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           Chapter 7

 




 Rhythm
Playing off of Time


One of the most fundamental approaches to jazz improvisation emphasizes rhythm, normally referred to as time or time-feel in the jazz community.
 The essential aesthetic qualities which generate a so-called “effective improvisation,” derive from a combination of rhythmic elements that make up improvised figures. Paul Berliner points out that this comprises, “the manner in which the figures are articulated, their placement within the piece’s metric scheme, and their relationships to the surrounding figures of other band members.”
 Therefore, we can appreciate Berliner’s position that jazz musicians strive to develop an unfaltering “sense of the beat to serve as conceptual anchor for the flexible use of their vocabulary.” 


When discussing time-feel most jazz musicians talk about playing on three different parts of the beat; either ahead of the beat, behind the beat, or on the beat.
 The large number of solos we have transcribed at half-speed have enabled us to confirm that Montgomery does play on the beat most of the time with impeccable swing.
 However, there are a few discrete instances where he “lays back” and plays a complete phrase behind the beat, such as measures 24 to 28 in Something Like Bags.
 Such minute variants in time-feel are best perceived by playing along with the recording several times. There are more frequent occurrences of Wes playing in front of the beat on up-tempo tunes, often speeding up and accelerating the tempo. Mel Rhyne, the organist who had played with Wes as a sideman for many years and on several of the Riverside sessions, was asked if he noticed any flaws in Wes’ playing; he replied, “He speeds up the tempo and it’s hard to catch up to him.”


Montgomery’s up-tempo improvisations were comprised mainly of eighth-notes, subscribing to and reinforcing the basic four-beat pulse of the rhythm section. Transcriptions evidence that he rarely employed asymmetrical rhythmic groupings, and the use of double time, as well as his idiosyncratic use of long strings of triplet figures, were reserved exclusively for slow and medium-tempo tunes. When moving to octaves and block chord passages his rhythms usually became more motivic and reiterative, often combined with melodic materials developed through sequence and repetition. 

Percussive, Rhythmic Octave Riff


One of the most recognizable and distinctive surface feature of Montgomery’s improvisational style is his unique application of rhythmic motives. These motives are developed most frequently through rhythmic repetition of a single note or small group of notes, and are found primarily in climactic areas of the improvisation. Wes uses rhythmic motives mainly in octave and chordal passages to further heighten and intensify his solos. One particular octave technique Montgomery consistently employed was the percussive, rhythmic octave riff
 displayed in examples 1 and 2. This repeated

Ex.1 West Coast Blues (m.199-122)
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sixteenth-note motive intensifies the melodic and rhythmic fabric of the solo because beforehand, Wes had improvised a chorus in octaves using tamer quarter-note and eighth-note rhythms. Similarly, on Four On Six (ex.2) the percussive octave riff generates the rhythmically densest and most intense section of Montgomery’s solo. This technique is widespread and most noticeable on artistically freer, more extended improvisations such as: West Coast Blues, Airegin, Blue n’ Boogie (eighth chorus), and Four on Six. The rapid-triplet octave (ex.2) repeated on a single note is one of his most favored intensity-building devices. In these instances one can notice the rapid vertical movement of the fleshy side of Wes’ thumb against the strings while his palm remains open and the whole wrist oscillates.
 Wes also uses a more swift and crisp percussive octave on a single note, for one or two beats at the beginning of certain phrases.
 This octave riff is often played as a rapid sixteenth-note triplet.

Ex.2  Four on Six (eighth chorus)
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The Sliding Octave Riff


The sliding-octave riff illustrated in example 3 is also frequently employed to augment the rhythmic momentum in extended improvisations. In this instance the rhythmic motive includes just two notes played in rapid succession on a single string. Montgomery attacks the octave Eb and slides his hand swiftly down to C creating a very urgent and intense musical effect. The reiteration of this rhythmic motive combined with the sliding technique is what gives this twelfth chorus of Blue n’ Boogie its characteristic sense of urgency and intensity. Although used less frequently, Montgomery also plays repeated sliding-chord riffs in the final choruses of his improvisations to produce similar intensity-building rhythmic effects. 

