


 

NEW YORK JAZZ ACADEMY PRESS 
Jackson Heights, New York



Copyright © 2025 Javier Arau 
International copyright secured. All rights reserved. 

Published by 
NEW YORK JAZZ ACADEMY PRESS 

a division of New York Jazz Academy®. 
Jackson Heights, New York 
www.nyjazzacademy.com 

Cover artwork: 
Martirosyan, Marietta. The Sound of Colors. 

2025, oil on canvas. Private collection, New York. 

Illustrations by Maya Arau. 
Music typesetting by Javier Arau. 

306 pp. 

For more information about this book, including ordering and permissions, 
visit www.javierarau.com. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission 

of the copyright holder. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Printed in the United States of America. 
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

    3. Melody—Analysis, appreciation.    4. Jazz—Theory.    I. Title. 

MT68.A73 2025 
781.65/076—dc23 
LCCN 2025936089

Arau, Javier, 1975– 
    Anatomy of a melody: the interactive guide to jazz improvisation / Javier Arau. 
        p.     cm. 

    Includes bibliographical references (p.     ) and index. 
    ISBN 9798992534610 (spiral bound) — ISBN 9798992534603 (epub) —              
    ISBN 9798992534627 (hardcover) 
    1. Jazz—Instruction and study.    2. Improvisation (Music)—Instruction and study.                    



   

\

For all the thinkers, filled with a passionate curiosity, ever-searching 
for solutions to the greatest musical puzzles.



Preface ……………………………………………………………………………………………..…..  xvii 
Acknowledgements ………………………….…………………………………………….…………..   v 

Introduction ……………………………..…………………………………………………………..   

UNIT ONE Melody and Rhythm ….…………………………………….…………..…..……  11 

1 A Perfect Tonic Major Scale Fragments, Rhythm, and Motivic Development …….……   13 

PART 1 

The Simplest Melody ………………………….…………………………………………..………………
Counting Rhythm …………………………………………………..………………………….………… 
Strong vs. Weak Beats ……………………………………………..……………………..……………….. 
     INVESTIGATE Two Views: Major Scale Construction ………..…….……..…………………..…   15 
Scale Degrees ……………..………………………………..……………………………..…….………   18 
Syncopation ……………………………………………………….….…………………….……………. 
“The Charleston” ………………………………………….………………………………………………. 
Clave ………………………………………….………………………………………………..………. 
     SONG STUDY Major Scale Fragments (“Lean on me”) ……………………………..…..…………   16 
Major Scale Workout …………………………………………..…………………………………….…   17 
Rhythmic Meter …………………………………….………………………………….……………..….   
Compound and Irregular Meter …………………………..……………………..……………………….. 
     MASTERCLASS How to Play Swing Eighths ………………………….…………….……………….. 
“Twinkle, twinkle” Workout ……………………………………………….………………………..….   25 
     IMPROVISE Play-Rest …………………………………………………………………..…………….. 

PART 2 

Motivic Development ………………………………………………………………………..…………… 
Scale Pattern as Motif ………..………………………………………………..…………….….…….. 
Diatonic Intervals ………………………………..…………..…………………..…………….………… 
Interval as Thematic Motif …………..….…………………………………………..………………….. 
1-Measure Rhythms ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
Cut Time …………..……………………………………..……………………..……………..………….. 
Rhythmic Matrix ………………………………….……..……………………..……………………….. 
Articulation and Style ……………………………………..……………………..…………..…………….. 

\

C ontents 

xv 
xvii 

7 

8 
9 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
13
14 
15 
16
16
17
18
19

20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 

1 

5 



Oppositions ………………….…………………………………………………..……………………… 
Melodic Examples …………………………………………………………………..……………………… 
Melodic Architecture ………………………………………………………………..……………………… 
Composition 101 ………………………………………………………..……………..………………… 
Music Notation Basics ………………………………………………………..……………..………… 
     IMPROVISE Major Scale Workout …………………………………………..…….………………… 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Rhythm is king! ……………………………………….………………….. 
Chapter 1 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

2 Playing With Purpose Chord Tone Target Notes, Transposition, and Key Centers .………. 

PART 1 

Chord Tones ………………………………………………………….……………………….………….. 
Major Scale Tendencies and Chord Tone Target Notes……………………………………….….……… 
Ready, Set, Aim! (for rhythmic accuracy) ……………….……………………………………….……….. 
Target Note Exercises ………..………………………………………………..……………………….. 
Diatonic Enclosures and Approach Notes ………….………………….…………………………..……….. 
Diatonic Enclosures and Scale Patterns …………..………………………………………………..……….. 
C vs. CMaj7 vs. C6 …………………………….………………………………….………….…..…….. 
Maintaining Complete Rhythmic Control ………………………………………………………..……….. 
     MASTERCLASS Four Parts of Practice: Mind, Body, Ear, Soul …………………….……………….. 
Historical Target Examples …………………………………………….…………………………..…….. 
     IMPROVISE Chord Tone Target Notes …………………………………..…………………………….. 

PART 2 

The Chromatic Scale …………………………………………..….……..……………………………. 
Chromatic Intervals …………………………………………………..……..…………………………… 
Chromatic Neighbors …………………………………………..….……..………………………………. 
Transposition Down a Whole Step ……..…………………………….……..…………………………… 
Transposition Using Scale Fragments ……..……………………..….……..……………………………… 
Transposition Workout ……..…………………………….……..……………………………………… 
12 Major Scales ………….………………………………………………………………………..……….. 
Circle of Fifths ……………………………………………………………………..……………………… 
     INVESTIGATE Note Grouping ………………….…………………………………………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Lester Young, Tenor Sax “Lester leaps in” …….…….………….…………….. 
     IMPROVISE Key Center Workout …………………………………………..…………..…………… 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Train your ear! ………………………..…………………..……………. 
Chapter 2 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

3 Night and Day Minor Key Melodic Targets and the Dorian Mode …………..………..….. 

PART 1 

viii

28 
29 
30 
31 
31 
32 
33 
34 

35 

36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
46 
47 

48 
49 
50 
51 
52  
53 
54 
55 
56 
59 
60 
61 
62 

63 

❖ Anatomy of a Melody: The interactive guide to jazz improvisationJavier Arau



Major vs. Minor ……………………………………….………………………………..………………….. 
The First Five Notes in Minor ………………….……………………………………..………………….. 
Four Minor Scales and Properties …………………………………………………..………………….. 
     INVESTIGATE Two Views: Natural Minor Scale ……………..………….…………..…………….. 
Minor Scale Tension and Release ……………….………………….…………………..………………….. 
Melodic Architecture and Direction ……………..…………………..…..…………………..…………….. 
Natural Minor Scale Patterns …………………….……………………………………..………………….. 
Harmonic Minor Scale Patterns …………………….………………………………..………………….. 
Melodic Minor Scale Patterns ……………………………..………………………..………………….. 
Turning the Pattern Around …………………………………..………………………..………………….. 
Minor Scale Pattern Workout …………………………………………………………..………………….. 
     MASTERCLASS Alternative Minor Scales …………..…….…….………………..………………….. 
South Indian Ragas ………………………………………….……………………..………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Chet Baker, Trumpet “Summertime” …………………..……..……………….. 
     IMPROVISE Four Minor Scales …………………….……..………………………..………………….. 

PART 2 

Modes of the Major Scale …………..…………………………………………………….………….…….. 
     INVESTIGATE Two Views: Dorian Minor Scale ……………..……..…………….…..…………….. 
     SMACKDOWN! Modes vs. Scales ……………..……..………………..……………………………….. 
Dorian Minor Scale Tendencies ………………………………………………………..………………….. 
     SONG STUDY “Scarborough Fair” ……………………………………………………..……………… 
Dorian Minor Scale Fragments ………………………………………………………..………………….. 
     SONG STUDY “So What” ………………………………………………………..………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Miles Davis, Trumpet “So What” …………………………………..…………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Stanley Turrentine, Tenor Sax “Impressions” ………………………….……..….. 
Solo Transcription 101 ……………………………………………………..…………….…………….. 
     IMPROVISE “So What” …………………………………………………..……..…..……………….. 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Getting Lost …………………………….…………..………………….. 
Chapter 3 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

UNIT TWO Harmony and Form ………………………………………..…………………….. 

4 Change is Coming Functional Harmony & Tension and Release ……………………..… 

PART 1 

Functional Harmony …………………………………………………..……………….………………….. 
IV Chord vs. ii Chord ………………………………………………………..…………………….….. 
     SONG STUDY “Oh My Loving Brother” ……………………………………..……….…………….. 
Passing Tones over I-ii ……………………………………………………..…………….………..…….. 
I-ii Chord Movement …………………………………………………….…..…………….…..…….. 
Geometric Planes …………………………………………………………………..……………………….. 

ix

64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
70 
71 
71 
72 
73 
73 
74 
75 

76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
84 
86 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 

91 

93 

94 
94 
96 
97 
98 
98 

 

Contents



Harmonic Rhythm ……………………………………………………………….…….……………….. 
Lower Fragment + 5th …………………………………………………………..…………….……..…….. 
I-ii Phrase Transitions …………………………………………………….…..…………….…..…….. 
Scale Degrees: Chords vs. Key …………..……………………..…………..…………….………..…….. I-
ii Upper Fragments ………………………………………………..……………………………….…….. 
I-ii Upper Fragment Exercises …………………………………..……………………………….…….. 
     SMACKDOWN! Modal Jazz vs. Tonal Jazz ……………..……..………………..………………….. 
Diatonic Chord Composition Assignment ………………………………………….…………….……….. 

