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The Four Blues and More
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A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. Particularly in the case of music theory where jazz is concerned! Too
many students become "experts" at being able to recite theoretical formulae, but lack the ability to utilize the
theory in real-life playing situations.  Enter the blues, a good place to begin plugging in the theory concepts and
start making music.
Why the Blues as a good starting point? First of all, and maybe most importantly, the blues is an important element
in jazz's  development.  Without getting into a history lesson, let's just say that the blues element is a key ingredient
in all the great jazz players' vocabulary.  And of course, blues tunes are an important mainstay in the jazz tune 
repertoire. All of the great jazz artists from have included blues in their recordings and live performances.
Secondly, the blues is a compact, easy to follow form, with harmonic movement that is found in many other kinds of
tunes. This makes the blues a good starting point to apply voicing, comping, ear-training, and improv concepts.

I've worked out a concept that allows me to view blues as basically four distinct progressions. Variaritions can be
inserted into the progressions for different connectivity between the chords in a "modular" sort of way, without 
straying too far from the original set of chords. (See my "Harmonic Plumbing" lesson for some of these substitution
and connection ideas.) There are always exceptions to any rule, blues progressions included. I'll put some unique 
examples at the end of this lesson. One can always find examples of novel and original ways to compose and play blues, 
but most of the time on the gig, you'll find these four blues progressions to be the "norm".

The "basic" 12 bar blues writen in "F".

This is the most basic version of the blues progression. Even in its simplicity, however, the architecture for the other
variations is established. I'm talking about a concept called Harmonic Rhythm. This is a fancy term for where the chords
occur in the time.  we'll find that the other blues variations are still based on the harmonic rhythm established with
the basic blues.
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The basic blues is made from a progression of three chords culled from the major scale, the I , IV, and V chords.
These chords can be diatonic* from the major if triadic, but are more commonly dominant 7th in kind. These chords
utilize a b7 that is not in the diatonic major scale for the I7 and IV7 chords but is added for the bluesey effect. This
leads to the understandable confusion about whether to call blues major or dominant 7th. You can look at it either 
way, and indeed, both elements will enter into the variations that follow. This is probably a good time to mention
the existance of minor blues as well. Minor blues feature I-7 and IV-7 chords in addition to a V7 altered chord.
These chords can be derived from 7 tone minor scales. We'll look at minor blues a little later in this lesson. right
now let's focus on the major/dominant versions.

Let's look at the preceeding example again to locate the trademark elements of the blues.

I've boxed some of the chords in the blues progression above to draw attention to elements that are common to all the
 blues variatons:
1. Blues are played by key. Bar one establishes the key by the I7 chord-in this case F7.
2. Bar 5 progresses to the IV7 chord.
3. Bar 7 returns to the I7 chord.
4. Bar 9 uses a V7 chord.
5. Bar 11 returns again to the I7 chord and begins the turnaround for the next repitition of the form. The last two bars
in a blues progression are called the turnaround for just that reason.
I call the boxed chords "harmonic pillars". These harmonic pillars are common to most blues progressions and they
establish the harmonic rhythm that we recognize as the blues progression. I like to say that the harmonic pillars hold
up the roof to the "House of Blues". Keep in mind that all of these chords can be anticipated or delayed rhythmically, but
still fit into the basic harmonic rhythm presented here. Let's look at the other variations and observe how the harmonic 
pillar chord functions manifest in them.
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* A simple definition of the term diatonic is: notes/chords that are exclusively derived from the scale
or key containing those pitches. C,D,E,F,G,A,B, are notes diatonic to C major, Db, Eb,Gb,Ab, andBb are non-diatonic
to the key of C major.
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Here's a typical jazz blues. The descending chromatic progression at bars 7 & 8 makes this easy to hear and 
to remember.

Notice the #4 diminished 7th chord on bar 6. This is a common connector chord that fits in nicely with the basic
progression still intact. The #4 diminished chord adds a typical "sanctified" quality associated with Gospel Music,
but is equally at home in a smokey jazz club. Also,the change to a "Harmonic Pillar" on bar 9 requires some explanation. 
C7 would be the normal change. We're using a G-7 chord instead. This is a typical chord substitution in jazz-using a
II-7 in place of a V7. Think of the C7 as being the V7 of the key of F, then replace the V7 with the II-7 of the same key
(G-7).  An alternative to the G-7 chord is a G7 chord, this is known as a secondary dominant or V of V and is a cyclic
connector. The chords basically cycle until we finally get to the C7 chord. We can also look at this G7 as being a II7 
chord, another very common component in jazz tunes. (For more detail take a look at my "Harmonic Plumbing" lesson. 
I've finished the blues with a I -Vi- II -V turnaround, a very standard jazz turnaround.)

