FIVE CARD STUD

The style of Ace Frehley

Written and transcribed by Emil Ortenmark

I don’t have to tell you this but Ace is the man. He’s the one who made me want to play guitar once upon a long time ago and he’s still the one I base my own style on. What I have done here is take a fairly close look at 45 KISS songs that Ace played on (I’ve stayed away from the controversial ”did he play on that” songs) and isolated a few licks and tricks that make up the Aceman’s style. To make things a little easier on the eye I’ve put all song titles in cursive.

Ace of diamonds: Chuck Berry gone wrong

Ace, like many of his peers, is indebted to the great Chuck Berry. His signature lick has been used on more albums than you can count and it is the bread and butter of Ace’s style. If you look at Fig A you’ll see the ways Ace usually play this well-worn lick. He varies himself even within the limited scope of this lick and uses unison bends, double-stops or both. (For ease of comparison I’ve notated all of these in the key of A minor.)
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But that’s not even half the truth. Ace has about 5 other variations on this little lick; changing the phrasing slightly produces the two variants shows in Fig B. The first one here is used in many places, most notably in the live solo to Two timer (right at the beginning but it’s in B minor there), and a slight variation (without the eight-note rests) does serious duty in the 2,000 man solo. The second one can be heard in the solo in Deuce.
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By adding a few notes and a pull-off, the Aceman produces three more well-known licks. The first one here is probably best known as the accelerando part of his Alive! Solo. Play it an octave higher than notated here and speed up slowly. Instant 1975. For a different take on the same lick, listen to the end of the Strange ways solo. The second lick can be found at the end of the Love ’em and leave ’em solo (played an octave higher), and the third is prevalent at the end of the All the way solo as well as the fade-out on Got love for sale. 
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But Ace doesn’t stop there, he adds a few more just in case. The first lick in Fig D is part of the All the way solo (roughly half-way through) and it does it’s most celebrated appearance right at the beginning of the Makin’ love solo (played in E minor there). The last lick in this section is from the main solo in Let me go, rock ’n’ roll. Ace uses a slightly different phrasing and note choice here.

[image: image4.png]D] More variai
stions

i

F

==

g





Ace of spades: Scalar runs

Ace has a few ”signature” moves up his sleeves when it comes to scales. He usually bases his lead paying on the minor or major pentatonic scales (occasionally mixing the two) but he has been known to add diatonic and chromatic flavors here and there. Most recognizable of his scalar runs is the one that is based on a hybrid scale I will call the Dorian blues scale. It has the flattened fifth of the blues scale and the natural (major) sixth of the Dorian mode with a few chromatic notes thrown in for good measure (usually major and minor 7ths). Figs A-D show various uses of this scale in four different keys (numbers after song title show the approximate time in the song that the lick appears). Note how the relatively symmetric fingering makes this pretty easy to play (not to mention easy to remember). This scale made a recent appearence as the last lick in the solo to Into the void (although it does end on a major third there). Oddly enough, the scale only seem to occur when descending.
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When he was at his peak technically, Ace turned to a specific sequence based on the minor pentatonic scale whenever it was time for a blistering ascending run.  Using a combination of hammer-ons, pull-offs and staccato notes, Ace can let loose a flurry of notes like the ones shows here in Figs E and F. Many a fingers, including my own, have been frustrated by that lick from I stole your love. It is Ace in top form.
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Ace’s other patent-applied-for take on the minor pentatonic is the hammer-on/pull-off triplet pattern shown in Figs G and H. The rhythm has kind of a childish gallopping feel to it and Ace tends to go into straight eights (as in Fig G) or sixteenths to make use of the rhytmic variation this provides.
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Much like Eddie Van Halen, Ace sometimes takes a fingering pattern and runs it across the fingerboard. In Fig I he uses a single fingering across four strings which gives rise to a version of the Dorian blues mentioned above (here with some phrygian sounds to it). Also interesting here is the rhythmic displacement which Ace’s phrasing brings. It is a technique he uses often.
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Ace of hearts: Open string rollicking

