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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 

James Ledley is an RGT Registered Tutor with the “Registry of Guitar Tutors” in England. 
 
He has been playing guitar for 17 years and in that time has played in various bands covering various styles 
of music including Finger-style, Rhythm Guitar, Jazz, Rock, Heavy Metal, etc… 
 
He is also a Singer/Songwriter. writing and composing his own songs (not long after he himself learnt to play 
guitar!.  James is also in a 2 piece acoustic band at present and has always had a keen interest in music.  
He also has experience of playing Drums and Bass Guitar before finally settling for Acoustic/Electric Guitar. 
 
As he says himself “I think it was meant to be , the way things happened – I ended up playing guitar and 
have loved it ever since!” 
 
James has been teaching now for 4 years.  Lessons cater for everyone from the age of 7 years right up to 
60 years!!  
 
He recently started to teach full-time in local primary and secondary schools during the day and from his 
home in the evenings and takes everyone from Beginners to Advanced Guitarists in both Lead and Acoustic 
Guitar. 
 
As an RGT Registered Tutor he is qualified to take guitarists through their Guitar “Grades” (i.e, similar to 
taking Grades on the Piano) up to Grade 5 at present, though this may change as he continually expands 
his skills and knowledge and will soon undertake exams up to and including Grade 8. 
 
James is committed to offering a top quality and professional teaching service and is constantly looking into 
new ways of expanding his knowledge and teaching skills. 
 
This book was developed and designed partly due to feedback from his students in whom he would see 
good results (even after only taking lessons for a short while) and also students stating they could not find 
“good quality ” and “easy to understand ” teaching materials and resources.   
 
Hopefully this book will fulfil the above and provide YOU with a sound basis to build your guitar playing skills 
and knowledge. 
 
Get Playing  and most importantly have fun!! 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Welcome to  Get Playing!! (Lead Guitar). 
 

This teaching resource is designed to make it easy to understand the basics of lead guitar playing and take 
some of the “mystery” out of how to play great lead guitar solo’s, while enabling the leaner to gain a 
knowledge of the fretboard and begin to feel comfortable with his/her instrument. 
 
This book is suitable for beginners as well as also being a useful reference for the more intermediate lead 
guitarist. 
 
The accompanying CD is full of all the most useful scales, riffs and backing tracks that you will need to get 
started playing lead guitar and solos. 
 
All backing tracks are recorded on a single acoustic guitar for simplicity and are specially designed to be 
used with the suggested scales and riffs. 
 
My best advice would be to work through the scales from the 1 Octave or most “basic” then when you feel a 
bit more confident; moving onto the 2 Octave and eventually 3 Octave scales and the accompanying riffs 
and solo’s. 
 
As this is basically a beginners resource I have included just the basic techniques to get you started which 
include, Hammer-on’s or (HO) Pull-off’s or (PO), Vibrato or “making a wavering sound on a fretted note” and 
lastly Slides “sliding from one note to another”. 
 
These four techniques form the basis of lead playing, of course there are more advanced techniques but it is 
best to get a sound foundation and not to pick up any “bad habits” and grasp the basics before moving on to 
the more advanced techniques as you become more confident with your instrument. 

 
Make sure to practice all the scales and get used to playing these forward and most importantly backwards 
as this will help with speed when you come across a “fast” paced song/tune. 
 
I will help you along the way with tips and tricks to help you advance quickly with your lead playing. 
 
I hope you enjoy using this resource and most of all - just Get Playing!!  
 
Good luck!! 
 
James Ledley 
JLG Guitar Tuition 
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WHAT EXACTLY IS “LEAD GUITAR” 
 
Lead guitar is basically playing “lead” or “fretted” notes on the guitar fingerboard either one by one or 
together.  In its simplest form; notes are played one after another sometimes in a sequence or in a “scale”.  
As the name suggests “lead” guitarists sometimes take a leading role in a band i.e, they for some or a lot of 
the time are at the forefront of the sound of a band and play “solo’s” which may form an unique musical 
interlude or may last for 10–20 minutes or longer!!!      It very much depends on the band set-up, the genre 
of music and the type of song being played. 
 
