Strumming Patterns
In this tutorial we will be looking at a variety of strumming patterns which are used in pick-style guitar playing. Strumming patterns involve a combination of downstrokes, upstrokes and muting techniques and some complex – sounding rhythms can be played using some fairly simple ideas.

The Time Signature determines the number of beats in a bar, or the pulse. We will be looking at rhythms with 3, 4, 6 and 12 beats per bar.
The simplest advice to begin with is to play the main beats as downstrokes. For example, in a 4/4 rhythm, beats 1, 2, 3 and 4 all come on a downstroke:

|↓        ↓        ↓        ↓        |

                                           1           2           3            4                etc

The commonest errors occur when one of the main beats is played as an upstroke. This can lead to insecurity and loss of control in the rhythm playing.

The simplest variation of this is to play an upstroke after beats 2, 3 and (optionally) beat 4:

|↓        ↓    ↑    ↓    ↑    ↓    (↑) |

                                       1           2       &    3      &     4                  etc
This is by far the most useful strumming pattern for common time (4/4)  and is suitable for strumming most popular songs.

Similarly, in ¾ time, 

| ↓        ↓    ↑    ↓    ↑    |

                                    1           2              3               etc
6/8 is called compound time, because it can be played as six straight beats in a bar, or, more usually, two groups of three: The accent is important in this rhythm; beat 1 is the strongest and beat 4 is a kind of “bounce”, giving the second half of the bar a more subdued feel:
| ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    |

                                            1        2      3      2       2      3
12/8 time is very similar and is commonly called a shuffle rhythm:

|    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    ↓    |

               1       2       3      2       2      3     3        2      3      4       2       3       etc 
Some simple variations
An understanding of rhythmic figures (note and rest values)  is important here. 

A semibreve or Whole Note lasts for four beats:

| (                |   

                               1     2     3      4      etc

A minim or half note, lasts for two beats:

| (        (        |

                                                     1      2       3       4           etc

A crotchet, or quarter note, lasts for 1 beat:

| (        (        (        (        |

                                    1               2               3               4           etc

A quaver, or eighth note, lasts for half a beat:

| (    (    (    (    (    (    (    (    |

                       1           &        2         &         3         &        4          &            etc

A semiquaver, or sixteenth note, lasts for a quarter of a beat:

| (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (  (   | 

   1                                2                              3                               4                             etc

any combination of these notes can be used to create some interesting rhythms.Cosider the song, “Hey Baby” in the key of G:

| (      ( (  (     (      (     (       (     (   |
   | ↓      ↓ ↑   ↓      ↑      ↓     ↑       ↓     ↑    |
      1             &             2               &            3            &               4            &        etc

This has the extra upstroke on the semiquaver between beats 1 and 2 and gives a very Latin feel. Don’t be disappointed if this takes time. You need to work at it.

Remember this song has a split bar structure, which makes it a bit more tricky:

|
G
.
Em
|
C
.
D
| etc
Muting

There are different kinds of muting, or damping. The simplest is to use the strumming hand to silence the strings between strums, say for example on beats 2 & 4. These can be represented by rests:
| (     (    (    (    |

| ↓    ↓    ↓   ↓   |   

                                                1          2          3        4      etc

Another form of muting, particularly useful with barre chords, is to release the fretting hand pressure on the strings and play an upstroke or a downstroke which produces a dull percussive thud or a “dead note”. If you mute on beats 1 and 3, this will give a classic Reggae feel:

|  (      (      (      (        |

                    | ↓      ↓     ↓     ↓        |

                                         1            2           3           4               etc

By combining upstrokes, downstrokes. Muted notes and played notes, a variety of complex – sounding rhythms can be produced, for example the son clave rhythms, which characterise Latin American type rhythms:
|   (   (   (   (   (   (   (   (   (   (   (   (   (    |

        ↓   ↑   ↓  ↑   ↓   ↑  ↓   ↑  ↓   ↑   ↓  ↑  ↓

               1                 2              3               4              1                 2            3      4
( = quaver rest

See how many different rhythms you can make up using some of the above techniques. Remember that these are only examples, there are very many other possibilities.
