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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Welcome to Intermediate Blues Keyboard. If you have completed Beginning Blues  
Keyboard, or have started to play the blues a bit on your own already, your appetite is 
hopefully whet for a closer look at specific blues styles, more sophisticated harmonies and 
lots of grooving.  One of the most satisfying aspects of studying the blues is that there is 
such a variety of playing styles to check out, while at the same time there are certain musical 
elements inherent to all blues styles.  You will recognize these characteristics as a common 
thread running through all of the information presented here.

Expect to see repetition in this book.  There are two reasons for this.  First, and most  
importantly, we learn to play well through repetition.  Playing the blues is not about 
being able to improvise using twenty different scales over one chord.  It is about 
playing every chord and every note with just the right feeling.  You can only achieve 
that by becoming very comfortable with the blues language.  Secondly, the blues is 
folk music, passed from one player to the next.  That means that as you look at a 
particular style, you will see new elements unique to that style as well as recurring 
elements common to other styles.  Certain sounds and phrases that pop up in 
Chicago blues, for example, and again in New Orleans-style playing, even though the two 
styles are quite distinct.
 
As you progress through Intermediate Blues Keyboard, be sure to include lots of listening in 
your learning approach.  When you listen to a recording or a live band, focus on specific 
elements of the music.  What is the bass player doing?  What is the drummer playing?  
Imagine yourself as the keyboard player.  Expect to find yourself hearing things that you didn’t 
notice before.  This is a natural process which will occur more and more as you continue 
to practice, study and listen.  It is a process you should be very pleased with.  Look forward 
to having, described by another musician, “big ears.”  As a blues keyboard player, it’s one 
of the highest compliments you can be paid.

Good luck, have fun, and remember “... the blues is alright.”

A compact disc 
is available for 
this book.  This 
disc can make 
learning with 
this book easier and 
more enjoyable.  This 
symbol will appear 
next to every example 
that is on the CD.  
Use the CD to help 
insure that you are 
capturing the feel of the 
examples, interpreting 
the rhythms correctly, 
and so on.  The track 
numbers below the 
symbols correspond 
directly to the example 
you want to hear.  Track 
1 will help you tune your 
electronic keyboard to  
the CD.  

Have fun!
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4     Chapter 1—Review

Diatonic means “of the key.” Diatonic triads are triads found within the scale of a  
particular key.
Every major scale contains the following pattern of major, minor (min) and diminished  
(dim or 

o
) triads:

   

We use Roman numerals to label the diatonic triads according to the degree of the scale they are 
built on.  Upper-case numerals indicate major triads.  Lower-case numerals indicate minor and 
diminished triads.

Let’s take the key of C and build a triad on each degree of the scale using only notes found in 
the C Major scale.      
    

Continuing up the scale we’ll get: E Minor, iii 
        F Major, IV
        G Major, V
     A Minor, vi
       B Diminished, viio 

The natural minor scale contains the following pattern of diatonic triads:

      

& w
w
w

From the second note of 
the scale, the notes are  
D, F and  A—a  D Minor 
triad.  This is the ii chord.

& w
w
w

From the root , the 
notes are C, E and G—a 
C Major triad.  This is the  
I chord.

C D E F G A B C

DIATONIC TRIADS
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C Dmin Emin F G Amin Bdim

I ii iii IV V vi viio

Roman numerals:  I,   ii,   iii,   IV,  V,   vi,   viio

Arabic equivalents: 1   2     3    4    5    6    7

    Review
CHAPTER 1
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16     Chapter 2—Blues Harmony and the Eight-Bar Blues

    Blues Harmony and the Eight-Bar Blues
CHAPTER 2

To play the blues well, you need to know some rules but you can’t follow them blindly.  You 
always need to use your ears first.

Blues music is a fusion of African and European sounds.  In this chapter, we will focus on 
incorporating diatonic harmony (see page 4) into your blues playing—or, more simply put—
understanding and playing the key.

In Beginning Blues Keyboard we didn’t concern ourselves with playing diatonic harmony.  Rather, 
we focused on playing blues sounds.  This is because all three chords in a twelve-bar blues 
progression are almost always dominant 7th chords (I7, IV7 and V7).  Only the V7 is actually 
diatonic—the diatonic I and IV are major 7th chords.  Since the harmonies in a blues are not 
strictly diatonic, one need not always think diatonically to improvise.

There is a place, however, for diatonic harmony in the blues.  In fact, the peculiar  
combination of sometimes incorporating diatonic harmony, and sometimes bending all of its rules, 
is what makes the blues sound so intriguing. It is also this combination that makes learning to play 
the blues well an integral aspect of being a great piano player.  Keep this in mind later in this 
chapter (starting on page 22) as you deal with information about the application of the cycle 
of 5ths to the blues progression. 

The following exercises will reinforce your knowledge of where the major chord tones (R, 
3rd, 5th and b7) are for each chord in a twelve-bar progression, and help your hands to learn 
a placement for each key.  Each exercise takes you through one key.  Practice each in all keys.  
These exercises include a classic turnaround that you should learn in every key.
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64     Chapter 6—Grooving

There are shuffles, swing tunes, slow blues and funk tunes, and then there are tunes that don’t 
fit strictly into any of those categories.  Some blues grooves incorporate aspects of second-line 
rhythms (page 55) and other unusual grooves, but might retain an element of a swing or shuffle 
feel as well.  You can generally comp to these sorts of grooves using an adaptation of what you 
already know.  As long as you are aware of what’s going on (in other words—listen carefully 
to what the bass and drums are playing), you can use your ears, your existing vocabulary and 
a bit of creativity to play something cool.

THE IN-BETWEEN ZONE
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