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Part One: Naming things 

On each hand we name your fingers the same way your kindergarten teacher and 
God named them: thumb, index, middle, ring and pinky. Most people who play 
guitar do it this way. 

Whether the strings are made of steel or nylon, guitars have six of them. Holding 
your guitar, they are somewhat parallel to the floor and ceiling. 

Let's name the string closest to the floor the first string. And we'll call the string 

closest to the ceiling the sixth string. In between are the fifth, fourth, third and 

second strings. This is how most people number them. Six closest to the ceiling, 

one closest to the floor.
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Part Two: Tuning 

With a pluck of your thumb, a single string is sent vibrating into motion. What 
we hear is the air around that string vibrating with the same frequency. There's a 
moment right after impact when the tone flares and then a moment when it settles 
a bit and rings. Then it begins to fade. Listen to it fade. Can you hear the moment 
when the tone disappears completely? 

Tuning your guitar is listening to your guitar. Believe it or not, all humans are 
born with the ability to distinguish differences in pitch, and so were you. Musicians 
sometimes describe a pitch as being high or low. Or higher or lower than another 
pitch. 

Pitch can be measured by the number of vibrations, or cycles, per second. If 
you sound the first string of your guitar while holding it down at the fifth fret, it will 
vibrate somewhere around 440 times per second. Let's say that's a lot of vibration, 
and on the guitar, it is. Hold down the third string at second fret and pluck again. 
The sound you hear is vibrating around 220 cycles per second. That one's 
somewhere in the middle. Sound the fifth string open (don't hold it down at any 
fret), and it’s around 110 cycles per second. We're starting to get down there. 

Without using machines or calculations, our amazing ears can tell, almost 
immediately, that these three tones are different in pitch. Can't they? 

I don't like to tune using an electronic tuners, but I have one. And I do use it. 
But I don't like using it as much as I like listening to my guitar. 

If you're exasperated from trying to get your guitar in tune, or curious about an 
electronic tuner, I'd say go on down to the guitar store and get one. Nothing beats 
being in tune.  

Then try this. You need two people and two guitars to do this and one of the 
guitars has to already be in tune. Find a quiet place and sit close, facing each 
other. The guitarist whose instrument is in tune will give the tones and the other 
will match those tones. Name your strings one through six, one closest to the floor 
as you hold your guitars, and six closest to the ceiling. 

You can start with any string, but we'll start with the fifth string. The giver 
sounds the fifth string over and over to a slow, steady beat. Like, one tone every 
two or three seconds, or something. The matcher also sounds his or her fifth string 
to that same slow, steady beat. Listen for the moment after impact and after the 
little flare up of sound. Listen for the sound of the two tones ringing and listen to 
them fade. Before they fade away completely is the time to strike your strings and 
listen to them again. Do it some more and don't say anything, just listen.
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Decision time. Continuing to sound your fifth strings in unison, the matcher 
need only determine if the sound of his or her string is the same or different from 
the sound of the giver's. It's not yet time to worry whether it's higher or lower in 
pitch. 

Determine only whether it's the same, or different, or maybe you can't tell. 
Those are your choices. Again: same, different, don't know. Make your decision in 
one second or less. Really.  

If you think they're the same, then they're the same. Move on to the next 
string. If you think the two strings have different pitches, or you're not sure - 
sometimes it's hard to tell - here's what to do. 

Find the tuning gear that controls the tension of the fifth string by tracing that 
string from the point at which you're plucking all the way down the neck, past the 
nut to where it's tied off on the post. Turn the tuning gear each way while plucking 
the fifth string and you'll be able to tell which way tightens the string, or raises the 
pitch, and which way loosens the string, or lowers the pitch. There. 

Have the giver begin sounding his fifth string as before. The matcher also  
sounds his fifth string, one hand steady on the tuning gear. As fifth strings sound in 
unison, the matcher begins to loosen his fifth string to a point where he is 
absolutely certain it is lower in pitch than the giver's. If you're not sure, keep 
loosening. If your idea of absolute certainty is loosening your fifth string until it 
flops around like a sagging clothes line, so be it. The idea here is to begin using 
your ears and to begin trusting them. If you can't tell when your string is lower in 
pitch than the giver's, keep loosening the string until you can. 

If the matcher is now certain his or her string is lower in pitch that the giver's, 
the matcher is also certain which way to now go. Up. Continuing to sound fifth 
strings in unison, the matcher begins tightening steadily, perhaps a quarter turn at 
a time. Maybe less, but always steadily increasing the tension. Sound the strings in 
unison to a slow beat, turn the gear steadily. 

When the matcher's string begins nearing the pitch of the giver's, you'll hear 
waves of sound ringing, almost clashing. Think how circles of ripples expand and 
finally collide when two stones are plopped side by side, into calm water. It's kind 
of like that. 

The clashing ceases when the two strings are in unison not only in rhythm, but 
now also in pitch.Ahh. It's not uncommon n for the eyes of the giver and matcher 
to meet when this moment occurs. Isn't that funny? 

Try this whole thing again for the fourth string. Then the third, second and first 
strings. Save the sixth string for last, it's the lowest in pitch and sometimes the 
most difficult to hear. By the time you get to it, you'll be in good practice.
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Keep the process moving. Listen, lower your pitch, bring it up to what you think 
is in tune, and move on to the next string. That's better than laboring over your 
pitches and worrying about perfection. Your ears are not muscles, but like tiny 
muscles, intensive listening can tire them out quickly. 

If a string seems cantankerous and doesn't want to get in tune, skip it. Go back 
to it after you've done the others. When you've attended to all six strings, strum a 
G chord (we use all six strings when strumming a G chord) and listen for a quality 
of wholeness. If you think you're there, then you're there. If not, try each one 
again. Or get out your electronic tuner. 

