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Harmonic Development and Contrapuntal Techniques for the Jazz Pianist

Harmonic Development and Contrapuntal Techniques for the Jazz Pianist serves as a guide for harmonic expansion and development for jazz piano, offering pianists both a rationale and methods to improve contrapuntal hand techniques.

The text focuses on the relationship between theory and execution and both of those components’ usefulness in creating a jazz sound at the piano. This kinaesthetic method provides the learner with a systematic approach to harmonic movement, revealing options that may not have been otherwise apparent. This method will allow pianists to add depth and dimension to their chord voicings in the same way that vocalists and wind instrumentalists give character and shape to the notes they create.

Key features include musical examples ranging from singular chord construction to sophisticated harmonic progressions and song application. Performance exercises are provided throughout the text. Learners and instructors are encouraged to create their own exercises. Related ancillaries at harmoniccounterpoint.com include:


	Musical examples

	Audio tracks

	Performance exercises

	Written assignments



Intended for the learner who is reasonably familiar with essential jazz harmony, this textbook will be both a significant resource for the advanced player and a fundamental component for the learner in a structured academic musical setting.

Gary Motley is Teaching Professor and Founding Director of Jazz Studies at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, where he teaches jazz theory and jazz improvisation.
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Preface

The concept for this book is the fruit of my life’s work as a jazz pianist and teacher. I believe that documenting and sharing lived experiences has the potential to promote growth and development in others. This is not a jazz theory book, but rather a perspective on learning jazz harmony derived from early attempts to learn jazz piano first by ear and later by incorporating theory. Jazz instruction was not available during my formative years, and yet, music on shows like Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood, The Flintstones, and A Charlie Brown Christmas resonated profoundly. While I spent hours at the piano trying to imagine how to emulate and create those sounds, I also desired feedback (Motley et al., 2014)1 and guidance. This work chronicles the method I created to de-mystify piano jazz harmony and represents the guidance that I sought. My hope is that it serves that purpose for others.


Note


	Motley, Veronica J., Reese, Mary Kate, and Campos, Peter. “Evaluating Corrective Feedback Self-Efficacy Changes Among Counselor Educators and Site Supervisors.” Counselor Education and Supervision, vol. 53, no. 1, 2014, pp. 34–46, https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2014.00047.x.







Book Features

The figures in this book are designed to immerse the learner in harmonic counterpoint from theory to performance. Engaging activities and exercises include:


	 Performance exercises

	 Listening exercises

	 Writing assignments

	 Audio MP3 examples

	 Suggested listening




[image: ] Performance Exercise

Performance exercises should be practiced in all 12 keys to develop skill and familiarity. Learners are encouraged to create skill exercises and practice these in all keys.



[image: ] Listening Exercise

Listening exercises provide insights into the styles of various artists. Stylistic elements include feel, articulation, touch, melodic and harmonic choices, contrapuntal techniques, etc.


[image: ] Writing Exercise

Writing exercises encourage the learner to annotate what they hear. This will lead to improved transcription skills. Written exercises should also be played, sung, and transposed.



[image: ] Audio MP3 Examples

Audio MP3 examples are available through the companion website ­harmoniccounterpoint.com. These audio files demonstrate articulation, feel, style, phrasing, dynamics, etc. Students are encouraged to listen and play along with the audio examples.




Spotify Playlist

The Spotify Playlist is a compilation of recordings discussed in this book and suggested essential listening. It can be found here: https://open.spotify.com/playlist/6GQiv7BCDJnik39vTtkhhI?si=6b3ac4f23a2a4d69.



Companion Website

In addition to the audio MP3s, the companion site harmoniccounterpoint.com contains play-along tracks, supplemental performance exercises and materials, and video demonstrations of many of the techniques discussed.



For the Student

This book is about playing jazz piano. This text trains your ear to hear the intricacies of inner-voice harmony and provides your hands with a consistent, working command of contrapuntal voicing. The key to success is practice and memorization. Daily practice routines should include learning jazz chord voicings, progressions, scales, modes, and rhythms. Vocabulary provides the tools needed to play with other musicians. Learning traditional jazz songs is critical to growth and development. Students are encouraged to experiment with the musical examples in different keys, tempos, and time signatures.



