunings. To use Open G
(major) chords in the minor tuning, play the second
string up one fret. Similarly, Open G minor chords
can be used in the major tuning by playing the
second string one fret down.

G Major
InOpenG Minor InOpenG
oo o o o o o o
[} [n}
2 2
[n} [n}

A*-B—C—C*D—D*E—F—F*16-

=2 o 2 m
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b
o
Strings: 6 o 4 3 2 1
MNotes: d qJ d q a® d
MIDE#*: 50 55 62 67 70 74
Fetune: - 2 - 2 0 o -1 -2
Fret: 5 7 5 3 4
G major scale
. alal ol ol lolel (o
[n} =an = = =
L =+ .« =+
a o o 0 2 a
G minar zcale
[} 4=+ = & _ L _ ; =
L = = .« =
[} L = = =
L = = L =
a o o 0 2 a
D major scale
[n} ; ;: _ = =
L =+ L =+
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The

'\:J 'é:'ﬂl:?
¢

Open A
= Strings: 6 ) L 3 2
Tunlng Motes: & g c#® 3

MIDI #: 52 T 61 64 69
RFetune: 0 o -1 -3 -2
Fret: 5 4 3 5 7

Larry Sandberg says that the Open A tuning is
especially useful for the "delta blues sound," and it & major scale
is a great bottleneck tuning, since it's easy to slide e S—E—Te
from minor to major on the fourth string. ; ol T °
Like most open tunings, it is easy to find o il i Y
alternate chord voicings by taking advantage of the . 3 ol I B
strings that are tuned in octaves. Consider open 6 6 o o O
position A minor 7 chords. The fourth string must -
be played on the third fret, but any other string can A minor scale
be played either open. or on the third fret. This - e &
leads to a wide variety of fingerings. Some ex- . o
u] & = = =
L] _ _ ; ; i =
"o o o "o o o ™o o oo o ; DHDH é
o 23 o 23 0 2 E major scale
o o o = . =
u} = Sl = =
& s . =
u} L i i i A
.. . u] 2 S s =
This is the sort of freedom that makes a tuning & ol
great. o o 0o o 2

A FAFIBC—C*IDD*E—FF*-6—T6*ATA* B C1
E FFTF*f16—6*ATA* B CTC*D—D*E—F—F*1 6
C*FD—D*-E—FTF*-6—6*A—A* BT C—C*-D—D*TE—

A FA®IBTCC*D—D* E+FTF*1 61 6*ATA* B C1

E/-F—-F*--B—- 6*La—arlBLcLcrlp—DpFlELFLFFle—
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tunings from instruments with fewer than six
strings in a sensible, though nonunique, manner.

I n St r u m e n ta I The Cittern (2) tuning, for example, extends the

. CGCGC tuning of the cittern to the six string

Tu n I n g s tuning CGCGCG. The balalaika tuning concat-

enates the tunings of the bass (EAD) and primo

balalaikas (EEA) to form the six string tuning
EADEEA.

Players of these (and other) stringed instru-

ments can easily use the chord charts presented

The instrumental tunings are based on the here by ignoring the extra strings. A list of banjo,
tuning of instruments such as the balalaika, the cittern (and other instruments such as the oud,
charango, the dobro, and others. They are adapted bouzouki, pipa, ukelele) is given here to direct
for use in a six string setting by completing the you to the appropriate tuning chart.

Banjo Tunings

G Tuning XGDGBD Open G

G Minor X GDGBbD Open G Minor

G Modal XGDGCD Modal G

Open C XGCGCE Open C

OpenCMinor X G C G C Eb Open C with string 1 lowered 1

Old-Time C XGCGCD Open C with string 1 lowered 2

D Tuning X ADF£AD Open D
X F#D F#A D Open D with string 5 lowered 3

Other Instruments

Bouzouki XXGDAD strings 2-5 of Cittern 1 transposed up 2
XXGDAE Lefty Tuning strings 1-4

Cittern XDGDAD strings 2-6 of Cittern 1 transposed up 2
XDGDGD strings 1-5 of Cittern 2 transposed down 5
XDGDAE strings 2-6 of Mandoguitar with string 6 raised 2

strings 2-6 of Cittern 1 with string 2 raised 2

XDADAD strings 2-6 of Cittern 2 transposed up 2
XGDGDG strings 2-6 of Cittern 2 transposed down 5
XGCGCaG strings 1-5 of Cittern 2
XCGDAE strings 2-6 of Mandoguitar
XGCGDG strings 2-6 of Cittern 1 transposed down 5

