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The Art of Contemporary Travis Picking

the art of contemporary travis picking is a captivating guitar technique that has evolved far beyond its
traditional roots. Originally popularized by Merle Travis in the mid-20th century, this fingerpicking style
has found new life in the hands of modern guitarists, blending intricate bass patterns with melodic
fingerwork to create a rich tapestry of sound. Whether you’re a beginner curious about fingerstyle
guitar or an experienced player aiming to deepen your musical expression, understanding the nuances

of contemporary Travis picking can open up fresh creative possibilities on your instrument.

Understanding the Foundations of Travis Picking

To appreciate the art of contemporary Travis picking, it’'s essential to grasp its foundational elements.
At its core, Travis picking involves alternating bass lines played by the thumb, combined with
syncopated melodies and harmonies plucked by the fingers. This technique produces a rhythmic and

harmonic fullness that can make a single guitar sound almost like a small ensembile.

The Classic Travis Picking Pattern

The hallmark of Travis picking is the steady alternating bass. The thumb typically plays a repetitive
pattern on the lower strings — often alternating between the 6th and 4th or 5th strings — while the
index and middle fingers pick melody notes on the higher strings. This creates a driving “boom-chick”

rhythm that’s both percussive and melodic.

For example, a simple pattern might be:



- Thumb plays the 6th string (E)

- Index finger plucks the 3rd string (G)
- Thumb plays the 4th string (D)

- Middle finger plucks the 2nd string (B)

This sequence repeats, offering a continuous pulse that anchors the melody.

Why It’s More Than Just a Fingerpicking Style

Unlike some fingerstyle techniques that focus solely on melody or chord arpeggios, Travis picking’s
alternating bass introduces a rhythmic complexity that challenges the guitarist to think like a drummer
and a pianist simultaneously. This multi-layered approach gives the player greater control over
dynamics and groove, making it a versatile style for various genres, from folk and country to blues and

even contemporary indie music.

The Evolution into Contemporary Travis Picking

While Merle Travis laid the groundwork in the 1940s and 1950s, today’s guitarists have expanded the
style, incorporating new rhythms, chord voicings, and influences from jazz, pop, and world music. The
art of contemporary Travis picking is not just about repeating vintage patterns but about innovating on

them to suit modern musical contexts.

Incorporating Modern Harmonies and Chord Shapes

Contemporary players often experiment with extended chords—such as 7ths, 9ths, and suspended
chords—that introduce richer harmonic textures. These chord shapes, combined with Travis picking’s

rhythmic structure, give the music a sophisticated, sometimes jazzy feel.



For instance, instead of a simple open G chord, a player might use a Gmaj7 or G6 shape, allowing the

fingerpicked melody notes to weave in and out of more colorful harmonies.

Rhythmic Variations and Syncopation

Modern Travis pickers don’t always stick to the strict alternating bass pattern. They incorporate
syncopation, ghost notes, and rhythmic displacement to add surprise and groove. This approach keeps

listeners engaged and showcases the guitarist’s rhythmic sensibility.

Some players also use percussive taps on the guitar body or muted string hits to mimic drum patterns,

integrating rhythm and melody seamlessly.

Techniques to Master the Art of Contemporary Travis Picking

Developing proficiency in this style requires patience and focused practice. Here are some tips and

techniques that can help guitarists on their journey:

Start Slow and Build Muscle Memory

Begin by practicing the classic alternating bass pattern slowly with a metronome. Focus on keeping the
thumb steady while allowing your fingers to pluck the melody notes cleanly. As you gain confidence,

gradually increase the tempo.

Use Finger Independence Exercises

Since Travis picking demands that the thumb and fingers operate independently, it’s useful to practice



exercises that isolate these motions. For example, try plucking open strings with fingers while

maintaining a steady bass line with your thumb. This strengthens coordination and control.

Explore Different Tunings

Many contemporary Travis pickers experiment with alternate tunings like drop D, open G, or DADGAD.
These tunings can make certain chord shapes and bass lines easier to execute and open up new

melodic possibilities.

