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Unlocking Guitar Mastery: The Enduring
Legacy of the William Leavitt Modern
Method For Guitar

Every guitarist embarks on a unique journey, a path paved with countless hours
of practice, discovery, and the occasional bout of frustration. While the
destination—musical fluency—is universal, the vehicle you choose to get there
makes all the difference. For decades, aspiring musicians have turned to a
cornerstone of music education, a series that has shaped the curriculum of
Berklee College of Music and the hands of countless players worldwide. This
comprehensive series is the William Leavitt Modern Method for Guitar, a
structured, challenging, and profoundly rewarding system that remains a gold
standard for serious guitar study. This article provides a thorough exploration of
this legendary method, detailing its structure, benefits, and why it continues to
be an essential resource for anyone committed to truly understanding the guitar.

Whether you are a self-taught player looking to fill gaps in your knowledge, a
beginner with a desire to build a strong technical foundation, or an advanced
musician seeking to refine your reading and improvisational skills, the Leavitt
method offers a clear, progressive path. We will break down the three volumes,
discuss the core principles that make them so effective, and offer guidance on
how to integrate this rigorous approach into your practice routine. This is not
just another guitar book; it is an academic journey into the very mechanics of
music on the fretboard.

Who Was William Leavitt?

To understand the depth of the method, it is first important to understand the
man behind it. William Leavitt (1926-1990) was a highly influential guitarist,
composer, and educator. He is best known for his work at the Berklee College
of Music in Boston, where he served as a professor for over three decades.
Leavitt was instrumental in developing Berklee's guitar curriculum, elevating the
instrument from its often informal, "by-ear" traditions to a subject of rigorous
academic study. He believed that guitarists should have the same foundational
knowledge of music theory, sight-reading, and technique as any classical pianist
or wind player. His method, therefore, was born from a specific pedagogical
goal: to create a systematic, no-nonsense approach to learning the guitar that left
no stone unturned. The William Leavitt Modern Method for Guitar is the
direct result of his life's work, a distillation of his teaching philosophy that has
proven its effectiveness for generations.

An Overview of the Modern Method for Guitar Series

The series is comprised of three distinct volumes, each designed to build upon
the skills developed in the previous one. It is not a "quick fix" or a collection of
popular songs. Rather, it is a comprehensive textbook that systematically
introduces scales, arpeggios, chords, and, most importantly, the skill of reading
standard musical notation on the guitar. The method is famously dry and
challenging; it prioritizes fundamentals over flashy content. This is its greatest
strength. It forces the player to develop discipline and a genuine understanding
of the fretboard, rather than just memorizing patterns or tabs.

Who Is the Modern Method For?

This method is not for everyone. It is best suited for the disciplined student who
is serious about becoming a well-rounded musician. It is an excellent choice for:

o Self-Taught Guitarists: If you have been playing for a few years but
feel your knowledge is patchy, this method will fill in the gaps, especially
in music reading and fretboard logic.

¢ Intermediate Players Seeking a Challenge: If you feel you have hit a

plateau, the rigour of this method will push your technique and
theoretical understanding to new levels.

¢ Students Preparing for Music School: This is the standard text for
many university and college guitar programs, including Berklee. Getting
a head start with this method is invaluable.

e Teachers: The method provides a structured curriculum that can be used
as a backbone for teaching private lessons.

It is less suited for a complete beginner who wants to strum along to pop songs
immediately, or for a player who is strictly interested in learning by tablature
and ear.

Volume 1: The Foundation of Modern
Guitar Technique

Volume 1 of the William Leavitt Modern Method for Guitar is the starting
point, and for many, the most important book in the series. It begins with the
absolute basics, assuming little to no prior knowledge of reading music.
However, do not mistake this for "easy." The book immediately establishes a
standard of discipline that is uncommon in most method books.

Focus on Sight-Reading and the First Position

The primary focus of Volume 1 is developing the ability to read standard
notation in the first position (fret 1-4). Leavitt believed that reading music was
the key to unlocking the entire fretboard. The book starts with the open strings
and gradually introduces notes on the staff, combined with rhythmic studies.
You will spend a significant amount of time playing simple melodies and
exercises in the first position. This may feel tedious, but it builds an unshakable
foundation. The exercises are meticulously crafted to reinforce both note
recognition and rhythmic accuracy. You are not just playing notes; you are
learning their place on the staff and the fingerboard simultaneously.

Building Right-Hand and Left-Hand Technique

Beyond reading, Volume 1 is a primer in fundamental guitar technique. Leavitt
introduces specific right-hand picking patterns (alternate picking) from the very
beginning. The book also covers essential left-hand fingerings and shifting
techniques. It includes studies on major and minor scales, arpeggios, and the
construction of basic chords—all presented in standard notation. The lack of
tablature is a deliberate and defining characteristic. The goal is to wean the
student off visual fretboard patterns and onto a direct connection between the
written note and the produced sound. This process is challenging but deeply
rewarding, leading to a profound sense of musical security.

