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The legacy of William James &ldquo;Count&rdquo; Basie represents one of the most significant pillars in the 

architecture of American jazz. Central to this legacy is the 12-bar blues&mdash;a form that Basie did not merely 

play, but refined into a sophisticated language of swing, space, and economic brilliance. The composition 

&ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo;and its various interpretations by masters like Joe Pass and Ray Brown serve as

a primary case study for understanding the intersection of small-group improvisation and big-band orchestration.

This technical guide explores the structural mechanics of the Basie-style blues, the transcription of legendary

solos, and the orchestration principles employed by titans like Ernie Wilkins and Thad Jones.

The Harmonic Foundation of the Basie Blues Style

To understand &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; one must first decompose the harmonic framework that defines the 

&ldquo;Basie Sound.&rdquo; Unlike the dense, vertical harmonies of the bebop era, the Basie approach 

emphasizes linear clarity and rhythmic drive. The typical Basie 12-bar blues in F or Bb often utilizes a specific

set of chord substitutions designed to create forward momentum.

Standard Basie Blues Progression (Key of F)

While a standard blues uses I, IV, and V chords, the Basie iteration often incorporates the following structural

modifications:

•  Measure 1-2: F7 to Bb7 (The Quick Change).

•  Measure 3-4: F7 to F7 (Often utilizing chromatic approach chords).

•  Measure 5-6: Bb7 to Bdim7 (The #IV diminished passing chord).

•  Measure 7-8: F7 to D7alt (The VI chord, leading to the ii-V).

•  Measure 9-10: Gm7 to C7 (The ii-V turnaround).

•  Measure 11-12: F7, D7 | Gm7, C7 (The classic turnaround sequence).

The technical brilliance of Basie&rsquo;s piano style within this framework was his use of comping space. He

famously played minimal, high-register &ldquo;plinks&rdquo; that allowed the rhythm section&mdash;the &ldquo;All-

American Rhythm Section&rdquo; featuring Freddie Green, Walter Page, and Jo Jones&mdash;to maintain a

relentless 4/4 pulse.

Analytical Breakdown of Joe Pass: "Blues for Basie" (Virtuoso No. 2)

In 1976, guitarist Joe Pass released Virtuoso No. 2, which included a definitive solo guitar performance of 

&ldquo;Blues for Basie.&rdquo; This recording is a masterclass in polyphonic jazz guitar, where Pass

simultaneously handles the roles of the bassist, the pianist, and the soloist.

Technical Guitar Mechanics

Pass utilizes several advanced techniques to emulate a full ensemble:

1.  Walking Bass Lines with Chord Voicings: Pass maintains a steady quarter-note bass line while punctuating 

beats 2 and 4 with small chord fragments (usually 3rd and 7th intervals).



2.  Linear Substitution: During his single-note lines, Pass frequently employs the Super Locrian mode (Altered 

Scale) over dominant chords to create tension that resolves into the subsequent target chord.

3.  Rhythmic Displacement: He often starts phrases on the &ldquo;and&rdquo; of beat 1 or 4, avoiding the 

predictability of the downbeat to create the &ldquo;swing&rdquo; feel essential to the Basie aesthetic.

Transcription Insights

When analyzing the PDF scores for Pass&rsquo;s &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; students must note the voice-

leading. Pass rarely uses full six-string barre chords. Instead, he focuses on shell voicings&mdash;root, 3rd, and

7th&mdash;which provide the necessary harmonic information without muddying the sonic spectrum. This allows

his melodic runs to remain crisp and distinct from the accompaniment.

The Role of the Bass: Ray Brown&rsquo;s "Blues for Basie" Lines

Ray Brown&rsquo;s approach to the &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; solo and accompaniment offers a different 

perspective on the same harmonic material. Brown was known for his enormous tone and flawless timekeeping.

His bass lines are a study in melodic construction within a functional framework.

Mathematical Models of Walking Bass Lines

A Ray Brown walking line can be modeled as a series of constraints:



Metric Position Harmonic Priority Technical Execution

Beat 1 Root Note Establishing the tonal center with 
maximum weight.

Beat 2 Scalar or Chordal Tone Connecting the root to the next 
structural note.

Beat 3 5th or Dominant Tone Providing harmonic stability or 
secondary tension.

Beat 4 Chromatic Leading Tone A half-step approach (above or below) 
to the next chord&rsquo;s root.

In his solo on &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; Brown breaks this 4/4 constraint to use triplets and double-stops,

effectively turning the double bass into a melodic instrument. This shift from functional support to melodic

expression is a hallmark of the post-Basie era of jazz bass playing.

Big Band Orchestration: Ernie Wilkins and Thad Jones

While solo transcriptions provide insight into individual brilliance, the Big Band arrangementsof Basie-style blues

reveal the complexity of large-ensemble physics. Arrangers like Ernie Wilkins and Thad Jones were instrumental in

evolving the &ldquo;Basie Blues&rdquo; into a high-art form.