Mandolin XGDAEX Mandoguitar strings 2-5

Oud DEADGC All Fourths Tuning transposed down 5

with string 6 raised 3

Pipa XXADEA strings 1-4 of Pelican transposed up 2

Ukelele XXDGBE strings 1-4 of Standard tuning
X X ADF#B strings 1-4 Standard transposed down 5
XXGCEA strings 1-4 Standard transposed up 5
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The

Balalalka Strings: & 5 4
Motes: ] a d
a]

Tuning MIDI #: 52 57

Fetune: 0O 0O o -3
Fret: 3 3 p

The balalaika is a three stringed Russian folk
instrument with a characteristic triangle shaped E minar scale
body. The balalaika family extends from the large - =
bass (tuned EAD) through the tenor, alto, and the : .
prima balalaika (which is tuned EEA). The balalaika o
tuning concatenates the bass and prima tunings - . .
onto one fretboard for an interesting, if not authen- o o a o g
tic, tuning.

The strength of the tuning lies in its natural & majar scale
keys, E and A, and in the trance like effect of the -
two E strings tuned to the same note. Unless you g »
restring the guitar, the second string is very loose, o ola
which gives the tuning a "sitar" like quality. - = -

a 0o o o 2
E major scale & minar scale
L] s i [u) &
L] i [u] &
& & [u) &
o & L]
o o o o 2 o o o o o

E FFTF*f16—6*ATA® BT CTC*D—D*E—F—F*1 6
D [DFFEF—F*16—16*ATA®*B—C—C*D—D*-E—F—
A FAFIBC—C*IDD*E—1FF*-6—T6*ATA* B C1
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The
Charango
Tuning

The charango is a ten stringed instrument
from the Andes region of Peru and Bolivia that
often uses an armadillo shell as a resonator. The
instrument is typically held high up on the chest
and the strings are tuned in pairs like a mandolin or
a 12 string guitar. The third pair is usually tuned to
octaves, while the other four pairs are in unison.
Perhaps the most striking aspect of the tuning is

'h.ljl'é:_?

|
LT
=
Strings: 6 o 4 3 2 1
MWotes: A q C e a g
MID] #: 55 60 52 57 o4

over the strings. The loose wrist of the style is
reminiscent of the rapid strumming of "spanish"
style guitar, though the higher octave of the
charango gives it a unique flavor.

C major scale

that the strings do not ascend uniformly from low o TTTTT I 1
to high. Rather, they jump up, down, up and up, aleltel 1ol 1ole ol
forming an Am7 chord (with an E bass) all within ; ol I st I D Y A

one octave. This makes for some very interesting il I A

finger picking patterns since the bass (on string 3) o o o o0 2 o
tends to be syncopated against the beat.

In the Andean musical tradition, the charango _

serves three roles. When playing melody lines, its A minor scale

double strings tend to give it a mandolin-like Do I T
sound. In its finger picking style, it tends to sound o e —e—fe =
very "fast," playing a role analogous to a banjo in g = T 11 =
the American folk tradition. Finally, charango play- _ il I I _
ers have perfected a rapid strum in which the first a 0o o o 2 o
finger of the right hand flails rapidly back and forth
E\- FTF*¥176T6¥TATA*T BT CTC*¥TDTD*TETFTF*fT6—T—

A FA¥fTTBTCTC*¥DTD*¥TETFTF*¥T6T6FTATAFBTCT

E (FTF*T6T6*¥TATA*fT BT CTC*¥TDTD*FsTE—TFTF*1T6—T

C (C*¥rDTD*¥TETFTF*T6T6FTATAF BT CTC*FTDTD*r

E [6¥TATA*fr BT CTCF¥rDTD*FTETFTF*fT6TEFTATA¥—

X

@
@ @ [ @ [
@
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Cittern
Tuning One

The cittern is an overgrown mandolin with an
extra pair of strings. They can be tuned in a variety
of open tunings, such as CFCGC, DGDAD, or
GCGDG, all of which can be played using the
fingerings shown here for strings 2 through 6. To
play in DGDAD, transpose all chord names down
two steps. To play in GCGDG, transpose down 5
steps (or capo up two and five steps, respectively).

