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In my view, there are three main ingredients in the bebop* melodic line (harmonically 
speaking): 
 
  1.)  Arpeggios  
  2.)  Scales 
  3.)  Chromatic Ornaments 

 
I like to think of these as the 1.) meat, 2.) potatoes, and 3.) spice of bebop harmony (sorry 
to all of my vegetarian musician friends).  The arpeggios provide the main substance that 
allows us to really hear the harmony.  Scales are likewise important, as they provide a 
palette of “correct” pitches in a step-wise fashion.  Just as a meal that lacks spice, a jazz 
improvisation that doesn’t employ any chromaticism can tend to be a bit bland.  Whether 
an improvisation focuses primarily on the meat or the potatoes, and how much spice one 
adds, depends on the personal taste of the musical chef.  Herein lays the individual 
artistry.  There are a number of effective ways to practice these materials.  This article 
provides a brief synopsis of how to practice these essential materials. 
 
1.) Meat – Arpeggiation Concepts   
 
It is important to practice all chord and scale types first as separate entities, and then they 
should be applied to standard tunes.  A basic first step is to practice all chord qualities 
from the root, at least up to the 9th; but they may also be practiced up to the thirteenth (the 
highest extension).  This is a good warm up exercise for jazz band directors to use with 
their bands, and this type of arpeggiation is idiomatic for just about any instrument.  You 
may wish to focus on one key a week and learn all of the basic chord qualities in that key.  
Try practicing the arpeggios in eighth-notes first, then in triplets and sixteenths.  These 
rhythms are important, as they will serve as the rhythmic palette in the improvisation.   
 
Basic 1,3,5,7,9 Arpeggios   
 

       

   
           
 

 



Below is another type of arpeggiation that is not based on the root.  There are two main 
ways to arpeggiate the notes:    
 

 
 

The single arpeggiation in each octave is nice because it produces a gesture that quickly 
sweeps the range.  On the other hand, arpeggiating from each inversion point is also 
helpful because it provides an opportunity to manipulate arpeggiated material in a more 
condensed range.  Below are some practice tips:      

 
Practice Tips  

• Isolate each chord type and practice these arpeggios in all twelve keys in 
eighths, triplets, and sixteenths.  Always use a metronome.    

• For each song learned, practice the arpeggios over the top of all the chord 
changes, trying to connect the arpeggios of each chord without having to start 
the pattern over.  Start the metronome very slowly and gradually increase the 
speed once mastery is achieved at each tempo. 

• The arpeggios need not be played as patterns.  They may simply be used as 
guide tones or reference points for motives.  Try letting go of the patterns, and 
simply use the arpeggios as starting points for motivic play.   

• Sometimes the arpeggios can facilitate faster lines when needed.  These can be 
overdone, however. 

____________________________________ 
 
2.) Potatoes – Scale Concepts 
 
I have insufficient space here to adequately discuss chord-scale application.  For the 
purpose of this article, it will be assumed that a fundamental knowledge is intact.    
 
One of the first principals of applying scales to chord changes is that they need not be 
(and usually should not be) performed as a traditional scale; root-to-root, in one single 
direction.  Avoid starting on the root and try to add some contour to the lines.  A few 
twists and turns at appropriate points can turn a simple scale into a nice line.  



 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
Another way to utilize the scales is to group three- and four-note shapes and to plane 
them over a mode or scales. 
   
    Shapes over Modes/Scales 

 
 
 



Practice Tips  
• Each time a new tune is learned, the scales and shapes should be practiced over 

the top of the chord changes so that once improvisation begins, there will not be 
any "fishing for notes," as they will be well ingrained in the motor memory.  

• The scales should be practiced (starting at a slow tempo, with the metronome) in 
quarters, eighths, triplets, and sixteenths.  Once mastery is achieved at a slow 
tempo, bump the metronome up a few notches and repeat the exercise.  Continue 
until the tune is perfected at a wide range of tempos.  

• Finally, let go of the drills and try to improvise, leaving space etc. 
____________________________________ 

 
3.) Spice – Chromatic Ornaments 
 
There are a number of chromatic ornaments that are commonly incorporated in bebop 
lines.  These can be mixed with the scales and arpeggios in a variety of ways.  The 
example below illustrates:   
 

  

 

 

 
 

 
Practice Tips for Mixing the Ingredients 

• As before, practice mixing the ingredients very slowly; –an enclosure, an 
upward arpeggio that is succeeded by a downward scale etc.  Sometimes I like 
to start mixing the elements by playing rubato to allow time to really concentrate 
on the materials.  Once the lines begin to feel comfortable over a particular tune, 
the metronome should then be set at a slow tempo and gradually sped up until 
intricate lines may be performed at a fast tempo.    

 
*As an aside, I use the term, “bebop,” not in the strict sense (i.e., not limiting my discussion to the 
improvisatory style of the beboppers of the 1940s; such as Parker and Gillespie).  Rather, I use the term in a 
broader context, referring to the general improvisatory style that stems from that tradition.  
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