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JAZZ IMPROVISATION, CLASS NOTES I 2012-2013 

PREFACE 

Improvisation is more of an idea than a specific discipline, more of an art than a science. As a 
composer, I prefer to define improvisation as “spontaneous composition.” This is one of many 
ways to define improvisation, and it is up to each individual to adopt their own view of what 
improvisation might be. 

In the medium of jazz, improvisation plays many roles. The most obvious role of improvisation 
in jazz is in soloing over the chord changes of jazz standards; but improvisation also affects the 
interpretation of a chart, the arrangement of a horn section, the voicing and rhythms of an 
accompaniment, and numerous other components of jazz music. In point of fact, good soloing 
is every bit as well-planned as any other aspect of a jazz performance, and requires a great 
deal of preparation, study, and rehearsal. 

The following class notes were written to address a number of the most fundamental tools 
needed for a good foundation in jazz improvisation. These tools can also be applied to any 
other improvisation-based musical medium, including rock, blues, bluegrass, modern 
experimental classical music, and contemporary pop; but in these notes they are organized and 
presented from a jazz perspective. 

The single most important concept in improvisation is melody. All good improvisation is 
grounded in the search for an expressive melody. While improvisation may also include broad 
swathes of gesture and texture, and may venture into the realm of the completely abstract in 
which notes function as individual components of sound and timbre, melody remains a critical 
idea in the mind of the modern jazz audience. As all music is a dialogue between performer 
and listener, it is a wise idea to keep the notion of melody firmly in the foreground as you 
develop your improvisational vocabulary.  

Have fun, and thanks for reading. 

-David Matthew Shere 

Seattle, WA; September 1, 2013 
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Jazz Improvisation class notes 

Major modes Part I 

David M. Shere 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION NOTES  

(Compiled from emails and classroom dialogue) 

 

I. In order to fully master the jazz vocabulary, it is  necessary to memorize all 

12 major scales, along with all corresponding modes  and all corresponding 

7th arpeggios.  

a. There are 84 total major scale modes. 

b. There are 84 total major scale 7th arpeggios. 

c. The more relationships you develop between modes, 7th arpeggios, and 

their corresponding chord progressions, the easier it will be for you to solo 

over chord changes in standard jazz tunes. 

d. Jazz theory will make absolute sense when you have accomplished this 

feat of memory. There is no shortcut. Don’t despair!  This is the key to 

becoming a substantially better soloist, and “84” is a finite number. 

II. Definition of each mode:  

a. Ionian mode is the 1st mode of any major key, starting and ending on the 

root of the key. Ionian mode is also known as the Major scale. Major 

scales are the parent scales of their related modes and chords. 

b. Dorian mode is the 2nd mode of any Major/Ionian scale. 

c. Phrygian mode is the 3rd mode of any Major/Ionian scale. 

d. Lydian mode is the 4th mode of any Major/Ionian scale. 

e. Myxolydian mode is the 5th mode of any Major/Ionian scale. 

f. Aeolian mode is the 6th mode of any Major/Ionian scale. 

g. Locrian mode is the 7th mode of any Major/Ionian scale. 

III. Mode is dictated by two factors:  

a. Underlying harmony (chord) 
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b. Parent scale (of the chord) 

c. EXAMPLE: If you play a C major scale beginning on "E" over a Cmaj7 

chord, it would *appear* that you are using E Phrygian mode. HOWEVER: 

since the root of the chord is "C," ultimately you're still playing in C Ionian. 

The underlying chord would have to be Em7 to truly imply an E Phrygian 

mode. 

IV. A change in mode does not necessarily imply a chang e in key.   

a. If two modes are from the same parent scale  (Example: D Dorian, G 

Myxolydian are both derived from C Major), then moving from one to the 

next does not mean a change in key.  

b. However, if two modes are from *different* parent scales  (Example: C 

Ionian, C Dorian; or: D Dorian, Eb Dorian), then a change from one to the 

next DOES mean a change in key. 

