
 

  

JAZZ TACTICS CLINIC  
 

Express Yourself 
The goal of all art is self-expression. Whether you are painting, dancing or playing music, you must express something from within. What matters to the 
listener is not which notes you play, but how you play them. Don’t get so hung up thinking about what you know (or don’t know) that you ignore 
how you feel.  
 

Sound & Rhythm 
Your sound is the most unique aspect of your musical personality. If you play a note with a beautiful sound the battle is half won. Listen to players 
with great sounds, and always start with a concept of how you want to sound. Rhythm is the aspect of music that we respond to on the most basic 
level. Whenever you play, strive to create a groove-the soloist is as responsible for the time as the drummer or bass player. Practice with a metronome 
on beats 2 and 4 to improve your time feel and sense of swing.  
 

Jazz Is A Language 
Learning to improvise is like learning a language. As babies we learn to speak by listening and trying to repeat what we hear. Through imitation and 
repetition we develop a vocabulary and an understanding of how to combine words to express ideas. The greater your vocabulary, the more precisely 
and colorfully you can express yourself, HOWEVER, memorizing the dictionary does not make you a great author any more than memorizing licks and 
patterns makes you a great improviser. You must have a story to tell!  
 
Wynton Marsalis says: “If you want to play music, you must listen to the music that has already been played.” To develop your musical concept, 
study great jazz players, past and present. By discovering what others have done, you will formulate a clearer picture of what you want to do. Clark 
Terry says: “Imitation, Assimilation, Innovation”. Learn tunes and solos by ear (transcribe), and copy the soloist as closely as possible in order to 
extract maximum information. Absorb from many sources-your style will emerge as a product of your influences. 
 

A Conversation, Not A Monologue 
In most cases, a jazz musician is not a solo artist-she is playing with other musicians. Even when one player is soloing, everybody is improvising and 
they are all improvising together. Listen and respond to the other players-together you can create something that is greater than the sum of its parts. 
Attend live concerts, so you can see as well as hear the interaction between the musicians. 
 

Scales & Chords & Melody 
Since a jazz improviser is a composer as well as an interpreter and performer, he must understand the relationship of melody and harmony. While jazz 
musicians typically have a strong understanding of harmony, melody is the most important aspect of an improvised solo. Memorize melodies that have 
stood the test of time (standard tunes). Even nursery rhymes can teach you a lot about melody! The more tunes you learn, the better you will 
understand what makes a good melody. When improvising a solo, the melody of the tune should always be firmly in your head.  
 

Chords provide the roadmap for an improvised solo. Each chord is derived from the notes of a scale, usually 1,3,5, & 7 (the chord tones). Think of 
a scale as a pool of notes to choose from when creating a melody, with the chord tones as the most prominent target notes. Start simply-augment the 
written melody with one or two other notes from the chord, especially 3rds & 7ths. When playing through a chord progression, discover which chord 
tones are common to adjacent chords, and which move to a nearby note (guide tones). The jazz musician must think in two planes, horizontally and 
vertically, to compose a melody that wends its way through the chord changes. 
 

More Is Less 
Hal Galper says: “Learn to hear everything, and play everything you hear. Then, hear everything and play as little of it as possible.” A chef doesn’t 
throw every ingredient into the pot; a painter doesn’t use every color in her palette. Likewise, you should resist the temptation to play too much. 
Think of your notes as a painting, and the space around them as the frame. Don’t hang the pictures too closely together on the wall-leave some room 
between your phrases. Stop playing and listen for a few seconds; you may be surprised to find out how good the band sounds without you! Play less, 
listen more-you will never go wrong by listening! 
 

Have fun! 
Jazz students often become inhibited as they start to learn what notes they ‘should’ and ‘should not’ play. This is not the point! Learn as much as you 
can about the music, but when the time comes, play from the heart, not the mind. Take chances-if your solo is delivered with conviction and 
emotion, there are no wrong notes. A ‘mistake’ can be turned into brilliance if you keep your ears open and live in the moment. Above all, have fun! 
Jazz is fun-it represents freedom: freedom to play what you hear, freedom to play what you feel. If the musicians are feeling good, the audience will 
too.  