There are several other popular cittern tunings
which can be played using the Cittern 2 tuning on
the next page. The table "Cross Index of Tunings"
contains a complete list and more information.
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Cittern
Tu n i ng TWO Strings: & 5 4

3
MNotes: C qJ C q C q
MIDI #. 43 55 60 67
Retune: -4 -2 -2 oD +1 +3
Fret: 7 5 7 5

The three pairs of fifths span three octaves and chord can be fingered in numerous ways.
form a wider tuning than usual. The bass is deeper These chord forms are all related by mov-
and the treble is higher. Chords tend to sound very ing the third or fourth finger (or both) two strings
"open," with large spacing between adjacent tones,
and scales invariably require sliding up and down “o o so” “a oo o Moo oo
the fretboard. The stretches are just too long to
comfortably play in a single position. a 2 a 2 a

Barring a finger across all six strings sounds a o o
a chord that is neither major nor minor, and the
three fifths tuning lends itself nicely to pieces that
are tonally ambiguous.

Transposing a riff or finger pattern by an up or down. With this trick, you can form
octave is simply a matter of moving over two hundreds of chords from a few sample chords.
strings. New fingerings for chords can be found by Doubling some of the notes gives even more
changing strings. For instance, the C minor 7th possibilities. Can you think of others?

"o o oo ™o oo o o o O o "o o o o o o ™o o o
u ¥ o 3 o2 X fu] ] o 3] o >
o o o o o o

6 6T ATA* B C—TCfrD—TDFE—FTF* T 6TB6F A AFf——

C [C*FDTDFE—F—TF* 6—16* A~ A*-B—C—C*D—D*—

6 [EFFATA® B C—TCFDTD*E—F—TF* 6—T6F AT AFT

C FC*DTD*E—F—TF* 6—T6* A A*TB—C—C*D—D*T

6 [6FATA® B C—TCHDTDFE—F—TF*I6—T6F AT AF—

c teslptpsleLrlrelgloslatlaslpLeloslp-Llpel—
@ ® ® ® o ®
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The
Dobro
Tuning

The dobro is a type of guitar with a metal
resonator. It is usually held horizontally on the lap
and played with a metal bar that acts like a move-
able fret. It is typically tuned to a G major chord
that is different from the G major chord of the Open
G tuning (DGDGBD), though the three highest
strings are identical. Consequently, the high three
strings of both tunings can be played the same.

The dobro tuning offers two triplets of strings
tuned an octave apart, which makes it easy to
visualize chord forms and to transpose them up and
down octaves. For instance, the three note A minor
chord can be played either high or low, or the two
octaves can be combined to form a more complete
version.

domin (low) A min Chigh) & min {complete)
I | ii
I z 3 234
[} u u)
[} u] u)
D D*FE—TFTF*fT6—T6*ATA® B
B FC—C*-D—D*TE—F—F*+6—6*
6 [6*ATA* B CTC*DD*IE—
D [D*FE—FF*16—6*A—A®F B
B FC—C*-D—D*TE—F—F*+6—6*
6 6+ A—LA*slB—Cc—Cc*lp—LprlE-

_[:_

FF—TF* 6 6F AT A®

-C—C*¥-D—D*E—F—

ol
[ ]

'\.;5' 'é:'ﬂl:?

Strings: 6 o 4 3 2 1

Notes: q b d q b d
MIDI#: 55 59 62 87 71 74
Retune: + 3 + 7 ] ] n -2
Fret: 4 3 5 4 3
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The
Lefty
Tuning Moo ¢ b g 4 2 ¢

MIDE#: 76 71 67 B2 57 5E

\.Ijé_?

Watch a left handed guitarist play a right
handed guitar - they play chords backwards - and
finger them strangely, too. You can simulate this C major scale
left/right confusion by restringing your guitar from »
high to low (or by programming a MIDI guitar
controller). Interestingly, it doesn't take long to
become quite proficient at left hand guitar (assum- =
ing you start out proficient at right hand guitar!), e o o o g a
because the left/right symmetry makes many chords
easier to remember. In general, scales are more C minor scale
confusing than chords - the sound often rises when
you expect it to fall, and falls when you think it
should rise. Many standard strums take on an o
interesting character because the "alternating bass"
turns into an "alternating treble."

Some chords are easier to finger, like the
barred E major. Some are more difficult: try to play C pentatonic scale
an E ninth at the 7th fret. There are some surprises,
too, some chords that "don't exist" in the standard
tuning (note the F minor at the fifth fret).

Hmm, I wonder what other tunings would be
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The
Overtone
Tuning

Built from the 4th through 9th partials of the
harmonic series, the overtone tuning is highly
compressed - all six strings fall within little more
than a single octave. This causes some very tight
chords and densely packed clusters of notes. Ac-
cordingly, the chord chart emphasizes intervallic
chords such as the pandiatonic forms. Many of the
major, minor, and seventh chords have repeating
tones, which adds an interesting kind of chorus or
depth to the sound. The tuning sounds like a "so-

prano twelve string."
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The
Pentatonic
Tuning

The six strings of the pentatonic tuning are
formed from a single octave of the pentatonic
scale. The tuning is highly compressed since all six
strings span only a single octave. Chords tend to
contain multiple copies of tones which gives an
overall impression of chorusing and depth.