Ex.3  Blue n’ Boogie (twelfth chorus)
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Ex.4  West Coast Blues (ninth chorus, m.1-3)
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Example 4 displays a combination of sliding and percussive chord riffs employed in the final and most climactic chorus of West Coast Blues.

Cross-Rhythms

Throughout the twelfth chorus of Blue n’ Boogie (ex.3) Montgomery generates a recurring 3/8 cross-rhythm over the basic 4/4 pulse, further amplifying the rhythmic momentum of this section. Example 5 illustrates a disparate form of cross-rhythm used synchronously with sliding octaves. In this case it is the particular note groupings and slides which produce the 6/8 cross-rhythm over the basic 3/4 pulse. 

Ex.5  West Coast Blues (seventh chorus, m.16-18)
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Wes’ frequent use of cross-rhythms is effective and provocative because it brings about contrast within the improvised line, momentarily disengaging the conventional and idiomatic eighth-note jazz pulse. The cross-rhythms naturally generate rhythmic tension that is resolved immediately after a few measures by returning to the regular pulse. As always, Montgomery’s visceral sense for improvisational form and balance is evidenced by the fact that cross-rhythms often delineate the beginning of new sections within the overall structure.
 He plays cross-rhythms as freely with octaves and chords as with single-note melodic lines. Chordal statements in the final choruses of extended solos usually contain some form of cross-rhythms.

Ex.6  Airegin (second half of third chorus, m.17-29)
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Rhythm is one of the musical elements Montgomery manipulates most effectively in his attempt to create musical diversity. In many improvisations he plays entire sections using only one distinctive rhythmic value- usually a quarter note or a triplet- to contrast preceding choruses (ex.6). Montgomery 

Ex.7  Mean To Me (B section, m.17-23)
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intentionally uses long strings of uninterrupted triplets or quarter notes in particular areas of the form after an eighth-note sequence.
 The reiterated quarter note rhythm is most prevalent with octaves (ex.6) and the triplet figure with single-note melodic lines (ex.7). These repeated rhythmic figures not only generate musical diversity- one of the basic tenets of Wes’ musical philosophy- but also capture the listener’s attention through a vigorously extended rhythmic contrast. This rhythmic technique (ex.7) establishes explicit contrast among the diverse sections of the improvised chorus because the repeated triplet pattern is used at the very beginning of the B section and terminates just before the last A. Moreover, it exhibits once more, Montgomery’s natural inclination for delineating the basic formal structure through the subtle and skillful manipulation of rhythmic elements. In his liner notes, Joe Goldberg emphasizes this significant aspect of Montgomery’s improvisational style: “He has, further, an innate sense of how to structure a solo, giving it form and balance, often through repeating an idea or rhythm pattern...”
 

Thus far, we have examined several of the most recognizable Montgomerian rhythmic devices that contribute primarily to large-dimension improvisational concern. In other words, we have observed how the aforementioned rhythmic techniques and motives directly delineate and affect large musical units such as choruses, or sections of choruses. Other Montgomerian rhythmic idiosyncrasies are more difficult to detect aurally and are not as easily identifiable. They occur mainly in middle and small dimensions where there is less time for the listener to instantly capture what has been played. These dimensions would include progressively smaller musical units such the phrase and the motive. Notwithstanding, these other rhythmic idiosyncrasies constitute a unique and integral part of Montgomery’s style appearing regularly throughout his improvisations. 