The Spaceman likes to make things easy for himself and open strings lets him do just that. He has a few ways of using the open string pull-off and Figs A-D shows the gist of it. The first lick (Fig A) is an A minor pentatonic scale which is pulled off to open strings (adding a 9th to the mix) and a similar run, using only the first two strings, can be heard in the solo in Escape from the island. The second shows one version of one of Ace’s absolute fabourite moves: the 4-2-0 pull-off on the G-string. Recently it showed up at the end of the second solo on You wanted the best, and it was used almost to death in the unaccompanied solo from Dark light (you’ll hear the part right away). 
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Figs C and D show other uses of the open string pull-off, Fig D being perhaps the most interesting lick of this kind to come from Ace’s fingers. The chromatic movement adds a real sense of drama and the release that the final lick in this solo (not shown here) provides is brilliant. 
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Ace has also, on occasion, used open string hammer-ons. The trills in Calling Dr. Love (a song that features the open string pull-offs in the beginning) are an example, and the very last lick of the Watchin’ you solo is another.

Ace of clubs: Shake and bake and the double-stop fandango

Ace bends a lot. And he uses his vibrato a lot. And he adds vibrato to bent strings. Nothing unusual so far. But, Ace has a tendency to bend a note without vibrato and then bend it and add vibrato. (The explanation sounds stupid, the visuals really help here.) And, every now and then he does it the other way around. The important point is that he varies himself by using straight bent notes and bent notes with added vibrato which gives his playing more of a living, breathing feeling. Figs A-C show some of the ways this has been used. A variation on Fig B was the main riff in the solo to Rip it out, and Fig C showed up, although not with unison bends, in Mainline.
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Double-stops have also been a big part of Ace’s bag of tricks throughout the years. One of the more memorable lines in this regard is Fig D taken from the solo to Two timer. Here he uses country-style bends that form major chords (A and E respectively).
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In the final example of the double-stop prowess of the man from Jendell we see two examples from You wanted the best, showing that Ace is still at it. Here he uses an A minor blues scale and bends double-stops into the flattened fifth. Very cool.

[image: image18.png][E] Mainline (2:08)

be.

[E]Love 'em leave 'em (2:51)

ey

he———y

T





Joker: Who’s on 6th?

The last trick, the joker to win the hand, is the use of country-tinged 6ths. Ace has a certain fondness for this interval, he rarely uses others in this particular way, and it has appeared in a number of solos. Figs A and B show the 6th intervals in A major and A minor on the string pairs that Ace uses most frequently. 
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The musical examples here are indicative of how Ace uses this trick. He always plays the bottom note first and then adds the top note. He often lets the 6th ring out for maximum effect and slides in and out of them more often than not. Figs C and D are part of the main thematic parts from the Let me know solo. (See closing discussion.) A minor point of interest might be that both Fig E and F are the ending licks of each solo. (The riff that ”closes” the solo in Deuce, right before the return of the intro riff, has a similar function and is also based on 6ths.)
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Closing comments

Putting these elements together will prove a pretty good approximation of Ace’s style (although the are a few more, really cool moves that he has used) but it is also important to see how Ace constructs his solos. In this regard there was a evolution of sorts from a more thematic, structured approach, to one more geared towards improvisation. If you listen to the first album you’ll notice that most of the solos are carefully constructed in a thematic manner. The Strutter solo is based around an idea of increasing complexity; in Nothin’ to lose there is a clear ABAC structure with a kind of call-and-response between one riff and two more ”improvised” parts; Let me know has the same kind of structure but with two major thematic areas; and so on. When we get to Rock and roll over, Ace seems to be winging it. There is much less structure on the large scale, exception being See you in your dreams which has that ABAC thing going again, and more free-flowing scalar work and small repetitive runs.