Listen and Learn from Diverse Artists

To truly absorb the art of contemporary Travis picking, immerse yourself in recordings by a range of
guitarists. While Merle Travis and Chet Atkins are foundational, modern players like Tommy

Emmanuel, Andy McKee, and Kaki King demonstrate how the style can evolve dynamically.

Applying the Art in Various Musical Settings

One of the exciting aspects of contemporary Travis picking is its adaptability. Whether playing solo or
accompanying a band, this technique can enrich your sound and provide a distinctive rhythmic and

harmonic foundation.

Solo Performances and Singer-Songwriters

For solo performers, Travis picking offers a way to fill sonic space without additional instrumentation.
The alternating bass can simulate a bass player’s groove, while the melodic lines carry the tune. This

makes it ideal for singer-songwriters who want a full-bodied guitar accompaniment that supports their



vocals.

Fusion with Other Genres

Contemporary Travis picking has found a place in genres beyond country and folk. Jazz guitarists use
it for walking bass lines and chord-melody arrangements. Indie and pop artists incorporate it to add

texture and rhythmic interest to their songs.

Collaborative Settings

In band contexts, Travis picking can complement drums and bass by adding intricate rhythmic layers.

Guitarists often adapt their patterns to lock in with the rhythm section or create counterpoint melodies.

Tools and Gear for Enhancing Travis Picking

While technique is paramount, certain gear choices can enhance your ability to execute and express

the art of contemporary Travis picking.

Guitar Selection

Acoustic guitars with a clear, balanced tone are preferred. Many Travis pickers favor instruments with
a strong midrange response and good projection to bring out the bass notes and articulate

fingerpicked melodies. Dreadnoughts and OM-style guitars are popular choices.



String Gauge and Setup

Lighter strings can facilitate faster finger movement, but some players opt for medium gauge to get a
richer bass tone. Proper action and setup ensure that fingerpicking is comfortable and the notes ring

out clearly.

Amplification and Effects

For amplified performances, a good-quality acoustic pickup or microphone is key. Some contemporary
players use subtle reverb or delay effects to add ambiance without overwhelming the natural acoustic

tone.

Exploring Your Own Voice Through Travis Picking

Ultimately, the art of contemporary Travis picking is as much about personal expression as it is about
technical mastery. Once you’ve absorbed the basics and experimented with variations, the real magic

happens when you start crafting your own patterns and melodies.

Try blending Travis picking with your favorite chord progressions or writing original fingerstyle
compositions using the technique. By doing so, you not only honor the tradition but also contribute to

its ongoing evolution.

In this journey, patience and curiosity are your greatest allies. The endless combinations of bass lines,
melodic phrases, and rhythmic accents mean there’s always something new to discover within the art

of contemporary Travis picking.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is contemporary Travis picking and how does it differ from
traditional Travis picking?

Contemporary Travis picking is a modern adaptation of the traditional Travis picking fingerstyle guitar
technique, incorporating newer rhythmic patterns, chord voicings, and influences from various genres
such as jazz, pop, and indie music. Unlike the traditional style, which often features a steady

alternating bass pattern with syncopated melody notes, contemporary Travis picking experiments with

more complex rhythms and harmonic structures.

Who are some influential guitarists known for their contemporary
Travis picking style?

Guitarists such as Andy McKee, Tommy Emmanuel, and Antoine Dufour are known for their innovative
approaches to Travis picking. They blend traditional fingerpicking techniques with modern harmonic

concepts and percussive elements, pushing the boundaries of contemporary Travis picking.

What are some essential techniques to master for learning
contemporary Travis picking?

Key techniques include mastering alternating bass patterns with the thumb, syncopated melody lines
with the fingers, incorporating hammer-ons and pull-offs for smooth transitions, and adding percussive
elements like palm muting and body taps. Additionally, understanding chord extensions and using

open tunings can enrich the contemporary Travis picking sound.

How can open tunings enhance the art of contemporary Travis
picking?

Open tunings allow guitarists to create richer harmonic textures and facilitate easier finger positioning

for complex chord voicings. In contemporary Travis picking, open tunings enable smoother transitions



between chords and make it easier to incorporate drone notes and sympathetic vibrations, adding

depth and resonance to the playing style.

What are some recommended exercises to practice for improving
contemporary Travis picking skills?

