SECTION 3: Roll Logic

An important characteristic of bluegrass banjo playing is the fitting of melodies — usually with one, two, three,
or four notes per measure — into the many different roll patterns, usually eight notes per measure.

Each roll features a different placement of the melody notes within the roll. Along with the melody note
placement, each roll features a different placement of the harmony notes (notes that are not the melody) within
the roll. A few similar rolls place the melody notes in the same position, but the position of the harmony notes
is different with each roll. Along with understanding rolls, and melody and harmony placement, is the decision
about where the melody note will be played. For instance, the G note of the fifth string can be played on the first
string at the fifth fret, the second string at the eighth fret, the third string at the twelfth fret, or the fourth string
at the seventeenth fret, as in Example #1. Each option would change the roll choices and, in turn, the sound of
the melody note (in this case, G), and the position of that note in the rest of the chord. Depending on the choice
of the melody note (on the first, second, third, or fourth string), the harmony notes could be above or below the
melody. This will become more apparent as you work through the following material.
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Melodies and harmonies are derived from scales. Many times, scales are in a form that moves across the strings,
as in Example #2. While it’s useful to learn as many different fingerings as you can imagine for all the scales,
for our purposes we’ll view them as being fingered up and down a single string at a time. Later, these scales on
each string can be combined in more playable ways.

Example #2 or
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For the examples we’ll use the G scale, the key most often used by bluegrass banjo players. We’ll begin with the
notes of the G scale fretted on the first string. For now, fret each note with the second finger. As you perform
more complicated music, you’ll need to develop a more sophisticated fingering system.
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Roll #1 is designed to place a melody on the first string. Note that in this roll the first string appears three
times — on the first, fourth and seventh notes of the roll. All are places a melody note can be played. We don’t
have a melody, so for now we’ll use the notes of the G scale on the first string.

Roll #1
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In Example #1a the scale is played in combination with the roll. Listen to the rhythm of the fretted notes and
also to the sound of those notes against the open strings. As you learn more in later sections, we’ll add fretted
notes to the open strings. The fifth string will usually be played open.
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