For those using a MIDI guitar controller, this
is an excellent opportunity to assign each string to
a different sound, since then multiple tones will not
be exact copies. Then, changing the inversion or
position of the chord changes the timbre.
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Regular
Tunings

In regular tunings, all six strings are equally
spaced in pitch. This means that any finger
pattern can be moved up and down the neck like
a normal bar chord, and also it can be moved
sideways across the neck. For example, in the
All Fourths tuning, the open F major chord can
be moved down one string to a C major, down
two strings to a G major,

G Major C Majar

o O o O

or up one string to an A# major

F Major &* Major

o o o o o

Turning this into simple bar chords gives the
chords

G* Major C# Major

F# Major E Major

Similarly, the D major chord can be moved
down one string to an A major or down two
strings to an E major

E Major & Major [ Major
\"11- \n (] O O

2 =|: 2 =|: 2 =|:
[} [} [}
[n} [n} [}

or the chord pattern can be barred to give

F Major a* Major D#* Major

Regular tunings greatly simplify the learn-
ing of chords, since each finger pattern is useful
for many chords. The above examples give all
twelve major chords in the first or open position
starting with only two different fingerings! This
same procedure of moving chords from string to
string (as well as the normal fret to fret motion of
the bar chord) works for all the regular tunings.
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Left Handed Regular Tunings

One interesting quirk of the regular tunings
involves the idea of “lefty” tunings. Left-handed
guitarists realized long ago that chords must be
fingered differently when the strings are re-
versed (when they descend from high to low
rather than ascend from low to high). The Lefty
chord chart, which reverses the strings of the
Standard tuning is presented in the section on
instrumental tunings. Chord charts for the regu-
lar tunings have the property that they can also be
used as left handed chord charts, given suitable
transposition. For example, the reversed, or left-
handed version of the All Fourths tuning is

ol

= r |
® | g |
—i:; 5

Strings: 6 o 4 3 2
MNotes: f C q d a e

Chords fingered in this tuning are identical to
chords fingered in the tuning

| EEE

Strings: 6 5 4 3 z
MNotes: f C q d a &

which is exactly the Mandoguitar (the “All Fifths”
tuning) transposed down five steps. Thus the left
handed version of the All-Fourths tuning is the
Mandoguitar tuning.

Similarly,

*% For the left-handed version of the Minor Third
tuning, use the Major Sixth transposed -3.
*% For the left-handed version of the Major Third
tuning, use the Minor Sixth transposed -6.
*¥ For the left-handed version of the All Fourths

tuning, use the Mandoguitar transposed -5.
** For the left-handed version of the Augmented
Fourths tuning, use the Augmented Fourths.
*% For the left-handed version of the Minor Sixth
tuning, use the Major Third transposed +6.
*% For the left-handed version of the Major Sixth
tuning, use the Minor Third transposed +3.

There are twelve possible regular tunings,
but only seven are given here. The missing five
are:

cccccc Unison Tuning

C C#D D#E F Minor Second Tuning
C D E F#G#A#  Whole Tone Tuning

C A#G#F#E D Minor Seventh Tuning
C B A#A G#G  Major Seventh Tuning

These have not been included because there are
almost no interesting chords that are easily played
in these tunings. In the Unison tuning, for in-
stance, it is impossible to play any major or
minor chord at all (try it). While it is physically
possible to play (say) a major chord in the Minor
Second tuning, the chords tend to have multiple
copies of the same note. For example, a C major
chord can be fingered

but the chord contains the notes CEEEEG and all
four E’s are identical. The seventh tunings have
a similar problem except that the multiple copies
of a single note are octaves rather than unisons.



54 Regular Tunings

The
Minor Third
Tuning

The strings of the minor third tuning form a C
diminished chord. It is a highly compressed tuning
since all six strings are tuned within a tenth. This is
about the distance most adults can stretch their
fingers on a keyboard, and chords tend to be closely
voiced, almost keyboard-like.

