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Abstract

This research project explores a significant technique that I have coined
the Backward Picking Technique (BPT) utilised by guitarists of the gospel guitar
style.

The technique has the ability to grant the guitarist’s picking hand greater
facility, competence and proficiency in the gospel and R&B styles, whilst also
giving rise to the technical components of guitar picking in general.

The aim of the study is to further my own knowledge of this technique,
and help inform others of the possibilities of using multiple picking techniques
for stylistic and tonal advantages.

The practice-based research references many mediums such as: artist
recordings, online lessons and social media footage. In addition to these the
research will also include, documented findings from professionals and
academics whose writings have strengthened my hypothesis on the subject.

Expressed in a documentary format, the study will show tonal advantages
in exploring the BPT, whilst also adding academic weight and practical
applications for real-world situations.

This thesis consists of a USB drive with a digital copy of a film, and this

document.
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Terms Used

BPT - The Backward Picking Technique.
Velocity - Traditionally, velocity is used to describe speed. Often in music,
velocity is used to describe the spectrum of attacking dynamics.

A MIDI file can have 127 different velocities to its attack, ranging from 1
(very soft) to 127 (very hard).

When I discuss velocity, [ am referring to the meaning velocity has when
used with MIDI programing.

Eg - ‘A low velocity strike results in a soft attack’
‘A high velocity attack results in an immediate impact, and

energetic release, resulting with a loud note’.

Pick/Plectrum - a small and flat triangular shaped tool used to strike stringed

instruments.
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1 - Introduction

1.1 - Research Outline

When discussing guitar playing, there is often more emphasis on the
actions and outcome of the fretting hand. Little attention is given to the picking
hand. Note choices, along with the application of harmonic and technical exercises
often take priority over attention to timbre, velocity and attacking dynamics.

The BPT places an emphasis on timbre, velocity and attacking dynamics
steering the discussion area toward the initial input of guitar playing, instead of

the outcome of fretting exercises.

[ hope to share my experiences from learning, developing and
incorporating the unorthodox picking technique utilised by gospel guitar players.
The changes I've experienced have been beneficial, not only to my technique, but
to my musical vocabulary, and sonic output. The subtle differences in attacking
velocity change tone and timbre, which can inform musical phrasing parallel to
the gospel guitar style.

The BPT could be the catalyst for unlocking a specific style of guitar playing
- the gospel guitar style. This picking technique could expand guitar players
picking approach, giving them a wider palette of timbres to draw from while

adding to their musical versatility and technical abilities.

Social media has been a wealth of information, validating many of my
hypothesis and findings. YouTube, Instagram and Facebook have all contributed

to my exposure to the technique, but also, my exposure to the African-American



gospel culture and community. The video content shared through social media
sites has allowed people from outside the African-American gospel culture to

experience gospel music, and witness the virtuosity of gospel musicians.

['ve chosen to transcribe several gospel guitarists, and also some secular
guitarists who utilise the BPT. Transcription, and repetition of the technique
assists long-term technical development, whilst simultaneously improving and
developing the benefits of backward picking in both the picking and fretting
hands. I have found transcription can merge technical repetition, aural training,
and harmonic understanding together, which aids in holistic development in all
aspects of the technique.

Although very little has been specifically written about the BPT, there are
writings that touch on some of the fundamentals of backward picking from similar
picking approaches. Amongst these discussion papers, content from social media
websites, and some historically relevant pioneers of modern guitar playing, I feel |
can highlight the benefits in exploring backward picking for both the picking, and

fretting hands.

Trying to explain the gospel guitar style is difficult. Like the American
culture, gospel guitar playing is a mix of the strongest characteristics of several
different cultures and styles, yet is still unique, and celebrated for it’s
individuality.

Gospel guitar playing has its roots in the jazz and blues styles, but has also
kept current with the progressive sounds of new technologies, and the developing

contemporary musical vocabulary.



Gospel guitar players are known to incorporate country, rock, blues, jazz,
funk, soul, and many other styles into their own playing, helping them to create a
unique style of guitar playing, which is incredibly musical, and also culturally
relevant to the African-American Christian community.

It is unique to itself, steeped in relevant culture and history, and is similar
to, but not the same as many other styles. The gospel style needs its own genre,
because it cannot fit into any others.

Gospel music has also permeated into pop culture music genres like neo-
soul, modern RnB, and hip-hop - which are also synonymous with the African-

American culture.

1.2 - Aims Of Study

My aim was to learn to play like African-American gospel guitarists. The
research led me to experiment with, what [ am calling, backward picking. During
my development of the technique, I noticed changes in my sound and vocabulary.
[ feel the changes have been beneficial to my guitar playing, but also, they help to
inform the technique further when practicing the gospel style.

[ am also aiming to enrich my own guitar playing with vocabulary
synonymous with the gospel style, and show the practicality, versatility and
possibilities of working with the BPT.

[ also hope to contribute to the greater guitar community, and hope my

study might encourage others to develop more than one guitar style, or discipline.



2 - The Backward Picking Technique (BPT)

For years I have tried to emulate the vocabulary of gospel guitar players |
have admired. [ found their parts and ideas, creative and new. They were able to
play with what seemed to be effortless mastery. Their approach is completely
different from any of the players I had grown up listening to. Their understanding
of rhythm, tone, timbre and colour stood out from the celebrated players of the
time.

[ could play the gospel songs/parts, but it never ‘sounded’ the same.
Eventually, [ noticed most of the gospel players had a similar picking hand
position, and would often shared a common, and unorthodox, picking technique.

This began my concept of what I am calling The BPT.

Before discussing backward picking, we first need to investigate standard

picking (also known as traditional picking) as a reference for comparison.

2.1 - Standard Picking

Acclaimed guitarist, Tuck Andress, published an in depth document on
guitar picking on his website. The article, titled ‘Pick and Fingerstyle Techniques’,
perfectly describes ‘standard picking’. Andress explains,

‘Holding the pick between the flat of the thumb and the side of the

index finger, with fingers first anchored on, and later draped

across, the pick guard.” (Andress, 1999)



2.1a - Picking Grip

There are various ways this can be interpreted depending on your
physiological make up. Generally, this is the direction most guitarists’ give, or are
taught, when discussing picking and grip technique.

