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Learn the Blues in Record Time! 
 

 Learning to play on the blues is a lot of fun and is a wonderful gateway into jazz improvisation.  The 
term “blues” refers to a style of music, a kind of song form, a scale and a feeling.  The style of music called 
the blues is a style of African American music that came into popularity in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  
Some important figures are Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, John Lee Hooker as well as Buddy Guy and B. B. King.  
Singing and playing the blues is very expressive, as the style was created to express sad and frustrating 
feelings in music.  The blues shows up heavily in jazz, and is widely known to have been the precursor to 
rock and roll and R&B.  Understanding the blues not only gives you a snapshot into this important musical 
style, but it also provides a structure for deeply satisfying improvisations.   
 

In this section we are going to explore the song form of the blues and learn a few different 
approaches to improvising in this style. 
 
 The Blues is usually a 12-bar form, although there are some blues songs that are longer or shorter.  
The Basic 12 bar blues contains 3 chords and they are generally arranged as below.   

 

 
 

 To get started, play through the blues with the LH playing the root of the chord (bass note) and the 
RH playing the chord.  Practice playing in steady time and use the metronome to work on that.   
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Once you are secure, we are going to add a walking bass line.  To walk a simple bass line, just 
outline each chord, 1-3-5-3.   

 

 
 

 Next, we are going to add a “comping” rhythm to the right hand.  “Comping” refers to the rhythms 
that a pianist or guitarist play behind a soloist.  The comping figure we are going to use is a very popular 
pattern called “The Charleston Figure”.   
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When improvising as a solo pianist on the blues, your LH will take on the responsibility of playing the 

harmony while the RH improvises the solo.  While the LH could play the entire chord, it can be quite 
fatiguing to the play the entire chord.  Instead, I suggest that you play only the root and the 7th of each 
chord.  I call these the “Solo Piano Shell Voicings”, and it is an efficient way to outline the harmony without 
playing all 4 notes.   
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 HW:  Play through the Blues form using these “Solo Piano Shell Voicings” in the LH.  Practice them 
using the metronome so that you can work on staying in steady time.  Make sure to get them nice and 
secure under your fingers, as we will be using these voicings for all the improvisation exercises.   
 

One great way to get started improvising on the Blues is to use a simple four note pattern that I like 
to call the “Mini Blues Scale”.  This mini scale consists of only 4 notes and it has a definite “bluesy” sound.  
To get started, practice playing the pattern over the entire blues.  Then, use those notes to improvise over 
the Blues.   
 
 Step #1:  Start out by improvising using only quarter notes 
 Step #2:  Improvise using only eighth notes.  Make sure to “swing” your eighth notes! 
 Step #3:  Improvise using a variety of rhythms.  Don’t forget to use leave some space. 
 
 

 
 

HW:  Practice improvising over the Blues using the Mini Blues Scale.  Use the metronome or a drum 
machine to work on your time.  Try practicing the Blues in different keys and tempos, using this Mini Blues 
Scale.   
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Some great jazz blues recordings: 

Freddie Freeloader – Miles Davis 

Route 66 – Nat “King” Cole 

Every Day I Have the Blues – Joe Williams and the Count Basie Orchestra 

Au Privave – Charlie Parker 

 

Want to learn how to play jazz piano?  Check out Jazz Piano Accompaniment, an online course that 
covers everything you need to know to play authentic jazz piano.  bit.ly/jazzpianocourse 

 

Brenda Earle Stokes is an award-winning pianist, vocalist, composer and educator.  Her performance career 
as a leader and side musician has taken her across the US, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.  A passionate 
educator, she has worked as a clinician, adjudicator and panelist at high schools, colleges and festivals all over the 
world.  She teaches at Fordham University and runs a busy private studio in New York City.  Brenda is the owner and 
creator of Piano and Voice with Brenda; a suite of online courses that cover piano, jazz improvisation and musicianship 
and has a bustling YouTube channel.   

Follow me on Instagram: @BrendaEarleStokes |  Subscribe to my YouTube Channel:  /PianoAndVoiceWithBrenda 

 