Even at this early stage it is important to realise that the “lead” guitarist must know the song well and have a 
very good idea of the structure of the music he/she is playing over i.e, odd chord changes, tempo changes, 
instrumental breaks etc. 
 
Generally, as a rule, most lead guitarists have first learned to play “rhythm” guitar (a more percussive style 
of guitar playing which complements the rhythm section of a band)  
 
Learning rhythm is a great advantage when it comes to playing lead guitar. 
 

EXACTLY WHERE DO YOU START TO PLAY “LEAD GUITAR” 
 
The best place to start lead guitar is to start to get used to fretting a note on the fretboard; even just one note 
and use the plectrum with a “downstroke” and “sound” that note.  When you have done this start to do the 
same thing on another fret and so on until you are playing notes in different places.  It doesn’t matter at this 
stage what those notes are as long as they “sound” i.e, are “clear”. 
 
It is best to get into some “good” habits early on when beginning lead guitar and the main ones would be: 
 
·  Use the tip of your finger NOT the pad as the tip has more strength and the finger can be placed more 

accurately on the fretboard 
·  Whenever possible place the finger in the centre of the fret just behind the fret-wire 
·  Have your hand positioned correctly behind the neck of the guitar  
·  Be sitting comfortably or if standing, have the guitar at a comfortable height – adjust the strap 

accordingly 
·  Don’t use too heavy a pick, generally for lead guitar the pick would be of a slightly heavier gauge but a 

pick that is too “thick” may hamper your lead playing technique as you develop  
 

PLECTRUM TECHNIQUE 
 

Having a bad plectrum technique can really hamper your lead playing.  Its important to get it right from the 
start - consider the following tips  

    
·  Hold plectrum between the thumb and index finger 
·  Plectrum should be in line with your fingernail. 
·  The “picking” movement should come from the wrist – not the elbow. 
·   
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THE ELECTRIC GUITAR – TIPS AND ADVICE 
 

·  Always keep the guitar clean and wipe down the strings with a cloth as they can gather up dirt after a 
period of time. 

 
·  Experiment with different string gauges (string “gauge” is the thickness of the strings on the guitar the 

lighter the gauge the easier it is to “bend”  notes generally size “10” is considered average for electric 
guitar – sizes vary from 8 or 9 upwards based on the “Top E” or thinnest string. 

 
Experiment with different plectrum gauges – the thicker the plectrum the more it may be used for lead guitar 
rather than rhythm as the plectrum tends to “stick” in the strings and could even break strings if strings are 
strummed with force.  As a guide to size;  60 – 73mm is generally good for lead guitar though everyone 
finds their own “preference” as they get more used to playing guitar 
·  Make sure the guitar is set correctly i.e, the bridge intonation is adjusted correctly if in doubt contact an 

expert who can do this for you. 
 
·  For sustain or “making notes last longer when picked turn the amp volume down and guitar volume up – 

this is used widely in lead guitar playing. 
 
·  Invest in a decent good quality guitar lead – poor quality leads cost more in the long run. 
 
·  Listen to a wide variety of lead guitarists some of the more well known ones would be Jimi Hendrix, 

Jimmy Page (Led Zeppelin), Eric Clapton (Cream and solo work), Stevie Ray Vaughan, Slash (Guns ‘n’ 
Roses, Steve Vai, Richie Sambora (Bon Jovi)  

 
BUYING YOUR FIRST GUITAR AND AMP 

 
Buying your first guitar can be a difficult business if you do not know what to look for and what would be best 
suited to you. 
 
Too many people make the mistake of buying one they like “the look of” which of course is important but 
what is more important is how it “plays” and how it feels when “you” are playing it. 
 
If you are buying your guitar from a music shop make sure to try out a few and get the “feel” of each both in 
actual weight (some guitars are surprisingly heavier than others) and also the “action” of the neck – Try it 
through an amp and check all the controls etc.. are working including tone and volume controls and any 
“toggle” switches (switches used to turn “pick ups” on and off). 

 
 

WHAT DOES THE “ACTION” OF THE NECK MEAN? 
 

The “action” is the distance between the neck of the guitar and the strings in other words the “gap” between 
the two.  This is crucial when buying a guitar – many cheap guitars have a bad action; there is a large gap 
between the strings and the neck which results in it being difficult for the guitarist (especially) beginners to 
play notes on the fretboard.  A “bad action can hamper your progress and slow you down. 
 