PART 2 

Targeted Tension ……………………………………..…………….……………………………..….…….. 
Historical Examples of Targeted Tension …………..…………….……………………………..….…….. 
Non-Chord Tone Resolutions & Rhythmic Displacement ……………………..…………….……..…….. 
Appoggiaturas …………………………………………………..…………….……………………..…….. 
Other Embellishments ……………………………………..……………………….……….……..…….. 
Parallel Motion and Contrary Motion ………………………………..……..…………….…………….. 
Parallel Fifths …………………………………………..…………….…………………………………….. 
Sequence and the Rule of Three …..…………………………..…………….……………………………… 
     MASTERCLASS Practical Interpretation of a Lead Sheet ……………….…………………….….. 
     INVESTIGATE Chord Inversions ……………..……..…………….………………………………….. 
Slash Chords vs. Polychords ……………………………………….…………………………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Peggy Lee, Vocals “Bye Bye Blackbird” ………………………….………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Miles Davis, Trumpet “Bye Bye Blackbird” ……………..……..…………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Lee Konitz, Alto Sax “Bye Bye Blackbird” …………………………………….. 
     SONG STUDY “Bye Bye Blackbird” …………………………………………..……….………….….. 
     IMPROVISE “Bye Bye Blackbird” ……………………….……………..…..………….……..……….. 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Tell a story! ………………….………….…………………….…….…. 
Chapter 4 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

5 Leaps and Bounds Dominant Harmony, Cadences, and Major Pentatonics …….….….. 

PART 1 

Dominant V7 Harmony …………………………….……………………..…………….…………….….. 
V7-I Scale Fragments ……………………………………………………………..…………….………….. 
The ii and V7 chord share two chord tones …………………………..…………….………………..…… 
V7-I Scale Fragment Exercise ………………………………………………..…………….………..…….. 
V7-I Melodic Transitions ………………………………………………..…………….……………….…..                    
     INVESTIGATE Overtones …………………………………….………..…………………………….. 
Cadences …………………………………..……………………..…………..…………….………..…….. 
V7-I Details and Intent …………………………..…………………………..…………….……..…….. 
Is the 7th really a functional chord tone? ……………………………………..…………….………….. 
     SONG STUDY “Iko Iko” …………………..……………….……………………..……….……….. 
Verse vs. Chorus …………………………..………………………………….…………….………….. 

x

99 
100 
101 
101 
102 
103
104 
105 

122 
124 
124
125 
126 
127 
128
131 
131
132 
132

106 
107
108
109 
109 
110 
110 
111 
112 
114 
114 
115 
115 
115 
116 
118
119 
120 

121 

❖ Anatomy of a Melody: The interactive guide to jazz improvisationJavier Arau



     IMPROVISE “Iko Iko” ……………………………..…….……….……………..…………….……. 

PART 2 

The Major Pentatonic Scale ……………………………………………………..……….………..…….. 
Digital Patterns ……………………………………..…………………..…………….……………….…… 
Major Pentatonic Scale Patterns ……………………………………………..…………….…………….. 
Tempo Slider ……………………………………..…………………..…………….……………….…… 
Major Pentatonic Scale Manipulation ……………………………………………..……………..…….. 
Major Pentatonic Scale Examples ………………….…………………………..…………….………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Louis Armstrong, Trumpet “When the Saints Go Marching in” ..…………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT J.C. Higginbotham, Trombone “When the Saints Go Marching in”.………..… 
Pedal Points …………………………………….…..………………..…………….……………….…… 
     MASTERCLASS Quartal Harmony …………………………………..………………………….…… 
Tertiary vs. Quartal Harmony …………………….…..………………..…………….……………….…… 
     SONG STUDY “Limbo Jazz” ……………………………….……………………..……….……….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Johnny Hodges, Alto Sax “Limbo Jazz” ..……………………………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Ray Nance, Cornet “Limbo Jazz” ..…………………………………..……….. 
     IMPROVISE “Limbo Jazz” ……………………………….……….……………..…………….……. 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Stay in charge! …………………………………..………………………. 
Chapter 5 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

6 Blues in the Night Minor Progressions, Minor Pentatonics, and the 12-Bar Blues .….… 

PART 1 

     INVESTIGATE Origins of Diatonic Minor Harmony …………………………….…………………… 
Origins of the “m7(  5)” Chord ………………………….………..……………………………..……..……  
Four Minor Chord Progressions …………….………………………………………………………….. 
Minor i to Minor iv …………………………………………………………………………………….. 
Why not change scales for every chord? ……………………………………………………………….. 
Using the Leading Tone in Minor …………………………………………..……….…………………… 
Minor i to IV ………………………………….………………………………………………………….. 
     SONG STUDY “Oye cómo va” …..……………………………………..……………..…….…….. 
Minor i to Minor v ……………………………………………………………..…………….….……….. 
Minor i to V7(  9) ………………………….…………………………………..……………….……….. 
A Particularly Special Fragment …………………………………………………..……………….……….. 
     MASTERCLASS Chord Extensions ……………………………………………..…………..………….. 
     SONG STUDY “Song for My Father” ………………………………………….…………..………….. 
     IMPROVISE “Song for My Father” ………………………………………..……………..….……….. 

PART 2 

Minor Pentatonic Scale …………………………………………………………..…………….………….. 
Minor Pentatonic Scale Patterns ………………………………………………..……………….……..….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT John Coltrane, Tenor Sax “Pursuance” (from “A Love Supreme”)  …….………….  

xiContents

b

149 

150 
150 
151 
152 
152
153 
154 
155 
156 
157 
157
158 
159 
161 

b

134
135 
136 
136 
137 
138 
139 
139 
140 
142 
142
143 
145
145
146 
147 
148

162 
163
164

133



The Blues Scale ……………………………………………………….…………………………………..…. 
Blues Scale Additive Exercise …………………………………………………..…………………..…. 
Major Blues Scale ……………………………………………………………………..…………………….. 
New Orleans Blues Scale ………………………………..……………….……………………….…… 
Other Pentatonics ……………………………………………..…………………………………..……….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Melba Liston, Trombone “In Memory of ” ………………………………………. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Illinois Jacquet, Tenor Sax “Flying Home” ………………………………………. 
Introduction to the 12-Bar Blues …………………………..……………………………………………….. 
Targeted Thirds (and when to avoid the major third) …………………….……………………………. 
“Mercy” Exercise ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Mary Lou Williams, Piano “St. Louis Blues” …………………………….………. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Kenny Burrell, Guitar “C Jam Blues” …………………………..……………. 
     SONG STUDY “Sonnymoon for Two” …………………..……………………………..………………. 
     IMPROVISE “Sonnymoon for Two” ……………………………..………………………………….. 
Tails ……………………….……………………………………………………………………………. 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS A word of CAUTION regarding blues scales! ……….…………………. 
Chapter 6 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

UNIT THREE Unity and Purpose ……………………………..………………………………… 

7 Trinity ii-V-I Voice-leading and Linear Improvisation .….……………………..……………… 

PART 1 

ii-V-I Voice-leading and Functional Harmony ……………….………………………………….……….. 
ii-V-I Exercises …………………………………………………………………..……….……………… 
ii-V-I Common Tones ……………………………….…………………..……………………………. 
Guide Tone Lines ………………………….………………………………………….………………. 
ii-V-I Line Examples ……………………………….………..…………..……………………………. 
Development between Target Notes ………………………………………………………..……………. 
Why Details Matter ……………………………….………..…………..………………..……………. 
     INVESTIGATE Secondary Dominants ……………..……..…………..………………………..…… 
Turnarounds ………………………………………….………..…………..……………………………. 
     SONG STUDY “Mack the Knife” ………………………………………………………..……………. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Louis Armstrong, Trumpet “Mack the Knife” ……………………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Ella Fitzgerald, Vocals “Mack the Knife” ………………………….………….. 
     IMPROVISE “Mack the Knife” ……………….……………………………………………………… 

PART 2 

Linear Improvisation …………….……………………………………………..………………….……….. 
Make a decision! …………….……………………………………………..………………….……….. 
Why Motifs Work (and why they shouldn’t!) ……………………………………………..…………… 
Hemiola Rhythm …………………….…………………………………..………………….……………. 