The standard technique uses force from the thumb and the side of index
finger to grip the pick. There is a slight bend in the knuckle of the thumb adding
pressure to the grip. The opposing force of the thumb is the side of the index
finger. The middle phalanx (middle bone) or the distal phalanx (tip of the finger
bone) will grip the pick. The thumb and index finger remain locked together

during play. There is no movement independent of each other.

2.1b - Wrist Action

Wrist motion is simply the ‘up and down’ action of the wrist, guiding the
pick across the plane of the strings, with the forearm acting as a fulcrum to the
counterweight of the elbow. The forearm and upper arm are components of the
movement, but due to physiological differences in each individual, their level of
involvement can differ, and is often a by-product of the wrist motion, which again,
can be different in every individual.

The wrist can have a loose bounce when strumming chords, or a tighter
more accurate action when picking single notes. The range of motion of the wrist
and forearm with the standard technique is quite large, which promotes the

‘hammering arm’ kind of strumming.



2.1c - Picking Angle

One final important component of standard picking is the angle at which
the pick strikes the string.

Imagine there is a 360° protractor superimposed over the strings of the
guitar. The strings are constant and straight, giving perfect reference for angles.
The bridge of the guitar will be at 0° (or 360°), the headstock of the guitar will be
at 180°, and the guitarist will be at a 90° to the strings.

Generally, when in play during a down-stroke, the pick will strike the
string at 10°- 30° (or 190°- 210°) decline, with the point of impact being the front
edge of the under-face of the pick. An up-stroke will have the pick striking the
string with the back edge of the upper-face of the pick.

Generally, down strokes have a bolder impact, are louder, and have more

intent than upstrokes, but this is true of most picking styles.

2.1d - More About Standard Picking

Standard picking can serve great purpose for many types of guitar styles
and technical exercises (such as scale and arpeggio practice), but also has
disadvantages that Andress perfectly outlined in his paper. He writes,

‘I have seen most great players use some variation on this technique, but |

believe they are great not because of it, but because they have compensated

for its deficiencies. In other words, their technique is not working for them

as much as it could.” (Andress, 1999)



Andress also outlines one of the main disadvantages of standard picking is

tension. He identifies the problem by explaining;

‘The harder you play, the more tension. If you squeeze hard enough to
control the pick, the tension interferes with feel, spreading into the wrist

and arm.’ (Andress, 1999)

[ believe the tension Andress is referring to, starts at the thumb.
When trying to stabilize the pick during play, the bend in the knuckle of the

thumb allows greater thumb grip, but causes fatigue, leading to tension.

Try yourself!

Clench your fist, resting the pad of your thumb against the side of your
index finger. Shake your hand back and forth like you are playing guitar. Now,
repeat the action, but squeeze your thumb into your index finger. You will notice

tension from the thumb, and in the forearm almost immediately.

There are secondary techniques that when paired with standard picking -
such as hybrid picking, rest stroke picking, and pick slanting - help players
traverse styles, and become more versatile. This is also true for backward picking,

but will be covered in later chapters.

In no way is standard picking obsolete, or an inferior technique. Standard
picking has served me well for over a decade of professional guitar playing, and

has been my primary picking technique for over 20 years.



Standard picking has a fast and present attack, which works well when
combined with certain styles of music or guitar playing, such as rock, funk and
pop. Standard picking is utilised by guitar players of all styles, cultures, and
competence levels, and is a great way for beginning guitarists to become familiar
with the instrument without getting lost in technical directions and instruction.

However, the standard picking approach is not the only way. There are
many ways to approach guitar playing, each with their own benefits and
shortcomings. For those searching for a different approach, or looking to expand
their technical abilities, the BPT offers desirable outcomes, a variety of
personalised options, the ability to utilise additional techniques, and can also

relieve tension and promote musicality and confidence.

When discussing the benefits of backward picking, I will be referencing the

differences in comparison to standard picking.

2.2 - Backward Picking

There are some differences between standard and backward picking that
need to be discussed. The most notable differences that come with backward
picking are:

1) An extended thumb. There will be no flexion bend in the knuckle of the

thumb.

2) The pick will strike the strings on an incline angle, as opposed to the

decline angle utilised in standard picking.



2.2a - Picking Grip

The point of the pick will face inward, as it would with standard picking,
with the sharpest point of the pick pointing toward the guitar.

The thumb will be locked and extended. There will be no bend in the
knuckle of the thumb.

The index finger will extend outward, so the pad of the index finger will
meet the tip of the thumb. Depending on the shape of the hand and fingers, there
will be a small space between the length of the thumb, and inside of the your
index finger (approx. 1cm x 5¢cm).

Grip the pick between the pad of the thumb, and the pad of the index
finger. The thumb should be pushing the pick into the pad of the index finger, but
more specifically, the upper half of the index finger. This position will naturally
cause the pick to angle backwards. This should be comfortable, even if it feels

foreign in the early stages of development.

There is space for experimentation and adjustment where the thumb and
index finger secure the pick. Depending on individual physiology, the thumb
might be more comfortable gripping the pick further down the pad of the thumb,
toward the knuckle, away from the tip of the thumb. This will also change the
function and grip of the index finger. The further toward the knuckle the pick is
held, the more the index finger might need to curl inward to grip the pick.
However, if gripping the pick with the tip of the thumb, the finger will be extended

more So.



2.2b - Wrist Motion

Movement of the wrist when using backward picking is similar to standard
picking, yet the range of motion is diminished. I feel this is a natural change. Using
the same range of motion from standard picking over extends the natural range of
motion for backward picking with no benefit. If anything, it just over exerts the
muscles in the hand, wrist and forearm. Also, the grip of backward picking is only
efficient when a smaller range of motion, and a decreased attacking velocity are
employed. Any extension to the range of motion, or increased tension of the

utilised muscles is counter-productive to the outcomes of the technique.

2.2c - Picking Angle

The pick will have an inclining angle, which is the opposite of standard
picking. Depending on where the thumb grips the pick, and the size and shape of
an individual’s hand and fingers, the pick will incline with an angle ranging
between 130° and 170°.

On a downward stroke, the pick will strike the string with the back edge of
the under-face of the pick, and an upstroke will impact the string with the front

edge of the upper-face of the pick.

