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             The Blues in Wes Montgomery’s Compositional and Improvisational Style


John Leslie “Wes” Montgomery (1925-1968) is considered to be the single most influential jazz guitarist of the 1950's and early 1960’s. He established his reputation from the first albums, which were enthusiastically received by the critics as the greatest guitar since Charlie Christian. The blues and the Christian tradition figured prominently in his style, even when he moved into pop-jazz during the last years of his life. 


The purpose of this paper is to determine if the blues language is verifiably an integral part of Wes Montgomery's compositional and improvisational style. More specifically we want to answer the following principal questions: 1) Which distinctive elements of the blues idiom permeate Montgomery's style? 2) How are these elements used in the compositional and improvisational process? In order to secure an objective sampling of blues compositions and improvisations for analysis, we have transcribed fifteen samples (1958-1966) recorded at different periods of Montgomery's career. The first section examines Montgomery's use of call and response technique, and the main parameters of the musical spectrum (melody, harmony, form, rhythm) are discussed in subsequent segments of the paper. 

The Call and Response Technique:

This technique, common to much jazz and African music, is perpetuated primarily in the blues and to some extent in spirituals.
 Analyses of numerous blues themes and improvisations evidence that the call and response technique is an integral and pervasive component of Wes Montgomery's blues performances. 


Many of Montgomery's blues compositions are conceived using call and response patterns. Movin' Along (ex.1) is a twelve-bar blues that uses this technique. The call is introduced on the I chord followed by some rests and a subsequent response on the I chord (Eb7). Notice that throughout the composition the call and the response are repeatedly separated by rests. The call reiterated on the IV chord (Ab7) remains unchanged, however, the response is partially modified to conform to the harmonic change. At measure 6 the call and response are restated over the I chord and new material is appended in measure 9-10. Montgomery frequently interpolates new material at the ninth and tenth measures of his twelve-bar blues themes.

In several blues Montgomery composes a response that is almost identical if not similar to the call. Even though this similarity may be striking, jazz musicologists still consider the call and the response to be two individual motives within the pattern.
 The minor blues, Something Like Bags (ex.2), is composed using a call and response pattern in which the response is almost identical to the call. The only inconsistency is the rhythmic displacement and double stops at the beginning of the response. Montgomery amplifies the individual musical character of the response by accentuating the double stop (C and Eb) on the upbeat of one in the third measure. This subtle deviation is significantly magnified on the recorded performance and effectively contrasts the two motives. Montgomery also skillfully exploits other musical components such as phrasing, articulation, and dynamics to contrast these two motives.
 

Blue Roz (ex.3) further demonstrates the prevalent use of the call and response technique, notice however, that the call and response are not separated by rests but by a held tone. The response is modified at the fourth measure and new material is interjected at measure 8-9. The motive resulting from the merging of the call and response pattern in measure one and two to form one recurring musical statement, is often referred to as a riff.
 It can be argued that within this riff there is a call and response pattern.


Naptown Blues (ex.4) displays a riff which is not varied to conform to the changing harmonic pattern. This type of riff which is repeated intact is called a “strict riff.”
 Although the harmony changes from F7 to Bb7 in measure five, the riff remains unaltered. This conflict between an unvaried riff pattern and the changing harmonies of the blues progression is one of the most distinctive features of the blues and its derivatives.
 To further our understanding it is befitting that we also scout Montgomery’s application of the call and response technique in his improvisations. 


In section C of Naptown Blues (ex.5) Montgomery introduces the call which is systematically followed by a rest and a response. To contrast the two he plays the call in a slightly higher register of the instrument using double stops in thirds. This call motive embodies narrow melodic motion whereas the response employs more notes, and is characterized by a wider melodic contour. The call remains unvaried throughout, however, the response is modified in all its recurrences. 


Section D of Naptown Blues displays Montgomery's synchronous use of octaves and chords in a rhythmically animated call and response pattern. The call is played in octaves throughout, whereas the response is executed with chords. Montgomery projects the transient illusion of two soloists by performing these motives in distinct textural settings. The textural dissimilarity between octaves and chords promotes an explicit contrast between the call and response motives. 


Section D of Naptown Blues exhibits one of the most innovative techniques used by Montgomery to develop call and response patterns. Throughout the line the chords (response) simulate repetitious brass punches while the octaves (call) characterize horn-like melodic lines.
 The synthesis of these two disparate textures enriches the improvisation, sustaining it with big-band energy and intensity. Furthermore, the astute reiteration of octaves and chords on corresponding beats of subsequent measures, effectively captivates the listener’s attention throughout this solo section.

