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I can usually sit down with an un-
familiar musical instrument and 
quickly figure out enough about 

it to play some tunes. An exception 
to that happened on the one-and-only 
time I had access to a pedal steel gui-
tar. For me, it was far from obvious 
how it worked or what nefarious de-
vices were hidden inside. My frus-
tration was amplified because of my 
fascination with the sound of this in-
strument since I first heard it. In the 
early days of television in 
Los Angeles there were 
two popular country and 
western band shows fea-
turing the steel guitar: the 
Spade Cooley Show that 
ended when he went to 
prison for killing his wife 
and the Doy O’Dell show 
(not to be confused with 
the Dell O’Dell TV show 
of the same era, hosted by 
a popular Los Angeles lady 
magician). One of those 
two shows always featured 
a song played on the “Talk-
ing Steel Guitar.”

Why this fascination 
with the sound of the pedal 
steel? In part it may be due 
to the intricate sequential 
structure that I can only 
compare to the vocal har-
monies as heard in blue-
grass-gospel and barber-
shop-quartet. The pedal 
steel lends itself to chord 
progressions where only 
one note at a time might 
change until the sound fi-
nally comes to rest on the 
next chord. What could 
be more pleasant in music 
then to have such excruci-
ating anticipation sweetly 
followed by a comforting 
resolution? That very stress 
and release may, in fact, be 
the essence of music itself. 
But then I digress.

The pedal steel is the ul-
timate evolution of the slide 
guitar. It began with the use 
of a knife blade or some oth-
er metallic object (known as 
the “steel”) to slide notes 
up and down on the guitar. 
This can be heard in some old-timey 
country songs and in Delta and bottle-
neck blues. Then came the Hawaiian 
slack key guitar, the lap-steel guitar 
and the resophonic guitars from the 
Dobro & National guitar companies. 
Steel players tried to get around the 
limitations of the straight-bar steel by 
slanting the bar in various ways. An-
other technique was to actually bend a 
string behind the steel bar to raise and 
then lower a single note. Finally the 
lap-steel was set up on four legs and 
pedals were added followed by knee 
levers and, thus, the modern steel gui-
tar was born. It continues to evolve.

As I tried to learn what I could 
about the pedal steel guitar my con-
fusion only grew. Then I found a free 
20-minute streaming video on the 
web that finally clicked for me (see 
the ON THE WEB section below). 
Here is what I learned from that video 

and my other research combined with 
some chord theory previously covered 
in this column (also ON THE WEB 
below).

The first challenge surfaces when 
the purchase of a pedal steel guitar 
is considered. You are immediately 
faced with an overwhelming num-
ber of options and decisions: do you 
want 8-strings, 10-strings, 12-strings 
or14-strings? Do you prefer single 
or double fret boards or necks? How 

many pedals (you can have up to eight 
of them) and knee levers (up to five) 
would you like? There are, of course, 
reasons why you might decide on more 
or less of these features. For example, 
the reason you might want more than 
one neck on an instrument is because 
there are more than one “standard” 
ways to tune the instrument. The three 
most common tunings are the E9-
Nashville tuning, the C6-Texas tun-
ing and the E9/B6-Universal tuning. 
For the purpose of clarity (and sanity) 
in this article, the discussion will be 
limited to a 10-string model using the 
E9th tuning with three pedals and four 
knee levers as in Figure 4.

An E major chord is made up of 
E’s, G#’s and B’s that are the 1’s, 3’s 
and 5’s in that key. As shown in Fig-
ure 3, only some of the open strings 
(10, 8, 6, 5, 4 & 3) should be played to 
get an E chord. Notice that the other 

strings that don’t belong have been 
grayed-out. This allows several E 
triad inversions to be played by using 
the following string groupings: 3-4-5, 
4-5-6, 5-6-8 and 6-8-10. If strings 7 
& 2 (the 9th’s) are added along with 
string-9 (7b), you get an E9th chord. 
Thus this tuning takes its name from 
the E9th chord, which uses all but one 
of the open strings. If instead you add 
string-2 to the E major chord you get 
an E major 7th (EM7). Or, you can get 

an E dominant 7th (E7) if you add the 
string-9 instead.

