The Art Of Contemporary Travis Picking

The art of contemporary travis picking has become a defining feature in
modern fingerstyle guitar playing. This technique, characterized by its
syncopated bass lines and intricate melody lines, embodies a rich tradition
that has evolved over decades. While its roots can be traced back to folk and
blues music, contemporary Travis picking has found its way into various
genres, including pop, rock, and even jazz. In this article, we will explore
the history of Travis picking, its essential techniques, notable artists, and
how you can incorporate it into your own playing.

Understanding Travis Picking

Travis picking is named after the American guitarist Merle Travis, who
popularized the style in the mid-20th century. At its core, this technique
involves alternating bass notes played with the thumb while the index and
middle fingers pluck the higher strings to create melody or harmony. This
creates a rich, layered sound that can be both rhythmic and melodic.

The Mechanics of Travis Picking

To fully grasp the art of Travis picking, we need to break down its
mechanics:

1. Bass Line: The thumb typically plays alternating bass notes, often on the
lower E, A, or D strings. This sets the foundation for the piece.

2. Melody: The index and middle fingers are responsible for playing the
melody on the higher strings (G, B, and e). This allows for a more complex
musical texture.

3. Syncopation: One of the hallmarks of Travis picking is its syncopation.
The bass notes often emphasize off-beats, creating a driving rhythm that
propels the music forward.

4. Finger Independence: Mastery of this technique requires good finger
independence, allowing the thumb to maintain a steady bass rhythm while the
other fingers play intricate melodies.



Historical Context

Travis picking has its origins in the early 20th century, influenced by
various musical styles, including:

- Folk Music: The simplicity of folk music provided a foundation for the
development of fingerstyle techniques.

- Blues: Many early blues guitarists employed similar alternating bass
styles, which contributed to the evolution of Travis picking.

- Country Music: Merle Travis himself was a country musician, and his style
heavily influenced other country guitarists.

As the years progressed, Travis picking became a staple in folk and country
music, with many guitarists adopting and adapting the technique.

Notable Artists and Their Contributions

Several contemporary artists have taken the traditional Travis picking style
and infused it with their unique flair. Here are a few notable musicians:

- Chet Atkins: Often regarded as a master of fingerstyle, Atkins expanded
upon Travis's techniques, incorporating jazz elements and sophisticated
harmonies.

- Tommy Emmanuel: Known for his virtuosic playing, Emmanuel blends Travis
picking with percussive techniques, creating a dynamic performance style.

- The Civil Wars: This folk duo utilizes Travis picking in their
arrangements, showcasing its versatility in modern songwriting.

- Andrew Belle: A contemporary artist who incorporates Travis picking in his
pop-infused folk sound, demonstrating the technique's relevance in today's
music scene.

Getting Started with Travis Picking

If you're new to the art of contemporary Travis picking, here are some steps
to help you get started:

1. Basic Finger Positioning

- Thumb: Place your thumb on the lower strings (E, A, or D).
- Index Finger: Position your index finger above the G string.
- Middle Finger: Place your middle finger above the B string.



2. Practicing the Alternating Bass Line

Begin by practicing a simple alternating bass pattern. Use your thumb to
alternate between the E and A strings. Start slowly and focus on maintaining
a steady rhythm.

3. Adding Melody

Once you are comfortable with the bass line, introduce the melody. Start with
simple melodies on the G and B strings, using your index and middle fingers.

4. Incorporating Syncopation

Once you have mastered the basics, work on introducing syncopation into your
playing. Experiment with placing bass notes on off-beats to create a more
dynamic sound.

5. Practice with Songs

Choose songs that feature Travis picking to practice your skills. Some
popular choices include:

- "Blackbird" by The Beatles

- "Dust in the Wind" by Kansas
- "Fast Car" by Tracy Chapman

Exercises to Improve Your Travis Picking Skills

To develop your Travis picking technique, consider incorporating the
following exercises into your practice routine:

Exercise 1: Basic Pattern

- Objective: Establish a solid foundation.
- Instructions: Alternate between the E and A strings with your thumb while
playing a simple melody on the G and B strings.



Exercise 2: Syncopation Drill

- Objective: Incorporate syncopation.
- Instructions: Practice playing bass notes on the off-beats while
maintaining a melody. Start slowly and gradually increase your speed.

Exercise 3: Finger Independence

- Objective: Improve finger independence.
- Instructions: Play a steady bass line with your thumb while randomly
plucking melodies with your index and middle fingers.

The Evolution of Travis Picking

As contemporary music continues to evolve, so does the art of Travis picking.
Artists are constantly experimenting with new techniques, blending genres,
and pushing the boundaries of traditional styles. This has led to the
emergence of hybrid picking, where players use a pick alongside their
fingers, allowing for even greater versatility and expression.

Future Directions

The future of Travis picking is bright, with new generations of guitarists
discovering and adapting the technique. As technology advances, the
availability of online resources and instructional videos makes it easier
than ever to learn and master this art form. Additionally, the rise of social
media platforms allows musicians to share their interpretations and
innovations, fostering a vibrant community of fingerstyle guitarists.

Conclusion

In summary, the art of contemporary Travis picking is a beautiful blend of
tradition and innovation. Its rich history, combined with modern adaptations,
makes it a relevant and exciting technique for guitarists today. By
understanding its mechanics, practicing diligently, and drawing inspiration
from notable artists, you can immerse yourself in this captivating style and
enhance your musical expression. Whether you are a beginner or an experienced
player, embracing the nuances of Travis picking can open up a world of
musical possibilities.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is contemporary Travis picking?

Contemporary Travis picking is a fingerpicking style on the guitar that
combines alternating bass notes with melody lines, often incorporating
complex rhythms and syncopation. It is an evolution of the traditional Travis
picking technique, adapting to modern musical genres.

What are the essential techniques for mastering
contemporary Travis picking?

Key techniques include proper finger positioning, using a thumb pick for the
bass lines, practicing hand independence, and incorporating syncopated
rhythms. It's also important to develop a smooth transition between bass and
melody notes.

How can I incorporate contemporary Travis picking
into my songwriting?

To incorporate contemporary Travis picking into your songwriting, experiment
with different bass patterns while playing chords. Layer melodies over these
patterns, and use rhythmic variations to create dynamic and engaging
progressions.

What are some popular songs that utilize
contemporary Travis picking?

Some popular songs that showcase contemporary Travis picking include
'‘Blackbird' by The Beatles, 'Fast Car' by Tracy Chapman, and 'Dust in the
Wind' by Kansas. These songs highlight the technique's ability to create
intricate melodies alongside rich harmonic foundations.

What role does fingerstyle guitar play in
contemporary Travis picking?

Fingerstyle guitar is fundamental to contemporary Travis picking, as it
allows for greater control and expression. The technique relies on the use of
fingers to pluck strings individually, creating a more nuanced sound that is
essential for the style.

Are there any notable contemporary artists who use
Travis picking?

Yes, notable contemporary artists who use Travis picking include Andy McKee,
Tommy Emmanuel, and Kaki King. They incorporate the technique into their
unique styles, pushing the boundaries of fingerpicking guitar music.



What are common mistakes to avoid when learning
contemporary Travis picking?

Common mistakes include not maintaining a steady rhythm, inappropriate finger
positioning, and failing to develop hand independence. It's important to
practice slowly and deliberately, gradually increasing speed while ensuring
accuracy and clarity.
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