In D-Natural Blues (ex.6) Montgomery formulates a call and response figure beginning at measure 25 of the improvisation. This is an appropriate section within the solo where Montgomery can resourcefully develop this pattern because it contrasts with the preceding five measures of sixteenth-note runs. The intensification of rhythmic tension from the end of measure 19 till measure 24 is abruptly released at measure 25 with the statement of introductory fragments of the soon-to-appear call and response motives. At this point within the solo (m.26) Montgomery consistently employs swinging quarter notes in the call motives and one-beat triplets in the response figures. The rhythmic reversal (from sixteenth notes to quarter notes) which transpires during this call and response segment extricates the tension that was formerly established, and hereon, Montgomery conceives his improvisation with a more relaxed swing feel.

Formal Blues Structures:

The various blues themes composed by Wes Montgomery can be categorized by their formal scheme within the twelve-measure chorus. The simplest of the three basic schemes, AAA, exemplifies the retention of a fundamental trait of West African music, the use of repetition as the primary means of musical continuation.
 As was indicated earlier, these themes which reiterate a short phrase over changing harmonies are referred to as “blues riffs.” The next category of blues themes has a contrasting last phrase resulting in an AAB scheme similar to that of a blues stanza.
  Other themes can be classified as through-composed since no pattern of repetition, variation, or contrast, is evident among the four-measure phrases. Table 1 illustrates a formal categorization of fifteen twelve-bar blues themes composed by Montgomery. This formal classification confirms that the majority of his blues themes fall into the AAB scheme, the most common form used by blues musicians.
 








Table 1

           AAA
            AAB
    Through-Composed

Naptown Blues
Movin’ Along
West Coast Blues

Montgomeryland Funk
Pretty Blue
The Thumb


Cariba
D-Natural Blues -Monterey


Fried Pies



Sun Down



Blue Roz



Missile Blues



Something Like Bags



Movin’ Wes Part I



Bumpin’


Harmonic Procedures:

The blues harmonic structure consists of twelve bars, based on the most fundamental of all chords: the tonic, dominant, and subdominant as illustrated in example 7. The first example, Movin’ Along (ex.8), is a twelve-bar blues in the key of Eb major. The initial eight measures are harmonically equivalent to the ones in the basic blues structure (ex.7), however, in measure nine and ten we detect the implementation of a chain progression moving downwards by half-step.
 According to the basic structure, the underlying harmony of measures nine and ten is that of V7 (Bb7 in this blues). Montgomery prepares the Bb7 with a dominant preparation chord (i.e. IIm7 or Fm7) formulating thereafter, a II-V progression. Prior to this progression he employs a B7 (bVI7) which functions as a secondary dominant. The customary resolution of a secondary dominant like the bVI7 is to the bII or V (Bb7 in this case).
 Montgomery ingeniously prepares this secondary dominant (B7) with its dominant preparation chord (F#m7), generating a descending II-V progression (F#m7-B7-Fm7-Bb7) which effectively substitutes and enhances the fundamental V7 harmony. The bIII chord (F#m7) normally resolves to II or bVI (B7 in this context). Montgomery usually embellishes the basic blues progression through the application of secondary dominants and dominant preparation chords as typified in this blues.


In West Coast Blues the chords employed during the statement of the theme are significantly altered in the solo section (ex.9). The first chord, Bb7 (I), progresses to the Ab7 (bVII) and resolves back to Bb7 in measure three. According to Haerle,
 the normal resolution of this secondary dominant chord (Ab7-bVII7) should have been to the bIII or VI. However, Montgomery decides to revert to Bb7, employing the Ab7 as a lower neighbor chord. 


The most common chord leading to the Eb7 (IV7) in the fourth measure is its dominant, Bb7. Montgomery supplants this Bb7 with its tritone substitution, E7, and prepares its approach with a IIm7 chord, (Bm7-dominant preparation chord) cleverly formulating a II-V progression (Bm7-E7). The chord progression used between the fifth and twelfth measure in the initial statement of the theme plainly outlines the basic blues harmonic structure exposed earlier (ex.7). Nevertheless, during the improvisatory section these measures go through extensive harmonic permutations (ex.9). Montgomery infuses the solo section with harmonic momentum and intricacy through the insertion of novel harmonies between measures five and twelve. He intensifies this harmonic momentum by employing two chords per measure instead of one, as he did during the initial statement of the theme. These modifications imbue the progression with a heightened intensity that was previously suppressed by a static chord movement.


In measure six the IV7 is converted into a minor seventh chord and thereon, Montgomery applies a chain of descending II-V. This series of chromatically descending II-V chords is played till measure 10, where he reiterates and underscores the last II-V, resolving it to the tonic chord, Bb7. A very dynamic horizontal effect is generated by moving in ascending or descending chromatic root movements as Montgomery does in this improvisatory section. This is unquestionably predictable, but nevertheless valuable in achieving climactic effects.
 


