
	

Lesson: SECRETS OF LEARNING FORM 
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- A Night in Tunisia. Classic jazz. Now, the reason I was able to play that is because I've heard it 
many times, and it so happens to be one of the songs that Art Blakey recorded also. Of course, 
you know, I didn't come anywhere close to that, but we tried to show you how it's possible to play 
on that, just playing the head and knowing the form. Let's discuss this, now. Let's discuss form 
and how we go about learning songs, also. Let's deal with learning songs, first of all.  
 
-You guys are in a generation of iTunes and all of these different things. I came up in a 
generation of recordings and records, and listening to vinyl. I think it's very important that you 
understand listening is essential. Knowing albums is essential. Not only the albums of your 
instrument, but all of the instrumentalists in jazz. I was listening to Lester Young, Sonny Stitt, 
Charlie Parker, Miles, of course, Art Pepper. All the music I could take in, I took in. This helped 
me to understand and to learn, not only learning songs, but learning different forms.  
 
-A A B, A A B A, A B A, "Abba," you know. ♫ Dance with me ♫ No, anyway.  
 
-I had to do that, man. But, this is essential, though, to playing this music. You have to know 
these things. Being able to understand what 12-bar blues are, 16-bar blues, 32-bar blues, and 
being able to count. These are essential things to deal with. Let's talk about, we just played A 
Night in Tunisia, so let's sing the melody.  
 
-one, two, three, four. 8 bar is the top, right? Right, so, we played that because I did this, Again. 
Something different happened there. If I didn't know that there was a change coming, I would've 
kept going, But that was the swing section. Three, two, three, four, four, two, three, four, five, two, 
three, four, six, two, three, four, seven, two, three, four, eight, two, three, four, Something different 
happened, and there was eight bars again. Then, we go back to, Then we have the last little part, 
Now, from having heard the song many, many times, and understanding, okay, so it's at eight, 
eight, eight, eight, and then something different at the end, right? There was something different 
that happened. If I don't understand that all of these different sections are happening within the 
song, maybe I play totally different. Maybe I just understand, I'm gonna do, but then I understand, 
oh wait, the music is changing around me.  
 
-Understanding form really is essential so that you know how to create and shape the music. You 
understand the textures and colors that are needed to build each section, so you understand that 
when we were on the swing section, It wouldn't sound the same if they're swingin' and I'm goin', It 
might be like I'm in Vegas or something. We don't want that, we wanna just swing, you know? 
Then when we go back to the Afro-Cuban section, then I go back to that, because if I didn't, if I 
went, It sounds kinda weird because we all know the song from, Right?  
 
-So, that's this one song in particular. There are many different styles of music, like I said, in jazz. 
Often times, if you're playing in odd meters, the forms are different. Nowadays guys write really 
difficult tunes so you have to have your counting, your thinking cap on to count a lot of things. 
Even with that, you still have to make it feel good. Knowing the blues, that's essential. We say, 
one, two, three, Whether you're playing 12-bar, 16-bar, or 32-blue bar blues, or 24-bar blues, 
whatever, understanding where the one is, is essential. Where the top is, you know? You get that 
by doing it repetitively, by counting, by listening to the records. Every jazz record that you listen 
to, every song is gonna have some element of what I'm talking about in it, so, if you just listen, 
you'll get it. This is the things that we have to always remember. What did I tell you before? What 
we do is, we listen, we steal, and we copy, then we try to forget. Listening to take it in, stealing 
because that's what we have to do to get the vocabulary. We don't make it up. Copy, so that we 



	

know what we're doing and we can apply it. Once you get all that down, and you've been doing it, 
then you have to somewhat change it around.  
 
-So, when I say forget, I don't mean forget that you learned it, but forget how you studied it and 
try and come up with a different concept, a different way of playing. All these things help you to 
play over different forms, and to make them sound fresh. To understand where the top of the form 
is, that's very important. Sometimes, the more complicated music is, it's harder to hear where the 
top of the form might be. There's been some songs I've played on with Joshua Redman and with 
Pete, also, and you have to really understand where the one is. Otherwise, it can mess 
everything up. Being able to play, but not always go, You don't always have to go, bang, like that, 
but you have to understand where it is, and having a concept and knowledge of different songs 
and how things can be elongated, or, you know, where you think one is, might be four, so you 
always have to be counting, and make it feel good. There's a recording that we, a trio record I just 
did with Josh, it came out, and there's some different things on there that we do, and some of the 
songs have different forms. Trio recording with Peter we just did, What Lies Ahead, there's a few 
songs on there that have some vamps at the end, and you have to really listen to understand 
where, it's in seven, but you have to listen and understand where it is.  
 
-You have forms, learning tunes, practicing, having good equipment, being positive about what 
you're doing, playing with great musicians, these are all the things that we're striving to get you to 
do. The only way you can do it is to tune in to what I'm trying to give you here. Spread the love. 
Then you have to pass it on to someone else. This is what we do.  
 
-Something I often did was, when I was practicing, still do, is play to records. It's very important. 
The way I do it is I turn the volume very low, and I continue to play, trying to hear where the 
record is. This develops your ears. Everything we talk about is about this, right here, about your 
ears.  
 
-Onstage that's what you have to use. It's very essential that you have that keen, very sharp. 
There's no reading a transcription when you're onstage, there's none of that. You have to interact 
with people so that, to me, I think that's something that is often overlooked. The sooner you 
develop your ear, the better it is for you. The best way to really feel comfortable playing over odd 
forms, is you just have to sit in a room and really do it. There's two schools of thought, there's a 
lot of guys who practice to metronomes, yes, you can do that if you want to. Or, you could just 
think of a vamp and learn how to play a vamp in different meters.  
 
-Let's say we take this, That's a song we played with Joshua Redman. That was it. I heard the 
groove, and then I was able to play it with a vamp. I heard, Some examples of me playing over 
strange, odd forms, and trying to make it work, Peter Martin, What Lies Ahead, Joshua Redman, 
Trio Live, I think those two records, some of the records with Roy Hargrove, we didn't play with 
odd forms, but we did forms with different. Of Kindred Souls, of course, one of my favorites with 
Joe Henderson. Record Lush Life, Betty Carter records. Been on a lot of records, so, you pick 
and choose, like I told you guys, I don't listen to 'em anymore, so, tryin' to get better, and try and 
do somethin' new. There are so many great drummers to listen to. Go in order, and save me for 
last. Go check out the masters first, and then you'll arrive at me and you'll see what I did. Thanks. 


