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THE HISTORY OF THE PIANO IN BLUES MUSIC

ROOT

Blues has its origins in the African music that the first
slaves transplanted to the southern United States,
where each tribal group steadfastly retained its own
linguistic and musical traditions. Though, as a musical
form, blues did not exist during the more than 200
years of American slavery, during this time there was
a blending of innumerable kinds of music. Black
musicians were playing everything from purely
African music to purely white American music.
Despite the borrowing that went on musically
between the races, the black performing style
remained distinctive, with black songsters developing
a body of music radically different from the white and
interracial common stock. It wasn’t until the 1890s
that blues developed as a musical genre.

THE BLUES NOTES

Blues was heavily influenced by field hollers and work
songs. These melodies sound like they are based on
the major scale with the flattening in pitch around the
3rd, 5th and 7th. The flatted 3rd is the expressive
core of the hollers, work songs, spirituals and, later,
the blues. Blues became a more formalized music
than hollers and work songs in the late 19th century,
with a tendency toward 12-bar, AAA- or AAB-verse
forms, or pentatonic melodies with a flatted 3rd.

SOUTHERN DIVERSITY

Early southeastern blues was more of a ballad or rag-
time nature, while in east Texas the guitar-accompa-
nied blues tended to be rhythmically diffuse with
elaborate melodic flourishes to answer vocal lines. At
the same time, a black piano tradition that empha-
sized driving dance rhythms was materializing in the
lumber and turpentine camps of Texas and Lovisiana.
Veterans of these work camps and barrelhouses were
Memphis Slim, Jack Dupree, Little Brother
Montgomery, Roosevelt Sykes, Sunnyland Slim and
Speckled Red.

THE RHYTHMIG ELEMENT

The blues piano tradition really began as a mocking
of railroad train sounds—a rhythmic bass with the
intent of capturing the pattern of rail clicks was one of
the first things all players learned as children. The
pianist’s job was to keep the people dancing; boogie-
woogie probably developed out of this kind of play-
ing, transforming the piano into a polyrhythmic rail-
road train. The left hand hammered out eight insistent
beats to the bar while the right hand played melodies
that were essentially rhythmic varations on the bass
line. As dance halls grew bigger, pianos and smalll
combos began replacing the lone guitarist, as boo-
gie-woogie on the upright—with the front out and
buzzers on the strings—could reach to the back
tables in a big, noisy barroom.

URBAN BLUES

As the piano, an orchestra in miniature, can also be
a drum, Delta blues piano accompaniments were
more percussive and hypnotic than boogie-woogie;
here, “crushing the ivories” far superseded “tickling
the ivories.” The black migration northward at the
end of the century helped spread this new style to the
cities, and players like Otis Spann, Sunnyland Slim
and Memphis Slim brought their Delta blues piano
style to Chicago.

THE MODERN BLUES ERA

Blues piano exploded during the Second World War
years. In the 1940s “jump blues” was the rage, with
innovators such as jazz legend Count Basie leading
the way. In New Orleans, Professor Longhair was
introducing Latin and rhumba figures, full of
polyrhythms, to his basic blues piano. He is consid-
ered the “Father of New Orleans R & B,” and his
influence can be heard in the music of Dr. John and
Allen Toussaint, among others. In St. Louis during the
1950s, Johnny Johnson played a crucial part in
Chuck Berry’s pioneering rock ‘n’ roll sound, and
continues to record and perform his St. Louis-style
blues today. Ray Charles, another star of the blues
firmament in the '50s and “60s, fused gospel and
blues to create a style that has influenced all modern
soul music. Regardless of style, it is nearly impossible
to listen to contemporary pianists and not hear the
profound influence of the blues legacy.




INTRODUCTION

Following is a musical outline or map of the 12-bar blues. Most of the licks, comping
figures, turnarounds and tags will fit comfortably in this framework. Whenever you
play the blues, it is essential to always know where you are in the arrangement.

12-Bar Blues
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STRUCTURE This is one of the most common arrangements of a 12-bar blues.

The boxed measures indicate the structure. All chords include the

minor 7ths. In the key of C, the chords are C7, F7, and G7.

FILLS

The measures shaded in are where the fills go. By definition, a fill is a change of
texture. On the piano, we have several ways of changing the texture: a right-

hand melodic lick, left-hand bass line, rhythmic change between the left and right hand, chang-
ing octaves, and any combination of the above. The biggest fill occurs in measure 10.




