A New Model in Viewing Improvisation IX
by Tony DeCaprio

world, in teaching my

jazz guitar workshops,
students seem to have onc
universally common dilem-
ma: “I know about scales,
chord inversions, progres-
sions, modes, arpeggios...I have transcribed and lifted
solos from many of the jazz greats, yet I still cannot
seem to be able to improvise (or acquire a personality)
on my own.” The following article will surely not cre-
ate the ability to improvise from the heart, but it will
endeavor to draw closer in proposing for the student of
jazz guitar yet a more provocative viewpoint. This arti-
cle also intends to bring attention to the relationship
between scales, melody, cadencing, intervals, and reso-
nance; as well as specific chords and progressions. This
time around, I have decided to not address the points
spoken about directly within the accompanying nota-
tion literature instead in favor of leading the
reader/player up right to the doorstep. I have already
written about the pitfalls of becoming overly hung up
on symbols, but within this penning (which includes
the accompanying notation), let’s take a second look at
chord symbols, scales, and lines coupled with the
notion of context. Naming intervals, for example, root,
third, fifth, second, ninth, fourth and eleventh is indeed
necessary, but the names (symbols) do not amount to a
hill of beans without an understanding of how each
tone generates harmonically. How do such tones oper-
ate in concordance within corresponding ratios (con-
cerning the overtone series)? This type of question
goes beyond names and symbols. It brings us up to the
very threshold of the world of improvisation. In addi-
tion, how do tones tend to interact with each other
melodically? We begin to answer such questions by lis-
tening to, as well as viewing on the staff, the one-
dimensional propinquity that may be measured utiliz-
ing half and whole steps. Ratios are the very best
means of depicting relationships between tones. Ratios
are unaffected by any scale hegemony and specify no
diatonic function. However, the ncgative side of too
much attention to ratios is the possibility of becoming
rather hung up on relations between specific tones as
opposed to the actual tonic. When deliberately intend-
ing to sound melodic within improvisation, it is often a
sensible idea not to take ambiguous leaps into non-

Iﬁnd that, throughout the

chordal toncs and trying to, at least for that moment,
remain ‘inside’ rather than ‘outside’ in the way of vying
for unambiguous passing and neighboring toncs.
However, it is important to point out that not all non-
harmonic tones are dissonant and not all dissonances
are non-harmonic. It is just that usage of a multiplicity
of non-harmonic tones, without strong context, tends to
produce inharmonious and ambiguous output.
Therefore, in most cases (not all) non-harmonic tones
resolve in a stepwise fashion, as opposcd to excessive
leaping. Much depends on the amount of tension the
improviser is going for at the moment. Several non-
harmonic tones in a row, rather than sounding disso-
nant, will actually tend to sound more consonant with
each other.

However, | must admit that I cannot sit here on this jet
traveling from the UK en route to the new world and
honcstly say that scales were intentionally designed in
accordancc with the ratios generated via the overtone
serics. No onc rcally knows for certain. Similarly
spcaking, no onc knows for certain whether Columbus
discovered America by accident in 1492 or not. It has
been documented (see 1421: The Year China
Discovered  America, by Gavin  Menzics;
Harper/Collins) that Christopher already had a map of
the Americas some eighteen years before he set sail,
which he later acknowledged in his logs. A correspon-
ding incident in history can be viewed by revisiting
Magellan. He already had a chart of the Strait (conncct-
ing the Atlantic to the Pacific) well before he set sail.
Ferdinand was not the first to circumnavigate the
globe. Pythagoras, on the other hand, associatcd music
with the movement of the planets and the vibration of
strings. He was measuring the distances between plan-
ets and the sectionalizing of a musical string in the
same manner. In other words, one camp insists that the
musical scale is derived from its symmetry concerning
the divisions of the onencss of a string, and another
camp prefers to associate with thc symmetry imposed
by the overtone series. Onc thing we can all agree upon
is the fact that scales did not surface out of human
nature. Just as with Columbus and Magellan, scale for-
mation had help.

