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Trak  correctly, and so on. The track numbers below the symbols correspond
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CHAPTIR 1

The Twelve-Bar Blires

If you ask someone who loves the blues what the
blues means to them, they are unlikely to start talking
about chords. But if you're on the bandstand and the
leader calls a “blues in G,” then he is talking about
chords and a specific form. It’s the twelve-bar blues.
There are a number of different blues forms, but
twelve bars is by far the most common. Typically,
the twelve bars are divided into three four-bar phrases.
The second phrase generally repeats the first, and
the third is a response to the first two. This pat-
tern echoes the “call and response” tradition of
African music which is at the root of all blues music.
In a call and response situation, a leader will “call”

a phrase and the crowd will repeat it. This became
standard practice in African American churches.
The three-phrase form was adopted by early blues
singers who were often improvising lyrics as they
sang. The harmonic structure varied somewhat,
but over the years a specific chord progression
emerged: four bars of I, two bars of IV, two bars
of I, one bar of V, one bar of IV and two bars
of I. This chord progression has been in use for
nearly a century and is so pervasive in both blues
and rock music that it is certain not to disappear
anytime soon.

The example below outlines the form of a basic twelve-bar blues. The form is twelve bars long. In other words, the
harmonic pattern, or chord progression, repeats itself every twelve bars. Each time through the progression is referred
to as a chorus. When you begin to improvise on blues “changes,” this is the chord progression you will be playing
over. In this example, you'll be playing the root of the chord in your left hand, and the major triad in your right hand.
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There are only three chords in the twelve-bar blues progression, and they
are all diatonic to the key of the blues. They are the I, the IV and the V chords.
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CHAPTER 4

Playing a Shuffle

We already know from learning a shuffle-style bass line (page 24) that a shuffle is played
with a triplet, or 1 feeling, also called swing eighths. But there’s a whole lot more to
learn about the art of playing a shuffle. The shuffle has been developing for nearly a
century now, with each great blues player along the way adding their signature to its evolution.
In addition to the characteristic feel and bass patterns of shuffles, there are stylistic elements
like breaks, fills and particular sounds that make a tune sound like a shuffle. You might hear a
classic shuffle referred to also as a Chicago-style blues, because Chicago was the city where
the great players played when the style was developing.

As a blues pianist, you get to play lots of different roles. You can be melodic, harmonic or
rhythmic—or some combination of all three. When you play a solo shuffle on the piano,
you actually fill many roles at once: you tell the story, you propel it forward with rhythm
and you punctuate it. When you play with a singer or a band, you’ll be trading roles with
the other musicians, and will need to always find a niche to play in that will enhance the
music. As you learn to play the blues, listen to both solo piano players and pianists with
bands. Listen to how the piano player’s role changes from situation to situation, and
from moment to moment, within one song. That way, as you acquire more skills on the
keyboard, you will be ready to use them musically.

In this chapter, we'll learn about the feeling of a shuffle, about when and how to fill up the
spaces in a melody and about putting the icing on top of whatever else might be going on
without getting in its way.

Eddie Boyd, was very active in the Chicago
scene during the 1940s and ‘50s. Known for
the sophistication of his playing, Eddie Boyd
played briefly with Muddy Waters. He then
went on to play with Sonny Boy Williamson’s
band. Boyd provided excellent accompaniment
to Johnny Shines and Jimmy Rogers as well

as recording his own tunes. His biggest hit
was Five Long Years (J.0.B. Records) which
topped the R&B charts in 1952.
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