For the Professor

This book aims to introduce contrapuntal harmony to jazz piano students. Encourage your students to learn jazz standards and apply these techniques to standard chord progressions. The methodology can also be applied to other harmonic instruments like guitar and vibraphone. It is also a great way to introduce multiple voice improvisation and arranging to small ensembles through harmonic development using guide tones and color tones. Arranging examples are also included in the text. Many of these written examples can also be played by multiple wind instruments.



An Imaginative Approach

This book is a brief glimpse into the world of contrapuntal jazz harmony. The topics covered reflect my academic and experiential exploration of jazz harmony as a performer, arranger, and composer. Mastery of the concepts presented will require practice and repetition over time.
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About This Book

Harmonic Development and Contrapuntal Techniques for the Jazz Pianist serves as a guide for harmonic expansion and development for jazz piano, offering pianists both a rationale and methods to improve contrapuntal hand techniques. The text focuses on the relationship between theory and execution and both of those components’ usefulness in creating a jazz sound at the piano. This kinesthetic method provides the learner with a systematic approach to harmonic movement, revealing options that may not have been otherwise apparent. This method will allow pianists to add depth and dimension to their chord voicings in the same way that vocalists and wind instrumentalists give character and shape to the notes they create. Intended for the learner who is reasonably familiar with essential jazz harmony, this textbook will be both a significant resource for the advanced player and a fundamental component for the learner in a structured academic musical setting. Descriptive terms are explained throughout the book. Related ancillaries include musical examples, audio tracks, performance exercises, written assignments, and video links.



Main Themes and Objectives

This book aims to provide the learner with a kinesthetic approach to jazz chord voicing. The methodology used is a jazz adaptation of techniques derived from the structural innovations of classical and jazz luminaries, combined with years of personal experience playing in various musical settings and configurations. (The learner should be able to readily understand and apply these examples without any particular experience in classical music.) The reader is encouraged to find their voice and musical personality by learning fundamental elements of hand position, developing a method for creating structural inner-voice countermovement, and then internalizing these methods for use in playing jazz songs.

To date, most counterpoint texts focus on the melodic aspects of contrapuntal writing. Melodic rules and guidelines formulated for common-practice use reflect the style of a specific genre and period in the evolution of tertiary harmony. These guidelines serve as structure modes and have become the foundation for melodic development in composition and improvisation. However, when attention is directed to their use for harmonic expansion, the world of jazz harmony presents a new and challenging contrapuntal palette whose secrets await discovery. This text begins with the fundamental definition of counterpoint; then, through examples and analyses, it proceeds to the unique application of those inherent techniques to jazz harmony.



Features of the Book

Key features include written musical examples and supporting audio tracks. Examples range from singular chord construction to sophisticated harmonic progressions for song application. Performance exercises are provided throughout the text. Learners and instructors are encouraged to create their own exercises and keep a daily listening and viewing journal.



Suggestions for Use of This Book


Use as a Main Textbook

While created for the learner who is reasonably familiar with essential jazz harmony, this text will be both a significant resource for the advanced player and a fundamental resource for the learner in a structured academic musical setting, such as a school of music or conservatory. Additionally, this book would be a great resource for any music teacher or student interested in understanding and implementing additional jazz harmony concepts.

The book will have several positive effects.


	 Benefit for instructors – methodology for advanced jazz piano instruction

	 Benefit for students – reference resource for technical study in harmonic development

	 Benefit for curriculum development – a unique resource previously unavailable, adding to the pantheon of jazz piano technique, theory, and stylistic adaptation






Suggested Learning Strategies

Harmony is central to every aspect of jazz improvisation. Use this practice plan to increase skill and listening awareness.


	The first step in acquiring basic piano jazz skills is to become familiar with the notes in all major and minor scales. Play all major and natural minor scales with one hand, ascending and descending two octaves.

	Implement the practice suggested above using both hands.

	Memorize the circle of fifths. The circle of fifths represents key and chord relationships (see Appendix). Music moves in falling fifths in a counterclockwise direction known as the circle of fourths. It is vital that jazz musicians memorize and understand this concept.

	Sing while playing scales and prior to playing the note.

	Identify a tune and practice it repeatedly. Repetition can be tedious and boring; however, it is vital.

	Play with other musicians whether that occurs at a jam session, on a bandstand, or in the classroom. This is imperative.