xii

180 
182 
183 
184 
185 
186 
186
187 
187
188 
189 
189 
190

183 

179 

165
165
166 
166 
166 
167 
167 
168 
170 
170 
171 
171 
172 
174 
174
175 
176

177 

192
193 
194 
194 

❖ Anatomy of a Melody: The interactive guide to jazz improvisationJavier Arau



     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Art Blakey, Drums “A Night in Tunisia” ……………………………………… 
     MASTERCLASS Compound Melody ………………..…………………………………...……………  
Quick-Study Guide to the Genius of Charlie “Bird” Parker …………………………………..……………  
ii-V-I Improvisation Workouts ……………………………………………..…………….…….……….. 
     SONG STUDY “Oh, lady be good!”…………………………………….………………..………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Charlie Parker, Alto Sax “Oh, lady be good!” ………………………….……….. 
     IMPROVISE “Oh, lady be good!” ………………………..…………………..…………….……….. 
“Oh, lady be good!” Turnarounds …………………………………………………………………..….. 
Beware the lead sheet! ………………………………………………..……………………..………….. 
   ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Rules are made to be broken! .…………………….……………………. 
Chapter 7 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 

8 Night Shift Minor ii-V-i, Modal Mixture, and the Altered Dominant ..…………..……… 

PART 1 

Minor Key Harmony …………………………………….……………..…..……….……………………. 
Minor ii-V-i Chords and the Flat-9 ……………………………………..…….…………………….…. 
Natural Minor and the Minor ii-V-i …………………………………………………………………… 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Bob Brookmeyer, Trombone “My Funny Valentine”…………………….…….. 
Line Clichés ……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Deconstructing Harmonic Minor ………………………..………………………………………………. 
Harmonic Minor Octave Pivots ………………..………………….…………….………………………. 
Demystifying the Flat-9 ……………………………..…………………………..………………………. 
     SMACKDOWN! Half-Diminished ii Scales ………………………..…………………………..….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Kenny Barron, Piano “Softly, as in a Morning Sunrise”…………………….…….. 
     SONG STUDY “Softly, as in a Morning Sunrise” ………………………………..……………………. 
     IMPROVISE “Softly, as in a Morning Sunrise” …………………………………….…………………. 

PART 2 

Modal Mixture ………………………….…..……………………………………………..…………….. 
Minor Third Substitutions ………………………………….……………………………..…………….. 
Altered Dominant Chord Extensions ………………..……………………………………….………….. 
Modes of Melodic Minor …….…………………………..……………………………..…………….. 
     INVESTIGATE Two Views: Altered Dominant Scale ……………………………………………… 
Lydian Augmented Scale ………………………………..………………………………………………….. 
     MASTERCLASS Hidden Changes …………..……..……………………………………………… 
Miles Davis’ Hidden Changes …………………………………………………..……………………… 
Chord Substitution vs. Superimposition ………………………………….……………..…………….. 
     SONG STUDY “Blue Bossa” ……………………………………………………………………………. 
Blue Bossa’s Clues! ……………………………………………………….………………………….…
Altered Scales on “Blue Bossa”  …………………………………………………………….………….. 
Hidden Changes in “Blue Bossa”  ………………………………………………..…………….………….. 
     IMPROVISE “Blue Bossa” ……………………………………………….……..…….………………. 

xiii

195 
196 
197 
198
200 
201 
202 
202 
203 
205 
206 

208 
209 
210 
211 
211
212
213 
213
214 
215 
216 
218

207 

220 
221 
222 
224 
225
225
226 
226 
227 
228 
228 
229 
230 
231 

Contents



     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Measuring Progress …………………………………..……..….….…….. 
Chapter 8 Achievements ……………………………………………………………..…………………….. 

9 Next Level Bebop and Chromatic Linear Improvisation …………..……………………… 

PART 1 

Chromatic Enclosures …………………………………………………………….…….………………….. 
Chromatic Target Note Exercises ……………………………………………….…….……………………. 
Bebop Scales …………………………………………………………….…….…………………..……….. 
Why bebop scales? …………………………………………………….…….…………………..……….. 
Bebop and the Diminished Scale ……………………………………….……….………………..……….. 
Tritone Substitutions …………………………………………………….…….……..………….………….. 
     INVESTIGATE Whole Tone and Augmented Scales …………..………………………….………. 
     SONG STUDY “Autumn Leaves” ………………………………….…….………..…………………… 
     IMPROVISE “Autumn Leaves” ………………………….…………………….…….……………… 

PART 2 

Chromatic Linear Improvisation …………………………………………..…….…….………………… 
“Grapes on a Vine” ………………………………………….……………..………………….……….. 
Interval as Motif …..……………………….……………………………….…….…………………… 
     SMACKDOWN! Linear vs. Vertical Improvisation …………….………………………….……..…….. 
Chromatic Examples …………………………………………………………….…….…………………… 
Extended Chromatics …………………………………………………………….…….…………………… 
     SONG STUDY “Take the ‘A’ Train” ………………………………….…….………..…………………… 
Whole Tone (or not!) ………………..…………………………………….…….…………………… 
     MASTERCLASS Super Scales …………………………….…..……………………….…….………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Ray Nance, Trumpet “Take the ‘A’ Train”…………………….…………..……….. 
     IMPROVISE “Take the ‘A’ Train” ……………………………………….……..……………………….. 
     ZEN JAZZ MASTER SAYS Individuality (No one plays like you!) …………….……….………… 
Chapter 9 Achievements ………………………………………………………………………………….. 
What’s Next? ………………………………………………………………………………….………….. 

Conclusion …………………………………………………………..………………………….. 
     SOLO SPOTLIGHT Sonny Stitt, Tenor Sax “Avalon” …..…………….………..…………………. 

Notes ……………………………………………..……….………….…….…………………………… 
Bibliography ………………………………………………..……………………………………………… 
Discography ………………………………………………..……………………………………………… 
Index of Historical Examples  …………………………….………….………….……………………….. 
General Index …………………………………………………………….……………………………. 
About the Author …………………………………………………….………….……………………….. 

xiv

236 
237 
238 
238 
240
242
243 
244 
246 

248 
248 
249
251
252 
253 
254 
254 
256 
258 
259 
260 
262 

235 

264 
265 

233
234 

267
269 
273 
277 
281 
287

263 

❖ Anatomy of a Melody: The interactive guide to jazz improvisationJavier Arau



Challenges  
The art of improvisation is shrouded in a certain gorgeous and inspired mystery. To the uninitiated, jazz 
music can sound as if it is being played by magicians who are conjuring up intricate sounds out of thin air. 
I am going to venture a guess that each of us has heard someone playing some engaging improvised solo 
and immediately thought, “How did they just play that?! How on Earth did that melody just appear?” I’ve 
asked this sort of question over and over for decades, ever since I first started learning jazz. It’s a question 
that begs to be answered through extensive research, diligent practice, and plenty of active listening. Yet, 
even after years of concerted effort, there is still a likelihood that a wide chasm persists between the 
question and any truly meaningful answer. That gulf presents the biggest puzzle and challenge of all. 
This disconnect is an ugly beauty. A real problem. We are drawn to jazz music as fans of the great 
improvisers., the master melodists. The creativity and artistry of these giants qualifies them in my mind as 
“immortals.”  But when we first begin to form and create melody, we are but mortal infants. Jazz study can 
lead to great joy and fulfillment; it can also lead to frustration, failure, and actual despair, in part because 
we cannot escape the fact that our end goal — making melodies along the immortal lines of Chet Baker 
or Dexter Gordon — often remains years and years away. Too many players end up swimming and then 
drowning fast, skipping many of the steps they should take before jumping into improvising on standard 
jazz repertoire. 
There’s hope, though, so please don’t despair. After all, many musicians have delved into jazz as beginning 
improvisers and have become entirely successful as improvising artists. What we need foremost are tools 
that allow us to take small steps, digesting bits of music, one at a time, all while empowering us to fully 
realize our own artistry every step of the way. 

My Story 
I wrote this book wishing that I had benefitted from a book like this while I was first learning how to 
improvise. I first heard saxophonist Charlie Parker when I was 11 years old and, from that moment 
onward, I approached every solo I heard as a code waiting to be cracked. While local pros were helping me 
develop my craft on the instrument, I was turning to recordings of classic masters — Parker, John 
Coltrane, Julian “Cannonball” Adderley, Sonny Rollins — yearning to gain insight into how they could 
play with such creativity. My route to developing as a jazz musician was composed nearly entirely of 
transcribing solos. Whenever I faced a chord progression and couldn’t understand how to play over it, I 
sought out a recorded solo and transcribed it. I likened this process, every single time, to getting a private 
lesson from a master.  