This does not necessarily mean you must spend a fortune on a guitar just to get a good neck action.   
Surprisingly some cheaper guitars have a good action and are fairly affordable – its is worth trying a few 
music shops, specialist dealers before purchase. 
 
Many beginners buy a “guitar package” consisting of an amp and a guitar and possibly some other bits and 
pieces including a tuner, guitar stand etc.. 
 
However, these are sometimes sold from catalogues and the problem here is whether or not you will have 
the opportunity to try to the guitar out before purchase.   
 
Some of the most common guitar “shapes” for beginners are guitars modelled on the Fender Stratocaster or 
Gibson SG, Les Paul etc… – these names have been around for years and the original makes are usually 
more expensive. Electric guitars do come in all shapes and sizes and everyone has their own preference but 
make sure you get one you are comfortable with and that feels comfortable to play. 
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TUNING UP  
 
The “lost art” of manual tuning.  Many people these days buy an electronic tuner when purchasing their first 
guitar – but it is also a good idea to learn how to “manually” tune your guitar – just in case!! 
 
Whether your guitar is in stage pitch i.e, 440 MHz (on an electronic tuner -  most famous bands and artists 
record the majority of albums/songs in stage pitch) or not – it must be tuned to the Top E (thinnest string). 

 
To do this: 

 
 
1. Tune “B” string to “Top E” here by placing 1stt finger on 5thh fret of B string (strike both until they sound 

the same if not tighten the B string. 
2. Then tune “G” to “B” string in the same way (4th Fret) only time you’ll need to use the 4th fret) 
3. Then tune “D” to “G” string on 5th fret again 
4. Then tune “A” to “D” string on 5th fret again 
5. Finally tune the “Low E” (thickest) to the “A” string on 5th fret again 
 
NOTE:  This also helps with your “ear training” which is useful for hearing the difference in “pitch” of notes 
especially useful when playing lead guitar. 
 

GET IN TUNE!! 
 

To “tune up” to this CD simply play Track 1 and tune your open strings to the CD working from the lowest “E 
string” to the thinnest “E string” as in the diagram below. 
 
If the guitar is slightly out of tune practice the method as described above working through each string one at 
a time. 
 

 
 
 

UNDERSTANDING GUITAR TABS 
 

WHAT ARE “GUITAR TABS”? 
 

Guitar Tab is the method of reading notes and chords without actually having to read music in the traditional 
sense.  The tab represents the guitar fretboard and uses certain terminology (explained later) to guide the  
guitarist on how to play certain notes, use certain techniques, what chords to play etc…. 
 
It is important at this point to realise that you don’t actually have to read music to play guitar – obviously it is 
a real advantage especially when purchasing song books/sheet music etc…  Most tabs are pretty “self 
explanatory” and once you have grasped the concepts of reading a guitar tab even the more complicated 
ones are fairly easy to work out when you sit and study the patterns. 
 
One of the most common questions from beginners is “how do you to read guitar tabs?” – the following few 
pages will explain this. 
 
Below is a diagram of a guitar basically “flipped” upside down so the No 1 string or “Top E” is at the top of 
the diagram and the No.6 E string (Low E) or “thickest” is at the bottom. 
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All guitar tabs are based on a diagram like this: 
 

 
 
Notice the names of the strings (on the left) above and the numbers of strings - it is important to get used to 
both of these when understanding how to read tabs.  
 
Tabs are always read from “left to right” and usually one note follows another except for playing chords 
(explained a bit later). 
 

Below is an example of a basic tab: 
 

 
On this tab the arrows indicate the direction of the “pick” or “plectrum” i.e, arrow pointing upwards means to 
pick the note “away from you” i.e, towards the ground and the downwards arrow means to pick the note 
“towards you”  i.e, towards your face. 
 
Over the course of this book I have opted to use the string names (notice on the left hand side) but some 
tabs may have only the string numbers  depending on the origin of the tab i.e, if someone has typed it on the 
internet or created it themselves rather than from a professional source. 
 
Note on this example the first 6 notes are picked “away from you” and the last 6 notes “towards you”. 
 