	Listen for harmonic detail in recordings and at live and pre-recorded performances.

	Listen to recordings of various styles. I recommend McCoy Tyner, Donald Brown, Keith Jarret, Fred Hersch, Bill Evans, Bud Powell, Tommy Flannigan, and Alan Pasqua. Specific listening recommendations are located throughout the book.

	Get ten great solos by the masters and learn them by ear, without slowing them down.

	Learn all repertoire by ear.

	Listen to recordings of yourself.

	Transcribe melodic lines and chord voicing, notating every note.

	Create a bass line in the left hand using four half notes in a I–VI–II–V–I progression. In the right hand, improvise a melody. When comfortable, improvise the melody one half step higher while the left hand remains in the parent key. Practice in all keys using different chord progressions.

	Practice the exercise above using rhythmic variations such as swing, bossa nova, and syncopation.

	Practice hearing chord progressions as harmonic sequences versus individual chords.





Introduction to Harmonic Counterpoint


What is Harmonic Counterpoint?

Harmonic Counterpoint refers to manipulating placement and duration of intersecting notes within a chord. This definition re-imagines the relationship between melody and harmony, integrating some aspects of counterpoint into a broader concept of harmony. In jazz, chords are vertical sonorities while in common practice, chords are frequently incidental combinations of notes formed by the motion of melodies. In this iteration of counterpoint, jazz chords are viewed horizontally rather than vertically, enabling increased harmonic inner-voice movement, tension, texture, and expression. Additionally, this re-imagining provides the setting for melody and harmony to engage in expanded rhythmic dialogue.



What is the Primary Task of the Student of Harmonic Counterpoint?

The primary task of the student of harmonic counterpoint is to understand the working relationship of inner chord voices and their impact on the overall sound of a chord.



How Does One Learn Harmonic Counterpoint?

Ear training and individual exploration are crucial to developing unique approaches to harmony and any aspect of music. For me, self-teaching through practicing, listening, and internalizing sounds arrived before pedagogy. However, a learning environment where others played jazz music was also critically important. The cultural significance of jam sessions and learning from mentors “who lived, slept, and ate jazz” fostered a connection to the music made possible through an understanding of its oral tradition and social context. Jazz theory provides a foundation for learning harmonic counterpoint and specific fundamentals should be ingrained. First, emphasis on a working knowledge of jazz chord vocabulary is essential. Next, familiarity with types of chords, chord structure, and inversions is necessary in order to apply new learning. I strongly recommend starting with five; major seventh chords, minor seventh chords, dominant seventh chords, half-diminished seventh chords, and diminished chords. These sonorities are the core of jazz harmony.

Finally, learning and practicing using the tools available in this book to create harmonic counterpoint, including demonstrations of voicings and various interval combinations, performance and written exercises, and listening examples, is recommended. This book provides a foundation for the increased tonal awareness necessary to execute this method.

Linking theoretical knowledge with aural perception and practice is vital to crystallizing harmonic counterpoint skills. The book and companion website (harmoniccounterpoint.com) include exercises and recommendations encompassing various activities such as singing, playing, and improvising, challenging, and developing harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic imagination.







2 Contrapuntal Improvisation
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Introduction

Steeped in the musical tradition of New Orleans, multi-voice contrapuntal improvisation and jazz performance are inextricably connected. For an improvising pianist, overtly incorporating counterpoint infers the ability to demonstrate hand equality and knowledge of harmony. Harmony is the foundation of musical cohesiveness in both solo and ensemble playing. Less apparent is how counterpoint is used in harmony to create texture, tension, and direction. The following chapter creates a framework for examining the relationship between contrapuntal improvisation and jazz harmony.

Contrapuntal jazz piano is the relationship between two or more musical lines that are harmonically interdependent but rhythmically independent. This technique, in all its creative variations, is the methodology by which pianists improvise using multiple voices, and is essential for expanding the artist’s harmonic vocabulary.

