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Robben Fords ~~UmchaimedYoure not Bluesjust following your
fingers.

es played with JimmyWltherspoon, Miles Davis,and Joni Mitchell.
His

sassy phrasing and burly, thrusting tonecan bring you to your
knees. He playsfrom the gut, yet commands the respectof G.I.T.s
brainiest chopsters. Like noone else, Robben Ford walks a
tightropebetween blues, rock, and jazz. When wethought of
investigating the blues/bebop axis, we knew just who to call.

I dont want to show anybodylicks, Robben says emphatically.Thats
got nothing to do with realmusic. The whole thing is to get
theconcept. This means, says Ford, mas-tering several technical
devices thatimpart a jazz flavor to improvisedleads: The one I use
the most is thehalf-step/whole-step scale.

By Andy Ellis
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Theres a story here. I was about 18, Robben recalls, playingwith
Charlie Musselwhite. Up to then, Id been using real standard7th-
and Sth-chord voicings and blues scales. We opened for LarryCoryell
for a week at the Ash Grove in L.A. I asked him, Whats all thatout
shit you play? And he said, Most of it is based on the
half-wholescale. So I started fooling around with that. I made up a
couple oflicks and realized here was the sound I was looking for
.Bebop bullet

Tuning inOnce you tune into the HW sound, the 4-Fh in the key of
Ccansound rather lame against the 17 chord-in this case, C7. The #4
sim-ply has more lift . At times, however, blues harmony demands
the l-l4in an otherwise HW passage. Check out Ex. 5: When the
change goesto FS-the IV7-Robbens not afraid to hit E.Yeah, it falls
outside thescale, but it makes complete harmonic sense.
Furthermore, the F&F#interplay is ear-grabbing.

To master the fretboard, you need to practice your favor ite
lines invarious positions and across different string groups. The
goal is to cueEx.3

Relaxed blues swingJ=so.so c7

If theres such a thing as a magic bebop bullet, this is it. The
scale isconstructed from strictly alternating half- and
whole-steps. Ex. 1shows it in the key of C.

The major scale and its respective modes of fer only seven
notes:the half-whole (HW) scale is an eight-note deal. Used skillfu
lly, theHW makes a terrif ic sub for the good ol pentatonic blues
scale. Itputs hops classic altered notes-i9, #9, and #lI-at your
fingertips.These tones are particularly ef fec tive played over
dominant-7thchords. There are dozens of HW fingerings and patterns,
but nosweat, says Robben, you dont have to memorize them all: I
dontlock mysel f into any particular fingering. This approach can
be limit-ing in terms o f speed, but it frees you up melodically.
Youre not justfollowing your fingers.

Ex. 2 shows a useful two-octave fingering to get you started.
Playit a few times to get the scales sound in your ear.

Like most scales, the HW sounds pretty grim played as an
ascend-Ex.4

F9

ing and descending pattern. You need to absorb melodies that
existwithin the scale, Robben advises, so your ears start to hear
music.The secret is to judiciously select tones that rub the chord
of themoment in satisfying ways. Ex. 3, a Ford-o-phrase extracted f
romthe HW scale in C, illustrates how subtle this can be. Savor the
inter-play between 0s major and minor third (or #9) in beat one.
Thischromatic motion contrasts nicely with the two preceding
intervaljumps (A-Cand C-B. Interval jumps suggest melodies, but
scalewisemotion has its place. It can generate momentum, as in Ex.
4, a 17-IV7change. Here, Ford chonks through a full HW scale,
coloring CIwitha tangy 13, #ll, #9, and b9, before coming to rest
on the third of F9.The slides accentuate the jazz vibe.

En 5 F9 c7

Ex.l - El/4,A 11 11 11 * 1.HW HW HWH W lltn 11T I ?A

Ex.2
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off aural, rather than visual, signposts when improvising. Play
Ex.6a, a line rich with altered tones, interval jumps, and even a
coupleof heretic I+. This fingering incorporates cool rhythmic
slides (endof bar 2 and start o f bar 3) that drive the phrase
forward.

Now try Ex. 6b, with its alternate fingering for bar 2. This
time,the line intersects F9 at the seventh position instead of the
fi fth.Alternate fingerings open doors to subtle melodic variations
and sug-gest new directions for follow-up phrases.

