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ABSTRACT 

USING SOLO TRANSCRIPTION TO DEVELOP A PERSONAL JAZZ 
IMPROVISATIONAL STYLE 

Brendan Schnabel, DMA 

George Mason University, 2021 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Darden Purcell 

 

The practice of transcribing improvised solos has been a crucial method for jazz 

musicians to develop their improvisational skills and style since the early history of the 

music. Stylistic changes to jazz over time can be traced through the impact of innovative 

soloists and their recordings. While there is a wealth of scholarship dedicated to various 

aspects of the transcription process, there does not yet exist an intensive study that 

demonstrates the process by which jazz musicians can utilize transcription to develop a 

personal improvisational style. In this dissertation, I set out to create a method that 

addresses how to effectively transcribe solos while also demonstrating techniques for 

applying material from these transcriptions directly into one’s own improvisations. By 

addressing both these components of the transcription process, this method will 

contribute to a better understanding of how jazz musicians can develop their artistic 

voices. 
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To create this method, I first interviewed three professional jazz saxophonists. The goal 

of these interviews was to learn the role transcription has played in each participant’s 

musical development. After organizing and reflecting on the answers provided, I began a 

case study with myself as the participant, using the methods and philosophies described 

by the interview participants to undergo a period of transcribing various solos by 

different artists. I practiced playing these solos on either tenor or soprano saxophone, 

then used a variety of techniques to apply material from the solos into my own 

improvisations. The results from this case study are presented along with accompanying 

musical examples. These were then used to develop a method that addresses both the 

transcription process and how to use one’s transcriptions in an improvisatory context. 

Finally, I offer a hypothetical suggested use of this method by a college jazz student. 

The result of these three separate components comprising interviews, a case 

study, and a transcription method is a body of work that will complement existing 

scholarship studying the transcription process. By taking an integrative approach that 

compiles different viewpoints and mediating these views through a period of practice and 

reflection, this study will contribute to a greater understanding of the transcription 

process and its function in helping musicians develop their improvisational styles. 

 
KEY TERMS: transcription, jazz improvisation, jazz pedagogy, jazz saxophone, 

musician interviews, case study 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

This study began with a simple question: how do jazz musicians develop their 

own musical identities? While such an open-ended question cannot reasonably be 

answered in the span of one paper and indeed involves a lifetime of thoughtful work 

unique to each individual, I soon found myself focusing on one topic that is frequently 

discussed in jazz pedagogy: the practice of transcribing improvised solos. At first glance, 

developing an individual style of one’s own by imitating the style of another through 

transcription might seem counterintuitive or even contradictory. Yet within the world of 

jazz, where untold numbers of musicians have earned their place in history by developing 

bold new musical ideas, the transcription process is still regarded as sacred. 

 The purpose of this study is to explore more deeply the relationship between 

transcription and creative improvisation. I have divided this dissertation into three 

sequential parts. First, I conducted interviews of three professional jazz saxophonists, 

asking them to share their experiences with transcription and how it has affected their 

musical development. Next, I conducted a case study with myself as the participant, using 

the insights of each interview participant to guide me throughout a period of transcribing 

improvised solos and performing them on tenor and soprano saxophone. Finally, I used 

my experiences from this case study to create a method outlining strategies for 
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approaching the various stages of the transcription process. This method was designed to 

aid college-level musicians in developing their own unique musical styles.  

By integrating these three stages of the study into one document, I hope to 

contribute to a better understanding of the transcription process. Pedagogically, it will 

provide teachers with strategies to not only improve their students’ ability to accurately 

transcribe and perform improvised solos, but also to apply what they have absorbed from 

their transcriptions to their own improvisations in a creative and self-motivated way. For 

more established musicians, it will serve as a way for them to get the most out of their 

transcription study, using it as a springboard to cultivate their own unique musical 

personalities. Finally, this study will contribute towards furthering scholarly 

understanding of the creative process by examining the intersection of imitation and 

creativity.  

Background 

 While transcription is a fundamental concept both in the field of jazz and across 

nearly all music scholarship, its precise definition and intended use can vary widely 

according to different individuals. For performers of jazz and related styles of music, 

transcription has historically entailed the study of famous musical recordings of 

improvised solos and can be understood as “the traditional practice of memorizing and 

reproducing a recorded improvisation without necessarily notating it.”1  

While many musicians studying such solos often devote time to committing 

notations of their transcriptions to manuscript in the same way a music theorist or 

 
1 Mark Tucker, “Transcription (ii),” Grove Music Online, 2021, accessed 7 February 2021. 
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ethnomusicologist would, it is important to recognize that jazz musicians usually 

approach this process with the overriding goal of being able to perform what they have 

transcribed on their instruments as a way to improve their own improvisational abilities. 