Now comes the amazing part–the 
pedals and the knee levers. Look at 
Figure 4. You can see the three pedals 
and the four knee levers. Each knee is 
flanked by two levers that can change 
the open pitch of certain strings when 
you move your knee to the left or 
right. At the same time your left foot 
is available to work the pedals that af-
fect other strings in a similar fashion. 
By combining the pedals and the le-
vers you can actually play the instru-
ment without even using the steel!

Here’s how it works. You can use the 
left foot to depress Pedal-1 and Pedal-2 
both at the same time. Figure 2 shows 
that Pedal-1 changes the note B to C# 
and Pedal-2 changes the note G# to A. 
While using only the strings that are 
not grayed-out, you have just changed 
the E (I chord) to an A (IV chord). Re-

laxing the pedals resolves back to the 
I-chord. To get the V7 chord (B-D#-
F#-A) you combine Pedal-2 (G# to A) 
with the left knee moving to the right 
or inside (E to D#). The relative minor 
for E is C#m (C#-E-G#). Pressing Ped-
al-1 alone changes the note B to C#, 
supplying the missing note needed for 
the C#m chord.

So, for instance, a typical chord se-
quence of I-vi-IV-V7 (E-C#m-A-B7) 
would start with open strings for the 
I-chord, then use Pedal-1 for the vi-
chord, add Pedal-2 for the IV chord 
and lastly move the Left Knee to the 
right for the V7 chord. All of this is 
done without using the bar. The video 
(ON THE WEB below) demonstrates 
this more clearly. You could place the 
bar anywhere to be in a different key 
and use the pedals and levers as above 
to get the I-vi-IV-V7 progression in 
the new key.

Now look at Figure 1 to see the 
other chords in the key of E. Add any 
of the missing notes by using the ped-
als and levers as indicated in Figure 2. 
This is just about as close to real mag-
ic as it gets! One other chord change 
that sounds especially nice on a pedal 
steel is the E suspended 4th chord re-
solving to an E major chord. The sus-
pended 4th chord is just a major chord 
with the 3rd raised one half step to 4 
by pressing Pedal-2 (G# to A).

I still don’t have a pedal steel (they 
are kind of expensive) but the next 
time I get my hands on one, I will 
know what to do. Until then I hope 
you will stay tuned.

ON THE WEB:
www.steelguitar.com/resource/vid-

eos/vids6string.html
E9 Tuning Demystified for 6-String 

Guitar Players
Excellent free 20 minute streaming 

video of John Favian from Carter 
Steel Guitars

www.folkworks.org/Archives
How do I know what chord to play 

next?
My column from Nov-Dec 2002 

Folkworks, Page 4, Vol 2, No 6
www.steelradio.com
Excellent pedal steel streaming audio
www.amazon.com/Spadella-Es-

sential-Spade-Cooley/dp/
B0000029BX

Listen to cuts from Spade Cooley’s 
Spadella CD
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Figure 4 - The Pedal Steel Guitar

E F# G# A B C# D# E F# G# A B C# D# E
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

I Major 1 3 5 (7) (9)
E E G# B (D#) (F#)

ii minor 1 3 5 (7) (9)
F#m F# A C# (E) (G#)

iii minor 1 3 5 (7) (9)
G#m G# B D# (F#) (A)

IV Major 1 3 5 (7) (9)
A A C# E (G#) (B)

V (Dominant 7) 1 3 5 (7) (9)
B(7) B D# F# (A) (C#)

vi minor 1 3 5 (7) (9)
C#m C# E G# (B) (D#)

vii diminished 1 3 5 (7) (9)
D#dim D# F# A (C#) (E)

Figure 1 - Chords That Relate to the Key of E

Number Name to the Left to the Right Pedal-1 Pedal-2 Pedal-3 to the Left to the Right
1 F# +G
2 D# -D/-C#
3 G# +A
4 E +F -D# +F# -D#
5 B +C# +C#
6 G# +A -F#
7 F#
8 E +F -D# -D#
9 D +C#
10 B +C#

String PedalLeft Knee Lever Right Knee Lever

Figure 2 - E9th Tuning - Pedal & Knee-Lever Functions

String Number 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Note Name B D E F# G# B E G# D# F#

E Scale Degree 5 7b 1 9 (2) 3 5 1 3 7 9 (2)

1st string E on a 6-string guitar

Sounds the same as the 5th string 2nd fret B
on a 6-string guitar

The Lower Strings The Higher Strings

Sounds the same as the

Figure 3 - E9th Tuning - Open Strings


