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Abstract 

This thesis examines the improvisations of jazz pianist Paul Bley, asking the 
questions: 

In Paul Bley' s improvisations, what constitutes the melodic vocabulary, in 
what ways is that vocabulary organized, and to what extent does it reflect the 
'jazz language'? Further, in what ways does Bley create coherence and 
continuity in his solos? 

To propose answers to these problems, a selection of Bley's improvised solos were 
transcribed and examined using techniques described in the methodology section. 
These techniques attempt to consider both the process and the product of the activity 
of improvisation. 
This research revealed that Bley's approach utili sed several techniques pioneered by 
jazz saxophonist Ornette Coleman as well as melodic, harmonic and rhythmic devices 
common in the jazz idiom. Continuity and coherence were found in the sample, and 
this was largely attributable to the ways Bley created thematic unity by using 
recognisable motifs repeatedly in a variety of (often contrasting) contexts. 
In addition to the transcriptions, these findings are supported by extracts from 
interviews with Paul Bley conducted by the author and included in the appendices. 

Acknowledgements 

Thanks to Dr. Gregory Smith and Dr. Donald Chittum for guidance. 
Thanks to Dr. Suzi Kerr for perspective. 
Thanks to the faculty of the New England Conservatory, and particularly Allan 
Chase, for hosting me during the preparation of the thesis. 



List of illustrations 

Figure 1. Pan-tonal Phrase pg. 17 

Figure 2. Motivic Chain Association Table pg. 18 

Figure 3. Step Progression: Cannonball Adderley pg. 19 

Figure 4. Step Progression: Paul Bley pg. 19 

Figure 5. Melodic Elision Table pg. 21 

Figure 6. Jazz Devices Table pg.26 

Figure 7. Scalar Lines: Comparison pg. 27 

Figure 8. Chord Spelling pg. 28 

Figure 9. Blues Phrase pg.28 

Figure 10. Whole-tone Scale pg.29 

Figure 11. Enclosure Phrases pg.29 

Figure 12. Super Locrian Phrase pg.30 

Figure 13. Diminished Phrase pg.30 

Figure 14. Jazz Phrase pg.30 

Figure 15. Erasure Phrase pg.33 

Figure 16. Four Note Motif: Contexts pg. 38 

Figure 17. Four Note Motif: Comparisons pg.40 

Figure 18. For Note Motif: Comparisons pg.41 

Figure 19. 'Hand Shape' Table pg.43 

Transcribed Solos 

Ornette Coleman: Chronology (extract) pg47 

Paul Bley All The Things You Are: 1963 pg. 48 

Paul Bley All The Things You Are: 1985 pg.53 

Paul Bley All The Things You Are: 1993 pg. 57 

Paul Bley Long Ago And Far Away: 1963 pg.65 

Paul Bley Long Ago And Far Away: 1985 pg.68 

Paul Bley Long Ago And Far Away: 1993 pg. 73 



After The Melody: Paul Bley and Jazz Piano After Ornette Coleman 

Contents 

Introduction 

Methodology: 

Reductive models 

Processual models 

Towards a synthesis 

Omette Coleman 

Paul Bley: 

Harmonic mobility 

Motivic improvisation 

Freedom within the jazz ensemble 

Continuity with the jazz tradition 

Beyond tonal music 

Non-equivalence of pitch classes 

Thematic unity 

Processual considerations 

Conclusion 

Musical Examples: Transcriptions 

Appendix I. Transcriptions: Interviews with Paul Bley 

Appendix 2. Selected Discography 

Glossary 

References 

2 

3 

5 

6 

8 

9 

13 

16 

18 

24 

26 

32 

34 

35 

37 

44 

46 

83 

97 

98 

99 