Other jazz musicians may choose not to notate the solos they study. Nevertheless, they 

become so intimately aware of their content that they learn the entirety of the solos by ear 

and are able to perfectly match their playing to the source recording without the aid of 

notation. 

Regardless of the approach taken, the main goal of transcription for jazz 

musicians is not to produce analytical works, but to apply material from transcribed solos 

to their own playing. Recordings of these solos are thus best understood as “those 

precious resources of the oral tradition of improvisation,”2 as Paul Berliner describes 

them. The process of absorbing these precious resources is essential to the development 

of an improvisational style. Thus, I will adopt a looser definition of the terms 

“transcription” and “transcribe” throughout this study, using them to refer to any act 

where a musician strives to imitate the playing style of another, whether the end result is 

notated or not. Different interpretations of these terms will be discussed in Chapter II, the 

interview section.  

 Such imitation of other musicians through transcription has been an integral part 

of jazz since the early history of the music. The preeminence of the improvised solo is 

largely held to have begun with trumpeter and singer Louis Armstrong, particularly after 

 
2 Paul Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1994), 11. 
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making his first recordings as a leader in 1925, the seminal Louis Armstrong and His Hot 

Fives. These recordings would profoundly alter the course of jazz music by “Epitomizing 

the change from an emphasis on the ensemble...to an emphasis on the soloist,”3 marking 

“a watershed of jazz history.”4 Armstrong’s innovations in rhythm, technical ability, and 

in using improvisation to tell a story were soon adopted by musicians throughout the 

country as they listened to these recordings, learning Armstrong’s solos and adapting 

them into their own playing. 

 From this point onward, improvised solos would remain the principal mode of 

expression in jazz. Even as the music underwent stylistic shifts from the early New 

Orleans style, to Swing, Bebop and beyond, each iteration was defined by landmark 

recordings of innovative soloists. Innovators of new jazz styles often use these recordings 

as a first step towards forging their own musical identities. For example, the alto 

saxophonist Charlie Parker, known for being “influential in developing the modern jazz 

style called bebop5”, was known to have spent time memorizing and studying the 

recordings of the earlier tenor saxophonist Lester Young with the Count Basie 

Orchestra.6 While musicians like Parker are often seen as creating entirely new styles of 

jazz, they owe their development, at least in part, to the innovations of previous 

generations of musicians.  

 
3  Gene H. Anderson, “Armstrong, Louis,” “2: Recordings,” Grove Music Online, 2021, accessed 7 
February 2021. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Carl Woideck, “Parker, Charlie, “Grove Music Online, 2021, accessed 28 February 2021. 
6 Ibid., “1: Life.” 
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This progression of jazz via improvised solos has also been accompanied by an 

interest in publishing such solos as notated transcriptions. This can be traced back to the 

music’s early history, with the Melrose Brothers of Chicago’s two 1927 collections of 

Louis Armstrong improvisations, 50 Hot Choruses for Cornet and 125 Jazz Breaks for 

Cornet serving as one of the earliest examples.7 Interest in these kinds of transcriptions 

continued, with numerous examples published in music periodicals such as Metronome 

and Downbeat. By the 1970s, publications of solo transcriptions had grown considerably, 

accompanying a burgeoning interest in jazz education.8 Perhaps the most famous of these 

kinds of publications is the Charlie Parker Omnibook, a collection of Parker’s 

improvised solos transcribed by Jamey Aebersold and Ken Slone published in 1978. This 

book, along with the prototypical Armstrong publications, established a consistent trend 

in jazz scholarship, where studies are often based on studying the solos of a particular 

artist. This trend has continued to the present day, leading to an explosion of both 

commercially available transcription books and scholarly articles and dissertations, 

variously dedicated to an ever-growing number of individual musicians throughout jazz 

history.  