The textural presence of counterpoint in the music of pianists such as Bill Evans, Fred Hersch, and Keith Jarrett demonstrates how contrapuntal skill influences melodic choices and elevates harmonic construction. The study of these techniques enhances aural ability, improves pianistic control, and expands understanding of harmony through the study of inner-voice movement. Developing contrapuntal improvisation skills is encouraged for jazz pianists as it invites thoughtful consideration of the interaction between hands and influences elements of the musician’s sound such as chord and rhythmic choices, left-hand fluidity, and improvisational dexterity in left and right-hand interplay. Polyphony is the texture that results from the combination of independent voices played simultaneously. The more voices used, the denser the texture. This structured approach to combining melodies is known as counterpoint.

Counterpoint is the simultaneous interaction between two or more melodic lines while maintaining overall musical coherence. Historically, this contrapuntal relationship focused on distinct melodies and followed tenants related to aspects of the melodies, including placement of notes in a phrase, the number of notes one melody plays against the notes of another melody, and the types of intervals used between them (Acevedo, 2012). Counterpoint in jazz is characterized by collective improvisation and a polyphonic texture or its use of layers of harmony to support a melody.



[image: ] Performance Exercise

Listen to the audio track for the following example (Figure 2.1), then play the sequence at the tempo indicated. Try to imitate the touch, feel, and balance of the recording.

[image: ]

Figure 2.1 Improvisation by Gary Motley



Listen for:


	 Clarity of the melody

	 Underlying support from contrapuntal harmony

	 Rhythmic pulse

	 Dynamics (crescendo, decrescendo)

	 Overall melodic and harmonic cohesiveness



Play the outer voice (melody). Add the right-hand inner-voice accompaniment to the melody, being sure to play the accompaniment at a slightly lower volume so the melody is prominent.

Now add the left-hand inner-voice accompaniment. It should match the right-hand inner voice in balance, rhythm, feel, and duration.

Finally, add the bass (root) voice to complete the passage. The root should support the overall motif but not overpower the melody and inner-voice counterpoint. All voices should sound as though they function separately, while creating a cohesive musical statement.

Play the inner voices using the thumbs and second fingers. Play the melody and the root using the fifth fingers. (Note the fingering for the melody.) The goal here is to achieve hand independence, rhythmic agility, and touch, and to strengthen the ability to hear melody and counterpoint working together. Listening and imitation are essential to developing improvisation skills.



Analysis and Demonstration of Contrapuntal Jazz “Changes” by Gary Motley



[image: ] Listening Exercise

Listen to the composition entitled “Changes”. The 32-bar AABA tune structure is based on the chord changes to George Gershwin’s “I’ve Got Rhythm”. Jazz musicians in the 1940s and 1950s frequently used chord progressions from other songs to create new works, replacing existing melodies with their own. The resulting composition is called a contrafact. On this recording, the melody is played in unison by the piano and saxophone during the A section.

[image: ]

Figure 2.2 “Changes” written by Gary Motley (Spotify)



Musicians often improvised during the bridge (B) of the song to retain a bit of spontaneity. The sequence of secondary dominant chords in descending fifths is known as the rhythm changes bridge. As the name suggests, a secondary dominant chord is a dominant seventh chord that is played on a diatonic scale degree other than the fifth. Secondary dominants briefly emphasize diatonic chords, making them the temporary focus of attention without resolving in a new key. This technique is called tonicization. Each chord in a key has a dominant that wants to move to a target chord. Starting on D7, the bridge is a sequence of descending fifths in which each chord is temporarily tonicized. This series of dominant chords provides a temporary departure from the diatonic cycle of the A section before returning to the home key of B♭.

[image: ]

Figure 2.3 Rhythm Changes bridge



Here, the piano and tenor saxophone use imitation and interplay to create a musical dialog that is rhythmically and harmonically interdependent (Figure 2.4). This approach to contrapuntal jazz is steeped in the musical traditions of New Orleans.

[image: ]

Figure 2.4 Imitation and interplay on Gary Motley’s “Changes” (Spotify 00:18)



In early New Orleans, music was performed by small groups, and counterpoint occurred between three frontline instruments – usually a trumpet, clarinet, and trombone. Each voice was rhythmically and harmonically independent, even though they improvised over the same song form and chord progressions. The trumpet (considered the lead or solo voice) provided melodic focus and direction, while the clarinet and trombone provided counter-responses that created musical interplay. The lead voice role was often shared with the clarinet and trombone to create additional interest and variety. This New Orleans style was pioneered by coronet and trumpet players Bunk Johnson, Freddie Keppard, and King Oliver. Louis Armstrong shared this sound with the world and made the improvising soloist the focus of the musical performance.