This is actually a basic form of “alternate picking” which basically means using “up and down” strokes when 
picking notes (especially useful for playing at speed). 
 
It is a very good idea to start picking “alternately” as soon as possible to get into the “habit” of playing notes 
and scales in this way. 
 
The “0”’s indicate “open” or “unfretted” strings in the case of a “fretted note” a note is held down as can be 
seen on the “2” and “2” on the “D” and “A” strings in the above diagram. 
 
The “R” and “M” refer to the fingers that are holding down the notes i.e, R for “ring” or “third” finger and “M” 
for middle or “second” finger of the right hand (this will be explained in more detail later). 
 

CHORDS WITHIN TABS 

 
 
You will notice from the above example that as well as notes on the guitar tab there are also “chords”.  
Chords are generally depicted as notes in a “straight line”. 
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Here the chords are displayed in “italics” in this case E and D Major and also the appropriate fingers to use 
when playing the single notes on the G, D and A strings followed finally by another chord shape, E Major. 
 
Notice the direction of the “arrow” just above the chord shape indicating it should be strummed through.  The 
“X” denotes the strings that should not  be played in this example on the D Major chord – the “Low E” and “A 
string” should not be played (as they are not part of the chord of D) only strum from the D string through the 
higher strings G, B and Top E. 
 
The more advanced tabs will combine both notes and chords together as in this example as lead guitar is 
also used in conjunction with rhythm guitar which can include open, barre and “power chords” (chords 
derived from the standard barre chords only using variations of  the lower end or lower notes of the chord 
shape) 
 
 

GUITAR TABS AND THE INTERNET 
 
It is important to note that with the popularity of computers and the Internet more and more people are 
turning to guitar tab websites these days to find out how to play songs etc…  There are a lot of websites 
from which you can download or print off guitar tabs some “bad” and “good” but it is worth mentioning some 
tabs are of very poor quality and are only that particular person’s interpretation of the song which they have 
then “transcribed” and put onto the internet.  There are very few 100% accurate tabs but as a general guide; 
try finding a site on which the tabs are “rated” usually a high rating indicates it is at least fairly accurate 
though may not contain the exact names of chords etc..  You may also come across some typing mistakes 
which can hinder your learning.   
 
This can cause some major problems for beginners and the art of “transcribing” is very important to learn but 
takes time to get used to and is only possible when you have some knowledge of the fretboard.  There is a 
little about this on the next page 
 
Really the only way of getting anything close to the “exact” tab of a song is to buy the songbook/sheet music 
of that particular artist or album. 

 
A lot of people find they can play a tab from the Internet (or another source) practically note for 
note but are completely stumped when it comes to improvising over a chord sequence or melody.  
While it is great to be able to play a tab from start to finish don’t forget that is only a part of playing 
lead guitar and every guitarist should be equipped with the skills to read guitar tabs and improvise 
confidently. 
   

THE “LOST ART” OF TRANSCRIBING SONGS BY EAR 
HOW TO TRANSCRIBE OR “FIND” THE CHORDS OF A SONG 

 
If you have some basic knowledge of the fretboard and some basic chords you may be able to check the 
tabs you have found to see if they sound okay to you. 
 
One of the most basic ways of “transcribing” is to use the Low E and A strings of the guitar and “pick out” 
chords from within the song – the simplest way is to: 
 
·  Listen to a short burst - play one note at a time then stop the song  
 
·  On the low E string try and find the melody by matching a note to what you actually hear – listen hard 

for the “bass” or main melody and you’re “ear” should tell you if it sounds right.  
 
·  Make a note of the notes or chord/s and move on through the song bit by bit; you may well find sections 

repeat and the layout is not as complicated as on the first listen 
 
If you don’t have a vast knowledge of chords try finding song on the internet  or in a good chord book and go 
through the various shapes i.e, Major, Minor,7th, Major 7th, Suspended 4th etc.. to find one that sounds close 
to what you can hear. 
 
Transcribing takes patience and practice bit is well worth it as you are constantly “training your ear” to listen 
out for certain chords, notes and melodies contained within a song. 
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Songs generally are structured i.e, Verse, Bridge, Chorus, Middle 8 or variations on this so you usually may 
only have to find 3 or 4 parts to have the whole song, just make a note of the layout and match the “bass 
notes” to chords. 
 