Literature Review 

 Many works exist that analyze transcribed solos, examine the pedagogical utility 

of transcription, present the views of different jazz musicians through interviews, or make 

use of a case study. However, no work yet exists that integrates these different 

 
7 Berliner, Thinking in Jazz, 97. 
8  Tucker, “Transcription,” “3: History.” 
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disciplines, creating a more holistic understanding of the transcription process. The 

following Literature Review will examine representative works from each of these 

categories. It will then be used to demonstrate the utility of taking a multi-faceted 

approach to answering how transcription can be effectively utilized to develop an 

individual style.  

Works Involving Transcription and Analysis 

 Many existing works examine transcription as it is commonly understood by jazz 

musicians. As described in the Background section of this study, these often take the 

form of commercial publications dedicated to the improvised solos of a particular artist. 

Notable among these are multi-instrumentalist and scholar Andrew White’s The Works of 

John Coltrane, Vols. 1 Through 14: 701 Transcriptions of John Coltrane’s 

Improvisations. Also notable is David Baker’s Giants of Jazz series, published in 1980 

and dedicated to the playing styles of three trumpeters (Miles Davis, Clifford Brown, and 

Fats Navarro) and three saxophonists (John Coltrane, Charlie Parker, and Cannonball 

Adderley). These books include multiple transcriptions by each artist, as well as 

supplemental material that includes biographical sketches, discographies, style analysis, 

and commonly played patterns. Other transcription books present the solos of a particular 

artist, but do not include such supplemental materials. A representative example is Hal 

Leonard’s Artist Transcription series, which includes The Best of Sonny Rollins and The 

Lester Young Collection, each transcribed by Forrest “Woody” Mankowski. 

 In addition to books, there are also dissertations that study transcriptions of solos 

played by a particular artist. One of the earliest examples is Thomas Owens’s “Charlie 
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Parker: Techniques of Improvisation,” published in 1974. In this work, Leigh Pilzer 

notes, Owens transcribed over 200 of Parker’s solos, organized his most commonly 

played motivic devices, and analyzed Parker’s stylistic elements, “such as typical 

rhythmic unit, use of swing feel, customary articulations and dynamics, phrase lengths, 

and type of vibrato used.”9 

 Pilzer’s own dissertation, “Gerry Mulligan, Soloist: Transcription and Analysis of 

His Small-Group Solos on ‘Line for Lyons,’ ‘Curtains,’ and ‘The Flying Scotsman,’” 

focuses on identifying baritone saxophonist Gerry Mulligan’s broader improvisational 

strategies over the span of his career. She does this principally by examining “Mulligan’s 

use of repetition and sequence on his composition “Line for Lyons” in twenty 

performances recorded between 1952 and 1993.”10 A similar study examining a soloist’s 

approach to playing the same song form over multiple years is David Rawlings Freedy’s 

dissertation titled “Brecker’s Blues: Transcription and Theoretical Analysis of Six 

Selected Improvised Blues Solos By Jazz Saxophonist Michael Brecker,” which 

examines tenor saxophonist Michael Brecker’s approach to the twelve bar blues form, 

one of the most fundamental forms in jazz. 

Other works also analyze solos played over the same song form but examine the 

performances of different artists rather than those of only one individual. An illustrative 

example is Eric Allen’s Body & Soul: The Evolution of a Tenor Saxophone Standard. In 

this book, Allen provides nine transcriptions of tenor saxophonists improvising over the 
 

9  Leigh Pilzer, “Gerry Mulligan, Soloist: Transcription and Analysis of His Small-Group Solos on 
‘Line for Lyons,’ ‘Curtains,’ and ‘The Flying Scotsman” (DMA diss., George Mason University, 2020), 11, 
accessed 1 February 2020, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (27962557). 
10 Ibid., 17. 
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jazz standard “Body and Soul.” These solos span a significant portion of jazz history, 

starting with tenor saxophonist Coleman Hawkins’s landmark 1939 recording for RCA 

records and ending with contemporary tenor saxophonist Chris Potter’s 1993 recording 

from his album Sundiata (Criss Cross Jazz). Besides offering a comparative analysis of 

the improvisational devices used by each artist, Allen’s work assumes a historical 

dimension, stating that Coleman Hawkins’s recording of “Body and Soul” “was among 

the genre’s first major solo statements'' and “firmly established the prominence of the 

tenor saxophone.”11 

Scholars have also written dissertations that use the same approach as Allen, 

comparing solos of artists that span different periods of jazz history. For example, in his 

dissertation titled “Stylistic Evolution of Jazz Saxophone Performance as Illustrated 

