Bending Strings
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String-bending techniques

help you re-create the
blue notes of the African

vocal scale.

ARACH-
Introduction

tring-bending techniques on the guitar can be traced back to the turn of the
century and the rise of the blues. Before the Civil War, most black musicians

played folk songs, spirituals, and dance tunes on either the banjo or the fid-

dle. The period from Reconstruction until the turn of the century saw the
ascendance of the guitar and the harmonica, which were more capable of expressing the
emotional intensity of the blues and technically better suited to recreating the “blue”
notes of the African vocal scale.

Harmonica players learned to “bend” or flatten the pitches of reeds, creating the
sounds of blues harp. Guitarists developed two ways of playing blues notes: using a slide
and bending the strings. By the time Blind Lemon Jefferson, Charley Patton, Lonnie
Johnson, and other guitarists began recording in the 1920s, string bending—also known
as “choking”—was a standard blues technique. From there it spread to country music,
rock, and other styles.

To bend a string, place the middle of your fingertip on a string, press it down, and
then push or pull the string on the fretboard until the pitch rises. The sixth, fifth, sec-
ond, and first strings are usually bent in toward the center of the neck; the middle two
strings can be bent either way. On an acoustic guitar, bending can raise the pitch of a
string by a half or a whole step, which is equivalent to the distance of one or two frets,
respectively. On an electric guitar, the strings can be bent further, up three frets (a minor
third) or, with very light-gauge strings, up four frets (a major third).

When you bend a string with the second, third, or fourth finger, you can place the fin-
ger immediately behind it on the same string one fret lower, so that you can push the
string with two fingers rather than just one. This technique, known as %racing,” ‘makes
bending strings easier. To make sure you are reaching the desired pitch when you bend
a string, play the note you are trying to reach on an unbent string a.r;d compare the
sound with the bent note. For example, here’s how you can practice bending the second
string. First, fret the string at the tenth fret and play the unbent note. Then place your
third finger on the ninth fret and bend the string up until the pitch matches the tenth fret
unbent; this is a half-step bend. On an acoustic guitar, a whole-step bend takes a good
deal of finger strength, so it may take some practice and patience to accomplish this.

DIFFERENT TYPES OF BENDS

There are many different string-bending teéhniques. You can bend a note up and then
allow it to return back down to its normal pitch. You can bend the note up and move
directly to a note played on another string without releasing the bend. It is also common
to bend a note before striking the string, strike the bent string, then release it. This cre-
ates a lowering rather than a raising of the pitch. It is possible to play two strings simul-
taneously—bending one and not the other, or bending both strings at once—or you can
bend one or more strings of a whole chord.

Don’t be surprised if you find your guitar out of tune after practicing this technique.
If your strings have not been stretched out beforehand, or if they are not wound prop-

erly around the posts of the tuners, they will go flat after being bent. To prevent this from