 

  

MAKING THE CHANGES  
 
 Learn the correct melody, with lyrics. There is a note for every syllable. It is quicker and more effective to learn a 

melody with words. Learn the melody in more than one key. 
 Set your ‘musical GPS’ by listening/playing/singing the melody until you can’t not hear it when the chords are 

played. The melody notes are your waystations. There should be a ‘gravitational pull’ toward the melody notes as 
you improvise. 

 Improvise by playing just the melody. Change it rhythmically, always singing the lyrics in your head as you do. There 
are an infinite number of ways a line can be phrased. Try removing some of the melody notes, playing only the ones 
that are left. It’s amazing how good this can sound.  

 Embellish the melody with diatonic tones. Connect the melody notes, or step away from the melody and back, 
within the key of the tune. You are starting to add notes of your own, but sticking close to the waystations. 

 Embellish the melody with chromatic tones. By incorporating chromatic connecting and approach tones, every note 
is available on every chord. This adds harmonic complexity, and tension/resolution to your lines. You can come up 
with very interesting lines simply by playing a half step above or below a target note, then moving to it. As long as 
you gravitate back to a melody note, resolution is guaranteed. 

 Start to move away from the melody and compose new melodies of your own. At regular intervals, go back to the 
original melody. Play one melody segment, then one segment of your own. Don’t lose sight of the waystations! 

 Identify the pivotal tones and incorporate them into your lines. They will reveal the harmonic twists and turns. 
 Exercise: To expand your hearing, listen for a single note in the piano voicing. Quickly play that note, and then 

listen for another one. Listen more than you play. This opens your ears and unlocks the harmony one note at a time. 
When improvising, grab a note from the piano voicing to start each phrase. Don’t play until you hear a note.  

 At home: Play ‘iPod roulette’. Put on an unknown playalong track. If you recognize the tune, try to play the exact 
melody. If you don’t recognize the tune, try to figure out the harmonic structure. Listen for bass notes and piano 
voicing notes. Again, listen more than you play. Once you have figured out as much as you can by ear, open the 
book. Learn the melody and study the chords. Discover what you couldn’t hear. Play all the roots, all the thirds, all 
the sevenths etc. Create guidetone lines. Get inside the harmonic structure, always relating it to the melody. 

 Remember the Four T’s: 
o TUNES: learn a tune a week, inside and out. 
o TRANSPOSITION: transpose each tune up and down a half step. 
o TRANSCRIPTION: transcribe solos by ear. Learn music aurally. 
o THEORY: expand your understanding of the building blocks of music. 

 LISTEN! Play what you hear, not what you know. Music comes from the heart, not the brain.  
 

LISTEN! 



 

  

JAZZ IMPROVISATION: THE FOUR ‘T’S  
 
The jazz musician needs two basic abilities in order to improvise a solo:  
 
• She must be able to play what she hears.  
• She must be able to hear something worth playing. 
 
The following ‘4-T’ approach to practicing jazz will develop both your ability to play what you hear, and to hear something worth playing, Each day 
you should: 
 
• Learn music by ear (Transcribe) 
• Memorize Tunes 
• Transpose: develop your key fluency 
• Study musical Theory and harmony 

LEARN BY EAR (TRANSCRIBE) 
 
Music should be learned by ear. Explaining to a student that a C7(b9)  chord calls for a diminished scale is virtually useless until she not only 
recognizes the sound of that chord and scale, but has heard it used in context. Every day you should learn something by ear, simply trying to 
reproduce on your instrument what you hear. Even though the majority jazz musicians today have had the benefit of jazz education, most will tell you 
that they really learned to improvise by listening and copying, rather than by reading jazz improv texts or practicing scales and patterns.  
 
Start with nursery rhymes or Happy Birthday, a melody that is already deeply ingrained in your mind. Pick a starting note, and sing the melody, then 
try to figure out the notes on your instrument. It doesn’t matter how many mistakes you make, as long as you eventually get it. Once you figure it out, 
pick another starting note and try it in another key, remembering to sing it first. (Brass players can buzz it on the mouthpiece.) Eventually you’ll get 
over your fear of playing without music in front of you. Next, try transcribing a simple jazz solo. Solo transcription is the most important part of 
learning to improvise. If you do nothing else but transcribe solos, you will learn to improvise. If you do everything else but do not transcribe, there is 
NO guarantee you will ever sound like anything other than a robot, spitting out scales and patterns but not making any real music. 
 
