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In this exclusive print/video lesson, world-renowned fusion guitarist and MI instructor Scott Henderson reveals some sly ways to liven up every guitar player’s favorite five-note fingering. If you’re like most guitarists, you probably learned the minor pentatonic scale shape shown in FIGURE 1 in your first or second guitar lesson. And whether you’ve been playing guitar for ten years or just ten weeks, chances are you employ this convenient, five-note, two-octave shape nearly every time you pick up your axe: FIGURE 1



7 fr Beginner or advanced, rock or jazz, blues or metal, electric or acoustic—no matter what kind of player you are—you’ve surely found that this scale pattern fits your hand comfortably, and is endlessly useful for creating solos, riffs, and songs. Then again, the scale can sometimes sound stale. After all, some would argue that with legions of electric guitarists across the globe all playing this scale to death for the past 50 years, your licks may sound tired and clichéd if you overuse it. This begs the question: How can you make the scale sound unique? How can you liven it up? How can you reinvent it?
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Enter iconic fusion guitarist and MI instructor Scott Henderson. In this lesson, Henderson shares some simple but utterly transformative ways you can use this fingering to create compelling sounds that most guitar players never explore. And, in the process, you’ll get a sneak peek into the modern techniques and evolved educational approaches guitar students receive every day at Musicians Institute.
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MOVE IT AND USE IT “Many guitarists don’t realize that the quickest way to get a new sound out of the pentatonic scale is simply to move the shape to other places on the neck without changing keys,” says Henderson. “For example, in FIGURE 1, we have our B minor pentatonic scale, which, of course, starts on B and works perfectly over any groove in B minor. But what happens if you move the scale up a whole-step (FIGURE 2), so that it starts on the 9th-fret C#? Most players would call this fingering a C# minor pentatonic scale and never think of using it over B minor. But it sounds great over B minor!”



FIGURE 2



9 fr Take inspiration from Henderson by playing a B minor chord (to get its sound in your ears) and then playing FIGURE 2’s C# minor pentatonic fingering over the top of it. (You might consider having a friend comp Bm for you while you explore the scale in its new location.) You’ll find that by simply shifting things up a whole-step, this “new” pentatonic scale delivers a refreshing, less predictable sound, because it hits different notes than does the traditional B minor pentatonic scale that opened this lesson. FIGURE 3 “You can also try the fingering down a fourth, starting in the second position, on F# (FIGURE 3),” adds Henderson. “Here, most guitarists would think of the scale as simply being F# minor pentatonic. But, over B minor, it reinvents itself as a new B minor pentatonic scale that projects a totally different sound.”
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RELOCATE & REPEAT Now that you’ve learned to use the same scale fingering in three different positions to get different sounds, try the approach on a riff or a line: Play a lick using the standard seventh-position minor pentatonic scale (FIGURE 1) that most guitarists would use over Bm. Now, relocate the same phrase at the ninth position and play it there; then repeat the process down at the second position. This is exactly what Henderson does in FIGURES 4, 5, and 6. This is not just an exercise—Henderson and other stellar improvisers literally do this sort of thing in their solos when they want a motif to repeat hypnotically, but not sound the same every time it loops around. > Try it!



FIGURE 4 — B minor line, pentatonic shape, seventh position
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FIGURE 5 — Bm line, pentatonic shape, ninth position
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FIGURE 6 — B minor line, pentatonic shape, second position
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SEVEN OUT OF EIGHT SOUNDS GREAT There is another cool Henderson trick you can try that will breathe new life into any pentatonic scale, and this time it involves rhythm. “Let’s say you have a simple line like this one (FIGURE 7),” says Henderson. “It is seven eighth-notes long, plus an eighth-rest at the end, which means it repeats every bar, making it pretty ordinary sounding.”



FIGURE 7 — seven-note phrase repeating every bar
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To give this looped line totally unpredictable sound, stay in 4/4 time, but simply omit the rest at the end and continue repeating it, being careful not to lose track of the downbeats (FIGURE 8). Now, without the rest, the phrase is not eight but only seven pulses long, which means it repeats in a new place every measure, creating an entrancing “odd meter sound” without actually leaving common time. Practice slowly, tapping your foot on every quarter-note to keep track of the 4/4 time, and gradually build up to faster tempos.



FIGURE 8 — seven-note phrase repeating in a "seven against four" grouping
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TIP: No matter what type of rhythmic grouping you’re playing, try giving your pentatonic lines a jagged, angular sound by incorporating some string skips (FIGURES 9, 10, & 11). These create big melodic leaps, another component of Henderson’s improvisations that you don’t often hear in typical pentatonic playing. FIGURE 9 — repeating seven-against-four phrase with string skip
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FIGURE 10 — repeating seven-against-four phrase with string skip (second and fourth strings)
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FIGURE 11 — repeating seven-against-four phrase with string skip (third and fifth strings)
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HIP DISPLACEMENT There is certainly nothing wrong with playing bluesy solo licks such as FIGURE 12, a three-note phrase that starts with a bent note (bend the 10th fret of the second string up a wholestep before playing the next two notes) and repeats every downbeat. FIGURE 12 — a typical repeating blues figure w/ bend
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“But rock/blues licks like this can sound kind of tired and clichéd, if you do them too much,” says Henderson, who’s about to share a very hip rhythmic displacement approach you can apply. “To change up this lick, try doing this (FIGURE 13). Here we’re displacing the lick by one pulse, making it start one pulse later in each new bar. This is done by repeating the last note of each bar on beat one of the next bar, which shifts the notes over by one each time you start a new bar. This makes that tired blues lick suddenly sound totally different each time it cycles.” FIGURE 13 — triplets rhythmically shifted one eighth-note every bar
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BAR HOPPING Last but not least, it’s important to realize how much mojo you can add to riffs and notes if you have a vibrato bar and know how to use it. Henderson has incorporated the magical downward (and upward) bends the bar delivers into a mesmerizing, singular style that’s all his own. Controlling the bar with his picking hand, Henderson plays licks on his custom Suhr guitars that evoke everything from Indian sitar ragas to epic Jeff Beck themes, as you’ll see and hear when you watch the video of this lesson. (The Beck influence can be heard in the beautiful B minor descending line Henderson plays for you in FIGURE 14, our first pentatonic line that branches out into a new pentatonic fingering pattern.) FIGURE 14 — bar dips (downward bar bends) within a B minor phrase
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Whatever you do, be sure to watch the accompanying video for this lesson. In it, you’ll not only find Scott Henderson demonstrating exactly how the examples in this lesson are to be played—and, of course, how they should sound—but you’ll also be transported into the halls of Musicians Institute for a glimpse at how Henderson and dozens of other guitar teachers in every style provide this kind of creative, in-depth guitar education every day of the week at GIT, the world-renowned guitar program at Musicians Institute. Thanks for reading!    — Jude Gold Comments? Questions? Want more info on the Guitar Program at MI?
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