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Riley B. King, universally recognized as B.B. King, stands as the most influential figure in the history of the blues.

While many casual listeners appreciate his soulful voice and the emotive quality of his playing, technical analysts

and senior musicians recognize a sophisticated framework of music theory, specialized equipment modification,

and unique physiological techniques that define his sound. To understand B.B. King is not merely to appreciate the

blues, but to study a masterclass in economy of motion, harmonic precision, and the integration of vocal-

instrumental counterpoint.

The Philosophical Foundation: The Separation of Voice and Instrument

One of the most distinctive aspects of B.B. King’s performance methodology was his strict adherence to a call-and-

responsestructure. Unlike many modern guitarists who attempt to play complex rhythm parts while singing, King

operated under a specific performance constraint: he rarely, if ever, played guitar while singing. This was not a

limitation of skill, but a calculated artistic choice that allowed the guitar to function as a second human voice.

Technically, this created a structural dialogue within the 12-bar blues framework, where the vocal line served as the

'call' and the guitar provided the 'response' or 'fill'.

Structural Dynamics of the 12-Bar Response

In a standard 4/4 time signature, King would typically occupy the spaces left by the natural cadence of his lyrics. If

a vocal phrase ended on beat 3 of a measure, the guitar response would initiate on the upbeat of 4 or the

downbeat of the subsequent measure. This separation allowed for a higher degree of dynamic control, as the

amplifier's response and the guitar's resonance were never competing with the frequency range of his baritone

voice.

Core Mechanics: The 'B.B. King Box' and Scale Theory

The centerpiece of King’s technical vocabulary is a specific scale position often referred to by guitar instructors as 

the 'B.B. King Box.'While many blues players rely heavily on the first position of the minor pentatonic scale, King

shifted the paradigm by centering his playing around a specific movable shape on the top three strings (E, B, and

G).

The Anatomy of the Box Position

The B.B. King Box is primarily located with the root note on the B-string. For example, in the key of Bb (B-flat), the

index finger would rest on the 11th fret of the B-string. This position allows immediate access to the following

intervals:

•  Root (1st): The anchor of the phrase.

•  Major Second (2nd/9th): Used for sophisticated, melodic resolution.

•  Minor Third (b3): The essential 'blue' note.

•  Perfect Fourth (4th): Often used as a passing tone.

•  Perfect Fifth (5th): A stable resolution point.

•  Major Sixth (6th): A signature King interval that provides a 'sweet' rather than 'sad' blues sound.



By utilizing the Major Sixthextensively, King moved beyond the 'dark' sound of standard minor pentatonic scales,

infusing his playing with a sophisticated, jazz-inflected tonality that became his sonic signature.

The Technical Specification of 'Lucille'

B.B. King’s guitar, 'Lucille,' is more than just a nickname; it represents a specific set of technical requirements

tailored to high-volume blues performance. Based on the Gibson ES-355, King’s signature model featured several

deviations from standard semi-hollow body designs.

Engineering the Feedback-Free Tone

Standard semi-hollow guitars (like the ES-335) feature 'f-holes' which can lead to uncontrollable acoustic feedback 

at high stage volumes. King’s custom specification removed these f-holes entirely. This created a guitar with the 

resonance of a semi-hollow instrument but the feedback resistance of a solid-body guitar. Furthermore, the 

inclusion of a maple neck(uncommon for many Gibson models which use mahogany) provided a brighter attack

and greater structural stability.

The Varitone Circuitry

A critical component of the B.B. King sound is the Varitone switch. This is a 6-position rotary switch that engages

a series of notch filters to remove specific frequency bands from the signal. This allowed King to achieve a 'honking'

or 'nasal' tone without adjusting his amplifier settings.



Switch Position Frequency Modification Sonic Characteristic

Position 1 Bypass Full, rich humbucker tone.

Position 2 -5dB at 1875 Hz Slightly scooped mids, increased 
clarity.

Position 3 -12dB at 1090 Hz Thinner, 'strat-like' single-coil imitation.

Position 4 -15dB at 650 Hz Mid-range focus, hollow 'quack.'

Position 5 -18dB at 350 Hz Highly compressed, nasal quality.

The Physics of the 'Butterfly' Vibrato

Perhaps King’s most studied technical achievement is his vibrato. Unlike the vertical 'rock' vibrato used by players 

like Eric Clapton or the aggressive 'shake' of Stevie Ray Vaughan, King’s vibrato was a horizontal, wrist-driven 

oscillation. This is often called the 'Butterfly Vibrato.'

Mechanical Breakdown of the Motion

1.  The Pivot Point: The thumb is completely detached from the back of the guitar neck, allowing the hand to 

hang freely.

2.  The Contact Point: The fingertip of the fretting finger (usually the index) remains fixed on the string.

3.  The Oscillation: The entire forearm and wrist rotate in a rapid, fluttering motion. This creates a pitch 

modulation that is extremely fast yet controlled in depth.

4.  The Release: The vibrato is often applied at the very end of a sustained note, mimicking the natural decay of 

a human singer's vibrato.

This technique requires significant muscular development in the forearm and a high degree of finger-strength to

maintain the pitch center while the hand oscillates.