Which solos should you transcribe? That is up to you. You will develop your own musical vocabulary based on the players you listen to. It behooves 
everybody, however, to spend some time studying players who speak the straight-ahead vocabulary of jazz, clearly delineating the chord changes. If 
you love late-60’s Miles, you must realize that he didn’t learn to play the way he did on ‘Bitches Brew’ without first knowing how to play on ‘Stella 
By Starlight’, and neither will you. Learn the basics of the language before veering off towards the outer fringes. Besides, there will be a lot more gigs 
playing ‘All The Things You Are’ than ‘Ascension’.  
 
Initially, choose solos that are simple to hear and to play; it is important to be successful in your first attempts at transcription, not get bogged down 
trying to figure out a slew of 16th notes in the first bar. If you come to a section that is too difficult to hear, skip it and move on. A year from now 
you may find that you can hear it without difficulty. Chet Baker is my choice for initial attempts at transcription, since his solos are always melodic and 
lyrical. Some of Miles’ solos on ‘Kind of Blue’ are also good to start with.  
 
Whether to write the solos down is a subject of some discussion. It is most important to get the solo into your head and then out your horn, but 
trying to notate what you hear is good for you. Also, you’ll have some record for posterity of all your hard work. Learn chunks of the solo (or the 
whole solo) by memory first, then write it down, rather than jotting down one note at a time. This forces you to learn phrases and improves your 
powers of memorization. Don’t fret about whether the solos are perfectly notated-the written transcription serves primarily to remind you of what you 
already have in your head.  

 
Once you have transcribed the solo, play along with the recording many times, trying to match the soloist as closely as possible. In this way, you’ll 
get the feeling of playing a great solo, and will gain insight into the mind of a jazz soloist. Try ‘trading fours’ with the artist. Just think how much you’d 
learn by trading fours with Charlie Parker or Clifford Brown! You’ll have to ignore the fact that they play right through your fours. 
 
By copying your musical heroes, you will learn from each one. Little by little, your style will emerge as a product of your influences. As Clark Terry so 
aptly said: Imitate, Assimilate, Innovate. 



 

  

JAZZ IMPROVISATION: THE FOUR ‘T’S (2)  

MEMORIZE TUNES 
 
It is important to memorize tunes for two reasons. One, every jazz player needs to have a repertoire of tunes that she can play without resorting to a 
fake book. This shared repertoire allows a group of jazz players to get on the stand, call a tune, and start to play. This amazes people who do not 
understand jazz, that we can ‘spontaneously’ play music. It is because we have a common understanding of the framework of a tune, and how to create 
within that framework. 
 
Two, the primary goal of a jazz improviser is to compose new melodies. To learn what makes a good melody, study songs that have stood the test of 
time (standards). When you learn a tune, learn the correct melody, preferably from several sources. Always try to have both a recording and a lead 
sheet for a tune that you are learning, comparing the way the melody was originally written with at least one player’s interpretation of it. It is best to 
learn tunes from vocalists, since their use of words promotes good phrasing. Besides, a melody is quicker to learn with words than without, and it will 
be easier to recall the melody if you can think of the words. You will always play a tune better if you know the words. 
 

DEVELOP KEY FLUENCY (TRANSPOSE) 
 
A jazz player must be comfortable in all keys, since any chord might occur at any time. For most players there are roughly 7 or 8 ‘easy’ key signatures, 
and 4 or 5 ‘hard’ keys. They are not really harder, just less familiar. To improve your key fluency, take a short phrase, lick or pattern through 12 keys 
every day. This may seem onerous at first, but you will get better at it quickly. Think of the melody as chord tones, this translates quickly into all 
keys. When you learn a tune, play the melody up and down a half-step from the original key. This ensures that you really know the tune, and forces 
you to deal with some of the less-familiar key signatures.  
 

