Improvising the Changes in a Miles Davis Rhythm Section

SMT-V11.4 (2025)
Society for Music Theory: Videocast Journal

Ben Geyer
Mount Holyoke College

ISSN 2689-5471 DOTL: http://doi.org/10.30535/smtv.11.4

Editor: Megan Long
Associate Editor: Tahirth Motazedian

This file includes the abstract, keyword list, bibliography, and related material for the video essay,
“Improvising the Changes in a Miles Davis Rhythm Section” by Ben Geyer. This video-essay may

be found at https://vimeo.com/societymusictheory/smtvl 1 4dgever

SM'T-V1s the open-access peer-reviewed video journal of the Society for Music Theory. Founded
m 2014, SMT-V publishes video essays that showcase the latest research in music theory in a

dynamic, audiovisual format. The journal features a supportive and collaborative production

process, and publishes five to six videos per year. The videos may be found at www.smt-v.org.

SM'T-V1s overseen by an Editor who organizes the vetting of the videos, along with an Associate
Editor who aids with the technical details. Members of the editorial board help to vet submitted
videos. Those wishing to publish a video on SM7-V should first submit a written proposal
summarizing the proposed project. If the proposed project is deemed appropriate, the author will
be invited to submit a draft of a storyboard or script. Upon acceptance of the script, the author will
be mvited to produce a full video in conjunction with guidance and assessment from selected
members of the Editorial Board. Details regarding the submission process are found

at https://www.smt-v.org/submit/.



http://doi.org/10.30535/smtv.11.4
https://vimeo.com/societymusictheory/smtv114geyer
http://www.smt-v.org/
https://www.smt-v.org/submit/

Abstract for
Improvising the Changes in a Miles Davis Rhythm Section

by Ben Geyer, SMT-V'11.4

Individual musicians can make different chord choices in each pass through a tune’s form.
This variability sometimes results in harmonic disagreement besween musicians even as they
play together. Harmony is a primary lens for understanding improvisation, but what kind of
lens fluctuates in its prescription? To navigate this tension, this video turns to the jazz greats,
exploring how pianist Red Garland and bassist Paul Chambers strike a balance between
harmonic consistency and variation on Miles Davis’s recording of “Bye Bye Blackbird.” I
treat their combined 14 choruses as a corpus—a selection of related examples analyzed for
patterns—and find that they approach distinct “zones” within the tune in one of three ways:
as “fixed,” “what-variable,” or “when-variable.” This framework motivates a modified lead
sheet that captures not only the tune’s moments of regularity, but also its spaces for

harmonic improvisation.
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Seven Choruses of Bass and Piano from "Bye, Bye Blackbird"
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Comments on Notation

Fixed Zone « The smallest boses represent the half note in 4/4; hyphens indicate quarter-note harmonic rhythm.
« Chords are simplified to basic quality: major, minor seventh, minor sixth, dominant seventh, half diminished, diminished seventh.
Major Seventh: | Root name alone (no quality listed)

Exception to Fixed Zone Minor Seventh: |m

Minor Sixth: |m6

Dominant Seventh: | 7
Half Diminished: |°
Diminished Seventh:|”
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