Harmonic Analysis: 'The Thrill Is Gone'

To understand King’s application of theory, one must analyze his 1969 hit, 'The Thrill Is Gone.' Unlike the standard 

12-bar blues in a major key (I-IV-V), this track is a minor blues in the key of Bm.

Chord Progression and Substitution

The progression follows a specific minor blues pattern:

•  i (Bm7): Measures 1-4. King emphasizes the minor third (D) and the ninth (C#).

•  iv (Em7): Measures 5-6. A shift to the subdominant minor.

•  i (Bm7): Measures 7-8. Return to the tonic.

•  VI (Gmaj7): Measure 9. A dramatic shift that provides the 'sting' of the song.

•  V (F#7): Measure 10. The dominant chord leading back to the tonic.

•  i (Bm7): Measures 11-12. Resolution.

King’s soloing over the Gmaj7 to F#7 transition is a masterclass in chord-tone soloing. Instead of playing a

generic scale, he targets the major 7th of the G chord and the sharp 5th of the F#7 chord, creating a sophisticated

harmonic tension that resolved perfectly into the Bm root.



Case Study: Addressing the 'Theory Ignorance' Myth

A common misconception in the guitar community is that B.B. King 'did not know theory.' This hallucination stems

from his humble stage persona and his self-deprecating remarks about 'not being a good chords man.' However, a

technical audit of his recordings reveals a deep, intuitive, and likely formal understanding of several advanced

concepts.

Evidence of Theoretical Competence

•  Vertical vs. Horizontal Integration: King navigated chord changes by changing his scale focus (switching from 

Major Pentatonic to Minor Pentatonic over the IV chord), a technique that requires an understanding of the 

relationship between melody and harmony.

•  Targeting Extensions: His frequent use of the 6th, 9th, and 13th intervals indicates a knowledge of jazz 

harmony that extends far beyond basic three-chord blues.

•  Microtonal Bending: King’s ability to 'pre-bend' a note to a specific pitch and then release it with perfect 

intonation requires an internal ear for intervals that is the hallmark of trained musicianship.

Practical Implementation: Learning the King Style

For modern guitarists looking to integrate King’s techniques, the following procedural steps are recommended:

Step 1: Mastering the 'Box' Position

Locate the root note on the B-string and practice the five-note box. Focus on the Major 6th(found on the high E-

string, two frets below the root's fret equivalent). Integrate this note into your phrases to move away from the 'rock'

sound and toward the 'blues-swing' sound.

Step 2: Developing the Wrist Vibrato

Practice the vibrato by removing the thumb from the neck. Start with slow, wide oscillations and gradually increase

the speed while narrowing the pitch deviation. The goal is a shimmer, not a siren.

Step 3: Phrasing and Breath Control

Treat the guitar like a lung-based instrument. Play a short phrase and then force yourself to stop for the duration of

a breath. This 'musical punctuation' is what gives King’s playing its conversational quality.

Comparison Matrix: B.B. King vs. Contemporary Blues Styles



Feature B.B. King Style SRV / Texas Blues Albert King / Stax Style

Primary Scale Mixolydian / Major 
Pentatonic Blend

Minor Pentatonic / Blues 
Scale

Minor Pentatonic

Vibrato Type Horizontal 'Butterfly' Wrist 
Shake

Vertical Finger/Arm Bend Aggressive Finger Pull

Chordal Work Minimal; focused on solo 
fills

Heavy; percussive 'rake' 
chords

Sparse; rhythmic stabs

Equipment Semi-Hollow (no f-holes), 
Solid State Amps

Solid Body (Strat), Tube 
Amps

Solid Body (V), Tube Amps

Bending Style Precise, vocal-like 
microtones

Aggressive, wide multi-
string bends

Extreme 'behind the nut' 
feel

Troubleshooting Common Technical Errors

When attempting to replicate B.B. King’s approach, students often encounter specific failure modes:

•  Over-playing: The most common error is filling every gap. King’s power came from silence. If you are playing 

more than 50% of the time, you are not playing in the B.B. King style.

•  Poor Intonation on Bends: King’s bends were surgically precise. Practice bending a note and checking it 

against the fretted note of the target pitch. Use a tuner to verify that your whole-step and half-step bends are 

landing exactly on frequency.

•  Improper Vibrato Speed: Many players make the vibrato too wide (affecting the pitch too much) or too slow. 

The 'Butterfly' vibrato should be a high-frequency, low-amplitude oscillation.

By dissecting the technical components of B.B. King’s artistry, it becomes clear that his 'simplicity' was a façade for

a highly complex and disciplined musical system. His choice of equipment—specifically the modified ES-355—

worked in tandem with his physiological techniques (vibrato and bending) and his harmonic strategies (the 'Box'

and minor blues mastery) to create a timeless sonic identity. For the serious student of the guitar, King offers a

blueprint for how to achieve maximum emotional impact through technical restraint and tonal perfection. The legacy

of B.B. King is not just in the notes he played, but in the sophisticated engineering of a sound that bridged the gap

between raw emotion and technical excellence.
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