STUDY THEORY AND HARMONY 
 
This is where aspiring jazz players often start out-learning about scales and chords. Frequently, it is where they give up, as the whole process seems just 
too complicated and academic. While it is crucial that a jazz musician understands music theory, it should be taught in a practical context, always 
associating a sound with the theory. Being told that the notes of a Cm9 chord are C-Eb-G-Bb-D is just rote memorization. Playing those notes on the 
horn while the piano plays the chord provides immediate gratification and an understanding of the sound, rather than the theory that explains the 
sound. For starters, concentrate on the following three scales and chords. They will get you through most standard tunes, and will help you play 
through the ubiquitous II-V-I progression. 
 
• Major scale / Major Seven Chords 
• Mixolydian scale / Dominant Seven chords (lower the 7th note in both scale and chord) 
• Dorian scale / Minor Seven chords (lower the 7th  and 3rd notes in both scale and chord) 



 

  

SOME INFLUENTIAL JAZZ MUSICIANS  
 

COMPOSERS/ 
ARRANGERS 
Bill Holman 
Billy May 
Bob Brookmeyer 
Bob Mintzer 
Duke Ellington 
Gerald Wilson 
Gil Evans 
Johnny Richards 
Lennie Niehaus 
Maria Schneider 
Oliver Nelson 
Quincy Jones 
Rob McConnell 
Sammy Nestico 
Stan Kenton 
Tad Dameron 
Thad Jones 
Toshiko Akiyoshi 
 

BASS 
Charles Mingus  
Charlie Haden 
Dave Holland 
Eddie Gomez 
Jaco Pasorius 
Jimmy Blanton 
Milt Hinton 
Niels-Henning Orsted 
Pedersen 
Oscar Pettiford 
Paul Chambers 
Ray Brown 
Ron Carter 
Rufus Reid 
Scott LaFaro 
Stanley Clarke 
Walter Page 
 

DRUMS 
Art Blakey 
Billy Cobham 
Billy Higgins 
Buddy Rich 
Ed Blackwell 
Ed Thigpen 
Elvin Jones 
Gene Krupa 
Jack DeJohnette 
Jo Jones 
Kenny Clarke 
Louis Bellson 
Max Roach 
Mel Lewis 
Paul Motian 
Peter Erskine 
Philly Joe Jones 
Roy Haynes 
Steve Gadd 
Tony Williams 

PIANO 
Art Tatum 
Barry Harris 
Bill Evans 
Bud Powell 
Cecil Taylor 
Chick Corea 
Count Basie 
Duke Ellington 
Earl ‘Fatha’ Hines 
Erroll Garner 
Fats Waller 
George Shearing 
Herbie Hancock 
Horace Silver 
James P. Johnson 
Jelly Roll Morton 
Keith Jarrett 
Marian McPartland 
Mary Lou Williams 
McCoy Tyner 
Nat King Cole 
Oscar Peterson 
Red Garland 
Scott Joplin 
Thelonius Monk 
Tommy Flanagan 
Willie ‘The Lion’ Smith 
Wynton Kelly 
 

ORGAN 
Charles Earland 
‘Brother’ Jack McDuff 
Jimmy Smith 
Joey DeFrancesco 
Richard  ‘Groove’ Holmes 
 

GUITAR 
Barney Kessel 
Charlie Christian 
Django Reinhardt 
Ed Bickert 
Freddie Green 
George Benson 
Grant Green 
Herb Ellis 
Jim Hall 
Jimmy Raney 
Joe Pass 
John Abercrombie 
John McLauglin 
John Scofield  
Kenny Burrell 
Pat Martino 
Pat Metheny 
Tal Farlow 
Wes Montgomery 
 

