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Some Thoughts On Comping
by Mark Levine

Comping (short for accompanying), is what you as the pianist play behind soloists. Your first priority is to LISTEN to the
soloists, stimulate them harmonically and rhythmically, and almost as important, stay out of their way.

I'try to keep four things in mind when comping:

I) Swing

2) Choose the appropriate harmony

3) Balance when to play sparsely and when to play more actively
4) Play melodic fills when the soloist "breathes”

Lel's lake each one of these points separalely:

) Swing. First and foremost, you should set and keep a groove with the bassist and drummer, which often means making
subtle adjustments to accommodate their styles. As an example, if I'm playing wilh a bassist who plays right in the middle
of the beat, and a drummer who plays on top of the beat, I'll have to adjust my own sense of time 1o strike a balance
between them.

Playing with a sense of forward motion is critical to swinging. | try to play chords mostly ahead or on beats one and three,
less often behind those beats. Listen to Red Garland's comping on the Miles Davis recordings of the 1950s for
inspiration.

2) Choose the appropriate harmony. This topic could be called "when and how to alter the chords.” Listening carefully to
the soloist and your own good taste are the final arbiters, but | find the following guidelines (not rules) to be helpful:

Major chords:
fou can almost always raise the 4th on a major chord.
You can often raise the 5th on a major chord.

If the soloist is playing very chromatically, you can somelimes play chords as complex as B/C (B major triad over
C in the bass).

Tonic minor chords:
You can often raise the Tth.



Minor seventh chords:
You can often play a @ (half-diminished) chord as the Il chord in a minor lIV-| progression.

Dominant seventh chords:
You can often play a b9 or altered scale voicing if the V chord resolves down either a 5th or a minor 2nd.
You can usually play a +11 voicing if the V chord goes somewhere else other than down a 5th.
You can sometimes substitute sus and susb9 voicings for V chonds.

Thick or harmonically complex voicings, such as combination diminished chords or drop 2 block chords, should be used
sparingly.

3) Balance your 'comping between playing sparsely and playing more aclively. This is common sense. If the soloist is
playing lots of notes, don't play so much. On the other hand, if the soloist uses lots of space, comp more aclively. Listen
to Wynion Kelly's comping on "Freddie Freeloader." Hear how much less active his playing is behind Cannonball
Adderiey's and Coltrane’s solos than behind Miles, who plays far fewer notes.

4) Play melodic fills when the soloist breathes. Wynton Kelly was the acknowledged master in this department. Listen to
Wynton's fills behind the soloists on Miles® album Someday My Prince Will Come for guidance.

Abowve all, as you play, LISTEN.

Discography

The following records include first recordings of all the tunes on Volume 50, "The Magic Of Miles, " plus a few other
notable versions, mostly by Miles.

“Fi ie Freeloader” was recorded by Miles in 1958, on the hisloric Kind Of Blue album. Wynton Kelly plays piano on this
track. Bill Evans plays on all the other tracks on the album,

"So What. " also from Kind Of Blue, features Bill Evans on piano. Miles recorded several other versions of "So What,"
most of them at much faster tempos. The most notable are Saturday Night In Person at the Blackhawk, Vol 2, with
Wynton Kelly, and two versions with Herbie Hancock, Four & More and Live af the Plugged Nickel.

"All Blyes, " also from Kind Of Blue, has Bill Evans on piano. Several later versions feature Wynton Kelly, including Miles
& Coltrane, and Miles Davis & Sonny Stitt, and a couple feature Herbie Hancock, including My Funny Valentine, and
Four & More. Another version to check out is Steve Tumre's 6/8 arrangement on his album Viewpoinf, featuring pianist
Mulgrew Miller.

"Milestones” was first recorded in 1958, on Miles' album of the same name. The song is listed as "Miles" on the original
recording, and the pianist is Red Garland. Two laler versions of nole, bolh with Herbie Hancock on piano, are on Live at
the Plugged Nickel and Miles In Europe.

*Blye In Green,” also from Kind Of Blue, features Bill Evans on piano. Another excellent version is on Wallace Roney's
album Verses, with Mulgrew Miller on piano.

"Seven Steps To Heaven.* written by Viclor Feldman, was first recorded in 1963 on Miles' album of the same name.
Herbie Hancock is the pianist. A couple of great versions that followed later, also with Herbie on piano, are Miles in St
Louis and Four and More.

"Nardis" was never recorded by Miles, and some sources credit Bill Evans with at least co-authoring the song. An early
version, with Bill on piano, is on Cannonball Adderley's Cannonball Adderley & 8 Giants. Another great recording of the
song is on Joe Henderson's album The Kicker, with Kenny Barron on piano.

“Eighty One " written by Ron Carter, was first recorded on Miles' album ESP.

iii



rus
= —F — = =3 =x5
TS e e % % =
e - b §fe——s AN
-  — t . —
Eb7 E JL?
A . ETE
v | I |
O i b
b b = P=E :
ottt = e
F7 Eb7 Ab7
%_i;l B I'_au._} . :‘]h"‘ —3— —
< o = 5 :
“‘" %E © ’ S T 3
z %——:F?% = o0 . ===
o Sh T =
10th Bb7
i:hll;'-_lrusjﬂr "___]-—i—{ = : 5
} o) i_ﬁ 2 H_l )
S LT, N b 3
A= L'__' et e e =
E57 E Bb7
== ====i= rE,E it
v _ I;' —-'l"-—,mﬂ I 7
Bﬂg "43 e e




- pr— — - 4
B " g g8 ,;::EFMZE"—"* "“"Té,:-—,._.,—uli i i i
H‘F—"*——* — el g —
S _ﬂ .ﬁhﬁ h__:ﬁ.? = "J
£ —ESTE— 8 ) =4
- - —t— =
D- | D-/G G7 Ca Fa+d
i =,
Tee—=st-si===-—-=="C
v ” o B
- - .
I—Hi—l ===t ===—==r=t Ee=== ==
i - I = * # — =
E- Fa B7 Ca
PEE gy e
e o : :ﬁ' - .’. i;.::
e Jl . s =i
IHF} Hp—F-; — e |
P — m— _._,____.E’.. ' _-.___.:E
A- L Fa U Ea ' E- """‘"'l
l. : *
=== =
9 i [ Ty T—%




	mdpa
	mdpb
	mdpc
	mdpd
	mdpe