Ernie Wilkins and "Everyday I Have The Blues"

The Ernie Wilkins arrangement for Joe Williams and the Count Basie Orchestra is a definitive example of a 

medium-slow shuffle (q = 114). Technically, Wilkins utilizes &ldquo;block voicing&rdquo; where the saxophones

and brass are stacked in 4-way or 5-way close harmony, moving in parallel motion with the lead melody. This

creates a massive, unified &ldquo;wall of sound&rdquo; that remains rhythmically agile.

Thad Jones and the Modern Evolution

Thad Jones took the Basie foundation and added extended upper-structure harmonies (9ths, 11ths, and 13ths) 

and more complex rhythmic syncopation. While Basie&rsquo;s charts were often &ldquo;head 

arrangements&rdquo; (memorized and riff-based), Jones&rsquo;s charts, available through specialized distributors 

like ejazzlines, require high-level sight-reading and an understanding of dissonance and resolution.

Comparative Analysis: Arrangement Frameworks

The following table compares the technical characteristics of the three primary modes of &ldquo;Blues for

Basie&rdquo; performances:



Feature Solo Guitar (Joe Pass) Small Group (Ray Brown) Big Band (Wilkins/Jones)

Texture Monophonic to Polyphonic Interplay-focused Homophonic (Block chords)

Harmonic Density Medium (Shell voicings) Low (Root/5th emphasis) High (Extended tensions)

Rhythmic Feel Rubato to Strict Swing Drive-oriented (Walking) Sectional precision 
(Shouts)

Primary Resource Virtuoso No. 2 PDF Bass Transcriptions Full Score / Parts

Practical Implementation for Musicians and Students

For those looking to master the &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; a systematic approach to the scores and 

transcriptions is required. Platforms like Mind For Music provide essential resources for this study.

Step-by-Step Study Guide

1.  Harmonic Internalization: Memorize the 12-bar progression in F and Bb. Practice the piano voicings in the 

&ldquo;Basie style&rdquo;&mdash;sparce, rhythmic, and centered in the middle-to-upper register.

2.  Transcription Analysis: Obtain the PDF of Joe Pass&rsquo;s solo. Identify the &ldquo;target notes&rdquo; 

(usually the 3rd or 7th of the chord) that he hits on the downbeat of each chord change.

3.  Rhythm Section Dynamics: If playing in a group, implement the &ldquo;Freddie Green&rdquo; guitar 

technique&mdash;unamplified, acoustic archtop playing strictly quarter notes with muted strings to emphasize the 

percussive &ldquo;chunk.&rdquo;

4.  Score Study: Analyze a big band score like &ldquo;Good Morning Blues.&rdquo; Note how the &ldquo;shout 

chorus&rdquo; builds tension through rhythmic augmentation and higher brass tessitura (range).

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting

In performing or arranging &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; several common pitfalls can occur. Identifying these

failure modes is crucial for technical proficiency.

1. Overplaying the Harmony

The most common error in Basie-style blues is over-complicating the chords. Solution:Strip the voicings back to

their core components. Ensure the 3rd and 7th are present, as these define the chord quality, but avoid adding too

many extensions (11ths/13ths) unless the arrangement specifically calls for it.

2. Rhythmic Dragging in the Shuffle

The &ldquo;shuffle&rdquo; feel (common in Ernie Wilkins arrangements) can easily lose momentum. Solution:

Focus on the &ldquo;backbeat&rdquo; (beats 2 and 4). The drummer&rsquo;s hi-hat and the guitarist&rsquo;s

downstroke must be perfectly synchronized to maintain the &ldquo;pocket.&rdquo;

3. Improper Transcription Interpretation

Many transcriptions of Ray Brown or Joe Pass lack the inflection data (slides, vibrato, ghost notes). Solution:

Always cross-reference the sheet music with the original 1976 or 1920s recordings. Use software like Transcribe! to

slow down the audio and capture the subtle micro-rhythms that a standard score cannot represent.

The Broader Implications of the Basie Pedagogy



The study of &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; transcends a single song or composer. It represents a methodology of 

functional minimalism in music. By studying the scores found on Mind For Music and the technical executions of 

Pass and Brown, musicians learn that complexity is not the goal; rather, the goal is the optimal placement of 

sound within silence.

As jazz education continues to evolve, the &ldquo;Basie Blues&rdquo; remains the fundamental starting point for

understanding swing. Whether through a Thad Jones big band chart or a solo guitar transcription, the principles of

space, time, and harmonic clarity continue to guide modern improvisers. The availability of digital scores and high-

fidelity transcriptions ensures that the technical secrets of the Count Basie era are preserved for future generations

of orchestrators and performers.

Ultimately, &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; is a testament to the enduring power of the blues as a technical and

emotional vehicle. By dissecting the lines of Ray Brown and the arrangements of Ernie Wilkins, we see a clear

lineage of musical thought that prioritizes the groove above all else&mdash;a technical standard that remains the

benchmark for excellence in the jazz tradition.
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