SAX 
Anthony Braxton-S 
Art Pepper -A 
Ben Webster-T 
Benny Carter-A 
Branford Marsalis-T 
Cannonball Adderly-A 
Charlie ‘Bird’ Parker-A 
Coleman Hawkins-T 
Dave Liebman-S 
Dexter Gordon-T 
Eddie ‘Lockjaw’ Davis-T 
Eric Dolphy-A 
Gene Ammons-T 
Gerry Mulligan-B 
Hank Mobley-T 
Harry Carney-B 
Jackie McLean-A 
Jan Garbarek-S 
Jane Ira Bloom-S 
Jimmy Heath-T 
Joe Henderson-T 
John Coltrane-T 
Johnny Griffin-T 
Johnny Hodges-A 
Lee Konitz-A 
Lester Young-T 
Marshall Royal-A 
Michael Brecker-T 
Moe Koffman-A 
Nick Brignola-B 
Ornette Coleman-A 
Paul Desmond-A 
Pepper Adams-B 
Pharoah Sanders-T 
Phil Woods-A 
Ronnie Cuber-B 
Serge Chaloff-B 
Sidney Bechet-S 
Sonny Rollins-T 
Sonny Stitt-A 
Stan Getz-T 
Wayne Shorter-T 
Zoot Sims-T 
 

CLARINET 
Barney Bigard 
Don Bryon 
Eddie Daniels 
Buddy DeFranco 
Johnny Dodds 
Benny Goodman 
Jimmy Hamilton 
Artie Shaw 
 

FLUTE 
Bud Shank 
Eric Dolphy 
Frank Wess 
Hubert Laws 
James Moody 
Joe Farrell 
Moe Koffman 
Paul Horn 
Raahsan Roland Kirk  

TRUMPET 
Bix Beiderbecke 
Chet Baker 
Clark Terry 
Clifford Brown 
Cootie Williams 
Dizzy Gillespie 
Don Cherry 
Fats Navarro 
Freddie Hubbard 
Guido Basso 
Harry ‘Sweets’ Edison 
Harry James 
Kenny Dorham 
Kenny Wheeler 
Lee Morgan 
Louis Armstrong 
Maynard Ferguson 
Miles Davis 
Red Rodney 
Roy Eldridge 
Thad Jones 
Tom Harrell 
Woody Shaw 
Wynton Marsalis  
 

TROMBONE 
‘Tricky’ Sam Nanton 
Bill Watrous 
Bob Brookmeyer (valve) 
Carl Fontana 
Curtis Fuller 
Dicky Wells 
Frank Rosolino 
Glenn Miller 
J.J. Johnson 
Jack Teagarden 
Kai Winding 
Kid Ory 
Rob McConnell (valve) 
Slide Hampton 
Tommy Dorsey 
Urbie Green 
 

TUBA 
Bill Barber 
Howard Johnson 
Rich Matteson 
 

VOCAL 
Bessie Smith 
Betty Carter 
Billie Holliday 
Billy Eckstein 
Blossum Dearie 
Cassandra Wilson 
Diana Krall 
Dinah Washington 
Eddie Jefferson 
Ella Fitzgerald 
Frank Sinatra 
Joe Williams 
Jon Hendricks 
Kurt Elling 
Louis Armstrong 
Mark Murphy 
Mel Torme 
Nancy Wilson 
Nat King Cole 
Sarah Vaughan 
Shirley Horn 
Tony Bennett 
 

VIBES 
Gary Burton 
Lionel Hampton 
Bobby Hutcherson 
 

VIOLIN 
Jean-Luc Ponty 
Joe Venuti 
Stephane Grappelli 
Stuff Smith 



 

  

STANDARD TUNES  
 

A Foggy Day 
Airegin 
Alice In Wonderland 
All Blues 
All Of Me 
All OF You 
All The Things You Are 
Alone Together 
Angel Eyes 
As Time Goes By 
Au Privave 
Autumn Leaves 
Beatrice 
Beautiful Love 
Billie’s Bounce 
Black Orpheus 
Blue Bossa 
Blue In Green 
Blue Monk 
Blues For Alice 
Blues In The Closet 
Blues Walk 
Bluesette 
Body & Soul 
But Beautiful 
But Not For Me 
Bye Bye Blackbird 
C Jam Blues 
Cantaloupe Island 
Caravan 
Cherokee 
Come Rain Or Come Shine 
Confirmation 
Countdown 
Daahoud 
Darn That Dream 
Days Of Wine And Roses, 
(The) 
Desafinado 
Do Nothing ‘Till You Hear 
From Me 
Dolphin Dance 
Don’t Get Around Much 
Anymore 
Donna Lee 
Doxy 
East of the Sun 
Easy Living 
Easy to Love 
Embraceable You 
Emily 
Equinox 
Everything Happens To Me 
Eye Of The Hurricane 
Falling in Love with Love 
Fly Me To The Moon 