2.2d - More About Backward Picking

The involvement and movement of the index finger and thumb change
when utilising backward picking. They have independent movement, but work
together guiding the pick into the desired position. With the thumb extended and

locked, the index finger is able to flex and extend slightly. The thumb also has

10



subtle movement from side-to-side, depending on the position of the index finger
and of course, the pick.

This is more an observation than a direction. Depending on how you grip
the pick, the movement of the index finger and thumb may be exaggerated, or
diminished. I've found gripping the pick with the tip of the thumb - pushing into
the index finger, movement of the thumb and index finger are increased, yet when
gripping the pick closer to the knuckle of the thumb, movement of the index finger

and thumb are decreased.

There are tonal differences in regards to pick position, and where/how
pick grip is achieved. Gripping with the tip of the thumb will produce a softer
attack, while gripping with the pad of the thumb closer to the knuckle will
produce more present attack.

As mentioned already, there are also secondary techniques such as hybrid
picking, pick slanting, and rest stroke picking, among others, that add to the

versatility of backward picking.
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3 - Differences of an Inclined Picking Angle

Reversing the pick from a decline angle to an incline angle creates a
difference of attack when striking the string/s.

From my development of the BPT, I feel [ have achieved a cleaner and
clearer sound; a smoother attack; less tension; more confidence and openness
when playing; better tone; a more efficient fretting hand; more control over the
instrument; speed and accuracy; a consistent attacking velocity; and last, a deeper
overall understanding of guitar picking and how picking approaches can be

utilised for specific situations.

3.1 - Less Is More

[t is intuitive to strike harder in order to create a louder, and more
prominent guitar sound. This is synonymous with some genres of rock music.
Striking at high velocity causes the preamp section of the amplifier to overload
and compress. A harder strike will need a stronger picking grip from the thumb
and index finger, which often means bending the thumb knuckle, promoting a
high velocity strike. The justification is ‘more in, more out’.

This is counter productive when utilising backward picking.

From my experience, backward picking can be a sustainable and practical
technique, however, the striking actions synonymous with standard picking must
change. Backward picking is much more than an inclined pick angle. If the
forearm, wrist and thumb actions exhibit similarities to standard picking,
discomfort and tension will be present in the smaller muscles and joints of the

movement. In this case, the thumb, and index finger.

12



Backward picking is best executed when the actions of the arm and wrist
work within the gripping abilities of the thumb and index finger. This means,
movement of the arm and wrist will not exhibit the same range of motion you
might see and experience when utilising standard picking.

The diminished range of movement, in comparison to standard picking, of
the arm and wrist is also an integral component of backward picking.

Thumb tension will occur if all variables of backward picking are not
aligned. Utilising an inclined picking angle and an extended thumb while
demonstrating the arm and wrist movement of standard picking will most likely
result in tension of the thumb. The range of motion of the arm, and action of the
wrist must be diminished to support the gripping action of the thumb and index
finger.

When all extremities work toward backward picking, a softer strike
becomes intuitive, and the peak velocity of a strike is diminished when compared

to the peak velocity of standard picking.

The strike from backward picking will have less velocity - but again, that is

the ‘sound’ of this technique. Backward picking can promote a tension free

performance, proving less can be more.

3.2 - The Strike

[ found the strike of backward picking has the ability to be softer, rounder,
and musically appealing. There is also no compromise to accuracy, speed, or tone.

Often, I have found backward picking can improve these areas.

13



When using standard picking, the pick will move through the line of string,
forcing the string to stretch against the pick until the point of release.

When the elasticity of the string releases, the pick is almost flat against the
string, making the point of release a sharp edge causing an energetic and abrupt
attack. Energy is stored in both the pick and string as they move against each
other. The release of the string, when utilising standard picking, causes an abrupt

and immediate attack.

When employing backward picking, the impact of the pick involves much
less surface area from both the pick, and the string.

The pick still moves through the line of the string, however, due to the
incline angle of the pick, the string will only connect with the front edge of the
pick, and not the whole pick face. The incline angle also allows for less friction
between pick and string, making the travel across each other smoother, and the
release much cleaner. Also, the rounded edge from which the string releases is

much softer than the energetic release of standard picking.

There is an audible ‘pop’, or a ‘flick’ when the impact of standard picking is
released. Backward picking also has an audible release of attack, but it is much
more consistent with the sustaining volume of the note produced when utilising
backward picking. Having a consistent volume of attack and sustain is another

benefit of backward picking.

This does not mean a standard picking attack cannot be mimicked with

backward picking. With some variation to thumb position, grip strength, attacking

14



angle, and depth of pick into the plane of the strings, it's very possible to create a
more present attack. I have found a higher velocity attack when employing
backward picking can produce similar attacking sounds to standard picking; yet, |
feel I have more control and influence over the attacking dynamics when utilising
backward picking.

[ have not found standard picking can demonstrate a similar attack to

backward picking that is practical or sustainable.

3.3 - Natural Compression

Backward picking can produce a softer attack, and also have consistency
between the attack, and sustain of a note. The audible result of backward picking
is a kind of compression. This quote, taken from a beginners guide to
compression, perfectly describes the outcome of compression.

‘Compression is the process of lessening the dynamic range between the

loudest and quietest parts of an audio signal. This is done by boosting the

quieter signals and attenuating the louder signals.’ (Sean Vincent, 2012)

Backward picking has a decreased attacking dynamic when compared to
standard picking. The consistent volume of attack and sustain from backward
picking can be seen as attenuating a louder signal, or boosting a quieter signal. The
waveform of recorded examples clearly demonstrates the comparisons of

compression at work when utilising backward picking.
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The waveform of standard picking shows a large spike on the front of the
note, followed by a rapid drop in volume. The attack of the note can sometimes be
two or three times larger than the sustaining note.

However, the waveform from backward picking has a rounded attack
followed by a consistent volume that slowly diminishes. The waveform from
backward picking is much more consistent with the attack of the note, when
compared to standard picking. This similar outcome of compression naturally

occurs with backward picking.

The ‘natural compression’ of backward picking is only able to occur when
the downward force of the wrist and thumb from standard picking are tamed.
Having an extended and locked thumb means more striking influence is available
from wrist rotation, rather than the side-to-side wrist movement of standard
picking.