P reface 



There is a common approach to learning called end-gaining, a term used in the Alexander Technique. To 
end-gain means to reach for your goal by focusing on the end result. In music, I end-gained constantly.  If 
I wanted to learn how to improvise on “Giant Steps,” I would transcribe “Giant Steps” from as many 
performances as I could and learn to play them all. The problem with end-gaining is that it tends to ignore 
process and process is what leads to productive and meaningful results. I may have wanted to learn “Giant 
Steps,” and the transcribing was certainly valuable, but I needed tools to help me with smaller steps along 
the way. “Giant Steps” itself was composed in the key of E-flat yet I had never even learned how to 
improvise on an E-flat major scale at a slow tempo. By ignoring process, I can’t help but think I slowed 
down my own development as a budding improviser. 
What I continued to affirm as a music student over many decades was that transcribing was one step of 
many, all which contributed to a process that helped demystify jazz improvisation as an art form. Each 
small step — including scale and line manipulation, ear training, theory study, composition, deep listening 
— not only laid a broader musical foundation but also served as essential tools for advancing my artistic 
development.  
I was mentored as a young student by many of the greatest improvisers in jazz history and, fortunately, 
most of them were both motivating and quite direct in their teaching. At age 15, I was trading fours with 
Dizzy Gillespie and, at age 18, my transcription of Joe Henderson’s solo on “Lush Life” was accepted for 
publication in Jazz Educators Journal, with Henderson himself taking an active interest in my 
development. Dave Brubeck personally contributed to financing my college education and, as a graduate 
student at New England Conservatory (NEC), my mentors — George Russell, Bob Brookmeyer, George 
Garzone, and Jerry Bergonzi — nurtured my musical welfare.    

Solutions 
In my first few years living in New York City, I divided my teaching hours between private students and 
university classrooms and I began to further hone my craft and approach. Eventually, I started wanting to 
develop a wider platform for teaching and research, in part to try out many of my own pedagogical ideas.  
I founded New York Jazz Academy® in 2009. The school quickly became a vibrant incubator for jazz 
teaching and learning throughout New York City, eventually reaching thousands of students in more than 
70 countries worldwide. This book is the culmination of those decades of field research, presenting a 
method that is holistic and balanced, introducing hundreds of small steps for the musician while focusing 
on the ultimate goal of helping each learner realize their full artistic potential. Just as the teachings and 
topics here have been tried and tested by thousands of students since NYJA®’s inception, it is my goal that 
this book will resonate with every type of reader, regardless of their level of musicianship and prior 
musical experience. 
Ultimately, this book is entirely about you and your own process, which is about to become quite creative 
(and mostly pain-free). Here’s hoping that you may unlock the great mysteries of jazz improvisation 
finding immense joy along your way. 
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Your Story 
Why are you here? 

When was the very first time that jazz music had a lasting impact on you? Where were you at the time? 
What helped you transition from being a listener to becoming an active performer? At some point, you 
caught the “jazz bug,” leaving you with a requisite and perennial hunger, an insatiable appetite for more. 
Close your eyes and try to remember the very first time you ever tried to improvise. Rather than first 
trying to recall your own efforts, what do you remember about your surroundings? What do you 
remember about your emotions? Were you excited? Happy? Anxious? Afraid? If you are fearful of 
improvising, know that you are not alone. Let’s confront this head on. Why the fear? It is in part because 
we have a fear of failure. In musical improvisation, we fear the “wrong” notes. We want to sound exactly 
like what we are hearing from others. That is usually unrealistic. We must manage expectations and come 
to a fuller understanding of process and progress. Familiarity and confidence helps quell fear. To gain 
confidence, you must experience success.  
This book will guide you along a path where every step encourages exploration. While some failure is to 
be expected, the goal is for you to experience ample success along the way. Consider Anatomy of a Melody: 
The interactive guide to jazz improvisation to be a roadmap assisting you on a very personal journey. The 
book has been crafted to offer an approach to jazz improvisation that helps solidify the musical 
foundations upon which all great artistry can develop, keeping a steady focus on musical detail and 
process. At the same time, your interaction with the book is meant to inspire and awaken your passion and 
interests as a musician. 

What do you want to learn? 

Take a look at the following gorgeous melodic line improvised by the great saxophonist, Sonny Stitt, on 
the jazz classic “Avalon.” It’s pretty safe to assume that you would love to be able to improvise a melodic 
line as elegant as Stitt’s. How do you get to the point where you can play a line like this though?  

If you want to play like Sonny Stitt, first try backing up a bit. Long before learning how to improvise at 
this advanced level, you must absorb many small steps along the way, handling each with detailed care. 
Regardless of how disparate some melodies may be, they are often composed of the same basic elements.  

Sonny Stitt tenor sax solo 
“Avalon” (key of C major)

I ntroduction 



Roll up your sleeves and really dig in! 

This book is meant not only to be read but also to be applied on a musical instrument so that the musician 
can work through the ideas presented. Some of the biggest obstacles the musician faces are in application, 
where sometimes even seemingly basic concepts can be quite a challenge. Perhaps you can play some 
major scales but are not able to play certain minor scale fragments from memory. Maybe you can play 
“Twinkle, twinkle, little star” in the key of C but you struggle with the same simple melody in the key of 
A-flat. You might be entrenched with playing a traditional 12-bar blues at a medium tempo in the key of 
F but you struggle with playing at a slow tempo with added chromatic chord changes.  
Think small and think big. On the road to fluency, map it all out, articulating your own artistic goals: 

1. Know what you like and what you dream of achieving.   
2. Consider what fundamentals are and how to internalize and apply them. 
3. Stay curious and observe what components great music comprises. What are the 

essential building blocks you need to learn to develop as an improvising artist?   

Book Format 
Scaffolding 

This book delves into musical concepts as they relate to melody, rhythm, harmony, and form. Scaffolding is 
abundant, giving each student an opportunity to develop well in one area before proceeding to the next 
area. The topics covered here are presented in a historical context and in the form of a how-to guide for 
creating your own improvisations through careful practice of exercises and other concrete elements. 
Learning the Anatomy of a Melody will focus your attention on three parts in a progressive and iterative 
approach.  

• UNIT ONE addresses fundamental concepts in melodic and rhythmic construction, 
examining a single chord at a time. 

• UNIT TWO introduces harmony and simple chord progressions, limited to two chords at a 
time, all relating to a single tonic key. 

• UNIT THREE explores fundamentals in a broader context, introducing 3- and 4-chord 
groupings, including the “Holy Trinity” — the ii-V-I progression — and chromatic 
applications in bebop jazz and beyond. 

By design, the material for each unit seldom moves beyond the key of C, which leaves the transposition to 
the musician, with this movement to new keys posed as a central challenge throughout the book.  
Nearly every topic is presented as a mini-lesson of only 1-2 pages for maximum ease of cross-referencing 
hundreds of topics, most of which are also easily accessible in the Index. Material may be used in private 
lessons or in a classroom setting. The book serves as a comprehensive text for teaching improvisation and 
jazz styles, a text for teaching theory and harmony, and as an all-purpose reference guide to jazz music. 
Chapters allow for plenty of teacher/student interaction and each topic is introduced to enhance 
immediate success and understanding. Assignments and goals for each chapter are also clarified, enabling 
you to review and reinforce ideas. 
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Symbols and sections 

Each page of this book is crafted to engage the musician, both visually and musically. Below are symbols 
and sections that will help keep you focused while giving you structure and guidance throughout. 

Introduction 3

Masterclass Break up your flow with an added masterclass on a special topic. 

Zen Jazz 
Master Says 

Historical 
Example

Tip

Inquiry Box

Listening 
Guide

Challenge

Improvise

Compose

Ear Training

Topic

Smackdown!

Investigate

Song Study

Masterful examples from throughout history are prevalent in each chapter.

Zen Jazz Master is quite a guide. When he speaks, everyone listens.

Added insight into specific topics, presented in a bite-sized format.

Not sure what to listen to? Let these suggestions serve as your guide.

Want to better apply the material? Tip shares quick and effective advice.

Rise to the challenges, which include healthy doses of transposition!

Now’s your chance to go for it! From 1-chord vamps to full repertoire. 

Cross-train and develop your voice with composition assignments.  

It all starts with developing your ear via many creative exercises.

Topics are meant to cover only 1-3 pages at a time so you can focus without distractions.

Compare two approaches in a head-to-head matchup.

Delve deeply into one particular area of study and come out refreshed.

Learn from a masterwork, including lead sheets, chord charts, and more.

Finally, a chance to improvise on a tune. Time to spread your wings!

Solo               Spotlight Explore the melody of a specific improvised solo.

Improvise



Beginning Conclusions 
What's the expectation? 

It’s a winding and adventurous road ahead. Manage your expectations carefully and take extra care to 
ensure that you celebrate the small steps in the present moment. Assuming you put in the practice and the 
work, you are exactly where you should be. If you need some cheering on, make sure to come on back and 
read this introduction again. Learning a jazz composition is a bit different than learning an entry-level 
classical piece on an instrument. While the chord progression for “Autumn Leaves” may be more forgiving 
than, say, the progression for Wayne Shorter's “Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum,” what you choose to play over “Autumn 
Leaves” will change throughout your life. Each piece in the repertoire is a lifelong pursuit and, for this 
reason, no jazz composition is only for “beginner level” musicians. 

Artistry need not wait for mastery 

While this book addresses the craft involved in becoming a fluent improviser, great jazz musicians are not 
simply plugging in scales that change with each chord. There are exceptions to the rules of jazz theory in 
great solos, which makes improvisation and artistic success all the more fascinating. The bottom line? You 
have to know the rules to break the rules.  
Artistry really knows no boundaries and demands no clear set of prerequisites. You already possess a 
singular musical voice whether you are fully aware of this or not. You can always play something 
meaningful and intentional, right now. Artistry need not wait for mastery. The decisions a soloist makes 
can always be artistic ones. When given the right tools, you can start making artistic choices even after 
learning only a handful of notes.   

