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The study of 20th-century American music is incomplete without a rigorous examination of William 

&ldquo;Count&rdquo; Basie and the stylistic evolution of the jazz blues. Among the various compositions and 

tributes that bear his name, &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; stands as a significant case study in jazz pedagogy, 

orchestration, and performance practice. Whether analyzed through the lens of a big band arrangement by Dave 

Mills, a virtuosic bass transcription by Ray Brown, or a sophisticated guitar interpretation by Kenny Burrell, the

work encapsulates the essence of the &ldquo;Basie Sound&rdquo;&mdash;a combination of sparse piano

minimalism, driving rhythm section cohesion, and the infectious power of the riff.

The Historical and Stylistic Context of Count Basie

To understand the technical nuances of &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; one must first understand the architectural 

foundations laid by Count Basie himself. Born in Red Bank, New Jersey, and later becoming the central figure of 

the Kansas City jazz scene, Basie transformed the jazz orchestra from a rigid ensemble into a fluid, swinging 

machine. The Count Basie Orchestra moved away from the complex, dense orchestrations common in New York 

and toward a style centered on the 12-bar blues, utilizing &ldquo;head arrangements&rdquo; (compositions

memorized by the band and developed through collective improvisation).

The All-American Rhythm Section

At the heart of the Basie influence is the All-American Rhythm Section, consisting of Count Basie (piano),

Freddie Green (guitar), Walter Page (double bass), and Jo Jones (drums). Their technical approach to time-keeping

became the gold standard for jazz performance:

•  Freddie Green Style: A strict four-to-the-bar acoustic guitar strumming technique that emphasized the 

harmonic pulse without overpowering the ensemble.

•  Walking Bass: Walter Page&rsquo;s development of the linear, four-beat bass line provided the melodic and 

harmonic floor for the horns.

•  Minimalist Comping: Basie&rsquo;s own piano style was characterized by economy. He utilized &ldquo;plink-

plink-plink&rdquo; upper-register chords and strategic silence to punctuate the groove rather than clutter it.

Core Concepts: The Anatomy of a Riff Blues

Most iterations of &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; are built upon the riff bluesstructure. A riff is a short, rhythmic,

and melodic phrase that is repeated throughout the 12-bar blues progression. In the Basie idiom, these riffs are

often call-and-response patterns between different sections of the band (e.g., the saxophones vs. the brass).

The 12-Bar Blues Mathematical Framework

Technically, the blues progression used in these arrangements typically follows the standard I-IV-V framework but

with specialized jazz substitutions. A common harmonic roadmap for a Basie-style blues in F (a frequent key for big

bands) includes:



•  Bars 1-4: F7 | Bb7 | F7 | Cm7 - F7 (The Setup)

•  Bars 5-6: Bb7 | Bdim7 (The Subdominant Shift)

•  Bars 7-8: F7 | D7alt (The Harmonic Turnaround)

•  Bars 9-12: Gm7 | C7 | F7 D7 | Gm7 C7 (The Resolution)

The Bdim7 in bar 6 is a hallmark of the Basie era, providing a chromatic bridge back to the tonic. This specific 

harmonic movement is foundational to the Dave Mills arrangement and the Jim Snideroadaptations found in

contemporary jazz ensemble scores.

Comparative Analysis of &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; Interpretations

The provided data highlights several distinct versions of the piece, each serving a different pedagogical or

performance-based function. Below is a structured comparison of these technical interpretations.



Arranger/Performer Instrumentation Key Technical Focus Difficulty/Level

Dave Mills Jazz Ensemble Ensemble precision, riff-
based phrasing, and brass 
section balance.

Intermediate (Educational)

Ray Brown Solo Contrabass Thumb position, walking 
bass fluidity, and double-
stop execution.

Advanced (Professional)

Kenny Burrell Guitar (Solo/Trio) Chord-melody integration, 
bluesy soul-jazz inflection, 
and pick-and-finger hybrid 
technique.

Intermediate-Advanced

Jim Snidero / Russell 
Schmidt

Jazz Ensemble (Big Band) Swing feel, sectional blend, 
and instructional focus on 
the 12-bar form.

Intermediate (Curriculum-
based)

Ray Bryant Piano Transcription Left-hand stride influence, 
rhythmic displacement, and 
block chord voicing.

Intermediate

1. The Dave Mills Arrangement (JJZ208)

The Dave Mills version, often published by JW Pepper, is a staple in jazz education. Its primary technical objective 

is to teach student ensembles the concept of &ldquo;The Pocket.&rdquo;Unlike modern fusion or complex

contemporary jazz, this arrangement relies on the &ldquo;lay-back&rdquo; feel. The brass parts are written to

emphasize the &ldquo;and&rdquo; of beat 2 and 4, which is the heartbeat of the swing era. For conductors, the

technical challenge lies in ensuring the rhythm section does not rush the simple melodic riffs.

