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Steely Dan’s 1975 masterpiece, "Black Friday," from the album Katy Lied, stands as a cornerstone of jazz-
inflected rock and roll. For the technical guitarist and musicologist, the track represents more than just a blues-
shuffle; it is an intricate study in harmonic substitutions, rhythmic precision, and the sophisticated 'Dan' sound
pioneered by Donald Fagen and Walter Becker. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the song’s
chordal structure, the theoretical framework underpinning its composition, and a step-by-step guide to mastering its
performance.

The Historical and Technical Context of Katy Lied

Before dissecting the fretboard mechanics, one must understand the production environment of Katy Lied. The
album is legendary among audiophiles for its use of the then-cutting-edge dbx noise reduction system, which
famously caused fidelity issues during the mixing phase. This historical nuance is reflected in the track’s sonic
clarity and the demanding nature of the performances. "Black Friday" serves as the album's opening statement,
setting a high bar for musicality that requires a deep understanding of both blues foundations and jazz-fusion
extensions.

The Shuffle Feel and Rhythmic Subdivision

At its core, "Black Friday" utilizes a driving 4/4 shuffle, often interpreted as 12/8 time depending on the transcription
method. The groove, heavily influenced by the legendary session drummer Jeff Porcaro, demands a precise
'swing' feel where the eighth notes are not played straight but in a long-short triplet pattern. For the guitarist, this
means the right-hand (or picking hand) must maintain a consistent oscillation that emphasizes the backbeat while
navigating complex string-skipping riffs.

Harmonic Framework and Core Concepts

Steely Dan’s harmonic vocabulary frequently utilizes slash chords and add2 (mu major) voicings. In "Black
Friday,” the primary tonality is E, but it shifts fluidly between E Major and E Mixolydian, often incorporating bluesy
minor third intervals (G natural) against the dominant structure. The song is notable for its use of the F#/E and G/E
transitions, which create a pedal-point effect that is characteristic of the band's sophisticated arrangements.

Technical Chord Breakdown

The following chords are essential for an authentic performance. Pay close attention to the fingering, as these
voicings are designed to minimize movement while maximizing harmonic resonance:

e E (Intro/Verse): 0-2-2-1-0-0 (Standard open E).

F#/E: 0-x-4-3-2-x (A sophisticated slash chord that adds a Lydian or dominant flavor over the E bass).
G/E: 0-x-5-4-3-x (A minor third shift that provides the 'blues' tension).

E F#11/E Em7: This sequence is the hallmark of the intro riff, utilizing the open low E string as a drone.
e Dmaj7: x-x-0-2-2-2 (Often used in the bridge to provide a temporary lift toward the subdominant).
B7sus4: x-2-4-2-5-2 (A classic 'Dan' chord that delays resolution to the tonic).



Step-by-Step Technical Execution

1.The Signature Intro Riff

The intro riff is built upon a syncopated movement over an E pedal. The sequence E &gt; F#11/E &gt; Em7
requires the guitarist to maintain the low E string's resonance while sliding the upper-structure triad shapes. The
fingering for the F#11/E (0-4-4-3-0-0) allows the open B and high E strings to ring out, creating a shimmering,
orchestral effect. Practical Tip: Use a light touch with the fretting hand to avoid sharping the notes during the
slides.

2.The Verse Progression

During the verses ("When Black Friday comes..."), the harmony follows a movement from D to E, but with specific
inner-voice leading. The snippets suggest a quick transition from F#/E to G/E. This creates a chromatic tension that
resolves back to the E root. The guitarist should focus on the D chord (x-x-0-2-3-2) transitioning quickly into the A
chord (x-0-2-2-2-x) before returning to the E-based riff.

3.The Sophisticated Bridge and Chorus

The chorus introduces more complex extensions. Consider the sequence: A &gt; G6 &gt; F#7 &gt; G6 &gt; Ebm
&gt; Dmaj7 &gt; B7sus4. This is where the jazz-fusion influence is most prominent. The G6 (3-x-2-4-3-x) acts as a
substitute for a standard G major, adding a more refined texture. The transition to Ebmis a sudden harmonic shift
that requires precise position jumping on the fretboard.

Comparison Matrix: Acoustic vs. Electric Performance

Depending on the performance setting, the technical approach to "Black Friday" must adapt. The following table
highlights the differences in execution.