Wrist rotation is the same movement you might make when turning a
door key. With an extended thumb and wrist rotation, there is less force being
used to strike the string, which means a softer smoother attack, with an
attenuated dynamic range.

This can be changed with variations of backward picking. The angle of the
pick can dictate velocity. A softer inclining pick will produce a higher velocity,
where as the velocity from a heavily inclined pick will produce a softer, rounded
attack. This also has influence on ‘natural’ compression and sustain of the struck

notes.
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3.4 -Tone

The decreased volume and softer attack of backward picking has a warm
tone when compared with standard picking. The attack of backward picking has a
clean and smooth release, which causes a warm tone and round timbre. Without
the energetic release associated with standard picking, there are less high
frequencies present in the attack of a note. The softer attack of backward picking

also creates a sweeter and more musical sound.

Tuck Andress discusses tonal benefits associated with George Benson’s
picking technique. George inclines his pick to a 90° angle, which is at the extreme
of backward picking. Although backward picking doesn’t often reach the extreme
90°angle, the tonal properties of Andress’ findings on ‘The Benson Technique’
have relevance to backward picking. Andress simply states, ‘it sounds better’
(Andress, 1999), whilst also commenting how Bensons approach, ‘results in a

trumpet-like attack yet a more gentle impact of pick against string’. (Andress, 1999)

Backward picking creates a warm, round tone with a broad and soft timbre.
[t makes for a cleaner and clearer sound acoustically, and when amplified, the soft
attack of backward picking is less likely to cause input of an amplifier to overload
and distort. This clean and consistent picking technique aids in shaping sounds
and tone.

Brighter tones are also achievable with some variation in picking. Warmer
tones occur when the pick is heavily inclined (up to 90°), but brighter tones, with
a snappy attack, can be achieved by diminishing the incline angle of the pick. The

variations of pick angle, pick depth and grip strength make backward picking very

17



versatile. With time, changes in picking variations for tonal differences become
second nature. After the initial ‘break-in’ period of learning the technique, the

action becomes intuitive, more so than with standard picking.

[ have found the BPT very versatile and comfortable. I believe the
technique is the key to unlocking a certain style of guitar playing. The strike,
velocity, tone and feel of the backward picking encourage stylistic idiosyncrasies

associated with the gospel guitar style; AKA, the neo-soul guitar style.

3.5 - Feel

The result of a less energetic strike, softer velocity, and a warmer tone is a
better feel. Andress expresses his opinion in the chapter, ‘Picking Angle: The
Miracle Cure’. Andress writes,

‘Additional secret benefit of angled picking: Aim becomes easy, unlocking

the elusive key to GREAT FEEL. Fully relaxing for the first time, the

musician confidently and gracefully responds instinctively to all future
circumstances with equanimity and poise, like a martial arts expert.’

(Andress, 1999)

Andress perfectly describes how an angled pick can unlock great feel and
encourage musical confidence. He also outlines how ‘it is possible to apply very
firm pressure on the pick with essentially zero tension’ (Andress, 1999, p. 4), in
regards to Benson’s picking angle.

Andress continues;

18



‘By locking the pick and the thumb and finger holding it, all the motion of
the pick in generated from the arm and wrist, resulting in better feel.’

(Andress, 1999)

Full mastery of a style is incomplete without rhythmic understanding and
competence. Backward picking has a natural ‘bounce’ to its feel. The ‘bounce’ sits
between a straight feel and a shuffle, with both being dispensable at anytime.
Backward picking can influence how guitar playing ‘feels’ by manipulating the
space between ‘straight’ and ‘shuffle’. The incline angle and locked thumb help the
pick feel like an extension of the hand, instead of a tool with which to strike the

strings.

It is not only the picking hand that benefits from backward picking. The
impact produced by the picking hand translates to the fretting hand - which is
arguably as important as the picking hand. This is where backward picking can
really enhance a guitarist playing experience. By changing the initial strike of a
note, we also influence how the note might be phrased, changing the experience

and outcome of playing a guitar.

3.6 - Differences Informed From The Picking Hand

Backward picking has changed my experience of guitar playing. Having
control over velocity and attacking dynamics has not only changed my tone and
timbre, it has informed changes of my fretting hand, and also my posture,

shoulders, back and stance during play.
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Before exploring backward picking, I was not aware of the tension [ was
carrying, or causing.

Both hands communicate when playing guitar. When striking a string with
high velocity, the fretting hand is informed of a dynamic attack that needs to be
controlled. The fretting hand, and forearm, will experience tension from
attempting to control the high velocity strike of the string. Standard picking can
not only cause tension of the picking hand, it can also cause tension of the fretting
hand and forearm, eventually interfering with the relaxed state of the arm,

shoulders, back and posture during play.

The ‘naturally’ compressed strike, softer velocity, and warm timbre of
backward picking inform changes in the fretting hand.

The shallow depth of the pick’s intrusion into the string plane, and the low
velocity picking attack help create a consistent dynamic between chords and
single notes. The difference in volume and velocity between chords and single
notes are ‘naturally compressed’ allowing less tension of the fretting hand.

Keeping the fretting hand relaxed during play will allow a combination of
both chords and single notes to be played, often at the same time with little to
zero tension. This is how gospel-style-guitarists are able to demonstrate a ‘slinky’
sound, where both chords and single notes blur together during a phrase.

Because backward picking has a controlled low velocity strike, there is less
risk of tension in both the picking and fretting hands.

The height of the guitar will also need to sit at a comfortable level for the
picking arm to approach the strings from below, allowing the hand to comfortably

lock the thumb. Often, it means shortening the guitar strap, bringing the guitar
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closer to the chest. This also allows more control over guitar playing, which only
helps backward picking become more comfortable, controllable, and practical.
Having a shorter strap will also help correct, or prevent a slouched posture
that may become exacerbated with a lower strap and standard picking. A higher
guitar strap works equally well with standard picking, however, due to standard

pickings large range of motion, a lower strap is often more comfortable.

Backward picking can begin to change the whole experience of guitar
playing by preventing tension, not only in the hands, but also the arms, shoulders
and back. Communication between extremities becomes second nature. The pick
acts as an extension to the hand, promoting feel, tone, musical expression and

confidence.