Example 10 illustrates a comparison of the harmonic structures of ten blues themes composed by Montgomery. The Salzerian graphing technique has been used to categorize and correlate these structural harmonies and their prolongations.
 All the blues themes share the same basic harmony; they differ only in matters of harmonic detail. The diverse techniques of extending the fundamental harmonic progression of the blues are represented by the vertically-aligned measures. Moreover, the varying blues themes will be cited by their coordinates, e.g., row H, will refer to West Coast Blues.





            Key to ex. 10


A.  Naptown Blues


F.  Blue Roz


B.  Something Like Bags

G.  D-Natural Blues



C.  Movin' Along


H.  West Coast Blues



D.  Cariba



I.   Missile Blues



E.  Pretty Blue


J.   Bumpin'


The initial four measures of the various themes imply a continual prolongation of the I chord. Row F, G, H, I, and J prolong the I chord through the application of neighbor chords (IV7, bVII7), and as in the basic blues progression (ex.7), the subdominant harmony (IV) consistently manifests itself at the fifth measure in all samples. This subdominant is prepared by its II-V in row I and by its tritone substitution in row H. All the themes have a restatement of the I chord at the seventh measure, and at measure nine and ten there is a general movement to a dominant-type harmony. Measure 11 is characterized by the return of the tonic harmony systematically accompanied by a turnaround in row A, G, and I. This analysis illustrates how Montgomery uses substitutions, chain progressions, neighbor chords, and dominant preparation chords to enhance the basic twelve-bar blues progression.

Melodic Procedures:

Numerous blues-type motives are discernible in Wes Montgomery’s compositions and improvisations. These motives are characterized by “blue notes,”
 the b3, b5, and b7 of the diatonic major scale.
 Most of the blues motives are based on a single tetrachordal grouping, and typical are the appearances of the blue third simultaneously with the major third of the chord.
 These tetrachordal groupings are usually fragments of the blues scale.


Many of Montgomery’s blues themes are composed using only notes of the blues scales. In example 4 (Naptown Blues) the theme is developed with notes contained in the F blues scale (F, Ab, Bb, B, C, Eb), excluding the E natural which is played as a ghost note. Montgomery's prevailing use of the blues scale in his compositions underscores and intensifies the tone color and the emotional level so strongly associated with the blues expression.

The theme of Something Like Bags illustrated in example 2 is also based on the F blues scale, except for the occasional Db in measure six and ten used to outline the subdominant harmony. Although this example is evidently a minor blues, Montgomery nonetheless employs the same blues scale as he did in the preceding major blues, Naptown Blues. This procedure is possible because harmonically, the blues is a nullity from the viewpoint of Western music.
 European music has been built on two so-called modes, the major and the minor. The fundamental difference between the two is whether the third degree is major or minor. The early blues, however, used neither the major nor the minor third; it employed a blue third.
 This major-minor ambiguity is conceivable when one realizes that this form was vocally derived and later transferred to instruments. The blue notes of the scale were a result of vocal bending and instrumentalists simply imitated this vocal technique.
 Montgomery’s use of the blues scale as principal thematic material over a major or minor harmonic context is possible because of the distinctive nature of the blues language.


As in the case of many Afro-American songs, the blues shows a strong preference for thirds, particularly in the cadential or ending patterns.
 This prevalent characteristic can be observed in Blue Roz, illustrated in example 3. The extensive use of thirds results from the constant recurrences of the root and third degree of the scale. 


As mentioned earlier, in the early vocal blues a true blue note was not a simple flatting or sharping of a pitch from the diatonic scale. It was a separate pitch with its own particular location in the scale.
 To bring about the specific vocal effect of the blue notes, Montgomery will frequently follow the b3 with 3 and b7 with 7. This simulates, to some extent, the characteristic effect of indefinite and wavering intonation found in the vocal usage of blue notes. This is possible because the blue notes lie somewhere in between the b7-7 and b3-3. Montgomery ingeniously applies this technique throughout the theme of Movin' Along (ex.1). In measure one the motif is composed of both the b3 and 3 of the key, Eb, and is reiterated in measure 3, 7, 11, 12. This procedure evidently endows the blues theme with the sad and mournful qualities found in early vocal blues.
 Similarly, in measure nine Montgomery employs the b7-7 on both the F#m7 and the B7 chords respectively.


The blues scale as used in jazz really divides into two identical tetrachords. These two tetrachords are kept quite disjunct, that is to say, one or the other is used but generally not both.
 Montgomery's blues themes and improvisations are frequently based on tetrachordal motives. Example 11 illustrates some blues tetrachords that are fragments of themes composed by Montgomery. These motivic fragments are constructed using the lower tetrachord of the scale, and coincidentally, all three are based on the F blues scale. They are descending blues tetrachords starting on the b5 and systematically progressing downward to the root of the scale. 