V. SOLOING Pointers:  

a. Avoid the 4th of Ionian mode over [I] except as a passing tone; reserve 4th 

for [ii-V] 

b. WHEN IN DOUBT, play the 3rd of the mode you are currently using 

c. FOCUS ON CHORD TONES! (7th arpeggios)  

d. When dealing with a lot of chord changes, focus on the chord tones of 

each change more than the modes. Nailing chord tones is what separates 

the grownups from the kids in jazz. 

e. When dealing with a modal jazz tune with few chord changes, take the 

opportunity to really explore the scales melodically as opposed to focusing 

on chord tones. 

f. Concentrate on swing 8th's rhythmically. Jazz is really defined by a strong 

swing pulse. 

g. Steal some licks. Listen to some recordings of your favorite players, and 

quote your favorite moments. 
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VI. Historical periodicity  is an unavoidable component of jazz theory, just as it is 

an unavoidable component in architecture, visual art, literature, design, fashion, 

classical music, movie-making, or other creative endeavors. Studying jazz history 

helps to contextualize each tune you learn: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jazz 

VII. Mode names  are an issue of historical context. Modes have existed for over two 

thousand years: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mode_(music) 

VIII. *Context* is what determines which mode or scale we  use in a given chord 

progression.   

a. EXAMPLE: Dm7  is a chord name, and does not indicate a specific scale.  

b. The chord Dm7 occurs in three different major parent scales  (not 

counting minor scale occurrences, which are more complex): 

1. C major (ii implying D Dorian) 

2. Bb major (iii implying D Phrygian) 

3. F major (vi implying D Aeolian) 

c. The chord symbol Dm7 can indicate any number of possible scales, 

including the following: 

1. D Dorian 

2. D Phrygian 

3. D Aeolian 

4. D Harmonic minor 

5. D Melodic minor 

6. D Neapolitan minor 

7. D Jazz minor 

8. etc. 

d. Which of these scales may be indicated by the chord symbol Dm7 is 

dependent on context, i.e. which chord precedes the Dm7 and which 

chord follows after in a progression. 
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IX. "Key center" and "Parent scale" are related concept s with different 

applications.   

a. "Key center" is an active concept  

1. A "key center" is the key in which a piece of music is written, 

typically defined by a "key signature." 

2. "Key center" typically applies only to traditional major and 

minor key chord progressions. “Key centers” involve the use of 

modes in the presence of their parent scales.  

b. "Parent scale" is a passive concept  

1. "Parent scale" is the scale from which a mode is derived.  

2. When dealing with modal jazz, we are dealing with modes 

removed from their parent scales. It is assumed that the 

traditional construct of "key center" is no longer active. "Key center" 

is replaced by a concept known as a "pitch-axis."  

c. A "pitch-axis" is a central pitch around which one or more modes or 

harmonies are organized.  This is very different from a "key center."  

1. EXAMPLE: In section A of "Maiden Voyage," we have a 

chord progression (D7sus-F7sus) which indicates two possible 

modes: D Myxolydian and D Phrygian. These modes are organized 

around the pitch-axis "D." 

2. D Myxolydian is derived from the parent scale  of G major.  

3. D Phrygian is derived from the parent scale  of Bb major. 

4. HOWEVER, at no point in section A of "Maiden Voyage " 

would we ever consider the piece to be in either th e key of G 

or the key of Bb.  The organizational structure of an underlying key 

center has been replaced by the pitch-axis "D." Both of our modes 

(D Myxolydian and D Phrygian) are being used in a context that is 

removed from the pre-1900's historical notion of "key center." 

X. FURTHER NOTES ON “MAIDEN VOYAGE”: 

a. Measures 1-4 are D Myxolydian and measures 5-8 are D Phrygian. We 

know this for several reasons: 
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1. "Maiden Voyage" is a modal jazz tune. This is a 

historical fact associated with Herbie Hancock, the  composer.  

This is a piece of historical information that is not and will never be 

printed on a lead sheet. Certain information is derived from jazz 

history and can only be learned in a classroom setting.  

2. We choose modes based on the pitch-axis 'D' to play  

over the D7sus in measures 1-4 and the F7sus in mea sures 5-8 

because "Maiden Voyage" is a modal jazz tune. 

3. D7sus is from the G Ionian family, which indicates D 

Myxolydian as one possible scale choice for soloing. 