Technical Metric Electric Guitar (Studio Style) Acoustic Guitar (Solo Arrangement)

String Gauge 9s or 10s for easier bending during 12s for resonance and sustain on
solos. pedal notes.
Tonal Focus Mid-range clarity with light overdrive. Full-range resonance with emphasis
on bass.
Chord Voicing Partial voicings (triads) to avoid clutter. Full 6-string voicings to fill the

frequency spectrum.

Rhythmic Attack Compressed, tight percussive strikes. Heavy strumming with emphasis on
the 'shuffle’.

Key Difficulty Nailing the Walter Becker-style solo. Maintaining the E-pedal drone
throughout.

Theoretical Analysis: Why it Works

The genius of "Black Friday" lies in its modal interchange. While the song is ostensibly in E, it borrows heavily

from the parallel minor (E Dorian/Minor) and the Mixolydian mode. The F#11/Echord is particularly interesting; it
functions as a Il/l (Two over One) structure, which is a staple of the Fagen/Becker writing style. This chord provides
a 'suspended' feeling that never quite resolves, mirroring the lyrical themes of financial instability and impending
chaos.

Mathematical Riff Patterns

The riff can be broken down into a mathematical rhythmic grid. In a 12/8 feel, the accents fall on the 1, 4, 7, and 10,
but the guitar often plays 'across' the beat. This hemiolaeffect creates the driving sensation that makes the track
feel faster than its actual BPM (approximately 118-120 BPM).

Practical Implementation: Field Guide for Guitarists

To master this song for a live performance or studio session, follow this systematic workflow:

1. Isolate the Shuffle: Practice the E-chord shuffle with a metronome set to a triplet feel. Ensure your 'up’
strokes are lighter than your 'down' strokes to achieve the correct swing weight.

2. Voicing Accuracy: Practice the transition between E (0-2-2-1-0-0) and the F#/E (0-4-4-3-0-0). The goal is to
keep the transition seamless without any 'dead' notes.

3. The Mu Major Substitution: Although "Black Friday" is blues-heavy, try substituting standard major chords
with add?2 voicings (e.g., A add2: x-0-2-4-2-0) during the softer verse sections to see how it affects the harmonic
color.

4. Soloing Strategy: When improvising over the solo section, use the E Minor Pentatonic scale for a bluesy feel,
but occasionally inject C# (the major 6th) to shift into the E Dorian mode, which fits the Steely Dan aesthetic
perfectly.

Troubleshooting and Common Pitfalls

Even advanced guitarists often struggle with specific nuances of this track. Here are the most common errors and
their solutions:



1.The "Muddy" Bottom End

Problem: The E pedal drone (open low E) becomes overwhelming and masks the chord changes.Solution:Use
palm muting (P.M.) on the low E string while leaving the G, B, and high E strings open. This separates the rhythmic
foundation from the harmonic melody.

2. Rhythmic 'Straightening’

Problem: As the song progresses, players tend to lose the shuffle feel and play straight eighth notes.Solution:
Focus on the snare hits on beats 2 and 4. Synchronize your downstrums with the drummer's snare to lock back into
the swing.

3. Incorrect Chord Tensions

Problem: Playing a standard G major instead of G/E or G6.Solution:Review the chord diagrams. The inclusion of
the 6th or the E bass note is vital for the 'Dan’ sound. A standard G major sounds too ‘folk’ for this sophisticated
jazz-rock context.

Advanced Performance Insights

The solo in "Black Friday," performed by Walter Becker, is a masterclass in phrasing. Unlike typical blues solos that
rely on repetitive licks, Becker uses wide intervals and unexpected chromatic passes. To emulate this, avoid staying
in one box pattern on the fretboard. Practice diagonal scale movements that span three octaves. Furthermore,
consider the dynamic arcof the song. The verses should be relatively contained, while the choruses and solo
sections require an increase in pick attack and harmonic density.

Ultimately, "Black Friday" is a study in the balance between grit and polish. The lyrics describe a frantic escape

from a financial collapse ("I'm going to Muswellbrook™), and the music reflects this urgency through its relentless
shuffle and shifting harmonies. By mastering the technical voicings and the rhythmic nuances discussed here, a
guitarist can capture the essence of one of the most sophisticated tracks in the rock canon. The integration of

slash chords, modal interchange, and shuffle dynamicsprovides a template for high-level musicianship that
transcends simple genre definitions.
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