Ex. 6c parks the original lick at the tenth position. Located
twofre ts above the standard blues box, this region provides a
wealth ofjazzy moves. In bar 2, fret the quick slides with your
index finger (beattwo). Its fas t, but with a light touch you can
do it. Remember: Its notabout pressing the string into the
fretboard. Apply only as much pres-sure as necessary to keep the
string in contact with the fretwire. Staynimble and of f the
wood.Diminished expect&ionsThe HW scale furnishes diminished
arpeggios useful for souping upEx. 6a

c7J=mw ,I. 1.

blues licks. In Ex. 7a, an F#dim7builds melodic tension in the
sub-dominant realm, which is subsequently released over the tonic.
Thephase features a slick diagonal fretboard sweep.

See, youre intimating chord changes, explains Robben,
whileplaying the turnaround in Ex. 7b.Yo-concept time: The HW scale
contains a number of dimin-ished-7th arpeggios. In the key of C,
weve already identified one asF#dim7. Can you name the others? Use
Ex. 1 as a chord-calculatingabacus. (Hint: The formula for a
diminished 7 is l-b3+5&7, or, moreinformally, l-b3-b5-6.)

In a blues progression, the listeners ear is naturally drawn
tochordal transitions. You can heighten the drama by weaving
HWcolor-tones into phrases that ramp up to or cross over these
harmon-ic boundaries. The next three examples show
Ford-approvedapproaches to I7-IV7, lV7-17, and 17-V7 changes. The
cool intervaljumps in Ex. 8 balance the fi ve half-step moves. In
just two bars,Robben skillfu lly nails the b9, #9, #ll, and
13--&l the bop goodies.The downbeat accents in bar 1 help dr
ive the phrase forward, whilethe hammers, pulls, and slides obscure
its scale origins.

The IV7 in Ex. 9 gets a b9 too.F9 Another view: Youre building
a

- quick #IVdim7 runway into CI3.Concept time again: You
canapproach either the 17 or V7 froma diminished-7th chord
whose

Ex. 6bJ=6o-QOAlternate fingering

c7 F9

root is a flatted fif th, or tritone,away, In C, for instance,
you canstep through F#dim 7 to reach C7(17) and Dbdimlto reach
G7(V7).The HW scale contains arpeggios

for these diminished-7th tritone vamps. How handy.Repeating a
rhythmic motif, as in Ex. 10, is another effective way

to rip across chord changes. This phrase proves that HW color
can besoulful and sweet.

Listening to Robben weave out notes into a blues lead helpsyou
appreciate the HW scales musical potential. MisdirectedBlues ( from
the Blue Lines Myst ic Mile) showcases Fords blues-bop cunning. The
following two examples hint at the action. In Ex.11, note the
position shi ft going into bar 2. No problem: Youve gotan eighth
rest in which to make the transition.

Dig the chromatics in Ex. 12. Ford solos at a brisk clip with a
fat,Ex. 6c horn-like tone.

J=6o-90Alternate fingering c7 F9

Our final treat is one ofRobbens toothsome turn-around recipes.
Instead o fplaying a standard turnaroundlike this, says Ford,
picking Ex.13a, 1 might use tritone substi-tutions to extend the
harmony.

Flat-5 logicLets examine the turnaround
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logic Robben uses to create Ex. 13bs two-bar nine-chord
extravagan-za. First, a bit of background: A tritone is an interval
of three whole-steps. This creates a diminished fi fth, which
divides an octave in half .Inverted, the interval remains a
tritone. In a dominant-7th chord, the3rd and b7th degrees form a
trltone-E and I$. in Ci. Invert this, andyou get Bb and E (F/,)-the
3rd and b7th of Gb 7. So heres the principle:Any two dominant-7th
chords whose roots are a diminished fi fth apartshare the same
tritone and can be substituted for one another. This iscalled the
flat-5 substitution.

With us so far? Okay, lets start with a diatonic
IIIm-Vim-Em-V-1progression in C Em-Am-Dm-G-C. Make the harmony
bluesier bychanging the chords to non-diatonic dominant 7s, except
for that lastC: E7-A7-D7-G-C. Bingo-a common ragtime turnaround.
Nowinsert the tritone twin af ter each dominant 7:
E7-Bb7-A7-Eb7-D7-&7-G7-D/,7-C. In his turnaround, Robben simply
swapped a C7 forthe starting E7 and finished with a C7-meaner than
the C.Enhancing a standard 7th-chord progression with flat-5
dominantsgives you the momentum and colorful root movement of
alternatingdiminished and half-step intervals. Check out the common
notes ineach pair of tritone twins. The lesson here? Any 7th chord
can use itstritone 7th as a passing chord, concludes Robben.Time
and tipsRobben has a very elastic, ye t controlled, sense of time.
Im not aslave to it-the bands keeping track for me. Ill play
freely, at slowerand faster paces, but the time is there so I can
come back to it. Youshould always have that pulse going inside.