In his paper on ‘Picking and Finger Style’, Andress discusses these ideas as
some of the advantages of George Benson'’s picking technique,
‘Comfortably locking the pick up for the first time allows one to explore the
shoulder, elbow and wrist as sources of motion. By isolating and exploring
them in that order (from grossest to most subtle), feel and accuracy both
improve dramatically. The body becomes less tense as the physical
blockages between head and pick get broken down. The player looks more
relaxed and communicates greater openness and confidence.’

(Andress, 1999)
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3.7 - Range Of Motion

There is a reduced range of motion when utilising backward picking. This
helps with timbre, accuracy and speed, as well as producing a softer attacking
velocity. Watching playback of both standard and backward picking during play, I
observed how ‘uncontrolled’ standard picking looked. Although standard picking
can feel very normal and natural, the hand, fingers, and pick have a much larger
and more erratic range of motion when compared with backward picking.

A reduced range of motion promotes speed, and helps accuracy by using
wrist rotation. Standard picking has a ‘hammering’ action, where the down stroke
has more force and intent than an upstroke. Backward picking uses a ‘key turning’
action from the wrist, producing a smooth rotation when picking. There is also

more control over picking grip, hand position, forearm and upper arm movement.
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4 - A History and Lineage

[t is possible that the BPT may occur naturally without thought or
influence in all cultures, anywhere in the world. It may be a physiological
phenomenon that is unique to certain individuals. Whatever the circumstance, |
hypothesise the BPT could have ties to the unorthodox thumb technique of Wes
Montgomery.

In trying to gain a deeper understanding of the BPT, I began exploring the
history of, the culture surrounding, and the pedigree of guitarists who utilise the
technique. Previous to the study, | was aware of some stylistic picking approaches
(such as ‘chicken-pickin’, legato picking, etc.), however, George Benson’s picking

technique was the only approach I felt shared similarities to the BPT.

4.1 - Bensons Influence On The Gospel Guitar Style

There are elements of George Benson’s picking technique and vocabulary
throughout the African-American gospel guitar community. Benson is known for
his virtuosic style of jazz guitar playing. His incredible technical abilities and
unique sound have influenced guitarists throughout the world. Many of the guitar
players from the African-American gospel guitar community have mentioned

Benson as a significant influence in their guitar playing.

[saiah Sharkey is one of the most popular, and well-known gospel

guitarists. His work with culture defining artists, such as D’Angelo and John

Mayer, has helped the worldwide popularity and growth of the gospel guitar style.
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Not only does Sharkey have a song titled, ‘My Idol (Dedicated to George
Benson)’ on his 2005 album Skyliner, he has also mentioned Benson as one of his
guitar influences in bio-paragraphs and interviews.

George Benson has heavily influenced Sharkey’s technique and vocabulary.
We can see this from the steep 90° incline picking angle he employs. His hand,
wrist, and pick position all parallel Benson’s technique. Sharkey also shares a
playing style that is synonymous with George Benson.

From studying Sharkey’s technique, we can see he is able to execute
extremely fast and accurate single note passages with a clean guitar sound. He is
also able to quickly navigate quick chord changes with no compromise to tone,
speed, timbre or feel. Sharkey also references many of the guitar lines made
famous by Benson in his own playing. Not only does this show Sharkey has
studied; and is influenced by Benson, it also shows he is able to successfully

perform virtuosic phrases with Benson’s technique.

Another gospel guitarist who exhibits Benson’s picking style is Kevin Byrd,
who employs a steep 90° incline picking angle that allows him similar technical
abilities and sounds to Sharkey, and Benson. Byrd'’s playing is clean, clear and
accurate. He can also play single notes and chords at high speeds with no

compromise in tone, facility or feel.

Greg “Happy” Haynes is a guitarist from an earlier period in Gospel music.
In 2018, Haynes celebrated his 53rd year as a performing gospel guitarist, since
his beginnings in 1965. Haynes mentions George Benson, and Wes Montgomery

as influences on his guitar playing in several online videos.
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Haynes picking does not have the pick at a steep 90° angle. Instead, Haynes
has a softer picking angle; synonymous with what [ am suggesting is backward
picking.

However, like Haynes, not every gospel guitarist employs such a steep
incline-picking angle. Many utilise different angles between 90° and 180°, whilst
also employing a locked thumb, and demonstrate similar musical vocabulary and

technical abilities.

The following is a list of guitar players [ have been interested in, who also
utilise the BPT: Isaiah Sharkey, Kevin Byrd, Eric Walls, Chris Payton, Jarius Mozee,
Rick ‘Rip’ Watford, Jabari Johnson, John JUBU’ Smith, Jonathan Dubose Jr, and

Alford ‘Spanky’ Chalmers.

[ felt, the unorthodox picking angle that permeates through the gospel
guitar community, has strong similarities to the picking technique of George
Benson. Regardless of Benson’s influence on individual gospel guitarists, almost
all gospel guitarists demonstrate a picking approach similar to that of George

Benson.

Renowned Jazz guitarist Tuck Andress, from the duo Tuck and Patti, has
written a document about his exploration into different picking styles titled, ‘Pick
and Finger-style Techniques’. Several areas of discussion Andress covered relate to
my study of backward picking.

In chapter 1.1.8 titled, ‘George Benson’s Picking Style’, Andress shares his

experience witnessing Benson play in person.

25



‘He had somehow resolved the inherent conflict between accuracy and feel,
regardless of speed. Unlike every other player I had seen (or have seen

since), his technique fully supported him.” (Andress, 1999)

Andress’ description mirrored my opinion of gospel guitarists. They too
seemed to have found a technique that fully supported the balance between
accuracy and feel, regardless of speed. The gospel guitarists [ had witnessed never
appeared to be out of their depth - neither technically nor musically.

Andress continues by describing in detail how Benson grips the pick.

‘The first joint of the thumb must be locked in fully open position, and the

first and second joints of the index finger must be arched and locked.” ‘This

causes the pick to be rotated about 90 degrees counter clockwise from the

standard style.” (Andress, 1999)

What Andress describes in this quote, is also similar to the picking style
['ve witnessed watching gospel guitarists. The angle may differ, but the locked
thumb; arched index finger and incline angle of the pick, all reflect the backward

picking style of gospel guitarists.

