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Introduction: The Enduring Resonance of B.B. King’s “King of the Blues” 
Guitar Tab Edition

When you think of the blues, the name that inevitably surfaces is B.B. King. His smooth vibrato, expressive bends, 

and unmistakable phrasing have made him a global icon and earned him the nickname “The King of the Blues.” In 

1969, B.B. King released the landmark album King of the Blues, a compilation that showcased his most powerful 

recordings and solidified his legacy. For guitarists, the King of the Blues guitar tab editionoffers a rare

opportunity to dissect and internalize the techniques that made B.B. King’s playing legendary.

This comprehensive guide will walk you through everything you need to know about B.B. King’s style, the history

behind the album, how to read and use guitar tabs, and practical steps for mastering the songs in the tab edition.

Whether you’re a beginner eager to learn your first blues solo or an advanced player looking to deepen your

understanding of classic blues guitar, this article is your go �to resource.

The Legacy of B.B. King: A Brief Overview

B.B. King was born Riley B. King on September 16, 1925, in Itta Bena, Mississippi. His early exposure to gospel

and blues music set the stage for a career that would span more than 70 years. He began playing guitar at the age

of 12, and his first professional gig came when he was just 14. Over the decades, he released over 50 albums, sold

more than 100 million records worldwide, and collaborated with legendary artists such as Eric Clapton, Stevie Ray

Vaughan, and Paul McCartney.

King’s influence extends beyond his recordings. His playing style—characterized by fluid vibrato, expressive string

bending, and a masterful use of the pentatonic scale—has become a blueprint for countless guitarists. His 1975

induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame and the posthumous Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 2015 are

just two markers of his enduring impact.

Understanding “King of the Blues”: The Album and Its Impact

The King of the Bluesalbum is a compilation that draws from B.B. King’s most iconic tracks, including “The Thrill

Is Gone,” “Sweet Little Angel,” and “Rock Me Baby.” Released by Cadet Records, the album was a commercial

success and introduced many new listeners to King’s emotive playing. It also served as a definitive statement of his

musical identity: a blend of Delta blues roots and a modern, soulful sound.

Why is the album so significant for guitarists? It encapsulates the essence of B.B. King’s technique—his signature

“one-string” approach, where he would often play melodic lines on a single string rather than relying on chords.

This method allows for greater melodic flexibility and a more expressive sound, which is a hallmark of his style.

The Signature B.B. King Guitar Style

To truly master the King of the Blues guitar tab edition, you must first understand the core elements that define

B.B. King’s playing:

1.  Vibrato: King’s vibrato is subtle yet powerful. He often uses a slow, wide vibrato that adds depth to each note.



2.  String Bending: He bends strings with a controlled, almost vocal-like quality, emphasizing the emotional 

content of the phrase.

3.  One-String Melodies: Instead of playing full chords, King frequently uses single-note lines that weave around 

the guitar’s neck.

4.  Use of the Minor Pentatonic Scale: The minor pentatonic is the backbone of his solos, allowing for both 

melodic and rhythmic flexibility.

5.  Dynamic Control: King’s playing is characterized by dynamic contrast—soft, intimate phrases followed by 

powerful, soaring runs.

Essential Techniques for Playing B.B. King’s Blues

Below are the foundational techniques you’ll need to replicate B.B. King’s sound. Practice each one until it becomes

second nature.

•  Finger Placement and Hand Position: Keep your fretting hand fingers close to the fretboard and your picking 

hand relaxed yet firm. Use the middle and ring fingers for bending to achieve a smooth motion.

•  Vibrato Execution: Practice a slow, controlled vibrato by oscillating the string up and down with your fretting 

finger. Aim for a width of about 2–3 semitones.

•  String Bending Accuracy: Use a tuner to verify that your bends hit the target pitch. Bending to the right note is 

crucial for emotional impact.

•  Alternate Picking and Economy Picking: B.B. King often uses a combination of alternate picking for speed and 

economy picking for fluidity.

•  Use of the Harmonic Minor Scale: Though the minor pentatonic is dominant, King occasionally incorporates 

the harmonic minor to add tension.

Popular Tracks from the “King of the Blues” Tab Edition

The King of the Blues guitar tab editionfeatures several standout tracks that exemplify B.B. King’s style. Below is

a list of the most popular songs included:

1.  “The Thrill Is Gone” – A slow, soulful ballad that showcases King’s emotive vibrato.

2.  “Sweet Little Angel” – A classic Delta blues piece with a memorable riff.