Unlike the piano, however, chords in the
minor third tuning often contain multiple copies of
a single note. Consider the three barred C major
chords: the first and third contain doubled E's while
the second contains doubled G's. Similarly, the
open position C minor and F minor both contain
copies of a C note. This is not necessarily bad. The
sound of the two notes invariably differs somewhat
due to differences in string widths, tensions and
tunings, and the doubled notes reinforce each other,
like the doubled strings of a twelve string guitar
add chorusing and depth. When picking or
arpeggiating chords, the doubled strings can add a
unique percussive effect, and it is easy to play
extremely fast mandolin-style picking on adjacent
doubled notes.
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The
Major Third
Tuning

The major third tuning could be called the
"Open C Augmented" tuning since it contains two
octaves of a C augmented chord - two C's, two E's
and two G#'s. Such multiple notes give a freedom
to chord formation usually found only in open
tunings. Whenever a chord is played at a particular
fret on (say) the low C string, it can also be fretted
at the same fret on the other C string. For example,
an open E7 can be alternatively fingered in several
ways...

000-"‘-" H‘\noo o Kﬂﬂ'

Like all regular tunings, chords in the major
third tuning can be moved across the fretboard
(ascending or descending a major third for each
string) as well as up and down the fretboard like a
normal bar chord.
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The
All Fourths
Tuning

The All Fourths tuning is the closest regular
tuning to the standard EBGDAE. Given the ease of
remembering chord formations in regular tunings,
why does tradition tune the highest two strings
down a half step?

One reason may be the distinct lack of full six
string major and minor chords in the All Fourths
tuning, even in open position. There are, however,
numerous easy-to-finger four and five string chords
which can be moved readily around the fretboard.

All chords and scales from the low four strings
of standard tuning can be used verbatim, and they
can be transposed directly onto the upper two
strings. Electric bass players often find this one of
the easiest guitar tunings to use, since it is a very
simple way to extend the tuning of the four string
bass to a six string setting.
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The
Augmented
Fourths Tuning

The augmented fourth interval is the only
interval whose inverse is the same as itself. The
augmented fourths tuning is the only tuning (other
than the "trivial" tuning CCCCCC) for which all
chords forms remain unchanged when the strings
are reversed. Thus the augmented fourths tuning is
its own "lefty" tuning. If we lived in a world with
an equal number of left and right handed guitar
players, perhaps this tuning would be the standard!

There are numerous variants of the fingerings
shown in the accompanying chord chart. Any fret
played on any C (or F#) string can also be played on
any other C (or F#) string. Since there are three C
strings and three F# strings, this gives a wealth of
possibilities. The five D7 and Dmaj7 chords give
an idea of the vast possibilites. How many open
position D major chords can you find?
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Mandoguitar
Tuning i AR

MIDN#*: 45 55 62 89 76 83

The four strings of a mandolin (like a violin)
are tuned in a sequence of perfect fifths. The
mandoguitar tuning expands this to a six string
perfect fifth tuning, with one string a fifth below
the violin and another string a fifth above. This
provides a deeper bass than the guitar and simul-
taneously a higher treble.

Because the mandoguitar tuning is regular,
you can move any chord both up and down the
neck (like a normal bar chord) and you can also

G major [ major & major
O O o O O O
3 3 ! 1/2circle of fifths  the other half
o o o o000 0o
] [u] u}
u} ]
[} ]

move any chord across the strings. Thus the finger
pattern for the G chord, the D chord and the A
chord are identical, but they are centered on

B CTC*rDTD*EFTF*fr6TE*rATA* BT CTCFfrDT—
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FA*TB—TCTC*DD*E1FTF*I6T6*ATA® B—C—
DFE—FTF*1 61 6*ATA® BT CTC*DD* E—F—

F6F - ATAF B CTCF-D—D*ETFF*6—6FATA®—

A

D

6

c/-c*-— p—p*rlELF-lrrleteslataslpLtcteslpLpsl—
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The
Minor Sixth
Tuning

Like the major third tuning, this could also be
called the "Open C Augmented" tuning, although
the strings are ordered differently (CG#E instead
of CEG#). Consequently, chord forms are related
by swapping the fingerings of the first and fourth
strings with those of the second and fifth strings,
respectively, whenever this is physically possible.

Despite this formal similarity, the feel of the
two tunings is vastly different. The minor sixth
tuning is very wide, spanning over three octaves,
while the major third tuning spans only an octave
and a half. In practical terms, chords in the minor
sixth tuning tend to be wide open, with large
intervals between successive notes. They tend to
have low basses and high trebles simultaneously.
Chords in the major third tuning, on the other hand,
tend to be compressed, often with multiple copies
of the same note in the same octave.