Ford played all his examples in C to make it easier to digest
the HWconcept. Once you feel comfortable with the scales sound, be
sure towork it up in diierent keys using different finger&s.
Trv four notes per

Ex. 7a

string-two half -steps separated by a whole-step-but beware:
Thiskind of symmetry, while great for speed, can encourage pattern
playing.Diminished for daysHeres the answer to the question I posed
760 words ago. The C HWscale contains two diminished 7th
chords-Cdim7 and Dbdim7.Counting their inversions, this makes a
total of eight diminishedchords. You can build a diminished-7th
from every note in a HWscale And dig this concept: The half-whole
scale consists of twodiminished 7th arpeggios of fset by a
half-step. Its a perspective thatyields many intriguing fretboard
patterns.Ford on gearI spend more time than I like to on my
equipment and less than Ishould, says Ford. Its a very critical
element. His main ax is aFender Robben Ford Signature Series. Ive
been using that guitar forten years. Were developing it more in the
Custom Shop now. On hisMystic Mile he also used an early 60s Gibson
355 (which I love), a62 Tele, and a 62 Strat.

The Dumble is definitely my amplifier of choice, he says with
asmile. I dig em. But if somebody wanted to get my sound without
aDumble? The closest youre going to get is a Fender Twin. Im
straightwith guitars and amps. Where I run into problems is with
everythingelse. Reverb-thats the tough one. Im planning to go with
springreverb. I just dont like the other shit. In fac t, Ford
allows, he used anold, brown, stand-alone Fender spring reverb on
Mystic Mile. Asmuch as I believe in just plugging straight into an
amp-thats whereyoure going to get your best tone, theres no doubt
about it-you canalso get good tone i f you work with what you have.
I hear people witha Boogle and a couple of MXR pedals getting great
sound. Frankly, I

Ex. 8

Ex. 7bF9 F dim7 C9IV7 IVdim7 17

Ex. 9J =60-90 ~7 Cl3

I El/4 B1/4 I62 HOW TO PLAY GU ITAR / RHYTHM
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think low-tech really is going to give you better sound. It s
just hard to just tuning in to the jazz vlbe, Robben recommends
Miles Kind ofget that sound at high volume. Thats why you wind up
getting more Blue, My Funny Valentine, and Four & More, and
Coltranes Ballads,and more expensive gear, because youre playing so
damned loud. A Love Supreme, and Live at the Village Gate.Ford on
FordLike most veteran players, Robben has a special af fin ity fo r
certainrecordings hes made. I m proud of the Charles Ford Band
album onArhoolie. Also, the solo in Rock Island Rocket-off the fir
st LA.Express album I did-has some interesting stuf f. Talk to
YourDaughter might still be my favorite guitar work. I like Talk To
YourDaughter, Wild Without You, and I Aint Got Nothing But The
Blues.I really love the ensemble playing on Revelation. On Mystic
Mile,Ford cites his solo on Misdirected Blues (its a live
performance)and My Love Will Never Die as
favorites.MfluencesBloomfield was the guy, says Ford. Hes the
reason I got excitedabout guitar and became a player. I also dug
Hendrix, Clapton, andB.B. King. To this day I listen to Cohrane and
Miles Davis. I f youre

Ex. 10J=60-90 Cl3 G9

Ex. 11J = 106-116 *

The big mindMozart improvised within forms, comments Ford, just
like weimprovise within blues or jazz. Mozart was a heavy boozer
and wom-anizer, but he had a big mind. That music has a bigger
mind. Whatjazz and blues has is heart and soul. It s a litt le more
base, you know?Coltrane had a big mind too. Miles had a pretty big
mind in anotherway. He could be intimidating. He came at you with
his whole per-sona almost all the time. Miles was not a lick
player. He had a few, buthe was searching for notes that sounded
good to his ear, even at uptempos. Thats the kind of player I
strive to be. Im a minimalist: I likesimplicity, melody, fire, and
swing. I want to hear the music, I dontwant to display technical
fac ili ty. Its got to mean something. Imlooking for the good note.
n. *..a * * *Andy Ellis is consulting editorfor How to Play
Guitar.

c9 F9

8114

Ex. 12F9

J=106-116

Ex. 13ac9

* ^ 02 FQ F&dim7 C7

Ex. 13bc7 Bb7 A7 67 07 AL7 G7 Db7 c7
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