As well as George Benson, Wes Montgomery is also mentioned as an
influence to many gospel guitarists. The influence of Montgomery on Benson is
common knowledge in guitar circles. Multiple articles and studies have discussed
the musical similarities of the two. Another well-known point of interest that links

both guitarists is their thumb stroke technique.
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Benson, of course, has a 90° picking angle, but is also known for his thumb
style of solo jazz guitar playing, much like Montgomery.

However, the point of interest is Montgomery’s unique thumb technique of
guitar playing. Montgomery is able to ‘hook’ his thumb backwards at the knuckle,
which he uses to strike the strings, creating a ‘warm and sensual’ timbre.

(De Stefano, 2003)

4.2 - Wes Montgomery’s Thumb Technique

Dr Reno De Stefano discusses Montgomery’s sound, thumb technique, and
contribution to modern guitar playing in his paper, ‘The Wes Montgomery Sound:
Sonoric Individuality in Jazz'. De Stefano explains Montgomery’s thumb:

‘It was this incomparable technique which enabled him to produce his

sound, assert his musical personality, and express everything he had to say.’

(De Stefano, 2003)

De Stefano continues with a testimonial from Wes;
‘I began working hard and experimenting with techniques, seeking out the
ones that felt good and were most expressive of my thoughts. My
explorations continued for quite a while. My technique improved,
developing out of particular playing situations. More and more of me
passed through my amplifier to those who took the time to listen.’

- Wes Montgomery
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Montgomery had developed a unique thumb technique that produced a
‘rounder, warmer and more supple tone’ (De Stefano, 2003), allowing greater
expression of ideas, and musical individuality.

De Stefano also explains how Montgomery used the fleshy side of his
thumb to strike the string, instead of a pick.

If Montgomery utilised his thumbnail to strike the string, it would have
resulted in an energetic release, similar to that of the standard picking style.
Instead, Montgomery’s attacking velocity was the product of utilising the ‘fleshy’
part of his thumb, which produced a softer attack that is naturally attenuated.

The impact, and release of attack from Montgomery’s thumb style is
comparable to the impact and release of attack of the backward picking approach
utilised by gospel guitarists.

By striking the string with the side edge of the pick, there is less surface
area for the string to have friction with. The release of the string when utilising

backward picking is comparative to Wes’ thumb style.

It is well known and documented that Montgomery had a ‘double-jointed
thumb’. His unique thumb was also part of his sound, vocabulary and technique.
Montgomery’s double-jointed thumb is a significant detail when comparing and

discussing the properties of backward picking.

Benson mentions Montgomery’s thumb in his autobiography when
discussing music with his stepfather,
‘Have you ever heard Wes Montgomery play? Those chords? Those

chops? That thumb?’ (Benson, 2014)
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De Stefano also references the importance of Montgomery’s thumb.
‘The main reason for Wes’ enormous popularity was the Warm sensual

timbre produced by the thumb.’ (De Stefano, 2003)

And,
‘Through the adoption of the thumb technique Montgomery developed one
of the most unique instrumental timbre and recognisable sound in the

history of jazz guitar’. (De Stefano, 2003)

The angle of Montgomery’s ‘double-jointed’ thumb is almost identical to
the thumb exhibited by many gospel guitar players. I believe, as does De Stefano,
this thumb position can develop unique timbres and sounds.

By employing a similar thumb position to Montgomery and Benson, the
incline angle of the pick creates a soft edge as a point of impact, where the pick
can act as an extension of the thumb.

The strike from backward picking exploits the more desirable traits of both
Montgomery’s thumb style of guitar playing, and the standard style of guitar

picking, which is, a warm and present attack, with consistent velocity and sustain.
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4.3 - Montgomery’s Influence On Benson

Montgomery’s influence on Benson can be seen in several different ways.
On his 1978 live album Weekend in L.A., Benson includes a track titled, ‘We All
Remember Wes’. Further evidence can also be drawn from Benson'’s
autobiography.

‘The number of Wes Montgomery solo’s I've listened to over the past 50

years can'’t be counted, so he’s in my DNA - and my fingers for that matter -

but even when I'm not covering one of his tunes, Wes in always along for the

ride and will offer directions on the best route to complete my journey.’

(Benson, 2014)

Benson also remarks on Montgomery’s signature picking technique.
‘Speaking of cats coming through Pittsburgh, it was right around then that |
met the man who single handedly - or single-thumbdly, really - changed
everything... Wes Montgomery.... Watching him thumb the strings, hearing
him play those magical block chords....  wanted to enroll in Montgomery
University, a place where I could earn an undergrad degree in swinging, a
masters in chops, and a PhD in hip.’

(Benson, 2014)

Benson’s observation of Montgomery’s thumb style can offer insight into
his technique. With solo jazz guitar arrangements of ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Tenderly’
from his 2011 album Guitar Man, Benson demonstrates the thumb style of solo
jazz guitar playing synonymous with Wes Montgomery. Benson also performs the

technique on his live DVD, George Benson — Absolutely Live.
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If Benson was aware of Montgomery’s ‘double-jointed’ thumb, he too may
have found a comfortable thumb style of guitar playing to emulate his mentor. If
this is true, Benson was able to modernise Montgomery’s thumb style of guitar
playing with a pick. By adapting Montgomery’s ‘double-jointed’ thumb style, and
employing the technical benefits of a pick, Benson was able to further the benefits
of Montgomery’s technique, and capitalise on the benefits of both picking styles.

Also, as suggested previously, if the picking hand can inform the function
of the fretting hand, this would explain why Benson shared Montgomery’s musical
vocabulary and style.

Benson was able to mimic Montgomery’s tone, timbre and attacking
velocity by replicating Montgomery’s thumb with an incline angled pick.

Benson also demonstrates ‘thick chords like Wes, and slick single note runs

like Grant Green’ (Benson, 2014) in his playing style.

It's the musical properties of a softer, and warmer attack that allow
Montgomery, Benson, and the gospel guitar community who employ the BPT, the
vocabulary they share. There is a pedigree of guitar style that is present between

the three parties, as well as similar technical and tonal properties.