This next variant is sometimes known as "Chicago Style". More commonly played in the key of G, it is typically played
at a slow tempo. Jazz players will use this progression in any key and tempos slow or fast. Bars 7 & 8 feature the
most notable aspect of this progression, but check out bars 3 & 4 too! We conclude with a typical I-IV-I-V turnaround.
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This last of the 4 standard blues progressions illustrates where the confusion about whether to call blues major or
dominant originates. Known as "Bird" blues and sometimes "West Coast Blues", this progression was made famous in the
Charlie Parker composition "Blues for Alice". There are many other jazz blues heads written on these changes, such as 
Tommy Flanagan's "Freight Trane". "Hip" jazzers use this progression to check out the ears of neophyte players.

Bars 1-4 contain the same basic progression found in "Confirmation" and "There Will Never Be Another You". Bars 6
through 8 contain what Berklee calls "contiguous II-Vs". Also notice the "Harmonic Pillar" on bar 7 is now a tonic 
function substitute III-7 for I.

From the basic blues to "Bird" blues, You'll notice the same basic "Harmonic Pillars" occurring in the same bars and
timing. Getting to know these 4 blues in all keys is essential to be a good jazz player. When jazzers call a blues
on the gig, you'll find them mixing these progressions from chorus to chorus. To react as comper and soloist, one
needs to recognize and respond to these different variations by ear and intuitively. Study them hard now to equip
yourself for the future. Also, these different blues present an excellent medium for learning how to extend
harmonies (tensions) as well as chord connection and substitution (Harmonic Plumbing). You'll notice that most 
of the chords are written in their most basic form. Apply tensions. A good way to start is by using the more inside
tensions (like n9,& 13) on the harmonic pillars, use the more "outside" tensions (like #9 &b13) immediately preceeding
the pillars. This will give you a good sense of tension and release to your chord color choices. This is by no means
a strict rule-you can find examples in recordings of the great ones using very aggressive tensions anywhere. 
listen to recordings and use your ears and instincts.
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A word about connectivity. You'll find in most situations that these four blues will be the underlying changes used
to play blues. Connectivity (harmonic plumbing) can then be used to achieve more variety within these four 
"master" blues forms. For instance, we can connect the the I7  and IV7 chords in bars 4 & 5 with a tritone substitution
(sub-five) preceeded by a II-7 chord.
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We might use a cycle 5 progression (sometimes known as back-cycling) in the same place again to connect the
I7 & IV7 chords. 

John Coltrane and many jazz musicians have connected blues changes by use of 'Trane's "Giant Steps" progression.

Herbie Hancock, Chick Corea, and many others frequently subbed out the plain dominant 7th chords on the blues
with II-7 for V7. They also viewed the new min 7th chord as being the "I" of a dorian scale harmonized in 4ths. The
bass would continue to outline the basic dom 7th chord and the combination created a 7 sus 4 sound. The Ron
Carter composition "Eighty-one" recorded by Miles Davis comes to mind as an example. This example is the basic
blues with the II-7 subs mapped out.

Another componant for variation is meter. Blues are frequently played in 3/4, 6/8, 5/4, etc. There are many 
recorded examples, from Charles Mingus to Wes Montgomery. Wes Mongomery wrote his classic "West Coast Blues"
in a doubled 3/4 or 6/4 meter. It also featured a I7 progressing to bVII7 in the first two bars. Notice how it works
within the "bird" changes. These are changes for the solos section only. The head is played to basic blues changes
(except for the bVII7 change on bar 2). Also dig the turnaround!
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In addition to meter changes one can stay pretty much within the blues parameters by slightly altering the bar length.
Jim Hall's "Careful" comes to mind. The basic 12 bar form blues in this case has been stretched to 16 bars. Notice the
bVI7 chord on bar 13.

West Coast Blues-solo changes

Here's a 13 bar blues written by yours truly for another example of "stretching" the blues. 
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Let's now shift the tonality to minor. Minor blues are typically 12 bars in length and feature I-7 and IV-7 chords.

the four blues, the minor blues, and the other examples provided here should give you a very solid introduction to playing
blues in jazz. Learn the four major/dominant blues first in twelve keys. Keep in mind that horn players tend to prefer
flat keys like F, Bb, Ab, Db, and Eb, while guitarists often choose "open string" keys like G, A, E, and D.  Blues in C is not
uncommon, but keys Gb, and B are rare. This ranking of keys might help you "prioritize" for your playing situations. Also
learn the minor blues found typically in the minor keys of C, F, G, and A, but be prepared for any key. Next, start
connecting the Harmonic pillars via harmonic plumbing concepts. At this point you might study some of the more "quirky"
blues progressions out there. Try writing your own blues heads and use the blues in general to incorporate new improv,
voicing, and comping ideas. Most importantly listen to the blues on recordings. Try to hear where the concepts presented
here happen. And above all, get out and play these blues with other musicians. Experience teaches you more about usage
than any other other source!