2. The Ray Brown Solo Transcription

Ray Brown&rsquo;s &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; is a masterclass in Double Bass mechanics. Technically, 

Brown was known for his massive tone and impeccable intonation. His solo lines on this piece often involve triplet-

based embellishments and chromatic enclosures. For a bassist, studying the Rosarinou transcription of

Brown&rsquo;s lines involves analyzing how he connects the root notes of the blues progression with leading tones

that create a sense of forward motion.

3. The Kenny Burrell Approach

As noted in the Kenny Burrell version (theme only), the focus is on the Chord-Melody. Burrell incorporates the

&ldquo;Basie Style&rdquo; on the guitar by mimicking the piano&rsquo;s sparse voicings. Technically, this requires

the guitarist to maintain the melody on the top strings while providing internal guide tones (3rds and 7ths) on the

middle strings, often omitting the root note (which is left to the bassist).

Technical Workflow: Arranging for the Basie Style

For a technical writer or arranger looking to emulate the &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; sound, a specific

procedural execution is required. This workflow ensures the final product retains the historical accuracy of the

Kansas City swing aesthetic.

Step 1: Riff Selection and Development



Select a two-measure melodic cell. The riff should be rhythmically driving but melodically simple (often pentatonic).

It must be adaptable so that it can be transposed to the IV chord (Bb in the key of F) without losing its identity.

Step 2: Harmonic Voicing (The &ldquo;Small&rdquo; Sound)

Avoid dense 13th chords with multiple extensions. Instead, use Shell Voicings. Focus on the 3rd and 7th of each

chord. In the Basie idiom, the piano should stay out of the way of the tenor saxophones and trombones, which

usually carry the meat of the harmony.

Step 3: Orchestral Dynamics

The &ldquo;Basie Shout Chorus&rdquo; is a critical technical component. This is the section of the arrangement 

where the full ensemble plays at a high dynamic level (ff). The mechanics of a shout chorus involve block voicing

where the lead trumpet plays the highest note and the entire band mirrors that rhythm, creating a massive, unified

wall of sound.

Common Failure Modes in Performance and Solutions

Performing or arranging a Basie-style blues presents several common technical challenges. Understanding these

failure modes is essential for directors and musicians.

•  Failure Mode: Over-playing the Piano. Many pianists play too many notes, cluttering the frequency spectrum. 

Solution: Practice &ldquo;The Basie Gap.&rdquo; Leave at least two beats of silence between comping chords.

•  Failure Mode: Rushing the Swing. Swing is often misinterpreted as triplets that are too &ldquo;stiff.&rdquo; 

Solution: Utilize a Metronomic Analysis where the metronome clicks on beats 2 and 4 only. This forces the 

ensemble to generate their own internal sense of &ldquo;laid-back&rdquo; time.

•  Failure Mode: Lack of Dynamic Contrast. The piece becomes a monotonous &ldquo;mf&rdquo; (mezzo-forte). 

Solution: Implement strict terraced dynamics. The first chorus should be a whisper (pp), building gradually to the 

final shout chorus.

Mathematical Modeling of the &ldquo;Swing Feel&rdquo;

While jazz is an art form, the &ldquo;swing&rdquo; found in &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; can be modeled 

through the Swing Ratio. In a technical sense, the swing ratio (sr) is the duration of the downbeat (d) divided by

the duration of the upbeat (u).

Formula: sr = d / u

•  At slower tempos (100 BPM), the ratio is often close to 2:1 (a perfect triplet).

•  At the medium-swing tempo of &ldquo;Blues for Basie&rdquo; (120-140 BPM), the ratio typically shifts toward 

1.5:1, creating a &ldquo;straighter&rdquo; but still bouncing feel.

•  Technical accuracy in performance requires the entire ensemble to maintain a consistent swing ratio to avoid 

rhythmic friction.

Conclusion: The Broader Implications of the Basie Blueprint

The enduring relevance of &ldquo;Blues for Basie,&rdquo; evidenced by the myriad of sheet music arrangements 

from Dave Mills to Russell Schmidt, speaks to the structural integrity of Basie&rsquo;s musical philosophy. It is a 

philosophy that prioritizes the collective over the individual, rhythm over complex harmony, and the blues as a 

universal language. For the technical student of jazz, these scores are more than just notes on a page; they are a 

blueprint for rhythmic engineering. 



By deconstructing the transcriptions of Ray Brownand the arrangements for big bands, we see that the genius of

the Basie style lies in its constraints. By limiting the harmonic palette and focusing on the precision of the riff, Basie

created a system where swing could flourish with maximum efficiency. As contemporary musicians continue to

study these scores, they are not just looking back at history&mdash;they are engaging with a fundamental set of

musical mechanics that continue to define the essence of the genre. Whether you are a bassist analyzing

Brown&rsquo;s lines or a conductor leading a high school jazz ensemble through &ldquo;Basie&rsquo;s

Blues,&rdquo; the technical demand remains the same: find the groove, respect the silence, and let the riff speak

for itself.
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