Through Selected Improvisations by Ten Master Improvisers,” Robert Aman Gardiner 

transcribes solos by ten saxophonists over different songs. These solos trace a similar 

chronological progression as Allen’s work, beginning with the same 1939 recording of 

“Body and Soul” by Coleman Hawkins and ending with Michael Brecker’s 1981 solo on 

“Quartet No. 2, Part 2” with pianist Chick Corea. Gardiner’s aim in his work is to present 

“Representative jazz saxophonists from the span of jazz history...based on the 

significance of their contributions to the evolution of jazz style and improvisation.”12 

George Weremchuck’s dissertation titled “A Comparative Analysis of Improvised 

Solos Based on the Popular Songs Body and Soul, Night and Day, and Out of Nowhere as 
 

11  Eric Allen, Body & Soul: The Evolution of a Tenor Saxophone Standard (New Albany, IN: Jamey 
Aebersold Jazz, 2015), Introduction. 
12  Robert Aman Gardiner, “Stylistic Evolution of Jazz Saxophone Performance as Illustrated 
Through Selected Improvisations by Ten Master Improvisers,” (DMA diss., University of South Carolina, 
2008), V, accessed 28 February 2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (3332285). 
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Performed by Selected Jazz Tenor Saxophonists Representing Different Styles” is more 

like Allen’s work than Gardiner’s as he compares the solos of different artists 

improvising over the same songs. However, unlike Allen, Weremchuck examines two 

other songs besides “Body and Soul” by including “Night and Day” and “Out of 

Nowhere.” This approach allows Weremchuck to compare artists across different 

historical style periods as Allen and Gardiner do, while also utilizing contrasting songs as 

a foundation of the study, where “All three compositions also follow different musical 

forms and are played in different keys.”13 

Roland R. Davis’s dissertation titled “An Examination of Cadential Note Choices: 

Comparing Improvisations of Scott Hamilton with Sidney Bechet, Michael Brecker, Don 

Byas, John Coltrane, Stan Getz, Dexter Gordon, Coleman Hawkins, Frankie Trumbauer, 

Ben Webster, and Lester Young” also compares the playing of artists throughout jazz 

history. His work differs from those of Allen, Gardiner, and Weremchuck by adopting a 

more microscopic approach, comparing the cadential note choices of different 

saxophonists which are in turn divided into Swing era and Non-Swing era artists. Davis’s 

description of his research methodology states: “A survey of the cadential note choices of 

improvised melodies from these artists was conducted and scrutinized, noting 

conspicuous commonalities, dissimilarities, and trends.”14 These cadential note choices 

 
13  George Weremchuck, “A Comparative Analysis of Improvised Solos Based on the Popular Songs 
Body and Soul, Night and Day, and Out of Nowhere as Performed by Selected Jazz Tenor Saxophonists 
Representing Different Styles,” (DMA diss., University of Miami, 1998), 16, accessed 28 February 2021, 
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (9934285). 
14  Roland R. Davis, “An Examination of Cadential Note Choices: Comparing Improvisations of 
Scott Hamilton with Sidney Bechet, Michael Brecker, Don Byas, John Coltrane, Stan Getz, Dexter Gordon, 
Coleman Hawkins, Frankie Trumbauer, Ben Webster, and Lester Young,” (PhD diss., New York 
University, 2012), 2, accessed 28 February 2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (3543991). 
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are further organized as either dominant areas, resolution areas, or transitions between the 

two.15 

 Despite the nuances of their individual approaches, each of these works fall under 

the overarching umbrella of solo transcription and analysis. Certain works analyze 

various solos by one artist, such as those by White, Baker, Owens, and Pilzer. Others 

study multiple artists playing over the same song form or other closely related harmonic 

material, including those by Allen, Gardiner, Weremchuck, and Davis. As with each of 

these works, transcription will serve as a primary research tool for my own study. Solo 

analysis as used in these works will also serve a key role. However, I will instead use my 

analyses to create ways to apply material from the transcribed solos into a performance 

context.  

Works Involving Transcription and Pedagogy 

Another related, yet distinct, category of works examines the various pedagogical 

dimensions to solo transcription. A useful starting point is Jeffrey W. Benedict’s 

dissertation “Incorporating Jazz into the Study of Saxophone at the Undergraduate Level: 

A Graded Index of Materials and Recommendations for Their Use” from 1992. In this 

study, Benedict compiles many commercially available materials that can be used to 

incorporate jazz into undergraduate saxophone studies. The materials he cites extend 

beyond transcription and include technical studies, etudes, duets, and sight-reading. 