The Pentatonic Scale

The pentatonic scale is used extensively in the blues. This is a five-tone scale that is comprised of scale steps
1, 2, 3, 5 and 6 from the diatonic major scale. Passing tones are added between scale steps 2-3, and 5-6.
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Pentatonic Exercise

tes of the scale for solos and fills. Included are two variatior

Pentatonic exercise is one way of grouping the no
r—do not pull your hand.

of the exercise: Variation #2 includes the two passing tones. Slide the third finge

C Variation #1 Variation #2
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Suspensions

Suspensions are a common way to create movement without going anywhere, and are a great way of
killing time while playing one chord. The different suspensions include the sus4, sus2, susd4/sus2, and the

full suspension, which is the same as the 2nd-inversion IV chord.
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Triplet feel (JJ
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This is a common arrangement of a 12-bar blues. Note how the chord voicin% is split between the two
hands: movement is between the inner voices. This should be practiced with both a triplet- and eighth-note

feel. The second and fourth chord in every measure is a full suspension. Bar 1: C, F/C, C7, F/C.

12-Bar Blues
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Sliding Notes And Crushing Notes

Sliding notes and crushing notes allow the piano player to get to the flatted 3rds and flatted 5ths, which
are an integral part of the blues sound. Make sure that the grace note being crushed is released while hold-
ing the other note. Slides and crushes can be played at various speeds.

r3q

Triplet feel (J3=JJ)
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Now incorporate the b3rd and b5th into the previous example. Sometimes you have the option of sliding or
crushing the b5th. Slides and crushes produce different phrasing. Try both, and practice this in all keys.

Neighbor Chords

Another common way to create movement while comping is to approach chords from both a half-step
above and a half-step below. Suspended chords also work well here as they add to the movement.

r3q

Triplet feel (J3=JJ)
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Altered Notes

Here is a common use of the flatted 3rd, flatted 5th, 7th and the full suspension (Db/Ab). Make sure you
hold the quarter note in the right hand for the full beat. Check the fingering!

Triplet feel (JJ =33:h)
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Running Triplets

This is a variation of #7. It gets you to play two different phrases in your right hand at the same time.

Instead of anchoring your hand down with one finger holding the quarter note, you must slide the bottom
note while repeating the top note.
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Jimmy Yancey-Type Parallel 3rds

Jimmy Yancey, a well known Chicago pianist, plays this well-known riff using the flatted 3rd, flatted 5th
and the full suspension (F/C). Notice the movement of parallel 3rds.
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Jimmy Yancey-Type Parallel 6ths

Here is a variation of the previous figure. Inverting the parallel 3rds creates parallel 6ths. The 4th connects
the 5th and the 3rd.
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Jimmy Yancey-Type Boogie

This is the kind of early boogie-woogie Jimmy Yancey would play. It employs great use of the flat 3rd and flat
Sth sliding as parallel 3rds to the 3rd and 5th. To create a solo, start with a simple riff and repeat it, building
as you go along. This is the same left-hand part that Professor Longhair used for his hit song “Tipitina.”

r3q
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Boogie-Woogie Walking Bass

Another variation is to play the oc

tave. This is the kind of riff you hear Dr. John play over the | chord.

Count straight 16ths.
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Huey Smith-Type Riff

This lick is the kind of figure Professor
original riff. Notice the different ways t

Longhair and Huey Smith played a lot. A and B are variations of the
he beat is being split up. Count straight eighths.
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Ostinato Riff

This use of the flatted 3rd is common—no slide here. This line sounds great whether played over the |, IV, or

V chord. Check out how the sus4, sus4/sus2 creates movement at the end of beats 1 and 3. Notice the voic-
ing of the susd/sus2.

Triplet feel (JJ =T}1)
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Texas Boogie-Type Riff

Johnny Johnson and Dr. John use this riff often. The harmonic movement is €9, F/C, C7. This works well for
both soloing and comping.
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IToV

Here is a funky New Orleans riff that works well at the end of an 8- or 12- bar structure going from the | to
the V chord. Check out the movement of the bass line.

Triplet feel (JJ =T}1)
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Ray Charles-Type Riff

Ray Charles makes great use of the pentatonic scale here. Both passing tones are being used. The chromatic
bass line can be heard in Charles’ early recordings. This lick works over the |, IV, and V chords, although it
makes for a strong line leading from the IV chord to the | chord.
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All-Purpose Lick

It is hard to say where this lick originated, but it is used by everyone and heard often. There are modifications
of it throughout this book.
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All Purpose Variation #1

Here is a variation of the previous lick that you may also hear Ray Charles play. Check out how the bass line
harmonizes with the flat 5 and the 4th.

Triplet feel W3 =T:h)
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All Purpose Variation #2

This is a variation of the previous example, and is one more way Charles makes use of the pentatonic scale
and full suspensions.