4.4 - A Hypermobile Thumb

‘A Hypermobile joint is one whose range of movement exceeds the norm for

that individual.’ (Grahame, 1999)

The common element between all guitarists mentioned is their thumb

technique, with or without a pick. There are guitarists whom exhibit extreme
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backward angles of 90° such as: Montgomery, Benson, Sharkey, and Byrd.
Although they might not employ as extreme an incline angle as Benson,

many gospel guitarists still share a locked thumb that is either extended and

locked, or curved backwards. The backward curve of the thumb naturally causes

the pick to interact with the string at different angles to standard picking.

Hypermobility can occur in simultaneous areas of the human body, or be
localised to a particular joint. From birth, hypermobility declines quickly during
childhood, slowing through adulthood. Hypermobility is also reported to be more
common in Asian and African cultures than Anglo-Saxon cultures.

[ believe Montgomery, Benson, Sharkey, Byrd exhibit cases of extreme
hypermobility of the thumb, with many gospel guitar players exhibiting

symptoms of a hypermobile thumb joint.

If hypermobility might be more common in African cultures, it makes
sense there are more African, and African-American guitarists who exhibit a
hypermobile thumb. Also, it is very possible children from African-American
Christian communities have had early exposure to backward picking from an
older generation of church guitarists. If from a young age these children, who are
more susceptible than adults to hypermobility, are influenced or educated by the
church guitarists, their natural hypermobility might be encouraged and nurtured.
It may be easier for younger guitarists to develop the extreme 90° backward angle
of the thumb, natural allowing them then technical benefits associated with the

Montgomery, Benson, and Sharkey pedigree.
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4.5 - Evidence of the BPT In Other Genres

Gospel style guitar playing is not the only music where guitarists utilise the
BPT.
Evidence of backward picking can be seen in the picking style of the

following Jazz guitarists;

Tal Farlow American Jazz Guitarist. 1921 - 1998
Jim Hall American Jazz Guitarist. 1930 -2013
Emily Remler American Jazz Guitarist. 1957-1990
Russell Malone American Jazz Guitarist. 1963 - Present
Martin Taylor British Jazz Guitarist. 1964 - Present
Sheryl Bailey American Jazz Guitarist. 1966 - Present

Montgomery was born, March 6, 1923, and died June 15, 1968.
Benson was born, March 22, 1943, and is currently alive and active (2018).

Tal Farlow, employed a softer incline-picking angle, yet still demonstrated
a locked thumb and similar vocabulary.

All of the mentioned guitarists have shown evidence of; or employ an

adaption of backward picking.

Although Wes Montgomery and George Benson are both authorities of jazz

guitar playing, there are guitar players from genres not aligned with Montgomery

or Benson, who demonstrate backward picking.
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Contemporary players such as;

Jimmy Hendrix - American rock guitarist.

Tosin Abasi - American heavy metal guitarist from ‘Animals As Leaders’.

Ola Englund - Swedish metal guitarist.

Eric Gales - American blues/jazz/rock guitarist

Carlos Santana - Mexican/American Latin Rock guitarist.

Shawn Lane - American multi-instrumental, composer/musician.

Mono Neon - American multi-instrumental, composer/musician.

Beau Diakowicz - English composer/guitarist.

Cory Wong - American Guitarist from Vulfpeck’.

Brian Elwin Haner, aka ‘Synyster Gates’ - American heavy metal guitarist
from ‘Avenged Sevenfold'.

Marty Friedman - American rock guitarist.

Paul Jackson Jr - American session guitarist.

There is also evidence of a locked thumb, and incline-picking angle in the picking
style gypsy jazz guitarist Biréli Lagrene, and again, from Iraqi Oud player, Rahim
AlHaj.

Lagrene demonstrates the picking style of most gypsy jazz guitarists. There
are similarities of backward picking involved with gypsy jazz guitar playing such
as pick-slanting, rest-stroke picking, and having the arm and hand approach the
guitar from below, or parallel with the string plane.

AlHaj demonstrates a hypermobile thumb, but due to the shape of the oud

plectrum, is unable to incline the angle of the oud ‘pick’.
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The Oud pick is a long piece of plastic, wood, or bone, similar in size and
shape to a Popsicle-stick. The pick is held lengthwise between the fingers, having
the 2nd and 3rd fingers apply pressure against the 1st and 4th (pinky) fingers.
The thumb will rest against the pick applying downward pressure when striking.

Due to the length of the oud pick, it cannot be angled. However, AlHaj
clearly demonstrates a hypermobile thumb during play, which is identical to the

hypermobile thumb demonstrated by Montgomery, and Benson.

The above players all demonstrate an adapted style of backward picking,
and hypermobility. There have been discussions centered on the lack of versatility
with a backward picking approach. I feel, the breadth of musicians, genres, styles,
and cultures mentioned above, shows the BPT can be incredibly versatile,

valuable, and practical.

4.6 - Secondary Techniques

There are secondary techniques which, when combined with backward
picking, add to the versatility and practicality of exploring a backward picking
approach. Some are naturally occurring techniques already discussed in regards
to other picking approaches, and others are techniques that can work with
backward picking, although their function may change from the traditional

meaning.
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4.6a - Pick slanting

Troy Grady discusses pick slanting as part of his YouTube series, ‘Cracking
The Code’, in which he focuses on the picking techniques of virtuosic rock
guitarists.

Brendan Schlagel authored an article centered around Grady’s discussion
on pick slanting. Schlagel explains that pick slanting is a,

'string switching mechanic, which enables the pick to escape the plane of

the strings every time you play an upstroke. If downward pick-slanting

allows upstrokes to break free of the strings, then upward pick-slanting is

exactly the reverse.’ (Schlagel, 2015)

This is very useful when ascending (or descending) across the string plane.
‘Pick-slanting’ involves a ‘sweep’ like motion where the hand leads the direction of
the strike, having the pick follow. This means while ascending the string plane
(moving from the 6th string to the 1st string - which is essentially a downward
stroke), the pick will penetrate the string plane on a downward stroke, but
become free of the string plane on an upward stroke.

Basically, the pick is angled so the face (flat side) of the pick impacts with
the string, instead of the leading edge of the pick, as with standard picking.