How to supplement the book?  

So many elements of jazz style need to be studied beyond a book. If you really want to develop, you must 
also supplement your studies. Here are a few strong suggestions: 

1. Get a teacher.  
2. Learn with others.  
3. Reread and re-apply.  The book is meant to be tackled with different layers in mind. 

Your first pass through the book will feel much different than your second pass.   

Final words 

Will you be a fluent improviser after finishing this book? Possibly! Will you be able to improvise at all? 
Definitely! How quickly and well you progress depends in part on you and how hard you work for it. 
Improvisation takes practice, discipline, thought, and, most importantly, imagination. My hope is that, by 
the time you finish this book, you will understand, deeply, how to approach music and craft a solo with 
wings. I'll be with you every step of the way and I'm definitely looking forward to taking this journey with 
you.
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Syncopation

Consider the many simple songs that use downbeat rhythms. Syncopation is the antithesis of straight 
rhythm, as it places accents on weak beats that may pull the ear away from the downbeat pulse. The first 
set of examples below contrast straight quarter notes with an accented and syncopated beat 2 (and the 
displacement of a typically strong beat 3). Other examples address straight and syncopated eighth notes, 
where upbeat accents add an element of interest.

❖ Anatomy of a Melody: The interactive guide to jazz improvisationJavier Arau

EX. 1.14 
“Jingle Bells”  
with added 
8th note syncopations

Write in the counting for every rhythm on this page. Every measure will use 
some or all of the following numbers and their upbeats, each notated with a 

plus (+):  1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + . Use parentheses for rests and any tied notes.

EX 1.15 
“Love me or leave me” 
(Donaldson/Kahn) 

EX. 1.10 
Straight quarter note 
rhythm, strong beats  
1 and 3 emphasized 

EX. 1.11 
Syncopated quarter note 
rhythm, emphasis on 
beat 2 instead of beat 3 

1               2            3                             4 1               2         (3)        4 

EX. 1.13 
“Jingle Bells” 
(Traditional) 
original (no syncopation)

syncopationssyncopations

syncopations

EX. 1.12 
“I want to be happy” 
(Youmans/Caesar) 

Label the syncopated rhythms 
on “I want to be happy” below.

strong beats emphasized weak beat emphasized

“Jingle Bells” is a perfect song to review strong beats 1 and 3. Notice how only 
the strong beats emphasized in each measure, thus there is no syncopation. 

1           +     (2)     +                    3      +   (4)   +               

syncopations



EX. 1.49 
1-measure rhythms

Loop each 1-measure rhythm below, playing through each 
one repeatedly, in tempo. Also write in the counts for each.  

EX. 1.50 
Major scale étude using rhythm 

Small rhythmic cells, even when only one measure long, are memorable, purposeful, and highly 
engaging. Get to know 1-measure rhythms by ear, by sight, and by feel. Practice them in multiple 
tempos and feels, from swing to straight eighths. Notice the details, particularly how some of these 
rhythms are syncopated and others are not. These rhythms may be used with any combination of pitches.

1-Measure Rhythms

EX. 1.51 
Rhythm        with added pitches

Repeat the étude above, using a 
different 1-measure rhythm each time. 
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EX. 2.4 
C major scale, 
including chord tones (CT) 
and passing tones (PT) 

Chords in any octave 
Chord tones may 
be placed in any 
octave. A C major 
triad is always 
labeled with scale 
degrees 1-3-5, 
whether played 
high or low. 

5
3

5
31

36

EX. 2.1 
C major chord triad 
composed of C major  
scale degrees (1-3-5).

A chord arpeggio is created 
when all chord tones are 

played consecutively, as in 
“The Star-Spangled Banner.” 

Chord Tones

When two or more pitches are heard simultaneously, a harmony is created. Chords, commonly 
comprising three or more simultaneous pitches, are central to harmony. The notes within a chord — 
chord tones — may be played together simultaneously or played one at a time. The chord below, a C 
major triad, uses the first, third, and fifth (1-3-5) scale degrees of the C major scale. The following 
musical examples illustrate its use in famous melodies.  

EX. 2.3 
“Taps”  
(Traditional)

EX. 2.2 
“The Star-Spangled Banner”  
(Key/Smith)

Passing tones are notes in a scale that sit between chord tones. Within any major scale, scale Passing tones are notes in a scale that sit between chord tones. Within any major scale, scale Passing tones

degrees 2-4-6-7 are passing tones that lead to the major triad chord tones 1-3-5. Melodies may be 

composed of any combination of chord tones and passing tones.

EX. 2.5 
“Joy to the World/Antioch”  
(George Frideric Handel) 

Passing 
tones

Finish writing in 
the scale degrees 
for “Taps” below.

Circle the chord tones in 
“Joy to the World” below.

5     3    1      3        5            1

5 5     1        5 1      3

13
5

1        2      3          4           5        6         7          1 (or 8)     

1. Sit at a piano and play the C 
major chord triad above.  

2. Stop playing the chord and 
audiate, hearing the chord 
tones in your mind.  

3. Play the chord again, and sing
each chord tone. If you don’t 
have access to a piano, only 
audiate and sing. 

1

1

CT
CT CT CT

PT PT PT PT

ter!ti!ar!y
adjective: tertiary

tertiary harmony uses chords 
based on thirds (intervals)

/"t#rSH$%er$/
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Improvise

IMPROVISE 
First improvise in the key of C major then 
transpose to other keys. Consider which  
scale degree numbers match your notes.

Key Center Workout

“Twinkle twinkle, little star” (Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart) 

“Three Blind Mice” (Traditional) 

“Skip to my Lou” (Traditional)

1    1    5     5           6       6       5                    4       4       3       3           2       2        1

3      2      1               3       2        1                 5       4     4      3              5       4     4      3              

3           1               3       3    3     5                 2              7                      2       2    2     4                

To gain fluency in all 12 major keys, become familiar with key signatures while practicing with simple 
melodies, like familiar folk songs, nursery rhymes, and other compositions. Each key center takes 
significant care and study. The first example below presents the classic jazz composition “When the 
Saints Go Marching in” in the key of C major. First finish writing in all the scale degrees then 
transpose it to a new key of your choice. For the remaining examples, use the given scale degree 
numbers to help aid in transposing from one key to another, following the steps outlined below.   

EX 2.76 
“When the Saints Go Marching in” 
(Traditional) 

Write in the pitches for the three songs below, 
each in a different major key. Scale degrees are 
given. Start by first writing in the key signature 

at the beginning of each staff system. 

Make sure you understand a 
song’s scale degrees in the key 

of C major before you transpose.

Write in the key 
signature for the 
new key.

Under the staff, write in 
the song’s scale degrees.

1      3      4         5

Finish writing out the scale degrees for the C 
major version above, then finish transposing 

“When the Saints” to the key of D major below. # #
Use the scale degrees (and your ear) to 
write out the melody in the new key.

Step 
1

Step 
2

Step 
3

q q q wŒ

1        3    4     5
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73 61 2 4 5 8bbb

Now try this process starting from the bottom! Starting with C natural minor in view #1 above, 
move to its relative major (E-flat major). Then start with A natural minor in view #2 above and 

move to its parallel major (A major).

67

EX. 3.14 
C natural minor scale

EX. 3.16 
A natural minor scale 

EX. 3.13 
C major scale

EX. 3.15 
C major scale

73 6

Start with major, 
lowering the 3rd, 

6th, and 7th. 

          Relative minor of  
        C major is A natural minor 

   (same notes but starts on the 6th). 

Two Views: Natural Minor ScaleInvestigate
The natural minor scale is termed “natural” because it is derived directly from the major scale using two 
types of construction. The first, called parallel minor, keeps the same root as the major scale but lowers 
the 3rd, 6th, and 7th scale degrees. The second, called relative minor, uses the notes of the major scale 
but starts on the 6th scale degree of major.  

Relative major and 
natural minor scales are 

considered to have a 
mediant relationship. 

Mediants are harmonies 
or scales separated by 

major or minor third 
intervals.

E-flat major scale 
(relative major of C minor)

A major scale 
(parallel major of A minor)

Imagine parallel trees in 
nature, each sprouting from 
the same level ground. The 
ground is the key or tonic 
pitch of the scale (C). The 
tree is the type of scale 
(major or minor) stemming 
from their shared root. 

m
aj

or

m
in

or

C

Relative minorView #2

7bbb3 61 2 4 5 8

1 2 4 5 8

73 61 2 4 5 8 di!a!ton!ic  
/"d#$%tänik/

adjective: diatonic 
(of a scale, interval, etc.) 
involving only notes 
proper to the prevailing 
key without chromatic 
alteration.

Envisioning parallelTo construct a parallel minor scale, start with the 

major scale, keeping the same root (scale 

(keeping the same key signature) but start on the 6th scale degree, which is three 

half steps lower than the root of the relative major.