4. F7sus is from the Bb Ionian family, which indicates  D 

Phrygian as one possible scale choice for soloing. 

b. In "Maiden Voyage," the pitch-axis "D" for section A is indicated by 

remarkably few clues (as is the pitch-axis Eb in section B), which is why 

the historical context is indispensable.  

c. “Maiden Voyage” is a widely-studied modal tune for beginning 

improvisation because, as cryptic as the chart may be, "Maiden Voyage" 

is an easier tune to solo over than bebop standards such as "In a 

Sentimental Mood" or "All the Things You Are." 

d. "Maiden Voyage" is harmonically simpler than many bebop standards. 

Bebop tunes still require the use of modes, but typically have a much 

faster "harmonic rhythm" ("harmonic rhythm" is the speed at which we 

encounter chord changes in the course of a chord progression). Playing 

changes and improvising solos through a bebop standard requires much 

more explanation and study than a modal tune such as "Maiden Voyage." 

We'll deal with the more complex chord changes of bebop as the course 

progresses. 
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1/4/13 
Jazz Improvisation class notes 
Harmony and chord tones, Part I 
David M. Shere 
 
A Discussion of Harmonic Analysis 
 

When we talk about "harmonic analysis," we typically begin with the assumption 
that individual  chords  and/or chord progressions  can be traced back to a specific 
scale  or key. This is generally true. When chord progressions are drawn from major 
keys , for instance, they tend to fall into predictable patterns such as the following: 

 
1. [ii-V-I] 
2. [iii-vi-ii-V-I] 
3. [ii-V-I-IV-vii-iii-vi] 
4. [IV-vii-iii-vi-ii-V-I] 

 
 

I. A significant obstacle to the process of harmonic analysis is the fact that not all 
jazz standards can be analyzed as being in a major key,  or even a single major  or 
minor key . In point of fact, the following is true: 
 
Most jazz charts change keys and scales often, with out any indication to scale 
or key other than the chord symbols.  
 
You cannot rely on key signatures  in jazz charts to tell you what key you are in, or 
what scales you need to use to improvise.  
 
You need to rely on the chord symbols  and the melody of the tune  to determine 
what scales are best used for improvising. 

 
II. Another obstacle in harmonic analysis  is the following fact: 

 
Chords in jazz charts (standards, originals and oth erwise) often stand alone, 
or are "chromatic," meaning that they have no relat ion to the chords 
preceding or following other than the 12 notes of t he chromatic scale.  
 
For example:  
 
In "All Blues," the chord progression is as follows: 
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[G7-C7-G7-D7(#9)-Eb7(#9)-D7#9-G7]   
 
1. At first glance, this progression appears to be in the key of G.  
2. However, the chord [Eb7(#9)]  does not fit into the key of G.  
3. [Eb7(#9)]  is a chromatic  (or stand-alone ) chord.  
4. In fact, none of the chords in the “All Blues” progression fit into the key of G 

major. 
5. "All Blues" is a blues progression.  
6. “All Blues” relies on dominant 7th chords , and therefore improvising over the 

chord progression of "All Blues" is based on the Myxolydian  mode of each chord 
root  (G Myxolydian, C Myxolydian, D Myxolydian, and Eb Myxolydian). 

7. Every chord in "All Blues" acts as a chromatic  chord, and therefore every chord 
in "All Blues" stands alone. 

 
III. A third obstacle in harmonic analysis  is the following:  

 
Minor key chord progressions assume the use of "mod al mixture," a 
traditional practice of Western and classical music  in which the following 
scales are interchangeable: 
 
1. Harmonic minor 
2. Melodic minor 
3. Natural minor 

 
The chords derived from harmonizing these three minor scales can be mixed 
together freely, and interchanged without distinction.  
 
Added to this complication is the issue that modal mixture may also include 
borrowing chords from the following scales: 

 
4. Parallel major 
5. Relative major 

 
As a result, analyzing minor key chord progressions becomes very difficult indeed. 
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IV. The first solution  to the problem of harmonic analysis is as follows: 
 

Become thoroughly familiar with the chord progressi ons of major and minor 
scales in all 12 keys. 