[image: ] Listening Exercise

Listen to Louis Armstrong’s recording of “Do You Know What It Means to Miss New Orleans” (see Spotify playlist).


	 Identify instrumentation and describe the musical role of each

	 Determine the form of the presentation (melody, solos, intro, ending, etc.)

	 Contrapuntal activity? Describe independent, individual voice movement if present

	 What qualities of the music are similar?

	 List different or unique qualities



Remember, while many of these elements are commonplace in today’s music, this was new and inventive at that stage in the evolution of jazz (Hobson, 2018). Be sure to complete this listening exercise before reading the comments “C” below.

In his recording of “Do You Know What It Means to Miss New Orleans”, Armstrong plays the melody infused with occasional ornamentation and embellishment but always leaving enough rhythmic space for the clarinet and trombone to give musical responses. He then sings the lyrics and provides contrast by shifting the rhythm of his phrasing to emphasize different parts of the beat, often ending phrases earlier or later than expected. Armstrong’s use of anticipation and delay established a powerful and central element of swing. After a brief four-bar modulation, Armstrong plays the melody again and allows the clarinet and trombone to become an integral part of the improvisation – all while maintaining the song form. The frontline trio returns to the melody on the bridge, and Armstrong ends the song by singing the last section of the tune. These techniques have become core elements in the foundation of contrapuntal jazz improvisation and provide the basis for exploring multiple voice improvisation.



Left-Hand Walking Bass

One of the key developments in solo jazz piano improvisation was the advent of the walking bass line. During the 1950s, jazz pianist Lennie Tristano explored improvisation using a single melodic line accompanied by a left-hand walking bass. His album, The New Tristano, focused on creating improvised lines that were longer and more thematically coherent, and were closely tied to the works being explored (Palmer, 1982). On “Scene and Variations: Tania”, Tristano can be heard treating the left-hand walking bass line as a countermelody to the top voice (Figure 2.3). His improvisation is further enhanced by his melodic (linear) exploration of the harmony, and his attention to targeting chord extensions1 and making the most of harmonic tension and release.

[image: ]

Figure 2.5 Two-part counterpoint in Lennie Tristano’s “Tania” (Spotify 2:51)



Left-hand walking bass lines are an excellent way to develop hand independence while learning about harmonic structure and flow.



[image: ] Performance Exercise

This exercise uses thirds and sevenths to enhance melodic development. Play the bass line in Figure 2.6 and try to create your own improvisation in the right hand. Begin by identifying the thirds and sevenths of each chord and playing them on the first and third beats of each measure. Next, replace these guide tones with a melody line.

[image: ]

Figure 2.6 Walking bassline for improvisation



This type of two-voice improvisation developed by Tristano, Dave McKenna, and others introduced a dual-layer textural approach to contrapuntal jazz piano that can be traced to the works of Baroque composer J.S. Bach.



Analysis and Examples of Baroque and Jazz Counterpoint

Bach’s fugues are similar to New Orleans jazz because independent voices simultaneously play unique melodies. The excerpt in Figure 2.7 from Bach’s fugue in E-flat major (WTK, Book II, No. 7) BWV 876 from the Well-Tempered Clavier begins with a single-voice statement of the subject, followed by the other voices imitating that subject. This is quite similar to call and response in jazz, where a solo voice makes a melodic statement that the other voices answer. A distinction is that the voices in the fugue are not improvised, whereas improvisation is a fundamental component in jazz. Both provide platforms for musical dialog: one achieved through composition and the other through improvisation.

[image: ]

Figure 2.7 An excerpt from Bach’s “Fugue #7 in E-flat” from his Well-Tempered Clavier Book 2 (Spotify 2:28)



After the fugal subject is stated, the respective voices support the main theme by accompanying the ensuing development. Here the voices become more independent as they move away from the subject to explore other tonal and rhythmic facets of the theme, before returning to their role supporting the theme.

Vocalist-pianist Nina Simone demonstrates the parallels between baroque and jazz counterpoint in her rendition of Walter Donaldson and Gus Kahn’s “Love Me or Leave Me” by combining an improvised Baroque etude with jazz phrasing and a propulsive swing rhythm.
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