Benedict suggests that students practice transcribed solos by reading notated versions of 

them contained within the various publications he lists. He remarks, “As the student 

 
15 Davis, “An Examination of Cadential Note Choices,” 2. 
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develops an intuitive sense of the jazz language, transcriptions should replace etudes as 

the primary tool for stylistic study.”16 He does suggest combining these readings of 

notated transcriptions with careful study of the source recording, thus “integrating the 

aural tradition of jazz music with the study of music in an academic environment.”17 

However, his work makes no recommendations for students to transcribe solos 

themselves. 

A related but more current study is Andre Miguel Acevedo’s dissertation titled 

“Jazz Solo Transcriptions as Technical and Pedagogical Solutions for Undergraduate Jazz 

Saxophonists” from 2014. In this work, Acevedo seeks to understand how undergraduate 

saxophonists can use transcriptions of jazz saxophone solos to improve their instrumental 

technique.18 To do this, Acevedo interviews five professional saxophonists and educators, 

asking them to discuss solos by jazz saxophonists that exemplify specific exemplary 

technical ability on the instrument, such as their use of altissimo, overtones, low register 

playing, up-tempo playing, arpeggios, and articulation. 

Using the interview participants’ answers, Acevedo compiles a list of solos by 

various artists that undergraduate students should transcribe to improve their technique. 

Unlike Benedict’s index of materials, at least a portion of Acevedo’s suggested use of his 

own study suggests students transcribe the solos themselves. He concludes his study by 

 
16  Jeffrey W. Benedict, “Incorporating Jazz into the Study of Saxophone at the Undergraduate Level: 
A Graded Index of Materials and Recommendations for Their Use” (DMA diss., University of Texas, 
1992), 92, Accessed 1 February 2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (9225780). 
17 Ibid. 
18  Andre Miguel Acevedo, “Jazz Solo Transcriptions as Technical and Pedagogical Solutions for 
Undergraduate Jazz Saxophonists” (DMA diss., University of Illinois, 2014), 16, Accessed 1 February 
2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (3710792). 
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imagining himself assigning a student to transcribe a solo that demonstrates the various 

technical considerations cited by the interview participants, ultimately choosing Joshua 

Redman’s “Blues on Sunday.” He then examines individual sections of the solo that 

exemplify each technical component previously outlined. 

Acevedo’s study and my own each share similar goals in examining the 

transcription process as an effective means towards musical development. Though both 

projects overlap in examining the role of technique in transcription, my study will focus 

more intently on strategies for the actual practice of transcription and ways to apply 

transcriptions in a creative fashion.  

Another work that examines the pedagogical utility of transcription is Daniel 

Western’s “Progressive Transcriptions for the Novice Jazz Saxophonist: A Starting Point 

for Developing Improvisational Skills and Style.” It differs from Benedict's, Acevedo’s, 

and my own study by taking novice saxophonists as its intended audience. Western 

argues that the transcription process, as traditionally presented to young jazz musicians, 

can prove to be discouraging and even harmful to their development, where the solos of 

master jazz musicians throughout history are often not realistically attainable on a 

technical level. Additionally, Western notes the potential difficulties for beginners in 

transcribing the solos themselves and memorizing them without the aid of a notated 

score.19 

 
19  Daniel Western, “Progressive Transcriptions for the Novice Jazz Saxophonist: A Starting Point for 
Developing Improvisational Skills and Style” (DMA diss., University of Alabama, 2014), 2, Accessed 1 
February 2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (3620192). 
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Western offers a solution to these problems by transcribing and presenting ten 

saxophone solos that he believes are achievable for a beginner. He determines their 

appropriateness according to a set of criteria addressing limits on range, speed, and 

length, among others. He then provides a set of instructions for studying these solos, 

starting with listening to the recording, learning the solo on one’s instrument, reading his 

provided analysis of the solo, practicing his created accompanying exercises, and 

practicing his recommendations for beginning to improvise in the style of the transcribed 

soloist.20 

Despite the differences in intended audience between Western’s study and my 

own, there are useful parallels. As with my own study, Western offers a set of discrete 

stages for the transcription process, culminating in “insight into the syntax of the jazz 

language so that they can start to creatively construct their own solos with improved 

knowledge and context.”21 Like Acevedo’s, a crucial component of Western’s study is 

the criteria for choosing a solo. Here, these criteria are primarily focused on accessibility. 