 
1. Major scale 
2. Harmonic, Melodic, and Natural minor scales 
 
It is also important to commit to memory the familiar patterns that chord 
progressions fall into within these scales, such as [ii-V-I], etc.  
 
The question to consider when looking at any two or more chords is:  
 
"Can these chords be traced to the same scale or ke y?"  
 
1. If the answer is “yes,”  then that scale may be used to solo over all the chords 

common to that scale or key. 
2. If the answer is “no,” then the second solution applies. 

 
V. The second solution  to the problem of harmonic analysis is as follows: 

 
Approach every chord in every chart as a chromatic or stand-alone chord, and 
determine what mode or scale to use for every chord  in a chart individually.   
 
(You can choose to rely solely on the chord  tones  or arpeggios  of each chord 
symbol, but chord  tones  by themselves don't offer much in the way of melodic 
possibility. It is better to come up with a scale for each chord in a progression rather 
than just chord tones.)  
 
This requires the understanding that there may be more than one scale choice for 
any given chord type .  
 
You may have to choose a particular scale for a particular chord based on which 
scale sounds best to your ear over that chord. 
 
In this respect, harmonic analysis  is not always an exact science. 
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1/4/13 

Jazz Improvisation class notes, Exercises Part I 

David M. Shere 

 

PRACTICE TIPS 

 

I. Keep a detailed practice journal.  

a. Write down everything that you practice each day.  

b. At the end of each practice session, make note of the following details: 

1. Which items are progressing well; 

2. Which items need extra work and focus; 

3. Which exercises or music pieces you didn’t get to in this 

session. Schedule these items for a specific future session, preferably 

the next one. 

c. Sample journal entry: 

 

“Practiced 2-octave C major scale 4x 

Practiced all modes in C major 2x each 

Practiced all 7th arpeggios in C major 2x each 

Practiced “Maiden Voyage” and “Summertime” with backing tracks 

Next session: Practice 2-octave Db-major scale 

Practice all modes and 7th arpeggios in Db major 

Practice “Solar” by Miles Davis” 

 

II. Build a core warm-up routine that takes 5-10 minutes. 

a. Pick 2-3 specific, effective exercises that you know can be relied upon to 

prepare you for a performance, and make these part of your daily routine.  

b. For example: As a guitarist, my core warm-up consists of the chromatic scale, 

A Ionian and B Dorian, and 3-5 minutes of free-associating random exercises 

from my journals. My regular practice routine is much more elaborate than 

this of course, but in a pinch at a gig, or before a performance, this is often all 

I have time for.  
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III. Rotate through your exercises on a long-term schedule. 

a. As you accumulate more and more melodic ideas and exercises, you will find 

that it’s not possible to practice every single idea and exercise every day. 

Build a schedule that allows you to rotate through your practice materials on a 

weekly, monthly or other basis. 

b. Prioritize your exercises according to order of importance. 

c. Always include your core warm-up in every practice session. 

IV. Record yourself: 

a. Practicing exercises; 

b. Playing over changes; 

c. Free-associating melodies and patterns; 

d. Playing at rehearsals and gigs. 

V. Keep manuscript paper handy and write down all your exercises and melodic 

ideas. 

a. Write down any new exercises, melodies, or patterns that you come up with 

during a practice or “jam” session. The more you get into a habit of doing this, 

the faster you will come up with new ideas and the easier it will be to commit 

previous ideas to memory. 

b. Keep records of all exercises you have borrowed from other sources 

(published, transcribed) that you use routinely. 

c. Using shorthand is fine; the goal is to put your ideas on paper so that you can 

clear your short-term memory bank. 

d. Refer to your recordings and transcribe any ideas you may have played that 

sound “fresh” and interesting, even if you are convinced that you’ll remember 

them easily. You will find that writing these ideas down allows you to develop 

them later, sometimes in directions you can’t anticipate. 

e. Try composing melodic ideas, patterns, and exercises on paper before 

playing them. You will find that this helps you guide your improvisational 

thought process into more disciplined channels where you have much greater 

control during actual performances. 

VI. Listen to recordings of the songs you are working on.  

a. Make a repertoire list.  

b. Steal licks from your favorite artists and transcribe them. 










































































































































































































































































