6FATAFB—TC—TCHD—D*FE—F—
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__D_
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- F*
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[ Y 1
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[ -+
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—— E'
-
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Motes: C q*¥ e C q¥ e
MIDI #:. 36 44 52 60 65 76
C major scale
L = ; _ _ & £
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o 0 o o0 2 a
C minor scale
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L = = L =
[n} ; & _ _ = =
o o o o 2 o
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5 . s s
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~-B—C—C*¥-D—D¥F——
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]

-

'\.Ijé_?

The

Major Sixth :
Tu ning Strings: 6 g 4 3 2

MNotes: C a f# d#¥ ¢
MIDI #: 36 45 54 63 T2

Like the minor third tuning, the strings of the
major sixth tuning are tuned to a C diminished C major scale

seventh chord. Both tunings contain the notes

CAF#D#, though the strings are in a different order

and different tones are doubled.

Despite this superficial similarity, the tunings

ulull ]

are vastly different, primarily because the six strings o o o o
of the minor third tuning are compressed into little
more than an octave, while the major sixth tuning C rinar scale
spans over three and a half octaves. As a result,

chords in the major sixth tuning tend to sound -

sparse, with large intervals between successive -

chord notes. Scales are awkward because they

cannot be played in a single position, making
certain melodic passages awkward. On the other
hand, the range of the tuning is immense, since
there are five octaves from the lowest C to the

u] o o o

[ala ] ]

C diminished scale

highest C. This is as large a span as most midsized

keyboards!

===

[u]
[u]
[u]
[u]
[alul ]

C FC*D—D*E—FTF*-6—16*A—A* B C—C* DD+
D*FE—F—F*16—T6*-A—TA®*-B—C—C*-D—D*E—F—F*t

F*f6—6*ATAF B CC* D D*ETFF*6E* A

c fcelpLtpslELFLrelgterlataslp—ctoslptpsl—
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68

Special
Tunings

The “special” tuning section is a collection
of miscellaneous tunings, most of which were
created and/or popularized in recent years by
various singers and/or songwriters. The bulk of
the tunings are named after a song in which they
are used. The cited songs are the first use of
which I’'m aware, but undoubtedly many of these
tunings have been used previously by others. I
would be glad to hear from anyone with informa-
tion about the origin of tunings, so that I can be
more accurate in future editions.



70 Special Tunings

The
Admiral

Tuning

Michael Hedge's song Admiral Rickover's
Dream is played in this variant of the Open G
tuning, in which strings 1 and 6 are tuned down two

steps.
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\“\o L1 L1 nx’, ﬂl-"“" o O \'0 L] L] 0-“"{
2
] 2
] [u] ] [u] 2 [n] ]
3 ] 4
] [n] [n] ] ]
[ minor E minor G minar & minor C 7th
o oo oo o S o o
2 ] =I: -|+ 2
] [n] [n] ] 4 [n] ] !
3
] [n] [n] ] ]
2
34
C 7th [ 7th E 7th F 7th G 7th
“‘ﬂl o th-"'f o 0-'"'-. o o O
2 ) =I: A 2
fu] 3 o o 3 o ] 4 fu] 2
4
[u] [u] [n] [u] ]
G 7th & Tth Cmaj? Dmaj 7 Emaj?
o O [ \"'ﬁ L] O O 0-'"‘-’
[ 1]
ERE!
] 2 [n] [n] ] ]
] I
] [u] [u] ] ]
> X 4
&omaj v Cmin? Crmin 7 Fmin 7 Gmin 7
“-n L1 0-’"‘" M"'-n L1 ID'-"’-. \""'0 o
) 2
-6
2 o [ 4 o 4 o ] 4 o r 3 4
I 4 =} =} u [u]
!
amin 7 C Psusd G Psusd G Ysusgd Csus &
o O th-""‘ L o oo o O O o o L o o O O o
r 3 1 ]
] [u] 3 [n] [n] ¥ ]
] [n] [n] [n] ]




72 Special Tunings

The
Buzzard
Tuning

The Buzzard tuning is from Will Ackerman's
song of the same name. The open strings sound a
C7sus4 chord, and the multiple C and F strings
allow many useful fingering variations.

G rmajor scale

-H = o .
[n] . 2
o o ; 0 2 0
G minor scale
[u] - ; i -
L ] = = .
[u] = = i
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The

'h.lj 'é:'ﬂl:?