My criteria will be more geared towards cultivating a student’s individual musical 

personality and style. 

My research will differ from both Western’s and Acevedo’s by using a case study 

where I will practice the various transcription techniques suggested by my interview 

participants in order to provide an example of their potential effects on a student. 

Additionally, Western omits the actual transcription process altogether due to the 

 
20 Western, “Progressive Transcriptions,” 8-11. 
21 Ibid., 3.  
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inexperience of his intended audience. My own study will be designed to be used by 

students who have the necessary skills to transcribe solos themselves. Thus, the 

transcription process will factor heavily into my suggested method. 

A potentially useful supplement to an approach like Western’s can be found in 

Nick J. Weiser’s article “Making Jazz Transcribing Accessible to Everyone: A Scalable 

Approach.” Weiser’s approach eschews the use of traditional notation in a transcription. 

Instead, he recommends a process where the student first creates a diagram of the form of 

the song being played where horizontal and vertical lines are used to create the 

appropriate number of bars. Then, the student annotates throughout the diagram what 

they hear during the solo using descriptive language or drawings. In doing this, the 

student begins to make note of what the solo they are listening to means to them on a 

personal level, inviting a further step where “Specific attributes that interest the 

transcriber should be examined in more detail.”22 Weiser notes that encouraging both 

beginners and veterans of the transcription process alike to think of a solo descriptively in 

this fashion can improve their connection to what they transcribe. 

 David Liebman offers a more traditional method for the transcription process than 

Weiser in his article “My Philosophy of Education,” included as part of a collection of 

Liebman’s articles and papers titled On Education, the Saxophone & Related Jazz Topics. 

This method is described within a section from the article titled “Specific Teaching 

Points.” Before outlining the various stages of his method, Liebman describes his 

 
22  Nick J. Weiser, ““Making Jazz Transcribing Accessible to Everyone: A Scalable Approach,” Jazz 
Education in Research and Practice 2, no. 1 (Spring 2021): 184, Accessed 1 February 2021. 
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rationale on the utility of transcription, refuting the objections of some that transcription 

amounts to “stealing other people’s ideas”23 by stating: 

My contention is that in one way or another, whether it [transcription] be as 
detailed as I will describe or as casual as Charlie Parker supposedly standing 
outside of a club in Kansas City hearing Lester Young and then going home with 
phrases in his ear and mind to practice and recall, most artists have done 
something of this sort.24 

  
Liebman then goes on to describe his method for transcribing a solo, which entails a 

three-part process: listening, playing, and analysis. He notes that the overarching aim of 

this process is for the student to absorb “the feeling and content of the solo.”25 

Additionally, Liebman has some suggestions for choosing which solos to transcribe. 

These include: choosing solos over common forms in jazz repertoire such as the blues; 

focusing on the time period stretching from the 1950s through the 1960s, as music from 

this time is foundational to everything that comes afterward; and choosing solos that the 

student “loves and if he could, would wish to play like tomorrow.”26 

 Liebman concludes the portion of his article dedicated to transcription by 

reflecting on how much time should be devoted to transcription and the process of 

developing an individual voice. He warns that, “There is a point where it isn’t artistically 

honest to keep using other people’s material.”27 He recommends transitioning from 

transcribing full solos to “selective transcription,” which entails “taking off a few bars or 

 
23  David Liebman, On Education, The Saxophone & Related Jazz Topics: A Collection of Articles 
and Papers (New Albany, IN: Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 2003), 12. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., 14. 
26 Ibid., 15. 
27 Ibid. 
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chorus of something that intrigues you.”28 Finally, Liebman lists certain activities besides 

transcription as a means of discovering one’s own artistic voice. These include 

purposefully rejecting one’s influences, writing out exercises and compositions, and 

looking to outside sources for inspiration such as styles of music other than jazz and other 

arts or sciences. Ultimately, the utility of the transcription process according to Liebman 

is that it “will reveal parts of yourself that would have never been observed,”29 and is thus 

a means rather than an end. 