Beginners may find this method of “transcribing” difficult but it is worth spending time on as your “musical 
ear” needs developing so you can recognise pitch and melody when playing solos over certain parts of a 
song. 
 
If you have real difficulty with this the best option is to buy the sheet music or tab/songbook of the particular 
artist.   These are usually fairly accurate and are available from most good music shops or over the Internet. 

 
USING “ALTERNATE” PICKING 

 
As mentioned earlier “alternate picking” is simply using up and down strokes or “both sides of the pick” when 
either working from tabs or just even picking through chords and scales. 
 
The importance of this cannot be overlooked as some more up tempo or fast songs  
could simply not be played without the use of “alternate” picking. 
 
Even if you are only starting to learn lead guitar it is important to practice picking “alternately” right away 
which will form the basis of good technique.  
 
You will notice on the tabs throughout this book I have included the arrows indicating which direction to pick 
– these are only suggestions and of course the scales and riffs can be played in different ways but do 
practice using up and down strokes as much as possible. 

 
WHICH FINGERS TO USE? 

 
Playing lead guitar is all about using various fingers and finger movements, especially on more complicated 
solo’s.   A lot of people pick up “bad habits” very early on which hinders their progress and they find certain 
riffs etc.. practically impossible because they are using the wrong “fingering” over notes and solo’s.  This can 
get very frustrating especially when playing fast solo’s. 
 
Throughout this book I have spent a lot of time devising finger patterns for every scale and riff used which 
will help you get rid of some of the “bad habits” and also increase your playing speed in a shorter space of 
time.    Practising using different fingers not only increases speed but also helps build muscle strength on 
the left hand – this is crucial for long solos and riff’s which require a lot more dexterity i.e, chord hammer-
on’s, string bending etc… 
 
The next section is worth spending time on as the “speed developer” exercises develop strength and of 
course speed enabling you to play faster solo’s.  It is recommended you practice these every day on top of 
your normal song/lead soloing.  You will feel the benefit of these exercises as time goes by. 
 
You may find the fingerings slightly strange at the start, as most open chords (especially for beginners) are 
played with the first 3 fingers and many of these speed developer exercises are based on starting with the 
last 3 fingers of the left hand.   

 
NOTES AND FINGERING EXPLANATION 

 
The diagram below explains the fingerings and terminology used in this book for playing scales and notes 
with the left hand: 
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As you can see from the previous illustration all four fingers of the left hand are used when playing lead 
guitar.  This of course depends on the solo and arrangements of the notes within that solo.   It is difficult at 
the start to get used to using the middle, ring and especially little finger of the left hand as these are 
generally not used in this way especially when playing single notes on their own. 
 
The “pinkie” can be difficult to use but very useful in solos and playing scales.. 

 
“SPEED DEVELOPER” EXERCISES 

 
Don’t be put off by the name of these exercises they are simply to get you used to playing with all the fingers 
as noted above  The importance of these exercises cannot be stressed enough.  You may find them difficult 
at first but keep practicing them even if you intend to cover other styles of guitar playing i.e, Fingerstyle, 
Spanish, Flamenco etc… these exercises are useful for: 
 
·  Strengthening muscles in the left hand 
·  Getting used to stretching (especially the “pinkie”) 
·  Getting used to playing notes forwards and more importantly backwards (which is always harder) 
·  Getting used to playing notes “next to each other” a lot of the minor scales have notes usually 3 frets 

apart which are generally more easy to play 
 
The aim of these exercises is of course to eventually build up speed but also  
to develop all of the above.  These exercises should be done daily (if possible) along with your usual 
songs/solo’s etc.. that you may be working on. 
 

Below is the first basic exercise. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You will be able to see the pick direction goes down, up, down up etc…its very important to try this instead 
of all downwards strokes as you will very quickly get used to doing this and feel the benefits of it later when 
you play more difficult solo’s. 
 
Fingers to be used are only the index and middle finger and work on the 5th and 6th frets.  Of course this 
exercise can be done on any two frets – it’s a good idea to move it about – especially on the lower and 
higher frets as the width of the frets is greater at the low end of the guitar and less at the top (frets closer 
together). 


