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WHY ETUDE?
Becoming an effective jazz improviser requires developing the technical skills, working knowledge of harmony, and 
creative ability needed to simultaneously compose and perform. Writing an etude, or musical study, affords the 
student an opportunity to shape a simulated improvisation using harmonic and technical concepts that are being 
explored in other aspects of practice.

FIRST:
When writing an etude, the objective is not necessarily to compose a would-be solo, but to exercise your creativity 
in the use of specific harmonic and technical devices within a given context. Therefore, the first step is to establish 
a musical canvass and palette, or in other words, choose a chord progression and determine the scales, rhythms, and 
any other devices you wish to implement.

We will use the 32-bar AABA chord progression shown below, from a well-known standard tune, as a canvass for an 
example etude. For your etude, choose a basic set of chord changes from a standard tune. It is important that you 
have a play-along track to use for practice. Be certain to choose a progression that lends itself to the ideas you 
wish to develop. A suggestion for your first etude would be to look for a 32-bar set of changes that contain a 
numer of basic ii-V-i progressions. 
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The palette for our example will include the basic scales used to construct the chords: m7=dorian, 7=mixolydian, 
maj7=major, m7( 5)=locrian, 7( 9)=diminished scale. We will also incorporate a number of chromatic bebop devices in our 
study, including passing tones, auxiliary tones, and enclosures. These will be identified as we proceed. Your tonal 
palette may incorporate any harmonic components you desire.

Rhythmic elements in our example will include half, quarter, and eighth notes, as well as triplets. You may wish to 
include additional rhythmic components.
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MOVING AHEAD:
get to know the tune and chord changes you are going to be working with by playing them repeatedly. Memorize 
the melody of the song, and learn the scales and arpeggios that go with each chord. 

Learn tones that are common to adjacent chords. Look for chromatic lines that descend or ascend through the 
chord changes in leading tone fashion. This knowledge is valuable in constructing interesting melodic lines that 
demonstrate or "outline" the chord progression. 

The excerpt below from our example progression shows a leading tone line with the tones numbered according 
to their scale/chord position. 

3 3-------7 3 3-------7 3 7--------3 7
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COMPOSING:
At this point, begin searching for a melodic statement to use as an opening theme. this statement should be a short 
and preferably singable phrase. Make it somewhat concise, so that it can be developed in the coming phrases, and 
possibly returned to for later development in the etude.

In the example to the right, the opening phrase 
begins on the 3rd of the D major chord and 
concludes on the third of the D minor chord.
Notice how this phrase emphasizes guide tones 
mentioned in the previous example.

              
NOTE: leading tone lines like the one above are commonly referred to as a "guide tone" lines, because thirds and 
sevenths are often central to the harmonic movement. In other words, they guide the harmony.
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The next step will be to create a phrase or "lick" that either develops the opening statement, or continues
the musical journey in a logical manner. 

One manner of developing an idea is by sequencing, or repeating, a harmonic or rhythmic idea three or more times. 
The sequence may be repeated in whole or in part, and may incorporate variations. 

The example below incorporates a three note sequence beginning with the tones D-E-F. The sequence is continued 
leading into the Dm7 chord, and finally the Cmaj7 chord.
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It's important to keep phrasing in mind. Take care to let your statements breathe, avoiding run-on musical sentences. 
In the example above, notice the lenghty rest separating the opening statement and the phrase that anticipates the 
second "A" section (below).  

Following the sequence, a chromatic passing tone* (D ) facilitates the transition from Cm7 to F7, This is followed 
by a triplet that anticipates the B maj7 chord and the conclusion of the opening statement.
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At this point, continue developing the etude by creating lines that express the desired concepts. Each phrase need 
not include every element contained in your harmonic and rhythmic palettes. The major components, however, should 
be incorporated with a balanced frequency.

Notice by looking at the lines from the example above, and as it continues on the next page, that the scales,
chromatic components, and rhythms contained on the example palette from page 1 are incorporated with
consistency.

*Chromatic passing tones are identified with the marking "Ch." Chromatic enclosures are identified with the marking 
"Enc." Auxiliary tones (chromatic notes placed either a half-step above or below chord/scale tones that do not 
serve as passing tones or components of enclosures) are marked with "A."
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Notice in the line above that the locrian scale anticipates the Em7( 5) chord, evolves into a diminished scale on
the A7( 9), then as it approaches it's destination, the Dmaj7, it resolves as a major scale. As you create lines, 
look for ways to connect chords/scales that might not come to you in normal practice situations. 

Continue to think about phrasing as you compose. Play your etude from the start each time you write a new 
phrase, making sure the lines work together in a logical fashion. 

If your changes have a bridge, one trick that can help tie your ideas together, is to recap your opening theme, 
with a variation, at the onset of the last "A" section. Repetition can help build structure in a composition or 
improvised solo, giving the listener something to grasp.

ENDING:
Allow your etude to reach some form of conclusion. This does not necessarily mean ending on the root or in 
a predictable manner. Your study may end on the last measure of the form, or the first measure of a 
hypothetical subsequent chorus. Remember, this study is written in an improvised style, and improvisations don't
always end on beat four with a short note.
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