The Phrase


The incipient phrase (comprising about four measures) of Montgomery’s first improvised chorus is usually more rhythmically sparse than subsequent phrases. Wes may use longer rhythmic values, ample rests, or tied notes in his execution, frequently reiterating and emphasizing a particular note or group of notes.
 Several introductory phrases of new choruses begin with an ascending scalar passage leading to a held or repeated note.
 Other incipient phrases as in the Airegin and Cariba solos, begin with a single note repeated on a basic quarter-note rhythm. Soon thereafter, Wes establishes the typical eighth-note rhythmic pulse that is characteristically idiomatic to most mainstream jazz. Other phrases begin with an ascending eighth-note-followed-by-a-triplet motive (ex.8) often emphasizing or highlighting the extended intervals of the underlying chord. The highlighted interval, high G in this case (m.14), usually begins a measure, is the top note of an ascending arpeggio, and is a quarter note or eighth note.
 This rhythmic motive is prevalent and quite effective in initiating a propulsive rhythmic momentum at the beginning of phrases. Montgomery repeatedly employs this rhythm with an ascending minor ninth arpeggio (ex.8). 

Ex.8  Freddie The Freeloader (m.13-14)
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The rhythmic motive in example 9 is consistently employed with descending melodic lines at the beginning of phrases. The two sixteenth notes are customarily followed by eighth notes, and the first three or four notes are slurred and descend chromatically.
 As is customary with Montgomery, the initial slurred sixteenth-notes also enhance the phrase with rhythmic momentum.

Ex.9  Four On Six (m.8-9)
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Ex.10
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Example 10 illustrates one of Montgomery’s most favored rhythmic motives used extensively in numerous solos, especially in phrase endings. The rhythm is almost always used in conjunction with the descending melodic pattern displayed in example 10. This particular motive works well in phrase endings because the integration of both rhythm and melody projects a distinct cadential effect. Moreover, the motive’s intervallic arrangement is usually never modified (except for Au Privave ).

Ex.11  Freddie The Freeloader (m.25-27)
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Example 11 exhibits another rhythmic motive typical of several Montgomerian phrase endings. Most of these endings include four swung quarter notes descending melodically, out of which the first two are frequently repeated on the same tone. The resulting melodic unit often delineates some form of triad, or may include within its intervallic design a minor or major third.
 Once again, the combination of melody and rhythmic diminution of momentum to the quarter note level, imbues this particular motive with an unambiguous cadential feeling.


The rhythmic motives analyzed thus far are aurally discernible primarily because they occur at the beginning or at the end of phrases. Consequently, these Montgomerian rhythmic idiosyncrasies are more audible and accessible to the listener. Motives that are employed within the phrase structure are not as easily recognizable unless repetition is used. One of these repetitive motives is displayed in example 12. The transcriptions evidence that this sixteenth-note-triplet-followed-by-an-eighth-note motive is ordinarily played and reiterated over a period of two to four beats, and effectively contrasts with preceding and subsequent eighth-note melodic lines. The intervallic arrangement of notes (F, G, F, D) within the rhythmic motive appears to be consistent in the transcriptions.
 The melodic line usually includes an upper neighbor note in the triplet followed by a descending third or second on the eighth note. Montgomery generally slurs the triplet figure but attacks the eighth note.

Ex.12  Canadian Sunset (m.37-39)
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Ex.13  Full House (m.56-62)
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The rhythmic motive in example 13 is reiterated over a single note, nonetheless, Wes doubles the first note of the motive (labeled 2s) by playing it simultaneously on two adjacent strings. The following notes (labeled 1, 2) are played individually without doubling on alternate adjacent strings. This type of motive usually encompasses two to six measures and is particularly effective because it imparts rhythmic and melodic contrast to the improvised line. Although a single pitch is actually heard in the complete phrase, Montgomery really uses three disparate timbres for the same pitch.
 The first timbre is the result of the pitch 2s being played with two strings. The other two timbres are also dissimilar because the adjacent strings inherently possess different gauge sizes and tensions resulting in unique individual timbres.