To construct a relative minor scale, use the 

same diatonic notes as the major scale same diatonic notes as the major scale 

A is 3 
half steps 
below C. 

degree 1), lowering the 3rd, 6th, and 7th scale degrees by a half step.

Parallel minor  View #1
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EX. 4.18 
“My heart stood still” 
(Rodgers/Hart)

EX. 4.19 
“So What” 
(Davis/Chambers)

99

16 bars Dm7 8 bars E  m7

Harmonic rhythm is defined by the placement and frequency of each new chord in a progression. Some 
compositions involve multiple chords per measure while other compositions stay on one chord for 
multiple measures. The musical examples below demonstrate various possible harmonic rhythms. 

EX. 4.20 
“Sea Shantey (What shall we do with the 
drunken sailor?)” (Traditional)

Harmonic Rhythm

8 bars Dm7b

EX. 4.17 
“Twinkle, twinkle, little 
star” (Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart)

The melody in this “Sea Shantey” implies and outlines 
certain harmonies. Write in the chord symbols below.

“Da Capo (D.C.) al Fine” = go back to the 
beginning and play until the “Fine” sign.

Finish notating the harmonic rhythm of “Twinkle, twinkle” below, 
including the chord symbols, chord roots, and their rhythms. 

C        F   C     

h hw
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resolving from above

resolving from below
V7 (G7)

124

IMPROVISE 
Improvise using the target notes and their  
approach notes as a suggested melodic guide.

Melody can be developed easily by applying focus and limits. Rather than using both dominant and 
tonic scales all at once, limit the pitch options to two small scale fragments, chosen from among many. 
Both of the dominant V7 scale fragments below help move the melody from chord tones on V7 to chord 
tones on I. One dominant G7 fragment, using notes D-E-F, resolves to tonic C major fragment C-D-E 
from above. The other G7 fragment, B-C-D, resolves to C-D-E from below.
EX. 5.6 
Scale fragments moving from 
dominant (V) to tonic (I)

Write in scale degrees below, relating 
them to each chord. Over the V7, the 7th 
can be labeled simply as “7”, instead of    

“  7”, since it rarely, if ever, is a major 7th.

V7-I Scale Fragments

b

I (CMaj7)

ii7 V7

The ii and V7 chord 
share two chord tones 

EX. 5.8 
ii7 vs. V7

Chord tones 1 and    3 on ii7 are also common to V7, becoming 
chord tones 5 and   7. Common tones are circled below.

1 3 5 7 5 7 1 3b b b

EX. 5.7 
Scale fragment exercise

DEF  
BCD 
GAB 
FG 

CDE or EFG 
CDE or GAB 
CDE or GAB 
EFG or CDE

Scale fragments
G7           CMaj7

bb
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EX. 5.72 
“Limbo Jazz” harmony exercise, last eight bars, 
using chord tone arpeggios

144

EX. 5.71 
“Limbo Jazz” harmony exercise, first eight bars, 
using 2 chord tones per chord + motivic rhythms

Alter this exercise by playing just one chord 
tone per chord. This will develop focus, and 

each note will matter immensely.

Song Study 

An iconic recording of “Limbo Jazz” appears on the 
album Duke Ellington Meets Coleman Hawkins. 
Check out drummer Sam Woodyard, in particular, 
singing gleefully for much of the performance. 

page 2 of 2
“Limbo Jazz”

The original recording of “Limbo Jazz” is in the 
key of A-flat major. Another common key for 
this song is E-flat major, which sits a bit more 

easily for many instrument ranges.

EX. 5.73 
“Limbo Jazz” harmony exercise, last eight bars,  
using select chord tones to create a melodic line

The example above uses what is called a “down-down, 
up-up” rhythm, describing the combination of 

downbeats and upbeat syncopations.

“down down up”up

Try keeping the notes while changing the rhythm. 
Alternatively, keep the rhythm but change the notes.

“Limbo Jazz” can be played at any speed, from slow to very fast, so establish a tempo before beginning 
to improvise. Use the exercises below to help learn the chord progression. If choosing to improvise in a 
key other than C major, take time to internalize the melody and harmony in the new key.   
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EX. 6.74 
“Mercy, Mercy, Mercy” 
( Joe Zawinul)

Targeted Thirds (and when to avoid the major third)

IMPROVISE 
“Mercy, Mercy, Mercy”

key of B-flat:

key of G:

“Mercy” 

exercise

1. Learn to improvise on “Mercy, Mercy, Mercy” in the key of C. 

2. Transpose the melody of “Mercy, Mercy, Mercy" into the keys of B-flat and G. 

3. Write in each key’s I and IV chord symbols above each measure. 

4. Write in the minor 3rd blue note for each key in the blank spaces provided.

IV7I7 IV7I7
EX. 6.72 
Minor 3rd “blue note” over both chords I and IV

Minor 3rd is a blue 
note, rubbing 
against the major 
3rd in the I7 chord.

Right!
Right!

Same minor 3rd of 
the I7 chord is a 
chord tone (flat-7) 
of IV7.

Major 3rd is a 
chord tone of 
the I7 chord.

EX. 6.73 
Major 3rd over I, minor 3rd over IV

The minor third of the I chord (the flatted 3rd) is a quintessential blue note and it can be 
targeted on both the I and IV chord. The major 3rd of the I chord, however, must be 
avoided over the IV chord (at all costs!). That's a dissonance attempted only by the most 
advanced of improvisers. Who knew there were rules when playing the blues?! 

170

Major 3rd of I7 tends to 
sound too dissonant 
when played over IV7.

EX. 6.71 
Targeted thirds 

Right!

IV

I

Avoid!
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The following improvisation workouts just might be the most valuable in this entire study of the ii-V-I.  
Get creative with applying different ideas and parameters to your improvisations. Below are some 
specific ideas to be taken one at a time:

IMPROVISE 
Use the voice-leading notes below as your targets, approaching your targets 
any way you choose. Targets may be placed on beats other than beat 1.

• Consider oppositions at all times (loud-soft, short-long, play-rest, step-leap, etc.) 
• Rest in the middle of each measure, focusing on the transitions connecting to beat 1 of each new bar. 
• Delay your entrance, resting on beat 1 before playing the first note of the phrase. 
• Syncopate your arrival, targeting the upbeat “and” of beat 4, instead of beat 1. 
• Play simply, adding only one or two new notes to each measure. 
• Play more complexly but still try to land on your target note, whether it’s the “and” of beat 4 or beat 1.

Transpose the ii-V-I-vi 
exercise below to a new 

key of your choice.

Workout #1
Use pre-determined notes for voice-leading
Adhere to the voice-leading targets below or write out your own set of notes per measure. 

Notice how the pre-determined notes below are all chord tones but even that parameter can 

change if you choose.

page 1 of 2
ii-V-I Improvisation Workouts

IMPROVISE 
Linear or motivic 
improvisation

Workout #2
Change the focus to linear improvisation
Your linear improvisation might be based on a parent scale, a rhythmic motif, interval, or 

other device. Develop your line, prioritizing this over specific chord tone targets.
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The minor third substitution, sometimes called a back door substitution, is a common chord substitution 
that implies a major ii-V a minor third higher than the original minor ii-V. For example, a ii-V in the 
key of E-flat major — Fm7 B  7 — may be played in place of a ii-V in the key of C minor — Dm7(  5) 
G7(  9). It directs focus to G7(  9) chord extensions, including the flat-9 (A-flat) and sharp-9 (B-flat).

221

bb b

Minor Third Substitutions

IMPROVISE 
Use minor third substitutions 
over the following minor ii-V-i.

b

ii                               V

ii                                                                                                  V

EX. 8.55 
Original minor ii-V (key of C minor)

EX. 8.56 
Original minor ii-V, 
arpeggio up-down

EX. 8.58 
Original minor ii-V, 
arpeggio down-up

EX. 8.60 
Minor third substitution melodic line 
example

EX. 8.54 
Implied major ii-V-I 
(key of E-flat major) 

Minor 3rd ii-V substitutions can  
resolve to major or minor tonics.  

All the examples below keep the  
resolution to C minor. For major 
resolution, change Cm7 to tonic 

C major and remove any flats 
in the last measure. 

ii                    V               I

All four chords are unified by including 
the same two notes (F-A  ): b

EX. 8.59 
Minor third substitution, 
arpeggio down-up

EX. 8.57 
Minor third substitution, 
arpeggio up-down

played over  
  D   G7ø

Fm7 B  7b

resolving to 
C

ø
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EX. 9.6 
Chromatics from F to A 
(major 3rd interval used over Dm7)

EX. 9.8 
Chromatics from C to E 
(major 3rd interval used over CMaj7)

EX. 9.9 
Chromatic target 
permutations

resolution to 3, 
anticipating beat 3

resolution to 3, 
displacing an 8th 

resolution to 3  
with an enclosure 

Chromatic Target Note Exercises

Learn how to use the exact number of chromatic notes between chord tones with the following 
chromatic target note exercises. Each example moves between two chord tones over a ii-V-I in C major 
but note that each set of chromatics can also be used over other chords. 