Pick slanting is naturally occurring when utilising the BPT. Although the
pick angle of the BPT can vary, pick slanting is still able to occur, and is one of the

hidden benefits of backward picking.
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4.6b - Rest-stroke picking

Rest stroke picking comes from the classical guitar discipline, and has been
adapted for pick-style guitar playing.

A rest stroke will have two actions. The through stroke, where the pick
moves through a string, also known as a strike; and the rest stroke, where the pick,
after striking its intended string, comes to rest on the adjacent string, which could

be either above or below depending on the direction of the through stroke.

Like pick slanting, rest stroke picking is a naturally occurring action, and
due to the incline angle of the pick, is a very comfortable and practical tool. Not
only does rest stroke picking give a reference for feel and accuracy, it becomes
very practical when executing other picking techniques such as;

Economy picking - using different combinations of ‘DOWN/DOWN /UP’ or,

‘UP/UP/DOWN’ economy picking can produce extreme speed.

Alternate picking - either ' DOWN/UP/DOWN/UP’ or the reverse. A

standard and effective technique for most guitarists.

Sweep picking - either all the way UP, or DOWN, sweeping across the

plane of strings. The sound of Benson’s ‘sweep’ is legendary and, although

different to a heavy metal sweep, can show difference backward picking can offer.

4.6c¢ - Hybrid picking

Hybrid picking is the combination of finger style playing, with a picking
technique. Often used in blue grass or country guitar playing, hybrid picking can

be used for single note melodies, AKA ‘chicken-picken’, as well as chordal playing.
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Due to the incline angle of backward picking, it’s difficult to faithfully re-
create the country style chicken-picken sound. However, there is a sound to
hybrid/backward picking that is still very practical. The possibility of deeper and
more complex chordal ideas becomes available, which expands technical
possibilities creating new sounds and timbres. Also, It is sometimes possible to
emulate pedal steel, and B and/or G bender type sounds, synonymous with
country guitar playing, however, that is more of a fretting hand discipline, and not

necessarily dependent on a particular picking style.

4.6d - New Adaptations

When beginning this project, [ was hoping to show the possibilities
backward picking could offer. [ hoped by demonstrating the outcome of multi-
disciplinary picking techniques so others might see the value in adapting certain
picking traits for a more ergonomic, practical, and musical output.

There are currently, to my knowledge, a few guitarists of exceptional
abilities whom demonstrate both backward, and standard picking simultaneously.
One of those is Justus West, a young African-American guitarist from
Kansas City, Kansas. On a down stroke, West is a backward picker. However, on an
upstroke, West sometimes bends his thumb knuckle, which changes the angle of

the pick to mimic the upstroke of standard picking. West can demonstrate
extremely fast, smooth, and controlled passages confidently. Somehow, West has
made his own unorthodox and unique multidisciplinary technique, which does

not seem to inhibit his guitar playing.
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5 - My Experience with Backward Picking

5.1 - Why I Chose To Investigate And Explore This Technique

[ have always enjoyed researching different genres and styles of music,
whilst also consuming the relevant musical culture and history. Gospel music was
the catalyst for my musical growth. From all the genres and styles I explored,
gospel music helped unlock theoretical application, and technical opportunities I
was previously unable to interpret or understand. [ also found gospel music to be
the most difficult music to transcribe, learn, practice, and execute, however, |
found the work began to yield positive results, and [ would reap the rewards of
dedicated and focused practice.

[ had heard a style similar to the gospel guitar style in certain RnB, hip-hop,
neo soul songs, but was unaware of where to find more examples. [ eventually
found the source of the guitar sounds, in African-American gospel music.

When I began studying this picking technique, I wanted the sound and play
like a gospel guitarist. I feel I have achieved my aim, to a certain degree, but now, |

see the value in exploring other picking techniques, and guitar playing styles.

5.2 - How | Have Utilised The Technique

[ have incorporated the BPT into my own style of guitar playing, often
swapping between backward, standard, and other styles during the same
show/performance. I have found backward picking can be practical in almost
every style; yet sometimes standard picking, or other picking techniques can be
more appropriate. The choice of picking style (finger style, hybrid, standard,

backward) depends on the musical situation.
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6 - Conclusion

Through transcription, repetition, and practiced performance I have
learned of the benefits aligned with the BPT. My picking dynamics have improved,
which has also informed other changes in my guitar playing. [ believe my tone is
cleaner and warmer, and I can demonstrate the technical properties of gospel
guitar playing. All of these improvements have informed further differences in
regards to confidence, relaxation, musicality, and individuality when playing
guitar.

Backward picking has also informed my awareness of attacking dynamics
when utilising standard picking. The differences between the two styles can
create endless discussion about which is superior. However, combining both
techniques and utilising each of their positive properties, in the appropriate

situation, can allow guitarists a wide variety of stylistic and sonic possibilities.

My understanding and awareness on the finer details of project
management has grown since beginning this work. Having no previous
experience with a project of this size and detail, [ was forced to find creative
solutions to technical problems and performance anxiety.

As the project grew, | began to narrow my expectations, and work within
practical and realistic boundaries. I found the final product covered the areas |

wanted, even though it was different to how I first envisioned.

The BPT has become a part of my own individual guitar style. I find I use

the technique for almost all rhythm guitar playing, and much of my lead playing.
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There are occasions when other picking styles are more appropriate, but I
have found with practice, backward picking can execute many of the same phrases
as standard picking, or similar picking styles, but have more purpose and

musicality.

The Masters degree has pushed me to explore areas of my creativity [ was
previously unwilling to explore. I found myself in uncomfortable situations, with
unfamiliar tasks, using foreign equipment. Often, after the task was complete, |
was more confident to experiment, and push myself in both creative, and non-
creative tasks.

The research [ was encouraged to undertake has helped me understand
why it is important to reference other works, not only academically, to help give a
project weight, relevance and depth. Which also helps us understand WHAT we

are doing, and WHY we are doing it.

When embarking on future projects, much of what [ have learnt from this
degree will inform decision making, trouble shooting, and help steer the creative
project in a specific direction. However well organised and prepared I am, I have
also learned to remain malleable with situations that arise. There are often times
when overthinking is counterproductive, and exploration into several

possibilities, although time consuming, can be the productive solution.
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