Let’s take a look at the tritone, which is the equivalent
of three whole steps (six half steps). Whether viewing
the tritone as a diminished fifth or an augmented
fourth, they sound cxactly the same. Thus, the tritone
begs for context. It is vital to tonal organization con-

Page 80

Just Jazz Guitar = November 2008



cerning the resolution of dissonance. The tritone
divides the octave in half and is clearly not as stable as
the other intervals. Relating to the aforementioned con-
cerning non-harmonic tones, the tritone tends to sound
fairly consonant (or at least, ncutral) when used within
chromatic activity, yet rather ‘unsatisfied” within more
diatonic activity. The usual cxtensions for the tritone
sub chord are 9, #11, and 13. Jazz players (whether
consciously or not) tend to grab notes from the Lydian
augmented scale commencing on the b7th degree to
address dominant7th chords with the said extensions.
Hence, the chord being subbed for will take the Lydian

b7 scale beginning on the 319 of the chord. F Lydian b7
(Lydian dominant) scale is: F, G, A, B, C, D, Eb. It is
the fourth mode of the C melodic minor scale. Scales
and modes tend to correspond to the various cxtensions
a playcr implies or pays attention to. However, what I
am proposing here is to look deeper into the scalc and
not just associate everything via symbolic reference.
Dennis Sandole used to refer to the raised fourth as a

“Synthetic root.” The interval created by the 7th and

sth partials of the overtone series becomes the interval
of the tritone. When we subtract five from scven we are
left with the tonic of the tritone. Tritonc substitution
has lots to do with acoustics and its applications are
more than likely a rcsult of years of trial and error.
Theoretically speaking, concerning the overtone series,
one would think that the enharmonically associated
intervals would resolve in conflicting manners, yet
they sound the same. Besidcs being used to displace the
V7 chord, tritone subs may also be used to displace
secondary dominant chords. For an example, in the key
of C, E-7 to A-7 may be substituted with Bb7 to A-7,
A7 to D-7 may be substituted with Eb7 to D-7, and B7
to BE-7 may be substituted with F7 to E-7. For the fol-
lowing simple progression, E7/ A7/ D7/ G7/ C7/
Fmaj7, tritone subs can offer an alternate route to the
tonic as such: Bb7/ A7/ Ab7/ G7/ Gb7/ Fmaj7. By
adding respective II-7 changes, we can step-up har-
monic thythm as such: F-7 Bb7/ Bb-7 Eb7/ Eb-7 Ab7/
Ab-7 Db7/ Db-7 Gb7/ Fmaj7//. Often, as the tritonc
substitution is mentioned, its applications are taken for
granted. 1 am merely recommending taking a closer
look at intcrvals and how they interact.

Melodic movement up or down a major or minor scc-
ond is referred to as a sfep. Such movement usually
adjusts to the scale of the moment. Up and down a
major or minor third is a skip (often used when a play-

er wants to arpeggiate a chord form within improvisa-
tion), and up or down other intervals a /eap (often used
to avoid monotony and to add excitement). Lines that
cadence on strong beats tend to sound relaxed and lines
that cadence on weak beats tend to sound more unset-
tled.

Regarding chord changes, concerning major key con-
sciousness, the “1” chord is where all other chords tend
to gravitate towards. The common cadences arc V to [
and IV to L. For the student of jazz guitar, I advise
learning how the remaining chords in the diatonic scale
rclate to the chords mentioned above. Understand the
concept of “common tones.” Do more than read about
the theory behind it; learn to apply theory as well. IlI-
7 (mediant) and VI-7 (sub-mediant) relate strongly
with the tonic chord due to the aforesaid concept. Both
changes may actually substitute for the tonic chord. In
turn, the II-7 chord may sub for the IV chord and the
VII-7b5 may sub for the V7 chord (relating to the
aforementioned tritone relationship).

Concerning diminished chords, a whole lot can be said.
They are beautiful entitics of ambiguity used in diverse
manners including, underscoring specific notes, chords
and keys. However, lcarning the passing chord function
is a great place to begin a study. They tend to ascend in
half steps between Imaj7 and II-7, 1I-7 and III-7,
IVmaj7 and V7, and also V7 and VI-7. Of course, what
I preach thus far is very basic. Rules may be broken
and the norm may be busted wide open in order to
make way for creativity and specific intention, as long
as a sense of form remains in tact. Where to apply
diminished chords may, of course, be discovered by
accident via using ones car. However, utilizing some
sort of mapping device along with such discoveries
tends to open up many more doors. Take C diminished
scale for example: C D Eb F F# G# A B. Thc other two
diminished scales are C# dim and D dim. Each dimin-
ished scale forms a respective ‘family’ of related
diminished scales. Cdim is also Ebdim, F#dim and A
dim (notice that each scale is a minor third apart).
Unlike other chord qualities, diminished chords sport
four possible tensions. They are 9, 11, bl3, or large 7.
When the roots of each scale are arppegiated, they form
a diminished seventh chord. For example, when C
diminished scalc is used as criteria, four different dom-
inant chords arc thus generated: B7 (b9, #11, 13), D7
(b9, #11, 13), F7 (b9, #11, 13), and Ab7 (b9, #11, 13).
Since all four of these ‘horscman’ are derived from
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