The Blues
by Hugh Fraser

The Blues derives its name from the colour associated with a down feeling
or sadness. The majesty of the blues is the fact that all humans identify
with this feeling, and the musical representation of it gives dignity and a
shared voice for all of us to realize that we are not alone, and indeed, we
can have our spirits uplifted by the communal experience of listening to or
playing “The Blues’.

The creators of what we know as “The Blues” are the Afro-American
residents of the Southern States. Their combination of African song
containing quarter tones (this is the trademark of the blues scale flat 3" and
flat 5" played against the major 3 and perfect 5" of the seventh chords of
a standard blues, approximating quarter tones) and European harmony
derived from hymn tunes containing the I-1V-V functions of harmony that
slaves were forced to participate in while continuing their traditional music
in secret. What is interesting is that in the face of one of the worst periods
of human persecution through slavery, the victims created a new art form
while gaining solace in a musical form that universally was understood.

The standard form or structure of the blues is 12 bars long with a |7 chord
for 4 bars; IV7 chord for 2 bars; 17 for 2 bars; V7 for 2 bars; |7 for one and
V7 for | if repeating back to the beginning. Every chord is based on the
mixolydian scale (explore this in The Jazz Theory Book by Mark Levine)
and contains the root, third, fifth and flat seventh. The scale over a true
blues, however, is the blues scale, not the obvious mixolydian scale on
each chord. The Blues scale is the 1:b3:4:b5:5: and b7. There are two
ways to improvise melodically on “a Blues”. One can play a traditional
blues improvisation by using the blues scale (Oscar Peterson’s music is a
great example of how one can apply the blues scale to any composition of
chord structure and immediately make even the most major, happy tune
into a blues); or one can play the changes.
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Solo on [Al; After solos, ;Jay head to ém{;ng rit. ‘

Notes in parentheses in bar 1 of letter A are the end of the head (start of solos).



