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Vertical Shifts: How to Move the Left Hand 
Across the Fretboard 
 
By Douglas Niedt 
Copyright Douglas Niedt, All Rights Reserved. This article may be reprinted, but please be 
considerate and give credit to Douglas Niedt. 

 

We have two types of directional shifts: 
1. The transversal or horizontal shift up and down the neck. 

• When we move our left hand from the 1st to the 12th fret, we are moving UP the 
neck. We move from lower-pitched notes to higher-pitched notes.  

• When we move our left hand from the 12th to the 1st fret, we are moving DOWN 
the neck. We move from higher-pitched notes to lower-pitched notes.  

• Guitarists call these shifts that move up and down the neck transversal or 
horizontal shifts. The transversal or horizontal shifts are the subject of much 
discussion and dozens of instructional videos. 
 

2. The vertical or across-the-fretboard shift. 
• We move our hand across the neck from the bass strings to the treble strings and 

from the treble strings to the bass strings.  
• Some guitarists call these shifts that move across the neck vertical shifts. They 

are vertical in that we move the hand up and down in relation to the floor. We can 
also call them across-the-fretboard shifts. 

•  Guitarists seldom discuss vertical shifts. 

Watch me demonstrate the two types of shifts in Video #1. 

VERTICAL OR ACROSS-THE-FRETBOARD-SHIFTS 
There are five ways to execute the vertical or across-the-fretboard shift. 

1. Keep the left-hand thumb on the bass-string side of the neck. Rock the left arm, 
elbow, and wrist with a continuous pronounced movement, forward and back, as 
your left-hand fingers move back and forth from the bass strings to the treble 
strings. This thumb position keeps the left wrist slightly arched when playing the 
bass strings and relatively flat when playing the treble strings. Watch me 
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demonstrate keeping the left-hand thumb on the bass string side of the neck in 
Video #2. 

 

2. Keep the left-hand thumb on the treble-string side of the neck. Rock the left arm, 
elbow, and wrist with a continuous pronounced movement, forward and back, as 
your left-hand fingers move back and forth from the treble strings to the bass 
strings. This thumb position keeps the left wrist relatively flat when playing the 
treble strings but very arched when playing the bass strings. This left-hand thumb 
position also requires a larger rocking motion of the left arm, elbow, and wrist than 
option #1. Watch me demonstrate keeping the left-hand thumb on the treble-string 
side of the neck in Video #3. 
 

3. Keep the left-hand thumb in the middle of the neck. Rock the left arm, elbow, and 
wrist continuously forward and back as your left-hand fingers move back and forth 
from the bass strings to the treble strings. This left-hand thumb position requires a 
moderate rocking motion of the left arm, elbow, and wrist and moderate arching of 
the wrist for both the bass and treble strings. Watch me demonstrate keeping the 
left-hand thumb in the middle of the neck in Video #4. 
 

4. Allow the thumb to “travel.”  The thumb “travels” from the bass-string side of the 
neck to the treble-string side of the neck as the left-hand fingers move from string to 
string. Each time the fingers play a different string, change the position of the left-
hand thumb. Allowing the thumb to travel requires a moderate rocking motion of the 
left arm, elbow, and wrist. Plus, it maintains optimal left-hand wrist arch for playing 
on any string. However, some players may find that constantly changing the position 
of the thumb is distracting and feels less stable and secure. Watch me demonstrate 
how to allow the thumb to “travel” from the bass-string side of the neck to the 
treble-string side of the neck with each change of string in Video #5. 
 

5. Move the left-hand thumb from the bass-string side of the neck when playing 
the bass strings to the treble-string side of the neck when playing the treble 
strings. Changing the position of the thumb means the left arm, elbow, and wrist 
only need to rock once (as the thumb changes position) rather than continuously, as 
with the “traveling thumb.” The wrist stays relatively flat for both the bass and treble 
strings. However, the left-hand thumb may momentarily lose contact with the neck 
when it changes positions, which may make it feel unstable. Rather than lifting the 
left-hand thumb to reposition it, slide it from the bass to the treble side of the neck. 
Watch me demonstrate moving the left-hand thumb from the bass-string side of the 
neck when playing the bass strings to the treble-string side of the neck when playing 
the treble strings in Video #6. 
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Each of these left-hand thumb positions could be a good choice, depending on the 
passage. Hand size and left-hand thumb length will also affect your choice. However, I find 
that choice #3, keeping the left-hand thumb in the middle of the neck, is the most versatile 
and stable. It requires only moderate rocking of the left arm, elbow, and wrist with 
moderate arch of the left wrist, whether you are playing the treble or the bass strings.  

In measures #11-12 of “Étude No. 7” by Heitor Villa-Lobos, we have this fast scale. Example 
#1: 

 

 

 

 

Watch me play it using Vertical Shift Type #3, keeping the left-hand thumb in the middle of 
the neck.  

 Watch Video #7. 

Let’s look at another example. We have a long chromatic scale in measures 34-36 of 
“Capricho Árabe” by Francisco Tárrega. 

 

https://rumble.com/v5a6m3v-tech-tip-vertical-shifts-with-the-left-hand.-video-7-villa-lobos-etude-no.-.html


Page 4 of 5 
 

  

 

Depending on how you finger the scale, the left hand must shift vertically from the 5th string 
to the 2nd or 1st string.  

If we use a traditional fingering, such as the one above, which shifts from the 5th string to 
the 2nd string, we can play the entire scale with the thumb on the bass-string side of the 
neck with no rocking of the left arm. However, at the end of the scale, the position of the left 
wrist may feel a little odd to some.  

Watch Video #8.   

Or, we can start with the thumb on the bass-string side of the neck, and when we reach the 
3rd string, move the thumb to the middle of the neck. That approach requires the left arm to 
rock forward one time. The arch of the left wrist will stay consistent.  

Watch Video #9. 
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Or, we can start with the thumb on the bass-string side of the neck and let it gradually 
“travel” towards the treble side as the left-hand fingers move to each new string. That 
approach requires several left-arm movements but keeps the arch of the left wrist the 
same throughout the scale. Watch Video #10. 

SUMMARY 
For most passages,  the best way to execute vertical shifts (across-the-fretboard shift) is to 
keep the left-hand thumb in the middle of the neck. Rock the left arm, elbow, and wrist 
continuously forward and back as your left-hand fingers move back and forth from the bass 
strings to the treble strings. This left-hand thumb position requires only a moderate rocking 
motion of the left arm, elbow, and wrist and moderate arching of the wrist for both the bass 
and treble strings. Plus, the thumb stays in one spot, enhancing the stability of the hand. 
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