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We will start with a set of changes that reflects some common harmonic movements. 
Here is the 16-bar progression given in Roman numerals. Analysis using the idea of 
harmonic blocks has been included over the top. 
 

 
 
[Chord I – two bars] [Movement to the relative minor – 2 bars]  
Realised in the key of C major this produces: 
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Play the progression through playing just the bass (root) notes. Listen to how with 
simply just the roots; the harmony seems to take you on a ‘journey’ – like the most 
essential plot points that underpin a narrative. 
Realising the harmony 
The next step is to find some simple voicings to play with the RH. We will initially 
use just two notes on each chord change – the third and seventh of each chord. Here 
are the changes again with the voicings written in for the RH and the root note played 
in the LH. 
 

 
 
Notice how in each case, the closest inversion of the voicing has been chosen to 
create the smoothest possible voice leading. 
 
Whilst you play these through, carefully note where a voice moves down a half step. 
Movement through half steps provides pleasant listening and can be featured later in 
the learning process. 
 
Feel free to move up and down octaves in the bass – bass movement is not limited to 
step movement, as chord voicings should be. Moving in and out of the lowest region 
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of the piano with its greater resonance can create variety and is the first step towards 
improvising over the progression. 
 
Explore a basic Bossa rhythmic pattern 
We now must start to learn some of the rhythmic possibilities for use in this groove. 
Below is a basic 2-bar Bossa pattern. 
 

 
Clap this rhythm along to a metronome and loop it until you feel comfortable.  = 120 
is a good starting point. It would also be a good idea to set your metronome to double 
your intended speed – this now becomes the eighth-note pulse and you can practice 
precisely timing the offbeat quavers. Some digital metronomes provide the option to 
click in eighth-notes. 
 
Now apply this rhythm with your RH voicings that we learnt on the previous page. 
Play the progression through with just your RH and the metronome using this rhythm. 
Aim to place every rhythmic unit perfectly in time. Staccato the first chord in the 
rhythmic pattern and hold the second one until the quaver on the 4th offbeat. Play this 
through until it feels easy. All the work from this point on may take several days to 
several weeks to become familiar enough to groove nicely. 
 
For this exercise you will need to practice the links between the changes. For 
instance, your first practice will need to include practice getting from the C∆ on the 
first two bars to the Bø on the 3rd bar. Initially just play the two voicings out of time. 
Notice the gaps between the notes. Both voices shift down a whole-step. Decide on a 
suitable fingering and stick to it. Be strict with yourself (but be aware that a fingering 
pattern may need to be changed to accommodate the next chord in the sequence.) 
Now play the two crotchet C∆ chords at the end of the rhythmic pattern and follow 
them immediately with the first two crotchet Bø chords of the next iteration of the 
pattern. If this was accomplished successfully, try playing the first three bars of the 
progression slowly. When this feels easy, play it through with the metronome to 
perfect the timing. 
 
This practice method can be applied to the whole progression, and to all your 
practicing in general. Be patient; find pleasure in really nailing a small task to the 
smallest detail, make it groove always and aim to eliminate mistakes at all stages of 
the practicing process. This will serve you well in your endeavour to become a 
professional sounding musician. 
 
Now try adding a simple half-note LH bass line to the RH groove, using the roots of 
each chord. It could be helpful to start by initially tapping the rhythm on your knees 
with two hands to become accustomed to the different rhythms in the two hands. 
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Building a basic vocabulary of rhythmic patterns 
Once you are comfortable with this, here are some other rhythms you can try playing 
through the sequence with the same half-note LH bass part. 
 

 
 
There are many possibilities. Have fun creating your own, possibly by combining 
elements of those given above. Notice how some of these include more space whilst 
others are more rhythmically intense and include much syncopation. 
 
Practice until you can easily play each of the patterns through the complete set of 
changes with the LH half notes. 
 
You can now begin to mix-and-match your rhythmic patterns. Initially make a 
conscious decision about which pattern you will play where within the harmonic 
sequence. For instance you might choose to start with pattern 1 over C∆ then play the 
original rhythmic pattern over Bø and E7 followed by pattern 2 over Am7 and pattern 
6 over Gm7 and C7. Etcetera.  
 
You may want to write the order down initially and practice each rhythmic change 
until you can play the full progression fluently. You can also try picking the patterns 
as you play by reading from the patterns above. You are now improvising the groove 
to a basic degree. Notice how the differing rhythmic intensities of the patterns mean 
that some fit certain parts of the changes more naturally than others and some have a 
tendency to excite the groove whilst others lay it back more. 
 
After a few weeks of playing with these and working out new rhythmic patterns, you 
will find that you instinctively know which rhythms to play where and that you can 
spontaneously invent new rhythmic possibilities as you play. You have build the 
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fundamentals of a rhythmic vocabulary and you are able to think more about the big 
picture of how you want the groove to develop. 
 
Developing the bass line 
You can begin to develop the bass line by alternating between the root and the fifth of 
each chord. 
 