Practicing steady alternating bass patterns with a metronome, combining melody notes with thumb
bass lines, experimenting with syncopated rhythms, and incorporating hammer-ons and pull-offs are
effective exercises. Additionally, learning and analyzing songs by modern fingerstyle guitarists, and

transcribing their Travis picking patterns, can greatly improve technique and musicality.

Additional Resources

The Art of Contemporary Travis Picking: A Deep Dive into Modern Fingerstyle Guitar

the art of contemporary travis picking represents a nuanced evolution of a traditional fingerpicking
technique that has shaped acoustic guitar playing for decades. Rooted in the early 20th century, Travis
picking originally gained prominence through Merle Travis, whose signature style combined steady
alternating bass notes with syncopated melody lines. Today, this technique has been reinterpreted and
expanded by contemporary guitarists who blend it with modern genres, innovative rhythmic patterns,
and harmonic complexities, making it a vibrant subject for both musicians and enthusiasts seeking to

understand its current relevance and potential.

Tracing the Origins and Evolution of Travis Picking

Before analyzing the characteristics of contemporary Travis picking, it is essential to contextualize its
origins. Merle Travis popularized this style in the mid-1900s, integrating thumb-driven bass patterns
with finger-led melodies, creating a self-sufficient rhythmic and harmonic structure. The hallmark of

traditional Travis picking is the alternating bass played by the thumb on the lower strings, paired with



syncopated melodies or harmonies plucked by the index and middle fingers on the higher strings.

Over the decades, this foundational approach influenced genres ranging from country and folk to blues
and bluegrass. However, the art of contemporary Travis picking has adapted these principles to
incorporate new influences such as jazz, indie, and even pop music, broadening its expressive

capabilities and technical demands.

Characteristics of the Art of Contemporary Travis Picking

Contemporary Travis picking maintains the basic framework of alternating bass and syncopated

melodies but introduces several notable features that distinguish it from its traditional roots:

Expanded Harmonic Vocabulary

Modern guitarists often utilize extended chords, including ninths, elevenths, and thirteenths, within
Travis picking arrangements. This harmonic richness adds depth and color, moving beyond the simpler
major and minor triads typical of earlier styles. The use of modal interchange and chromatic passing

tones is prevalent, reflecting a jazz-influenced approach to chord voicings and melodic phrasing.

Rhythmic Complexity and Syncopation

Whereas classic Travis picking relies on a relatively steady alternating bass pattern, contemporary
players experiment with irregular bass rhythms, polyrhythms, and dynamic accent shifts. This rhythmic
sophistication challenges the traditional thumb and finger independence, demanding greater technical
control and musical sensitivity. The thumb may deviate from strict alternation to create groove-based

patterns or mimic percussion elements, blending rhythm and melody seamlessly.



Incorporation of Percussive Techniques

A hallmark of many modern fingerstyle guitarists is the integration of percussive elements such as slap
hits, taps, and muted string strikes. In the context of contemporary Travis picking, these techniques
add a rhythmic drive and textural variety that enrich the overall soundscape. The guitar becomes not
only a melodic and harmonic instrument but also a percussive one, enabling solo performers to fill

sonic space typically occupied by additional instruments.

Use of Capo and Alternate Tunings

Contemporary practitioners frequently employ capos and alternate tunings to access novel chord
voicings and facilitate complex fingerings. Open tunings can simplify the execution of intricate bass
and melody lines while offering resonant overtones that enhance the tonal palette. The strategic use of

capo placement allows for modulation and creative exploration within the Travis picking framework.

Notable Contemporary Travis Picking Artists and Their

Influence

Several contemporary guitarists have contributed significantly to the evolution of Travis picking, each

bringing unique interpretations and innovations:

Tommy Emmanuel

Often hailed as a virtuoso of fingerstyle guitar, Tommy Emmanuel’s playing embodies the art of
contemporary Travis picking through his virtuosic command of rhythm and melody. His performances

blend alternating bass lines with complex harmonics and percussive elements, often pushing technical



boundaries while maintaining musicality. Emmanuel’s influence has popularized Travis picking beyond

its traditional genres, inspiring a new generation of players.