Footprints 
Four 
Freddie the Freeloader 
Georgia 
Giant Steps 
Girl from Ipanema, (The) 
God Bless the Child 
Green Dolphin St. 
Groovin’ High 
Half-Nelson 
Have You Met Miss Jones 
Here’s That Rainy Day 
Hothouse 
How Deep Is The Ocean 
How High The Moon 
How Insensitive 
I Can’t Get Started 
I Fall in Love Too Easily 
I Got Rhythm 
I Hear A Rhapsody 
I Let a Song Go Out of My 
Heart 
I Love You 
I Remember Clifford 
I Remember You 
I Should Care 
I Thought About You 
I’ll Remember April 
I’m Getting Sentimental Over You 
I’m Old Fashioned 
I’ve Never Been in Love Before 
If I Should Lose You 
If I Were A Bell 
Impressions 
In A Mellotone 
In A Sentimental Mood 
In Your Own Sweet Way 
Indiana 
Inner Urge 
Invitation 
It Could Happen To You 
It Had To Be You 
It Might As Well Be Spring 
It’s You or No One 
Joyspring 
Just Friends 
Just in Time 
Just One of Those Things 
Just You Just Me 
Killer Joe 
Ladybird\Half-Nelson 
Laura 
Lazybird 
Let’s Fall In Love 
Like Someone In Love 
Love For Sale 

Love Walked In 
Lover Come Back to Me 
Lover Man 
Lullaby of Birdland 
Lush Life 
Mack The Knife 
Maiden Voyage 
Milestones (New) 
Misty 
Moment’s Notice 
Mr. PC 
My Favorite Things 
My Foolish Heart 
My Funny Valentine 
My One And Only Love 
My Romance 
My Secret Love 
Naima 
Namely You 
Nearness of You, The 
Nefertiti 
Nica’s Dream 
Night And Day 
Night In Tunisia 
Nostalgia 
Now’s The Time 
Old Devil Moon 
Old Folks 
Oleo 
On The Sunny Side Of The Street 
Ornithology 
Our Love Is Here To Stay 
Out of Nowhere 
Peace 
Pennies from Heaven 
Perdido 
Polka Dots and Moonbeams 
Prelude to a Kiss 
Quiet Nights 
Recordame 
Rhythm-a-Ning 
Round Midnight 
Sandu 
Satin Doll 
Scrapple From The Apple 
Secret Love 
Seven Steps to Heaven 
Skylark 
Smoke Gets In Your Eyes 
So What 
Softly as In a Morning Sunrise 
Solar 
Someday My Prince Will Come 
Someone to Watch Over Me 
Somewhere Over The Rainbow 
Song For My Father 

Song Is You, (The) 
Sonnymoon For Two 
Sophisticated Lady 
Soul Eyes 
Speak Low 
Spring Is Here 
St. Thomas 
Star Eyes 
Stardust 
Stella By Starlight 
Stolen Moments 
Straight, No Chaser 
Summertime 
Sweet Georgia Brown 
Take Five 
Take The ‘A’ Train 
Tangerine 
Tenderly 
Tenor Madness 
The Theme 
There Is No Greater Love 
There Will Never Be Another You 
These Foolish Things 
They Can’t Take That Away From Me 
Touch of Your Lips, The 
Triste 
Tune-Up 
Up Jumped Spring 
Very Early 
Walkin’ 
Watch What Happens 
Wave 
Way You Look Tonight, (The) 
We’ll Be Together Again 
Well You Needn’t 
What Is This Thing Called Love 
What’s New 
When I Fall In Love 
When Sunny Gets Blue 
Whisper Not 
Willow Weep for Me 
Witchcraft 
Without A Song 
Woody’n You 
Yardbird Suite 
Yesterdays 
You & the Night & the Music 
You Don’t Know What Love Is 
You Stepped Out of a Dream 
You’d Be So Nice to Come Home To 
Young and Foolis