Drop D
. Strings: 6 5 4 3
T MWotes: d a d q
unlng MIDI #. 50 57 62 67

RFetune: - 2 ] ] ]

Fret: 7 5 5 4
Artists as diverse as the Beatles, Pete Seeger,

John Denver, James Taylor, Happy Traum, and O major scale

Jorma Kaukonen have all written and/or recorded -

tunes in the Drop D tuning. It is undeniably the

most used alternate tuning, probably because it is

O & 00

so easy to get to (only the low E string needs to be

retuned) and because most chords and scales re- o o a o
main unchanged from the familiar standard tuning.
Since the only difference lies in the sixth string, the [ minor scale

[alaly ]

chord chart consists mainly of full six string chords, o

which should be liberally interspersed with famil-

iar chords from the standard tuning - simply don't

= =
»

strum or pluck the lowest string.

o o [u] [u]

[alul ]

G major scale [ pentatonic scale

- [u]

== =

[alul} ]
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-A*B—1C—C*DD*E—FTF*6—T6*ATA* B C1

B
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D/'D*'-E—-F—'F"-E—'E*'- A— AF-B—C—C*¥-D—DFf-E—F—
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The
Face
Tuning

Michael Hedges tunes to an A minor 7 chord
with a suspended 4th (ACGD) in Face Yourself,
though it sounds more grounded in C (an incom-
plete C6add9?) or in G (G with a 4th and 2cnd).
Whatever the keys, it feels nice.
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The
Four and Twenty
Tuning

This tuning was popularized by Crosby,
Stills, Nash and Young in their songs Four and
Twenty and Suite: Judy Blue Eyes (which was
transposed up one whole step). Strumming the
open strings of the Four and Twenty tuning sounds
a chord that is harmonically ambiguous - neither
major nor minor, and perhaps this accounts for
some of the charm of these songs. The doubled
string adds an interesting flavor to finger picked
passages, since the same tones repeat, though with
slight timbral differences due to string thickness
and weight.

Since the tuning has multiple D's and A's,
there tend to be numerous variants possible on any
given chord form. For instance, an open position D
minor 7 can be played

\"'00 L] H\ono H\“'ﬂ L]
= 3 o 3 O : 3
o fu] o

2 0 2 2 9 2

DFETFTFfT6TE*T ATA® B
-AFB—T C—C*D—D*E—F—F*;
-D*E—F—F*16—16*-ATA®* B C—C*-D—D*-E—F—
DFE—F—F*16—16*-ATA®-B—C—C*¥-D—D*-E—F—

-AFB—1 C—C*FD—D*FE—F—F*;
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|
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Strings: 6 ) 4 3 2 1

Motes: d a d d a d

MIDI *: 50 57 62 62 69 74
Fetune: - 2 0 n -5 -2 -2

Fret: 7 5 0 7 5

(along with many other variants) while a B
minor 7 could be fingered

“sooooo’ “pooooo’ “Soooooo

The general rule is that whenever a given fret is
played on (say) a D string, that same fret can be
played on any other D string.

F major scale

o000

o g
[wl ]

-C—TC*FrD—D*FETFT—

-6 6*FA—TA* B C1

-6 6*A—TA* B C1—
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Y |
- | ! iI F_
The e e —
o a—
Hot T —
- Strings: 6 o 4 3 2 1
Tunlng Motes: & b B f# a d
MIDI#*: 45 59 64 66 69 74
Retune: -7 +2 +2 -1 -2 -2
o o ) Fret: 14 5 2 3 5
This unique tuning is from Michael Hedges
song of the same name. String 6 is lowered a full 4 mai :
fifth, while string 5 is raised two steps, creating a ajar stale
leap of more than an octave between the two bass . . .
strings. In compensation, there are small intervals a & »
between the second, third, and fourth strings. Thus g * =
the Hot Type tuning has elements of a compressed &
tuning and elements of a wide tuning. Make sure o o o o0 8 a
that you use a heavy guage 6th string or the low A .
will sound flabby. A minor scale
L] s &
o s & s
[u) &
o o o o é o
E major scale E minor scale
[} o o L o [} o L o
u] = & [u] &
L i L i
u] = Sl [u] &
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D rDFTETFTF*¥T6T6¥TATA*T BT CTC*¥TDTD*FTETFT—
A [AFTBTCTC*¥TDTD*¥TETFTF*fT6TE¥fT A TAFB—TC—T
FFr6—T6*¥T A TA* BT CTC*¥rDTD*¥TETFTF¥1T6T6¥T AT
E [FTF*Tr6T6*¥TATA* BT CTC*¥TDD*FTETFTF*T6T
B FC—TC*¥rDTD*¥TETFTF*¥1T6T6¥fT A TA*T BT C—TC*¥Tr D1
A AF-B—C—C*¥-D—D*F¥-E—F—FFf-6—6F-A—AF-B—LC—
e o ® ® t ®
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The
Layover
Tuning