EX. 9.7 
Chromatics from G to B 
(major 3rd interval used over G7)

Each chromatic target example below functions 
over many chords. For example, C to E can be 

played over FMaj7 or Dm9 or Am. G to B can 
also be played over CMaj7, Em, Dm13, or Am9.

resolution to 3, 
targeting beat 3

Consider a blues in C, with F7 as the IV chord. The following 
example moves from C7 to F7 before resolving back to C7. 
Switch the order of the last two notes to continue the line 
over F7 instead. 

EX. 9.10 
Blues line: I to IV to I

Why chromatic details matter

I

V

ii

Transpose the ii-V-I chromatics above to three new keys, 
with the eventual goal of playing them in all 12 keys.

^ ^ ^ ^b
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A 
Accidental 
 sharp, 31, 48-55 
 flat, 31, 48-55 
 natural, 31, 48-55 
Altered dominant (see Modal mixture) 
Altered scale (see Scale) 
Anticipation (see Embellishment)  
Appoggiatura (see Embellishment) 
Approach note (see Embellishment) 
Architecture, 30, 69 
Arpeggio, 57, 94, 152, 154, 160, 161, 172, 181, 183, 187, 201, 
 209, 216-217, 247, 250-251, 259 
Articulation 
 accent, 9, 13, 17, 27 
 fat, 27 
 marcato, 27 
 slur, 17, 27, 58 
 staccato, 27 
 sting, 27 
 tenuto, 27 
Audiation (audiate), 18, 75, 87 

B 
Bass line, 84, 113, 140, 159, 113 (walking) 
Beat 
 strong, 9 
 weak, 9 
 accent (see Articulation)  
Bebop, 58, 196-197, 238-242 
Bebop scale (see Scale) 
Big picture, 80-81 
Blue note, 170 

Blues (see Form) 
Blues scale (see Scale) 
Borrowed chord (see Modal mixture) 

C 
Cadence 
 half, 128-133 
 authentic (imperfect, perfect), 128-135 
 plagal, 130 
 deceptive, 130 
 antecedent phrase, 128 
 consequent phrase, 128 
cha cha, 155 
“Charleston (The)” (see Rhythm) 
Chord, 36, 64, 94-95, 127, 158 
 diatonic 7th chords, 122, 150, 208, 220, 224 
Chord collection box, 146, 161, 216-217, 247, 259 
Chord extension (see Extension) 
Chord inversion 
 root position, 114, 172 
 1st inversion, 114 
 2nd inversion, 114, 123, 172 
 3rd inversion, 114 
 and the ii-V-I progression, 183, 250 
Chord substitution (see Substitute) 
Chord superimposition (see Superimpose) 
Chord tones, 36, 42, 47, 64, 114, 131, 181, 184, 203 
Chromatic target note (see Target note: chromatic) 
Chromatics, extended 253 
Circle of Fifths, 55 
Clave, 13, 132 
Cliché, 193 
Common tone (See Voice-leading) 
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Composition, 31, 105 
Compound melody 
 upper voice, 196-197 
 lower voice, 196-197 
 reduction (harmonic or melodic), 197 
Compound meter (see Meter) 
Connective tissue (see Gap and transition) 
Contrary motion, 110 
Countermelody, 196 
Counting (rhythm), 9 
Cut time (see Meter) 

D 
Degree (see Scale) 
Delayed resolution (see Tension and release) 
Digital pattern, 135 
Diminished 
 chord, 76, 150, 240-242 
 scale (see Scale) 
Diatonic (see Functional harmony) 
Displacement 
 octave, 43, 186 
 rhythmic, 43, 82 
Dominant (see Functional harmony)  
Double time (and Double-time feel), 26 
Dynamics, 8, 27 

E 
Embellishment 
 anticipation, 40, 109, 201 
 appoggiatura, 109 
 approach note, 40 
  chromatic, 230 
 enclosure 
  diatonic, 40-41, 43 
  chromatic, 236, 245 
 escape tone, 109 
 grace note, 171 
 neighbor 
  chromatic, 50 
  incomplete, 109 
  lower neighbor, 37, 40, 162, 216 

  upper neighbor, 37, 40, 201, 216 
 suspension, 109, 160, 201 
Emulation, 260 
Enclosure (see Embellishment) 
Enharmonic spelling, 48 
Escape tone (see Embellishment)  
Extension (chord), 48, 158, 189 

F 
Fermata, 58 
Flat-9 (see Modal mixture) 
Form 
 12-bar blues, 168-174 
 A-section, 84-88, 116, 159, 195, 200, 216, 218-219,  
  228-232, 244-247, 254, 256-259 
 binary 
  AAB, 161 
  rounded (AABA), 8, 85, 88, 116-118, 161, 195, 200,  
   202-204, 216-219, 254-255, 258-259 
 B-section (bridge), 85, 116-117, 161, 195, 200, 203,  
  217-219, 228-232, 247 
 chorus, 132 
 in lyrics, 132, 168 
 melodic, 8 
 rounded binary (AABA), 8, 161, 202-204, 216-219,   
  228-229, 231-232, 245, 259 
 verse, 132 
Fragment (see Scale) 
Functional harmony 
 key center, 60, 104, 122-133, 150-151, 208, 248-250 
 key signature, 55, 150, 191 
 parent major, 96, 101, 104-105, 122-133, 191, 246, 150,  
  190, 192, 220 
 parent minor, 125-126, 150-157, 192, 208, 214, 246 
 diatonic, 94-95, 98, 105, 122, 150, 180-181 
 leading tone (harmony), 94 
 mediant, 94 
 tonic, 94-95, 122-133, 168, 180-181, 208-209 
 dominant (also see Altered dominant), 94, 104, 122-126,  
  158, 168, 180-181, 187, 208-209 
 secondary dominant, 187, 191, 244-245 
 subdominant, 94, 168, 180-181, 208-209 
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 submediant, 94 
 supertonic, 94 

G 
Gap and transition, 101, 103, 126 
Geometry (musical) 
 geometric planes, 98, 116 
 geometric shifts, 98, 116 
 augmented scale triangle, 243 
 whole tone scale triangle, 243 
Ghost note, 59  
Goal tone (see Target note) 
Grace note (see Embellishment) 
Grapes on a vine (see Linear improvisation: chromatic) 
Guide tone (or Guide tone line) (see Voice-leading) 

H 
Half-diminished m7(  5)  
 chord, 150, 214 
 scale, 214 
Half step (see Intervals) 
Harmonic rhythm, 99, 109, 219 
Harmony, 8, 35-36 
Head (Head out), 189 
Hemiola rhythm, 194 
Hidden changes (see Superimpose) 
Home vs. away (see Tension and release) 
Horizontal (see Linear improvisation) 

I-J 
Implied harmony (see Superimpose) 
Incomplete neighbor (see Embellishment)  
Innovation, 260 
Interlude, 230 
Interval 
 chromatic, 49, 142 
 diatonic, 22-23, 64 
 fourth, 22-23, 49, 142 
 fifth, 22-23, 49, 142, 173 
 leap, 15 
 major, 64 

 minor, 64 
 octave, 22, 29-30, 49 
 octave complement, 142 
 perfect, 22-23, 49 
 second, 22, 49, 162-163, 240, 243 
 seventh, 22, 49, 52, 174 
 sixth, 22, 46, 162, 176 
 skip, 15, 134, 137, 141 
 step (whole, half ), 10, 15, 22, 40-41, 51, 73-78, 81, 134,      
         137, 240, 243 
 third, 22-23, 49, 64, 134, 162-163, 171, 240, 243, 248, 250 
 third (targeted), 170-171, 173 
 tritone, 49, 142, 242 
 unison, 22, 49 
Inversion (see Chord inversion) 

K 
Key (see Functional harmony) 
Key signature (see Functional harmony) 

L 
Leading tone (melody), 153, 174, 210, 214, 252-253 
Lead sheet, 112-113, 200 
Limit (range), 256-257 
Linear improvisation, 192-193, 196-198 
 chromatic 
  grapes on a vine, 248-250, 252 
  linear (horizontal) vs. vertical, 251 
 vertical, 192, 251 
Line cliché (see Voice-leading) 
Loop (practice), 14, 24, 159 