Concluding Remarks


This section has evaluated and illustrated some of the more recognizable rhythmic surface features of Wes Montgomery’s style. His time-feel is such that he normally plays right on top of the beat, however, he pushes the beat ahead in fast tempos. Large-dimension rhythmic devices developed through motivic development and repetition include, the percussive rhythmic octave riff, the sliding octave riff, and the sliding chord riff. Often used in conjunction with the three-tier approach, these devices thoroughly heighten and intensify the improvisation by augmenting its rhythmic momentum, mainly through reiterative procedures. Cross-rhythms are used to generate rhythmic tension and provide contrast, as well as delineate beginning of new sections or choruses. Owing to his basic philosophical ideal of diversity, Montgomery further applies rhythmic contrast by using a sudden uninterrupted string of triplets or quarter notes against the basic underlying pulse. This technique also delineates sections of the chorus. The transcriptions have shown that phrase beginnings and endings also display evident rhythmic consistencies.

� Paul F. Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 147. Berliner traces the apprenticeship process from which jazz improvisers learn conventional rhythmic and theoretical improvisation approaches.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 151. To explain this phenomenon Berliner employs an illustration where we are asked to imagine the beat as an “elliptical figure,” the drummer or bass player can either play “ahead of the beat” (that is, on the front part of the elliptical figure), “behind the beat” (that is, on the very end of the elliptical figure or in varying degrees toward the center of the figure), or “on the beat” (that is, the center of the figure).


� Swing is basically defined as a rhythmic element and manner of playing (inflecting) rhythms peculiar to jazz. To my knowledge, Gunther Schuller has made the most successful attempt at explaining swing, taking into account of all its various components. See Swing Era p.223-225.


� Such minute variants in time-feel cannot be faithfully represented using our Western notation system. Some attempts have already been made through the use of “Grid Notation” to illustrate more effectively these time-feel variants in jazz improvisation. See Milton L. Stewart, “Grid Notation: A Notation System for Jazz Transcription,” Annual Review of Jazz Studies, Vol. I (1982), 3-12.


� Adrian Ingram, Wes Montgomery (Gateshead: Ashley Mark Publishing Co., 1985), 64.


� Fred Sokolow, Wes Montgomery (Winona: Hal Leonard Publishing Corporation, 1988), 6-7. I have borrowed this term from Sokolow since it effectively describes the sound and essence of the motive.


� “Wes Montgomery.” Hosted by Humphrey Lyttelton. “Jazz 625” (TV program). England, n.d. This rare footage of Montgomery performing live on “Jazz 625,” enabled us to get a closer and more scrutinizing look at his technique.


� See Pretty Blue  m.37, 39; Au Privave  m.32-34.


� Listen to the beginning the twelfth chorus of Blue n’ Boogie, or the last A of Jingles )


� See solo transcriptions, Something like Bags measures 28-30; Blue Roz m.20-23, 31-33. 


� Joe Goldberg, Liner notes to Boss Guitar: Wes Montgomery, Riverside RLP-9459, 1963.


� Refer to the introductory phrases of the following improvisations: Something Like Bags m.1-4; Ecaroh m.1-3; Freddie The Freeloader m.1-7; Cariba m.1-4; D-Natural Blues m.1-8; Four on Six m.1-4; Blue n’ Boogie m.1-4; Come Rain or Come Shine m.1-4.


� Refer to Full House m.1-2; Canadian Sunset m.1-2; Four on Six m.16-18, 64-66.


� Sokolow, op. cit., 5. Sokolow makes similar rhythmic observations. Refer to West Coast Blues m.27-30, 51-52; Airegin m.20-21; Au Privave m.9.


� Refer to Four on Six m.13-14; Au Privave m.3-4. 


� Refer to Freddie The Freeloader m.49-51, 53-55, 70-72, 82-83; Something Like Bags m.10-11.


� Refer to Canadian Sunset m.36, 41, 57-58; Mean to Me m.24; West Coast Blues m.16, 92; Missile Blues m.27; Come Rain or Come Shine (with slight modification) m.18-19.


� Similarly, in the thirteenth measure of the Movin’ Along solo Montgomery plays the single pitch E on alternate strings for three beats.
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