3.  “Rock Me Baby” – A high-energy track that highlights King’s bending technique.

4.  “Every Day I Have the Blues” – A fast-paced number that demonstrates his rhythmic precision.

5.  “You Upset Me” – A mid-tempo groove that blends blues with subtle jazz influences.

Why These Songs Matter

Each of these tracks serves as a microcosm of B.B. King’s broader musical approach. By mastering them, you’ll

gain a deeper appreciation for his phrasing, dynamics, and harmonic choices.

Step-by-Step Guide to Learning a B.B. King Solo

Let’s walk through a practical example: learning the solo from “The Thrill Is Gone.” This process can be applied to

any B.B. King solo.

1.  Listen Repeatedly: Start by listening to the track multiple times. Focus on the solo section and try to 

internalize the melody.

2.  Identify the Scale: The solo is primarily based on the A minor pentatonic scale with occasional chromatic 

passing tones.

3.  Break It Down: Divide the solo into smaller phrases—typically 4 or 8 bars each. Transcribe each phrase onto 



the tab sheet.

4.  Practice Slowly: Play each phrase at a slower tempo, ensuring accurate bends and vibrato. Use a 

metronome set to 60 BPM.

5.  Add Dynamics: Once comfortable, incorporate dynamics by varying attack and sustain. Mimic King’s subtle 

crescendos.

6.  Integrate the Whole Solo: Piece together the phrases and play the full solo at the original tempo. Record 

yourself to catch any mistakes.

Resources for Finding High-Quality Guitar Tabs

While the King of the Blues guitar tab editionis a premium resource, there are many other avenues to access

reliable tabs:

•  Official Songbooks: B.B. King’s official songbooks often come with accurate tabs and chord charts.

•  Music Publishing Companies: Companies like Hal Leonard and Alfred Music publish high-quality tab editions.

•  Online Tab Communities: Sites such as Ultimate Guitar and Songsterr host user-generated tabs, but verify 

accuracy against official sources.

•  Video Lessons: Many YouTube channels feature step-by-step tutorials that walk through B.B. King’s solos.

•  Sheet Music Apps: Apps like MuseScore allow you to view and edit tabs, providing a more interactive 

experience.

Tips for Practicing B.B. King Songs Effectively

Here are proven strategies to make your practice sessions more productive:

•  Use a Metronome: Start slow and gradually increase the tempo to maintain precision.

•  Segment Your Practice: Focus on one section at a time—verse, chorus, solo, etc.—to avoid overwhelm.

•  Record and Review: Listening back helps you catch timing and tonal discrepancies.

•  Emphasize Dynamics: Practice playing the same phrase at different volumes to emulate King’s dynamic 

contrast.

•  Incorporate Improvisation: Once you’re comfortable, try improvising over the chord changes to develop your 

own voice.

Incorporating B.B. King’s Techniques into Your Own Playing

Adopting B.B. King’s style is not just about copying his solos; it’s about internalizing his musical philosophy. Here’s

how you can weave his techniques into your repertoire:

•  Use Vibrato as a Statement: Apply vibrato to key notes, not just to every note. This adds emotional weight.

•  Focus on Melodic Phrasing: Instead of playing full chords, craft melodic lines that tell a story.

•  Experiment with Harmonics: B.B. King occasionally used natural harmonics to add sparkle.

•  Blend Blues with Other Genres: King’s openness to jazz, soul, and rock shows that blues can be a foundation 

for diverse musical exploration.

•  Play with Feel, Not Just Technique: The blues is as much about feeling as it is about technical skill. Let your 

emotions guide your playing.

Frequently Asked Questions

1. What makes B.B. King’s guitar sound unique?

His unique blend of vibrato, expressive bends, and melodic phrasing, combined with a deep understanding of the



minor pentatonic scale, gives his sound an unmistakable emotional depth.

2. Do I need a specific guitar to play B.B. King’s style?

While King used a Gibson ES-355 and later a Fender Stratocaster, the key is to choose a guitar with a warm tone

and a comfortable neck. A semi-hollow or solid-body electric with a single-coil pickup works well.

3. How can I improve my vibrato technique?

Practice with a tuner, focus on slow, controlled oscillations, and gradually increase the speed while maintaining

clarity.

4. Are there any recommended practice routines?

Yes—start with warm-ups, then practice scales, followed by specific song sections, and finish with improvisation or

jam sessions.

5. Where can I find official B.B.
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