The first chord is C∆. The root of this chord is C and the fifth is G. You have two bars 
on this chord to fill. This provides several possibilities, some of which are shown 
below: 

 
 
Try these with a RH groove against a metronome. You may need to choose a 
particular RH pattern to work on and play it slowly with a quaver click from the 
metronome to cope with the increased complexity. You can invent your own LH 
patterns also. 
 
The next chord is Bø. Notice how patterns 2 and 3 above lead very smoothly into this 
chord change due to the half-step from the last C on the C∆ to the root of the Bø in 
the next bar. 
 
Bø indicates a flattened fifth so we will need to use B and F as the root and fifth of 
this chord. This will also lead smoothly down a half step from the F to the E as the 
root of the next chord change. 
 
Continue like this playing roots and fifths through the progression with just your LH 
initially. Then add the RH groove over the top. One possible bass part is shown 
below: 
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Note how this bass part always attempt to connect chords if possible by approaching 
them from a whole or half step in the previous bar. This helps to create smooth 
movement through the harmony. 
 
Harmonic alterations suggested by this bass movement 
It is worth considering possible harmonic changes that could be applied to the chord 
changes, even at this early stage of learning, to keep in mind always that harmony can 
be used quite flexibly. 
 
The bass movement that we practiced in the previous section can suggest other 
harmonic possibilities that can be used as additions to the harmonic scheme we’ve 
used so far. They will not destroy the listener recognising what you are playing as the 
original harmonic progression and can be used to add colour, variety and develop the 
narrative of the harmony each time you play it. 
 
We’re going to use a few basic rules to create these harmonic changes. 

1. Any major 7th, minor 7th, dominant 7th or half-diminished chord can be 
embellished by alternating with a dominant 7th in chord changes long enough 
to allow the movement. This will produce a movement I∆-V7-I∆, im7-V7-
im7, I7-V7-I7 or iø-V7-iø in the key of the chord. 

2. Any major 7th, minor 7th, dominant 7th or half-diminished chord can be 
approached by using a dominant 7th chord in the key of the chord in the bar 
before the chord change. 

3. Any major 7th, minor 7th, dominant 7th or half-diminished chord can be 
approached by a chord of the same quality one half-step below or above the 
target chord in the bar before the chord change. 

4. A major 7th chord can be approached by a minor seventh chord that is chord 
iim7 in the key of the chord. 

5. A minor 7th chord can be approached by a half-diminished chord that is chord 
iiø7 in the key of the chord. 
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Let’s consider the first two-bars of the chord progression. Here there are two-bars that 
sit on C∆. If we confine ourselves for the moment to a harmonic pace of half-notes 
only, this produces several possibilities: 

• On the third beat of the first bar we can use a dominant 7th in the key of the 
chord, followed by a resolution back to the chord itself. This will produce the 
movement | C∆ / G7 / | C / / / |. This is a I∆-V7-I∆ in the key of Cmajor and 
produces the effect of the harmony turning quickly back on itself. 

• This same movement could be effected on the first beat of the second bar 
before resolving on the third beat of the same bar. This will produce the 
movement | C∆ / / / | G7 / C∆ / |. This produces the effect of the harmony 
remaining static for a bar before moving quickly to progress towards the Bø 
chord that follows. 

• The final half-note of the second bar could be turned into a dominant 7th 
approach to the Bø in the following bar. This would produce the movement | 
C∆ / / / | / / F#7 / | Bø / / / | This produces a very obvious change of harmony 
and should be used carefully.. 

• The final half note of the second bar can be turned into a Cø to effect a half-
step slide down into the harmony of the next bar (a Bø). 

• The first bar could be replaced by the dominant of the chord, producing the 
movement | G7 / / / | C∆ / / / | This destroys the initial establishment of the key 
of the progression and probably will only be appropriate on additional 
repetitions of the progression. 

 
Using the bass line conceived in the previous section to suggest harmonic alterations, 
here is the progression with some possible alterations given in brackets. 
 

 
 
Using all of these substitutions in one chorus of the progression would be 
overwhelming and will most likely irritate your listener and any unfortunate musician 
who happens to be playing with you! Sometimes constant harmonic alteration results 
in the effect becoming actually rather monotonous. The substitutions are best left for 
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specific points in the progression when you want to provide an extra lift to the 
harmony, fill a gap or vary what you played in a previous chorus. Don’t forget that 
the groove is always the most important thing – sometimes just allowing the harmony 
to sit for a while on one chord really allows the groove to establish itself without 
interruptions. 
 
The above is just one possibility while restricting ourselves to just half-note 
movement. If this was extended to allow movement in quarter-notes or even eighth-
notes the possibilities would become even more numerous. You could comfortably 
spend a month working on this and discovering and practicing as many harmonic 
possibilities as you can think up. 
 
As with the rhythmic explorations we did in a previous section, you will find that 
after you have worked out several possibilities for each chord change, new harmonic 
alterations will present themselves to you spontaneously as you play. You are now 
developing the beginnings of a harmonic vocabulary. 