Andy McKee

Andy McKee’s approach emphasizes the integration of modern percussive techniques with Travis
picking foundations. His use of tapping, harmonics, and rhythmic slaps creates immersive
soundscapes, demonstrating how contemporary fingerstyle guitar can transcend conventional
boundaries. McKee’s compositions highlight the fluidity and adaptability of Travis picking in current

acoustic music contexts.

Leo Kottke

Known for his syncopated rhythms and intricate fingerpicking patterns, Leo Kottke infuses
contemporary Travis picking with elements of folk and blues. His innovative use of alternate tunings
and dynamic contrasts exemplifies the technique’s potential for expressive diversity. Kottke’s work

remains a touchstone for guitarists exploring the balance between tradition and innovation.

Technical Challenges and Learning Strategies

Mastering the art of contemporary Travis picking involves overcoming several technical challenges,
including thumb-finger independence, rhythmic precision, and harmonic complexity. Unlike
straightforward strumming or flatpicking, Travis picking requires simultaneous coordination of multiple

musical lines.



Developing Thumb Independence

The thumb’s role is crucial in maintaining the alternating bass foundation. Contemporary variations
often demand non-standard rhythmic patterns, making consistent thumb control essential. Exercises
focusing on isolating thumb movement while maintaining relaxed finger motion can help build this

independence.

Finger Strength and Dexterity

Executing syncopated melodies and percussive effects calls for well-developed finger strength and
precision. Practicing fingerpicking patterns slowly with a metronome, gradually increasing tempo, and

incorporating finger stretching routines can enhance agility.

Chord and Scale Integration

Contemporary Travis picking often involves complex chord voicings and melodic lines derived from
various scales, including modes and jazz scales. Familiarity with these harmonic structures allows
guitarists to craft more interesting arrangements and improvisations within the Travis picking

framework.

Recommended Practice Approach

o Start with traditional Travis picking patterns to establish a solid foundation.

e Incorporate percussive techniques gradually, ensuring rhythmic clarity.



e Experiment with alternate tunings and capo placements to explore new sounds.
¢ Analyze and learn pieces by contemporary artists to understand application.

» Record practice sessions to evaluate timing and dynamics objectively.

The Role of Technology and Recording in Modern Travis
Picking

In the digital age, technology has played a pivotal role in shaping the art of contemporary Travis
picking. High-quality recording equipment, loop pedals, and digital audio workstations (DAWSs) enable

guitarists to layer multiple Travis picking lines, creating rich, textured compositions that were once

impossible in solo performances.

Loop pedals allow performers to build intricate bass and melodic patterns live, effectively becoming
one-person ensembles. This has expanded the creative potential of Travis picking, especially in live

settings and solo projects.
Moreover, online platforms and tutorial videos have democratized access to Travis picking education,

accelerating the technique’s dissemination and evolution. Aspiring guitarists can study diverse styles

and incorporate them into their own playing, fostering innovation.

Comparative Analysis: Traditional vs. Contemporary Travis

Picking

| Aspect | Traditional Travis Picking | Contemporary Travis Picking |



| Bass Pattern | Steady alternating bass | Varied rhythmic bass patterns and grooves |

| Harmonic Complexity | Basic major/minor chords | Extended chords, modal interchange |

| Percussive Elements | Minimal or none | Integrated slap, tap, muted string hits |

| Tuning | Standard tuning | Extensive use of alternate tunings and capo |

| Genre Influence | Country, folk, blues | Jazz, indie, pop, world music |

| Technical Demand | Moderate | High, with emphasis on finger independence |

| Performance Context | Traditional solo or accompaniment | Solo performances utilizing loopers and

effects|

This comparison highlights how contemporary Travis picking not only preserves core elements but also

embraces experimentation, leading to a more versatile and expressive fingerstyle approach.

Impact on Acoustic Guitar Culture and Future Directions

The art of contemporary Travis picking has revitalized acoustic guitar culture by bridging tradition and
modernity. It has fostered a renewed appreciation for fingerstyle techniques and inspired cross-genre
collaborations. As guitarists continue to push technical and musical boundaries, Travis picking’s

adaptability ensures its enduring relevance.