The "Berklee Method'' of Chord Voicings

Volume 1 also introduces a systematic approach to chord voicings. Instead of
learning random chord shapes, Leavitt presents chords based on their intervallic
structure. You will learn how to build chords, which notes can be omitted, and
how to voice them across the fretboard. This is far more valuable than
memorizing a hundred shapes without understanding their construction. The
chord studies in Volume 1 are practical and directly applicable to playing in a
band context.

Volume 2: Expanding the Fretboard

Once the student has a comfortable grasp of first-position playing and basic
theory, Volume 2 of the William Leavitt Modern Method for Guitar begins
the journey into the higher frets. This is where the method truly opens up the
instrument.
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Position Playing and Scales

The central theme of Volume 2 is moving beyond the first position. Leavitt
introduces the concept of "position playing," where you learn to play scales and
melodies in specific hand positions (2nd position, 5th position, 7th position,
etc.). This systematically covers the entire fretboard. You learn the five major
scale patterns (often associated with the CAGED system, though Leavitt's
approach is distinct and more rigid). This is a monumental step for any guitarist,
as it transforms the fretboard from a collection of random notes into a logical,
interconnected grid.

Advanced Chord Theory and Voicings

Volume 2 also significantly expands your chord vocabulary. It delves into
seventh chords (major, minor, dominant, diminished, half-diminished), ninth
chords, and more complex altered chords. The exercises focus on voice
'e@ag\uttt smmrﬂemtlhgéord to another. You will learn how
to play chord progressions across different areas of the neck, creating rich,
professional-sounding harmonies. This volume is a goldmine for any guitarist
playing jazz, R&B, or advanced pop music.

Rhythmic Complexity and Improvisation

The rhythmic studies in Volume 2 become far more complex. You will
encounter syncopation, triplets, sixteenth-note variations, and more challenging
time signatures. The method also begins to hint at improvisation. By deeply
understanding the scales and arpeggios in each position, you naturally start to
see the possibilities for creating your own melodies. Leavitt provides chord
changes and encourages the student to improvise using the scales they have just
learned, connecting theoretical knowledge to creative expression.

Volume 3: The Pinnacle of Guitar Study

Volume 3 of the William Leavitt Modern Method for Guitar is the final,
most challenging, and most rewarding stage of the journey. This volume is for
the advanced student who has mastered the fundamentals and is ready to tackle
complex harmony and improvisation. It is a rigorous course in modern guitar
playing, moving far beyond standard repertoire.

Advanced Improvisation Concepts

This volume focuses heavily on improvisation over complex chord changes.
Leavitt introduces concepts like chord-scale theory, chromaticism, and the use
of altered scales (altered dominant, whole-tone, diminished). You will learn to
navigate through challenging progressions with confidence, using a sophisticated
harmonic language. The studies in Volume 3 are essentially etudes that prepare
you for playing authentic jazz and contemporary music.

Melodic Minor and Its Modes

A significant portion of Volume 3 is dedicated to the melodic minor scale and

its modes—a crucial but often neglected area of guitar study. These scales (like
the Lydian dominant and the altered scale) are essential for playing over many
modern jazz harmonies. Leavitt provides a systematic method for learning these
scales in all positions and applying them to real chord progressions.

Developing a Personal Style

Ultimately, the goal of Volume 3 is to help you move from being a player who
follows the rules to one who can create with them. The exercises are designed to
stretch your technical abilities and your musical ear. By the end of this volume,
you will have a command of the fretboard that is rare among guitarists. You will
be able to read complex music at sight, improvise over challenging changes, and
understand the theoretical basis for everything you play.

Key Benefits of Studying the William

Why commit years of practice to this notoriously difficult series? The benefits
are profound and long-lasting.

o Unparalleled Sight-Reading Skills: This is arguably the best method
for learning to read music on the guitar. The proficiency you gain is
transferable to any style of music.

e Complete Fretboard Mastery: The method systematically teaches you
every scale, arpeggio, and chord in every position. The fretboard ceases
to be a mystery.

¢ Strong Rhythmic Foundation: The rhythmic studies are some of the
most thorough available. You will develop an internal metronome and the
ability to play in any time signature.

e Harmonic Understanding: You learn not just *how* to play chords,
but *why* they work. This theoretical knowledge is immensely powerful
for composition and improvisation.

e Discipline and Focus: Simply completing the method instills a level of
discipline that will benefit all other areas of your musicianship.

How to Use the Modern Method
Effectively

To get the most out of the William Leavitt Modern Method for Guitar, you
need a strategy. It is not a book to be casually flipped through. Here are some
tips:

1. Use a Metronome: Almost every exercise should be played with a
metronome. Start slowly and focus on accuracy and sound quality, not
speed.

2. Read, Don't Tab: Resist the urge to write in fingerings or tablature. The
purpose is to develop your reading. Struggle through the notation; that is
where the growth happens.

3. Be



