
A NEW STRATEGY FOR LEARNING LYRICAL JAZZ 

GUITAR IMPROVISING – For intermediate and advanced 

players 
 When I was thirty-five, I got serious about jazz guitar. I 

was faced with several challenges . . . starting so late, poor 

memory and less than average coordination. On the positive side, 

I had good taste in music, a good sense of melody and I found the 
best teacher in the country, Barry Galbraith. Forty-plus years 

later, my limitations are still with me, but I have made a 

breakthrough in being more musical in my improvising. 
 For people who have the coordination, guitar lends itself to 

fast playing of many notes. This is an accomplishment that is 

exciting and impressive to listeners in an audience. I always 

marvel at guitar players who zip around the neck with lightning 
speed, but the kind of excitement fast playing generates is not the 

only feeling generated by music. Simple beauty from well 

selected, strong, slow notes can create powerful feelings that 
bring tears to your eyes. To create this kind of beauty with guitar 

you must have an instrument, a good method of amplification 

and a technique that produces tonal beauty.  
 Since I have never been able to develop amazing speed 

(chops), I have gravitated towards being able to produce notes 

with enough power and beauty to mean something. This was hard 

to do. Only in the past year—with a Trenier archtop guitar and 
an unusual system of amplification—have I been able to find the 

tonal beauty I have always wanted (Listen to the attached 

MP3s.). 



 The training ground for jazz guitar is the Great American 

Songbook—the songs that were mostly written in the 30s and 40s. 

This body of work contains the richest assortment of melodies 
and harmonies ever produced by man. All of us learn to 

improvise by playing over the chord tracks of songs from the 

Great American Songbook. Youngsters who study jazz in music 

schools are taught to play certain scales over the appropriate 
chords. I was taught this way by Barry, and it works well but can 

lead to mechanical playing. This approach gets you into the habit 

of playing from visual cues (the chord signatures). It is a 
necessary learning phase to get the scale and interval patterns 

under you finger. Learning scales and where to use them gives us 

the muscle memory to navigate the neck and produce improvised 

melodies. The problem then becomes how to avoid sounding 
mechanical. You have to learn to improvise form your ears, not 

your eyes. This is where my new strategy kicks in. Here is how I 

discovered it: 
One evening, I was watching a video of a Tony Bennett 

performance. I was marveling at how much feeling he was able to 

get into the melodies he was singing. He was doing It Had to Be 
You, a song that I was very familiar with. After the verse (which 

is beautiful), there were tears in his eyes. I grabbed my guitar and 

started to play lines along with him. My hands knew where to go 

(muscle memory). I was getting good ideas with no lead sheet or 
thought of chord symbols. “How am I doing this?” I wondered. “I 

don’t even know what key he is in.” The answer was that my 

ideas were coming from the melody. I had heard great players say 



that, when improvising, you should always keep the melody in 

mind, but when you have been trained to take visual cues from 

chord symbols on lead sheets, this is hard to do. At that moment, 
I had no lead sheet (no visual cues) and the melody was right 

there in front of my nose. I was forced to take my cues from the 

melody. I was grabbing (executing) right-brain musical ideas not 

patterns from chord symbols on a lead sheet. I noticed that the 
lines I was playing sounded more musical than usual. That was 

my discovery. I decided to start improvising with CD tracks of 

the great singers performing the Great American Songbook . . . 
Tony Bennett, Peggy Lee, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, 

Nancy Lamott, Diana Krall, Rosemary Clooney . . . my CD 

collection was loaded with this stuff, and I had a little Bose player 

on the table next to my guitar chair. I closed my music book and 
started playing from my ears instead of my eyes. It is very 

satisfying to hear the improvement this has caused. 

Below are three examples of me improvising with CDs: 
This first recording (When Joanna Loved Me MP3)  is an 

example of guitar improvising with very few notes . . . trying for 

feeling with Tony Bennett doing the beautiful song, When Joanna 
Loved me. My ideas are guided by the melody. Of course, the 

wonderful piano of Ralph Sharon on this recording also inspires 

ideas. 

(Remember that these recordings are not accompaniments. They 
are guitar exercises. If my playing gets in the singer’s way, it 

doesn’t matter. The recordings are exercises in using the melody 

to guide ideas.) 



 The second recording (Crazy She Calls Me MP3) is also a 

Tony Bennett ballad. This one involves more guitar notes and has 

more of a jazz feel. 
 The third recording (Blue Prelude MP3) is a Peggy Lee/

George Shearing minor blues, Blue Prelude.   

 I had no lead sheet for any of these recordings. They are an 

example of what you can get when your improvising is guided by 
the melody.  

 Improvising with recordings of the great singers doing the 

Great American Songbook is a fun, painless strategy for making 
your improvising more lyrical. (Note: before improvising on a 

song it is helpful to determine the key, and key changes that occur 

and/or any different key centers the song may move through.) 

- Allen Johnson Jr.