In his song Layover, Michael Hedges tunes
strings 1-5 to an Amin7 chord. The sixth string, a
D, officially makes it a suspended fourth chord, but
it doesn't sound that way. The notes of the tuning
are the same as the notes of the Pentatonic tuning,
but they're all scrambled up.
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The
Magic Farmer
Tuning

Michael Hedge's Magic Farmer tuning is
closely related to his Buzzard tuning; strings 3-6
are identical, while the first two strings are lowered
one step. The tunings play similarly, and many of
the fingerings on the two chord charts can be
interchanged.
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The
Pelican
Tuning

This tuning is taken from John Renbourn's
song of the same name, in which the strings are
tuned to a D suspended second chord that sounds a
nice neutral tonality, neither major nor minor,
neither soft nor harsh. The Pelican tuning is inti-
mately related to the Open D minor tuning
(DADFAD) since five of the strings are tuned
identically while the last string is only one half step
away. Consequently, chords from the D minor
chord chart can often be used when playing in the
Pelican tuning, though fingers on the third string
need to be moved up the fretboard one position. For
instance, open D minor chords are quite similar...

D minor chords
in Pelican Tuning in D Minor Tuning
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The e

Processional |
Tuning s

Will Ackerman's tuning from the song Pro-
cessional is interesting because the highest strings

: h D major scale
are only one step apart, allowing some very tightly

voiced chords. The tuning is closest to Ackerman's o -
own Triqueen tuning, with strings 1 and 3 differing . - -
by only one step. o . o
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—
|
e 5
Slow Motion
. Strings: 6 o 4 3 2
Tu n I n g MNotes: d q d f C
MIDI#*: 50 55 62 65 72
Retune: -2 - 2 1] 2 o+ 1
Fret: 5 3 7 2
Any tuning with multiple octaves of a single
note allows chord variations by moving fingers .
among the octaves. Will Ackerman's Slow Motion D major scale
tuning is no exception. The open position D minor = *TT1°
chord, for instance, can be varied in sveral ways... - - -
2 . :
oo o o o o ™o oo o ot
o o o o 2
> = )
e I o : o D' minor scale
[n] lw} w} .
u & &
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One quirk of the Slow Motion tuning is the o o o o é
seventh chord form (the second D7 on the chart),
which fingers exactly like a 7th chord in Standard G minor scale
tuning. The Fmin?7 is also fingered exactly like a Bb =
major in Standard tuning. Though the fingers re- g . * .
main the same, the sounds are quite different. e »
] i
o 0o o 0 2
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The
Spirit
Tuning

B¥

C+*

In the Spirit tuning, the strings are tuned to an
Amaj7 chord. The tuning can be quite uplifting
despite Will Ackerman's song Impending Death of
the Virgin Spirit for which it is named.
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The

19 &
I

il

Tarboulton |
. Str1ngs: B 5# : 3 i# 1
Tunlng rrjicit[':f'#: 45 58 60 r5f5 70 ;?

Retupe: -4 +1 -2 -2 -1 +1

Taken from John Renbourn's song of the same
name, the Tarboulton tuning is one of the more A% major scale
interesting of the modern tunings because of its . * -
combination of intervals - a major seventh, a major a @
second, two perfect fourths, and a fifth. The tuning E ol S
plays easily in both F and A# though the wealth of ol Lo
bar chords ensures that any key is feasible. o o o o a =
There are three pairs of strings, two C's, two
F's and two A#'s. Whenever a given string is played A% minar scale
at any fret, its mate can also be played at the same .
fret. Accordingly, alternate chord forms substitute ; . .
strings 4 and 6, 1 and 3, and/or 2 and 5. For o -
example, a few alternative open A# major chords . - .
o 0 o o 2 o
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The
Toulouse
Tuning

The Doobie Brothers used this tuning in their
song Toulouse Street. Although the chord forms
are quite different from Standard, it's easy to learn
the bar chords (and to remember them at the right
frets) because the low E string is unchanged.
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The
Triqueen
Tuning

Triqueen is a shortening of Pink Chiffon Tri-
cycle Queen, another of Will Ackerman's songs in
an alternate tuning. Triqueen plays smoothly, and
there are many fun chord forms lurking in the chord
chart that are not shown explicitely. For instance,
the open position A7th chord can be moved up two
frets to a B7th chord in several ways...

Which B7 do you think sounds best? Why not
play a different one each time it rolls around?

B rCTC*frD—TD*frE—TFTF*6—T6*
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