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| have often found it a very useful exercise to sit down and precompose a few choruses of
soloing over a tune that’'s captured my imagination at the time.

It's pretty obvious to say, really, but improvising is ultimately nothing more or less than
instantaneous composition. Since we don’t have the luxury of time when improvising, we have
to rely on what our subconscious has learned during practice sessions, as well as using our
ears, muscles, emotions, liver (?) to guide us.

WHY BOTHER?

So what can we gain by sitting down with our instrument, manuscript paper and a whole
afternoon to produce 32, 64 or however many bars of music?

By precomposing solos, we are of course exploring the possibilities at complete leisure and
discovering our own store of favourite ideas, some of which we go on to use quite
deliberately. These ideas become a part of our musical personality, and every great jazz
musician has them.

Nevertheless, | think the best way to apply this approach is to “fire and forget”. Compose the
solo, practise it, make alterations and improvements as you go along. Then keep it on file for
later reference — I'll often revisit my precomposed things when | feel my playing is getting
stale. Incidentally, your stock of precomposed things can be very useful when it comes to
writing arrangements, countermelodies, solis, etc. Bits of them often appear later on in your
own compositions.

But don't try to learn solos and reproduce them note-for-note on gigs. The idea is to practice
the process of composing a solo, rather than learning great big gobbets of music t 0
trot out later.

Don't be concerned that this means composing solos is a waste of your valuable time. You'll
find, if you take this “fire and forget” approach, that certain ideas you precompose will appear
more or less spontaneously in your playing anyway — often altered in interesting and
unexpected ways. There’s no need to force it (in fact, forcing things is a very good way to
guarantee that things go wrong in performance!)

The other reason not to precompose with the aim of reproducing the solo verbatim is to take
the pressure off yourself. It's much easier to compose music in the spirit of interested
exploration than feeling that you have to come up with a work of art against the clock.
(Deadline pressure may have worked for Rossini, but he was an exception. Anyway, there
was a man who had a really big store of precomposed ideas...)

EVERYBODY CHEATS SOMETIMES

Having said all that, | am certainly not the first person ever to sit down with a tune ahead of a
gig or recording session and come up with a few general ideas to plug in later — particularly at
the tricky or unfamiliar bits.

If you listen to the more recent reissues of classic jazz albums you'll hear a surprising amount
of duplicated material between alternate takes. A lot of Charlie Parker’s solos, for instance,
definitely seem somehow pre-planned, although he does use his “homework” flexibly. A lot of
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the greats have admitted the existence of “practised improvisation” (as Bill Evans’ bassist
Chuck Israel has described it).

FEEDING THE SUBCONSCIOUS

To a certain extent, composing a solo is the ultimate in slow practice. By taking as long we
like to come up with a good solo, we are spending considerable time consciously applying the
principles of good solo construction. Every time we do this, our subconscious mind is sitting at
the back of the class, gazing out of the window (as is its habit) — it's listening, but not
attentively. The subconscious is catlike — it can pick up habits, but it can’t really be trained.
The idea is to drip-feed our subconscious with good principles.

DON'T BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING

By the way, this process has a lot in common with transcription. In particular, you have the
luxury of being non-linear. When transcribing, we aim not to get bogged down on a passage
that is tricky, hard to hear or just not very interesting. Similarly, when composing a solo, we
can just leave certain bars blank — to be filled in later or just to be improvised over when we're
playing through the solo.

| recommend writing out chords above empty bars for the whole solo before you begin (writing
four bars to a line). This allows you a bird’'s eye view of the tune’s structure.

Of course, the basic approach is to proceed sequentially, by writing a phrase then developing,
extending, transposing it, altering the rhythm, inverting it, etc.

A more interesting approach is to start by writing some things in at preplanned high and low
points — you can then distil more general motifs from what you write at these points and work
up to them. You can actually go so far as to fill in an entire extended solo patchwork-fashion.

How useful is this approach in preparing for real life improvising? You'd be surprised how the
non-linear subconscious can work towards a future point in the solo.

SOME USEFUL CONCEPTS FOR COMPOSING A WELL-STRUCTURED SOLO
All the following concepts are used instinctively by great players. Getting to know how to use
them by composing solos is a good way to sink them into your subconscious mind.
Overall shape. Tension and release, climax points, playing across the obvious phrase breaks

and section breaks.

Phrase lengths. Satisfactory balance between long and short phrases, or development by
starting with a short statement, then gradually lengthening it.

Mature use of silence. Most beginners don't leave nearly enough space.

Development of simple motifs. Usually the most flexible structures to work with are quite
short: a melodic motif of no more than five or six notes, a rhythm with no more than five or six
“hits”. These can then be adapted flexibly to provide an underpinning of structure to the solo.

Sequencing scalar patterns across changing chords for a continuous line.

Balance between held notes and lines, high and low, soft and loud, quiet and busy.
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Quotes from the tune, or playing close to the melody (and quotes from other tunes and solos).

Varying different triad qualities from each chord-scale — this is particularly valuable in a modal
context.

Use of melodic “cells” — a triad plus any other note (eg 1235, 1345, 3567, etc)

Varied and balanced use of scales, arpeggios, guide tones, fourths, pentatonics — all enriched
and extended by using passing tones and bebop-style enclosure figures.

Ad-hoc reharmonisations: tritone substitutions, pedal point, modalising the harmony by
treating part or all of a section as just being, for instance, “in Eb” rather than chasing the
changes.

Use of blues-scale gestures or just “blue” thirds.

Use of upper-structure triads.

Distinctive figures from melodic minor scales over many different chord types.

Playing call-and-response with yourself.

Playing inside, then outside, then back again. Use of sequences or chains of outside triads
are useful to maintain a sense of structure against the underlying harmony.

Repeated rhythmic vamps.

Overlaid time feels — implied half-time, double-time, superimposed threes on twos or fours,
etc.

Effects, atonality, noise.

There are two basic ways to generate ideas (two sides of the same coin, actually):

1. You can start from the ear. Just play around over a section of the tune until you hit on
something you like the sound of. Then analyse it to find out what's going on, from a
theoretical standpoint. It is the shape of the line, the combination of chord and non-chord
tones, the rhythm or a combination of all of these? Once you have a clear idea of which
concepts are at work you can then consider how to apply, extend or counterbalance
them.

2. You can start from theory. Maybe you choose a certain melodic cell or descending
arpeggio and try it out. Does it sound okay, too dry, too theoretical? Okay, then embellish
it — add a pickup, change the rhythm, insert passing tones, invert it, etc. Then consider
how you might want to extend, or contradict what you've come up with.

The process of composing solos should be interesting and stimulating. The word “play” has
two meanings.

Best of luck with this approach. Free to e-mail me with any (preferably constructive)
comments at jlyon@opus28.co.uk.

Jason Lyon
London
November 2007
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