M 
Major ii-V-I progression (see Voice-leading) 
Major blues scale (see Scale) 
Major scale (see Scale) 
March rhythm (see Meter) 
Minor ii-V-i progression (see Voice-leading) 
Minor blues scale (see Scale) 
Minor scale (see Scale) 
Mediant, 67 
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Meter 
 2/4, 16 
 3/4, 16, 80 
 4/4 (common time), 8, 16, 25, 56-58 
 5/4, 16 
 6/8, 16 
 7/8, 16 
 9/8, 16 
 12/8, 16 
 compound, 16 
 cut time (2/2), 25 
 irregular, 16 
 march rhythm, 25 
 mixed, 16 
 odd, 16 
 simple, 16 
Minor third substitution (see Substitute) 
Modal (see Mode) 
Modal interchange (see Modal mixture) 
Modal jazz, 84 
 vs. Tonal jazz, 104 
Mode 
 Dorian, 66, 75, 76-88, 151, 153-156, 214 
 Phrygian, 73, 76 
 modes of the major scale, 76 
 modes of melodic minor, 224-225 
 Ionian (also see Scale: major), 76 
 Lydian, 76, 225 
 Mixolydian, 76, 122, 238 
 Aeolian (see also Scale: natural minor), 76 
 Locrian, 76 
 vs. scale, 78 
Modal mixture, 220-225 
 flat-9, 209, 213, 221 
 sharp-9, 221 
 borrowed chord, 220 
 altered dominant (see also Scale: altered), 158, 222-223 
Moña (see Motif: riff ) 
Motif 
 theme and development, 20, 28, 173, 193-195 
 intervallic development, 23, 249 
 scale pattern as motif, 21 
 development between target notes, 186 

 riff, 155, 168-169 
  moña, 155 
 riffing on “6”, 189 
 rhythmic, 193-195, 211, 246 
 telling a story, 233 
Motive (see Motif ) 
Motivic development (see Motif )  
Muscle memory, 45 

N 
Negative space, 56-57 
Neighbor note (see Embellishment) 
Non-chord tone (see Tension and release) 
Note grouping, 56-58 

O 
Open (repeated section), 53 
Opposition (musical), 28-198 
Overtone, 127 
 chord of nature, 127 
 fundamental, 127 
 partial, 127 
 Pythagoras, 127 
 ratios, 127 

P 
Parallel fifth, 110 
Parallel motion, 110 
Parent key (see Functional harmony)  
Parent scale (see Functional harmony) 
Passing tone, 36-38, 65, 68, 97 
Pedal point, 140-141 
Pentatonic scale (see Scale) 
Percussion key, 195 
Perpetual motion exercise, 43, 256-257 
Piano map, 10, 48 
Pickup notes, 65 
Pitch, 8 
Pivot (melodic), 43 
 octave (displacement), 186, 213, 239 
Pocket, 33, 61 
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Polychord, 114, 158 
Positive space, 56-57 
Power chord (rock), 110 
Punchline, 69, 83, 86 

Q 
Quartal harmony, 142 
 tertiary vs., 142 
Quick-study guide to the genius of Charlie "Bird" Parker,  
 197 

R 
Reduction (see also Compound melody), 197 (formal), 201 
Reharmonization (see Substitute) 
Release (see Tension and release) 
Rhythm, 8-9, 12-14, 16-17, 24-27, 32-33 
 “Charleston (The)”, 13 
 down-down, up-up, 144 
 syncopation, 12-13, 27, 154 
Rhythmic matrix, 26 
Rhythmic meter (see Meter) 
Riff (see Motif ) 
Rule of Three, 111 

S 
Scale 
 altered (altered dominant), 225, 229 
 augmented, 78, 243 
 bebop (dominant), 238-239, 245-246 
 bebop (major), 238-239 
 blues (major), 166, 170-171, 174, 190 
  New Orleans blues scale, 166 
 blues (minor), 74, 165, 171, 174, 190 
 chromatic, 48-49 
 degree, 11, 36-38, 40-42, 51-52, 60, 64-71, 73-77, 79,  
  134-137, 150, 153, 162-163, 165-166, 174, 188,  
  210-214, 222, 225, 238-243 
  chord vs. key, 101 
 diminished (octatonic), 73, 78, 240-241 
 fragment (lower, upper), 10, 14, 41, 51-54, 81-83, 98, 
100-103, 124-125, 152, 157, 162, 183-184, 199, 203 

 half-diminished (see also Mode: Locrian), 224 
 Locrian flat-2, 214 
 Locrian sharp-2, 214 
 Lydian augmented, 224-225 
 major, 10-11, 14-15, 21-22, 24, 31-32, 36-41, 54, 76-78,  
  134, 162, 180, 199 
 minor 
  altered Dorian (“Ukrainian minor”), 73 
  Dorian (see Mode) 
  double harmonic, 73 
  harmonic, 66, 73, 78, 208, 212-213, 216, 246 
  melodic (ascending or “jazz”), 66, 71, 75, 153, 224-225 
  melodic minor up a half step, 225 
  natural, 66-70, 72, 25-26, 150-152, 154, 210-211,  
   219-220, 222 
  parallel, 67, 220, 222 
  Phrygian (see Mode) 
  relative, 67, 125-126, 140, 150  
 pattern 
  diatonic seventh, 71, 110 
  thirds, 21-22, 41, 56-57, 70-72, 110 
  fourths (quartal), 142 
  pentatonic, 135-137, 163 
 pentatonic 
  major, 134-139, 166, 170, 191, 194, 232 
  minor, 162-167, 169, 171-172, 174,246 
  minor-6, 166-167 
 super, 256-257 
 symmetric (symmetry), 243 
 whole tone, 243 
Scale degree (see Scale) 
Scale fragment (see Scale) 
Secondary dominant (see Functional harmony) 
Sequence, 111 
Sharp-9 (see Modal mixture) 
Simple meter, 16 
Slash 
 chord, 114 
 notation, 8, 19  
Solf ège, 11, 73 
Staccato (see Articulation) 
Subdominant (see Functional harmony) 
Substitute (chord), 181 
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 back door substitution, 221 
 minor third substitution, 221 
 reharmonization (reharm), 227 
 tritone substitution, 242, 245, 247 
Super scale (see Scale) 
Superimpose (chord), 226-227 
 hidden changes, 226-227, 230 
 implied harmony, 226-227 
Superimpose (melody), 253 
Suspension (see Embellishment) 
Swing 
 eighths, 17 
 illusion, 17 
 scale, 17 
Syncopation (see Rhythm) 

T-U 
Tails, 174, 212 
Target note (or Goal tone) 
 diatonic, 37-41, 43, 46-47, 184, 186, 188, 192, 198-199,  
  236 
 chromatic, 236-237 
Targeted tension (see Tension and release) 
Targeted third (see Interval) 
Telling a story (see Motive) 
Tempo slider, 136 
Tension and release 
 minor key, 68-69, 221 
 consonance, 69 
 dissonance, 69 
 home vs. away, 95, 122 
 scale tendency, 37, 68, 79 
 resolution, 37, 69, 106-108 
 delayed resolution, 69, 106-109 
 non-chord tone (NCT), 100, 106-109, 192 
 chord tone resolution (RES), 37-41, 43, 68-69, 79-80,  
  106-109, 123-126, 128-131 
 targeted tension, 106-107 
 major ii-V-I voice-leading (see Voice-leading) 
Tertiary, 36 
Tetrachord (see also Scale: fragment), 10, 51-54, 81-83 
Theme (see Motif ) 

3-tonic system, 227 
Timbre, 6 
Tonic (see Functional harmony) 
Transition (see Gap and transition) 
Transposition, 51-53, 59, 74, 87, 191 
Tritone substitution (see Substitute) 
Turnaround, 187 
 “Oh, lady be good!” turnarounds, 202 
12-Bar Blues (see Form) 

V 
Vertical (see Linear improvisation) 
Voice-leading 
 major V-I progression, 123 
 major ii-V-I progression, 179-191, 198-204, 235-239, 242  
 minor ii-V-i progression, 209-210, 212-219, 221 
 common tone, 85, 124, 173, 181, 183, 198-199, 217, 242 
 guide tone (guide tone line), 184-185, 202, 242, 253 
 line cliché, 211, 220 

W-X-Y-Z 
Whole step (see Interval) 

286 ❖ Anatomy of a Melody: The interactive guide to jazz improvisationJavier Arau



 

A bout the Author 

Javier Arau, born in 1975, is an American saxophonist, 
composer, theorist and entrepreneur. The founder of 
New York Jazz Academy®, a prominent New York 
City-based music school now serving students in over 
70 countries, his work as an educator and theorist has 
impacted musicians of all levels. A two-time 
quarterfinalist for Grammy® Educator of the Year and 
touted as “pioneering” by DownBeat magazine, Arau 
has been featured in The New York Times, as a cover 
artist for Saxophone Journal, and as an expert guest on 
PRI’s Science Friday. A prolific composer, he scores the 
music for a nationally televised PBS series, leads the 
Javier Arau Jazz Orchestra, and has received awards 
from ASCAP, BMI, and DownBeat. Arau’s jazz theory 
work has been cited in Cambridge University Press 
and discussed in Music Theory Spectrum (Oxford 
University Press), where he was described as a “rogue 
music theorist.” He is an artist-endorser of Virtuoso 
Saxophones and has performed as a saxophonist at 
venues around the world, including the Montreux and 
Monterey Jazz Festivals, Carnegie Hall, and Lincoln 
Center.
Arau studied at New England Conservatory with composer Bob Brookmeyer, theorist George Russell, 
and saxophonist Jerry Bergonzi and was mentored as a young musician by jazz masters Joe Henderson, 
Dizzy Gillespie, and Dave Brubeck, who personally subsidized Arau’s college music education. Arau’s 
TED Talk, Playing the Changes: What jazz teaches you about success, offers inspiring insights and surprising 
solutions to forging a career in the arts, even when the odds are stacked against you. For more about 
Javier and his work, visit javierarau.com. 