The fragments illustrated in example 12 are short motives transcribed from various improvised solos. Once more, we observe the recurrent use of the descending blues tetrachord, beginning on the b5 moving down to the root. There appears to be a natural inclination for the b5 to descend downward to the root through the fourth and third degree of the blues scale. This is because the dominant and the tonic are the actual magnetic poles of the blue notes.
 In example 13, Montgomery uses ascending blues tetrachords that begin on the root and move upward through the blue third and the fourth degree towards the dominant.

Example 14 illustrates a disparate form of ascending blues tetrachord employing somewhat diverse scale degrees. The transcribed solos evidence that the root, b3, 3, and 5 are the most commonly used scale degrees in the improvised tetrachords. Both motivic patterns from Missile Blues and Blue Roz emphasize the lower tetrachord from their respective blues scale (G and C). In these tetrachords the b3 (blue note) frequently precedes the third into which the blue note resolves. Therefore, the transient melodic tension produced by the blue third dissolves immediately in the next tone.

Rhythmic Treatment of The Blues:


As in the case of early downhome blues,
 the great majority of Montgomery's blues compositions are in 4/4 meter (except for West Coast Blues -3/4).
 The varying blues tempi may be classified into three categories. The slow-type blues such as Movin' Along and D-Natural Blues are usually performed between the metronomic range of 76-100. The medium tempo range is between 120-152, and that of the up tempo is between 160-200. Consequently, approximately 19% of the blues are slow-type, 31% are up tempo, and 50% are in the medium tempo range. 


The most prevalent rhythmic unit found in the early blues melodies is the eight-note followed by the quarter note.
 The transcriptions will confirm that these are in fact the most commonly employed rhythmic units in Montgomery's themes and improvisations. Another rhythmic procedure which is closely identified with early blues music is the triplet off-beat (ex.15).
 This is a form of syncopation where the third note of a triplet is accented and tied over into a sustained note. Montgomery will frequently use this rhythmic effect at the beginning or at the end of a figure. The themes of Blue Roz and Movin' Along are based on this rhythmic effect. 


The blues is strongly associated with guitar playing, and its inflections and shadings, such as grace notes and glissandos, are achieved easily on this instrument.
 The glissando rising to the beginning of a note is extensively employed by Montgomery and is considered an integral part of the blues guitar style.
 He also uses the blues-folk attack which refers directly to the blues feeling (ex.16).
 This attack begins on the downbeat with a grace note that is usually a whole-step or a half-step below the principal note. The grace-note and the principal note are normally slurred together as one. 


Montgomery's improvised line is characterized by an alternation between duple and triple rhythms similar to that of the blues singers of the Mississippi.
 Occasionally triplet rhythms will occur in sequence, and once Montgomery gets into them, he may proceed in what may seem to be a 12/8 meter (ex.17). Like the early blues singers, he moves out of the triplet rhythm after a few beats, into duple rhythm once more. The slower the tempo, the greater the tendency to divide the beat in thirds. In tempos below 100, this disposition becomes more prevalent. Example 17 displays Montgomery's solo at measure 20 of Blue Roz. Measure 20 and 21 illustrate the use of duple rhythms followed by triplet rhythms in sequence at measures 22-24, and a return to the duple rhythms. The same rhythmic procedure is used at measures 29-32 of Something Like Bags (ex.18).


The transcriptions also reveal that Wes Montgomery's blues melodic phrases begin most often between two pulse beats, or on the third unit of a triplet. Jeff Todd Titon asserts that these are major rhythmic traits of downhome blues melodies.

Conclusion:


It is evident that Montgomery’s style, although intensively personal and idiosyncratic, is deeply rooted in the blues. Analyses of the various parameters have enabled us to understand how the blues permeates his style, and how he uses these idiomatic elements in his compositions and improvisations. Wes Montgomery was an exceptional musician, this study is a small tribute for the formidable musical legacy he has left us.






 Musical Examples 
ex.1  Movin’ Along
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ex.2  Something Like Bags
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ex.3  Blue Roz
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ex..4  Naptown Blues
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ex.5  Naptown Blues


 INCORPORER Word.Picture.8  


ex.6  D-Natural Blues
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ex.7  Basic Blues Structure
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ex.8  Movin’ Along
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ex.9  West Coast Blues (solo section)
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Ex.10
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ex.11  

             
 INCORPORER Word.Picture.8  


ex.12  

                         
 INCORPORER Word.Picture.8  


ex.13
                        
 INCORPORER Word.Picture.8  


ex.14
                        
 INCORPORER Word.Picture.8  


ex.15

         
 INCORPORER Word.Picture.8  


ex.16
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ex.17  Blue Roz
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ex.18  Something Like Bags
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“Naptown Blues”: Best of Wes Montgomery, Verve 8714
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