Triplet feel (J3 =1 M)
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Bar-Line Break-Up

Notice how this phrase goes through the bar line; you do not feel the downbeat in the right hand. Roll the
notes after you have learned the lick. This is the kind of line Johnny Johnson likes to play.
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Turnaround #1

This is an often-used turnaround. Check the harmonic walk-up to the V chord. Augmenting the V chord
(raising the 5th a half step) is common and works great in ballads and introductions.

m Triplet feel (ﬂ =T}’)
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Turnaround #2

Here is a variation of the previous turnaround. Willie Tee favors this version, which has more of a New
Orleans feel to it.

Triplet feel (JJ =T}’)

C C7/E F F§° G9
s 3
5 4 3 3 2
2 2 301 2 1 .
f — i f !
— X ! |
TS B
#i —r ~—°
'/': i —
. &

&

Turnaround #3

Below is another common turnaround: parallel 3rds walking down in the right hand while the left hand
walks chromatically. All this movement is driving you to the | chord. The top note is a constant C.
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Pentatonic Turnaround #1

Dr. John is one of many New Orleans artists that uses this pentatonic turnaround. It is played with a straight
eighth-note feel. Notice how the bass line walks you from the V chord to the | chord and back down to the

V chord. The last measure has a nice New Orleans syncopated feel.

F b :
1 oo —9o £ 9 o—F £ e £ HE 2 e
o h—'. — —r —
% [, -
I | [ | I L b
(S T o @ @ & & - =
Zh lnlt an.
Bb Bt7/Ab Eb/G Ebm/Gb Bb/F F
p o o £ = - fy g
et e
e T
< 1T b :
I v
Pentatonic Turnaround #2
This is the kind of variation Otis Spann would play on the previous turnaround.
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Tag #1

This is a revoicing of Example 24. You now have parallel 6ths moving down, and the movement in the right
hand is the reverse of Example 24 with the bottom note being a constant C.

Triplet feel (I3 = TI\)
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I-IV Walk-Up #1

Here is a common New Orleans walk-up to the IV chord. Professor Longhair made use of this lick, and his
protégé, Dr. John, among others, continues to use it as well. Even though you are playing straight 16ths,

the phrasing here is in three's.
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I-IV Walk-Up #2

‘Fess liked to use this lick as well; it's a variation of the one above. The lick is broken up between the two

hands, and -you should feel more weight at the beginning of every three notes. Sounds great with a very
syncopated feel.
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Willie Tee-Type IV Approach

Willie Tee likes to approach the IV chord this way. Notice the chromatic chord on beat 2. This is similar to
#7—approaching chords from a half step above and below.
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IV Intro Walk-Up

Here is another common riff that is used as a walk-up to the IV chord, an introduction, and a solo. Ray

Charles, Dr. John, and countless others use this riff. These notes are specific to the chord you are playing—in
this case a C7.
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Rolling Notes

Rolling notes, particularly 3rds, 6ths, octaves and 9ths, is a common way of ornamenting a lick. Here, I'm

rolling 3rds and moving in parallel 3rds walking to and from all the chords. This technique imitates the
tremolo of a stringed instrument.

Triplet feel JJ =T}7)
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Crushing And Sliding #1

This common blues riff is based around the flat 5. The top note is the 7th, which contributes to the intensity
of the sound. This makes use of crushes and slides.

Triplet feel (J3=J.)
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Crushing And Sliding #2

This is a variation of the above riff and uses only the notes from the blues scale (1 b3 4 b5 5 7).
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Stride Lick In 10ths

In this example, the left hand is playing 10ths in a stride style. The right hand is walking chromatically to
the IV chord and switching to an F pentatonic scale over the IV chord. You can open up your solo by chang-
ing scales as the chords change.
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Left-Hand 10ths

Again, you are playing 10ths with the left hand. This time the 10ths are played together, and works well for
slower tempos. The right hand plays straight pentatonic; beat 3 in measure 1 is a common pentatonic riff.

Watch your fingering.

r3a
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V-Chord Lick

A common use of this lick over the V chord. Allen Toussaint and Katie Webster use this kind of riff as both
an intro and an approach to the turnaround.
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Full-Length 16-Bar Swing Solo

Triplet feel @3=dH

G7

r3a

This full-length solo begins and ends with two different tags. Check how the bass line moves from a pattern

to a walking line to 10ths. Your left hand should be independent enough to move the part around. The
walk-up in bar 8 works well as a fill by changing the texture.
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12-Bar Cow Cow Boogie-Woogie Variation

Here you have a full-length solo with an 8th-note feel, reminiscent of the “Cow-Cow Boogie,” originated by
Cow-Cow Davenport. The harmonic structure is a little different. The fill in bar 4 uses rhythm to change the
texture, and employs suspensions for movement. | also switch to the F pentatonic scale (F G A C D) when
playing the IV chord—to open up the solo—before returning to C pentatonic (C D E G A). Notice how some
of these riffs basically outline the chord being played.
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