Part Three: Just Plain D 

On the guitar, let's say a chord is the sound of two or more strings strummed or 
plucked at the same time. Placing fingers on strings at various positions on the fret 
board in fact, changes the length of those strings. When strummed or plucked, the 
sounds produced by those strings are now organized in a specific way. Let's learn 
one of those ways. 

       As before, use the middle finger of your fretting hand to hold 
the first string down at the second fret. And as before, use your ring 
finger to hold the second string down at the third fret. 
Now add your index finger to the third string, second fret. When 
the strings are strummed or plucked while fingering this chord 
form, your guitar will sound the same organization of tones that was 
formally named D major a long, long time ago. But now that you've 
been introduced, no one will mind if you call this sound just plain D. 
More commonly, guitarists (and players of other stringed 
instruments) use this name when referring to either the sound, or 

the chord form. And so will we, as in, "grab a D chord." 
Also place the thumb of your strumming hand on the fourth string somewhere 

right around the sound hole. Brushing down, towards the floor, across those four 
strings is making the sound known as D major. 

Begin each strum with the thumb of your strumming hand on the fourth string, 
and do it a bunch of times in a row. Use a stroke that starts from your elbow and is 
softened with a relaxed and supple wrist. 

In music, many things are organized by fours, as in, four beats to the measure. 
In our case, four strums equals four beats. Count as you strum: One, two, three, 
four. Stop. Now play for two measures. 
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Playing fast is never as musical as playing in control. A smooth, steady, flowing 
motion with your strumming hand produces a smooth, steady, flowing sound. Try it 
for four measures, counting out the rhythm as you go: ONE, two, three, four, 
TWO, two, three, four, THREE, two, three, four, FOUR, two, three, four. 

Try it for eight measures.  
The good news is you now have enough information and skill to play the 

accompaniment to a dozen or so songs on your guitar. The bad news is most of 
them are a lot like, "Row, Row, Row Your Boat. 

Part Four: A seventh 

Chords are made up of tones. As D major is the full name of a specific 
collection of tones, A seventh is also specific. We call chords first by their root 
tone, D or A for example, and then by another name to indicate which specific 
collection of tones are added to that root. Examples of these other names are 
major or minor or dominant seventh or major sixth and on and on. Think of these 
second names as different kinds of side dishes which can accompany an entree. 

Musicians mix tones together to make chords, just as painters mix pigments to 
create new shades of color. And as the sounds become more complex, so do the 
names. Not to worry. 

Figuring out what various collections of notes are called and why they are so 
named is less important at this point, than gaining control of your hands so you 
can change chords smoothly and strum and pluck the strings in a musically 
fortunate way. 

Finger a D chord again. This time, lift your ring finger off the second string, 
third fret. This leaves your index finger on the third string, and your middle finger 
on the first string, both at the second fret. 

Study for a minute, the relationship of these two fingers. Both at the second 
fret, a string between them. 

If you moved each of these fingers toward the ceiling one string, they'd both 
still be at the second fret but now, your index finger would be on the fourth string 
and your middle finger on the second string.  

That's the chord form when plucked or strummed sounds the collection of 
tones known as A dominant seventh, or A seventh for short. Or A7.
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Without strumming, move the position called A7 toward the floor 
one string, so your index finger is back on the third string and your 
middle finger is back on the third string and your middle finger is 
back on the first string, both at the second fret. Add then, your ring 
finger to the second string, third fret, and you're back at D. 

Again without strumming, change back to A7. Watch your 
fretting hand as you change from A7 back to D and back again. The 
idea here is for your hand to learn what these chord forms feel like, 
so you can change by feel when you're thinking about other things. 

The study of technique is the study of the human body in 
motion, or in our case, the fingers of your fretting hand in motion. A 
guitarist with good chord-changing technique  

is one who has eliminated a lot of unnecessary motion when 
changing from one chord form to another. Keep your hand close to 
the fret board when you change, feeling your way across the strings 
from D to A7 and back. 

Try making this change to a rhythm. Finger a D chord, and tap 
your foot to a slow and steady beat. Again without strumming, 
count out two measures or eight beats, along with the rhythm you 
are tapping. Change to A7 again counting out two measures. We 
could write this little exercise down on paper, each chord symbol 
representing one measure, or four beats: 

D    D    A7    A7 

Tap out your rhythm slowly enough so you can change chords right on the 
beat. D, two, three, four, D, two, three, four, A7, two, three, four, A7, two, three, 
four. Do it slower. Repeat. 

If it's a little awkward and takes longer to change chords than you had hoped, 
keep wiggling your fingers as you count until they begin to do what you want 
them to. They will. 

Maybe it's not so awkward. Maybe you're able to do this easily, without a lot of 
fumbling and worry. Rejoice! 

Let's add our strum. when on a D chord remember to begin your strum from 
the fourth string. When fingering an A7 chord, begin your strum from the fifth 
string. D, two, three, four, D, two, three, four, A7, two, three, four, A7, two, three, 
four. Repeat.



Mark Dvorak continues to be an integral member of the 
faculty at Chicago's remarkable Old Town School of Folk 
Music. When he’s not on the road, you can find him there 
teaching, jamming with students and passers by, or just 
hanging out and soaking in the vibe. 

Since 1986, thousands of music students have passed 
through his classes. He has helped many a beginner get 
through their first chords and strums, and has hosted a 
catalogue of master classes and workshops on a range of 
subjects from old time banjo picking to the legacy of the 
great Lead Belly, to just about every other topic related to 
the study of the American folk song. 

Stay in touch at markdv@aol.com. On the web at 
www.markdvorak.com.