Anticipated future developments include greater integration of electronic effects, hybrid techniques
combining fingerpicking with tapping or sweep picking, and further exploration of global musical
influences within the Travis picking paradigm. The ongoing dialogue between history and innovation

makes this art form a dynamic field worthy of continued study and practice.

The Art Of Contemporary Travis Picking

the art of contemporary travis picking: The Art of Contemporary Travis Picking Mark
Hanson, 2018-12 (Music Sales America). Learn how to play in the style of contemporary Travis
picking great guitar players like Paul Simon, James Taylor, Dan Fogelberg, Leo Kottke, John


https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-173/the-art-of-contemporary-travis-picking.pdf

Renbourn and Michael Hedges! By mastering all techniques described in the book, you will be on
your way to elevating the Travis pick from a basic chordal accompaniment to a complex solo style!
Includes: 14 guitar solos * instructional and performance audio tracks online for download or
streaming * standard notation and tablature * a comprehensive list of alternating-bass pieces *
detailed and thorough instruction.

the art of contemporary travis picking: How to Compose for the Classical Guitar. A
Guide for Non-Guitarist Musicians Adrian Allan, 2018-09-17 A comprehensive guide for
non-guitarist musicians on how to write for the classical guitar. Detailed analysis of all aspects of the
classical guitar, including: design and tuning; history of the classical guitar; arranging melodic lines;
the guitar arpeggio; composing higher up the fretboard; composition in national and folk styles;
extended guitar techniques, eg. harmonics, slurs and ornamentation; suggestions for further study;
appendices covering voicings in Major, Minor and dominant 7ths; a to-scale diagram of the guitar's
fretboard; access to sound-files on Soundcloud of musical extracts from the book.

the art of contemporary travis picking: 100 Books Every Folk Music Fan Should Own
Dick Weissman, 2014-01-30 In recent years an almost overwhelming number of books have
appeared covering various aspects of American folk music and its history. Before 1970, most
comprised collections of songs with a sprinkling of biographical information on noted performers.
Over the past decade, however, scholars, journalists, and folk artists themselves have contributed
biographies and autobiographies, instructional books and historical surveys, sociological studies and
ethnographic analyses of this musical genre. In 100 Books Every Folk Music Fan Should Own,
performer and historian Dick Weissman offers a reliable route through the growing sea of
book-length studies, establishing for future scholars a foundation for their research. Beginning with
early twentieth-century collections of folk songs, the author brings readers to the present by
exploring modern studies of important events, critical collections of primary sources, the most
significant musical instruction guides, and in-depth portraits of traditional and contemporary
American folk musicians. For each title selected, Weissman provides his own brief summary of its
contents and assessment of its significance for the reader—whether fan or scholar. Folk music fans,
scholars, and students of the American folk music tradition—indeed, any reader seeking guidance on
the best books in the field—will want a copy of this vital work.

the art of contemporary travis picking: The Women’s Music Movement Paul Ambrose Shaw
II1, 2022-11-28 Scholarship on artistic output during second wave feminism (SWF) primarily reflects
art-genres such as visual art, performance art, literature, and poetry. In The Women’s Music
Movement: Music as Feminist Praxis, 1973-1980, Paul Ambrose Shaw III contends the women'’s
music movement (WMM) was a vibrant locus of feminist activity during SWF but received
comparatively less scholarly attention. Specifically, Shaw conducts a content analysis of five songs
recorded between 1973 and 1980. As such, he draws on musical elements and structures, poetic and
lyrical devices, personal insights from the artists, and feminist theory to explore the following
important questions: What can we learn about second wave feminist movement through the lens of
the women’s music movement? Was the women’s music movement, as some scholars and activists
assert, simply a cultural and lifestyle movement, or an impactful locus of feminist praxis? Through a
detailed analysis of five songs recorded by stalwarts of WMM—Meg Christian, Cris Williamson,
Ferron, Holly Near, and Linda Tillery—Shaw argues for the importance of WMM as a vibrant center
of struggle, growth, and creativity that serves as a model for modern social movement cultural
activity.

the art of contemporary travis picking: Frets , 1988

the art of contemporary travis picking: The Folk Music Sourcebook Larry Sandberg, Dick
Weissman, 1989-08-21 This revised and updated book is a guide for the listener, collector, singer,
player and devotee of folk music. It covers music from string band to bluegrass, Canadian, Creole,
Zydeco, jug bands, ragtime and the many kinds of blues. The book evaluates, reviews and
recommends on such subjects as where to buy records and instruments and places where folk music
flourishes.



the art of contemporary travis picking: Publishers Directory , 1994

the art of contemporary travis picking: Small Press Record of Books in Print Len Fulton,
1993

the art of contemporary travis picking: Whispers of the Strings: Journey Through
Flatpicking Mastery Pasquale De Marco, 2025-04-14 Whispers of the Strings: Journey Through
Flatpicking Mastery is an indispensable guide for guitarists seeking to elevate their flatpicking skills
to new heights. This comprehensive volume unveils the secrets and techniques behind this
captivating art form, providing a roadmap to mastery for aspiring and seasoned players alike. Within
its pages, readers will embark on an enthralling journey through the world of flatpicking, tracing its
roots from humble origins to its current status as a celebrated genre. They will discover the stories
of legendary flatpickers, whose virtuosity and innovation have shaped the evolution of the art form.
From the pioneers of the Walnut Valley Festival to contemporary masters, these artists have left an
indelible mark on the world of flatpicking, and their techniques, styles, and musical influences are
meticulously examined, offering valuable insights for players seeking to refine their craft. Beyond
technique, Whispers of the Strings explores the cultural and social significance of flatpicking,
examining its role in various musical genres, from bluegrass and country to jazz and rock. It delves
into the vibrant flatpicking community, where festivals, workshops, and online forums foster a sense
of camaraderie and shared passion among players of all levels. This comprehensive guide also
explores the art of creating flatpicking arrangements and compositions, encouraging players to
explore their creativity and express their unique musical voices. With its wealth of knowledge,
practical guidance, and inspirational stories, Whispers of the Strings empowers readers to unlock
their full potential as flatpicking guitarists. Whether they are seeking to master the intricate
melodies and rhythmic drive of bluegrass, the emotional expressiveness of jazz, or the energetic
pulse of rock, this book provides the tools and insights necessary to achieve their musical
aspirations. Join the journey into the world of flatpicking guitar, and discover the secrets to creating
music that captivates audiences and leaves a lasting impression. Whispers of the Strings is an
invaluable resource for guitarists of all levels, providing a comprehensive roadmap to mastery and a
lifetime of musical enjoyment. If you like this book, write a review on google books!

the art of contemporary travis picking: Notes Music Library Association, 1986

the art of contemporary travis picking: California and Hawaii Publishing Market Place
Marjorie Gersh, 1990

the art of contemporary travis picking: Masters of Hawaiian slack key guitar Mark Hanson,
2001 (Music Sales America). In this book/CD pack, guitar author Mark Hanson explains the acoustic
fingerstyle playing of many of the greatest slack key artists. It features note-for-note transcriptions
from Ray Kane, Sonny Chillingworth, Leonard Kwan, Cyril Pahinui, Ozzie Kotani and more. The book
also includes explanations of tunes and tunings, plus an instructional CD, standard notation and
tablature.

the art of contemporary travis picking: The Cumulative Book Index, 1988 A world list of
books in the English language.

the art of contemporary travis picking: Words on Cassette, 2002 R R Bowker Publishing,
2002

the art of contemporary travis picking: Books Out Loud , 2007

the art of contemporary travis picking: Books in Print, 1994

the art of contemporary travis picking: Bibliographic Guide to Music New York Public
Library. Music Division, 1988

the art of contemporary travis picking: Music, Books on Music, and Sound Recordings
Library of Congress, 1986

the art of contemporary travis picking: Forthcoming Books Rose Arny, 1993

the art of contemporary travis picking: Music, Books on Music, and Sound Recordings
Library of Congress, 1986
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importance of arts in our daily lives - increasing our capacity for joy, and validating our sorrows
Home - Derry Arts The Greater Derry Arts Council is dedicated to fostering the arts in the
communities that we serve: Derry and the immediately surrounding towns. We always welcome new
volunteers for all of
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