 Liebman’s three step transcription process as described in “My Philosophy of 

Education” deals with the same subject matter of my own suggested method. His ideas 

regarding solo analysis and the nature of finding one’s own voice through transcription 

are particularly relevant. My own study will seek to gather different approaches to these 

concepts, as well as different strategies for tackling the actual process of transcribing 

solos. By using answers provided by three different interview participants, it is hoped that 

my resulting method will entail a more comprehensive approach by embracing different 

perspectives. Additionally, my case study will provide a demonstrable application of 

these ideas that cannot be covered in Liebman’s shorter article.  

A more detailed study that outlines a method for the transcription process is 

Phillip Willard Stanley Small’s Master’s thesis titled “Creating Your Own Voice 

Through Jazz Transcription: A Teaching Method for Jazz Students.” Small’s study 

outlines a method not only for transcribing solos, but also for extracting individual 

melodies from the solos and some techniques for altering these melodies.  

 
28 Liebman, On Education, 15. 
29 Ibid., 16. 
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Small’s method for transcription follows several sequential steps: choosing an 

appropriately difficult solo, listening to said solo, notating first its formal structure and 

chord changes, notating the individual notes of the solo, then finally playing the solo on 

one’s instrument.30 Within these steps, Small makes suggestions to aid in the process, 

such as using computer software like the Amazing Slow Downer to slow down very fast 

passages or finding target notes to help determine all the pitches of longer lines. His 

process also involves singing through a solo before beginning to play it on one’s 

instrument.  

The next step in Small’s method is to extract individual melodies from the solo 

that the student finds interesting so they can be targeted and altered to fit a variety of 

contexts in performance. The first alteration is to learn to play a given melody in all 

twelve keys, transposing it through idiomatic harmonic sequences such as the cycle of 

fifths or chromatically.31 After this, Small suggests applying the melody to different 

chord qualities, such as from major to minor or from dominant 7th to major 7th chords, 

altering individual notes as necessary. Other techniques Small suggests using include 

editing individual notes to create variations on a phrase, splitting longer phrases in half, 

or combining different phrases together to make new ones.  

Small’s integration of transcription with editing transcribed material into one 

method mirrors the structure of my own proposed method. However, mine will 

encompass a wider scope by citing the thoughts and experiences of the interview 

 
30  Phillip Willard Stanley Small, “Creating Your Own Voice Through Jazz Transcription: A 
Teaching Method for Jazz Students” (MM thesis, California State University, Long Beach, 2006), 8, 
Accessed 1 February 2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (1437939). 
31 Ibid., 24. 
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participants and testing their methods in a case study. This will result in a larger number 

of transcribed solos that each demonstrate the various techniques cited. Additionally, 

Small cites some effective strategies for editing transcribed material. However, more 

types of variations are possible than his method suggests, especially regarding rhythmic 

manipulation. My own study will include a suggested use for these and other techniques. 

Another work that suggests ways to edit and apply transcribed material is Ben 

Markley’s book A Practical Approach to Improvisation: The David Hazeltine Method 

(Creating Jazz Etudes Based on Transcription). In this work, Markley outlines a 

technique developed by pianist David Hazeltine in which the student internalizes the 

melodic devices favored by an individual jazz artist. To do this, Markley recommends 

that students fully transcribe many of these artists’ solos, encompassing different standard 

forms such as the blues or the chord changes to “I Got Rhythm.” The student then selects 

recurring devices within the solos and composes etudes based on these devices. 

After playing the transcriptions along with the source recordings to internalize the 

tone, style and phrasing of the artists, the student is then instructed to identify three to 

five note melodic ideas within the solos and group them by shape, harmonic category, 

starting scale degree, scale type, and rhythmic tendency. These melodic ideas are then 

transposed to one key and connected with one another to form etudes based on the 

harmonic categories of dominant, major, and tonic minor. Markley argues that through 
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this process, the student learns not just the particular phrases favored by an artist, but also 

gains insight into the logical way in which they connect their ideas.32 

Markley and Hazeltine’s method integrates emulation, analysis, and creativity 

within the transcription process. Its primary difference with my own study is in its scope. 

First, these works do not offer much advice on how to actually transcribe a solo. Next, it 

is designed with learning how to play in a particular musical style. As Markley states, 

“Hazeltine’s method is most applicable to solos from the bebop and post-bop era.”33 

While the Bebop era comprises an essential period in jazz history, jazz education, and my 

own study, basing an entire method on its conventions does not allow much room to 

explore the many different styles of music falling under the umbrella of jazz. This 

includes both earlier styles like New Orleans and Swing and later ones like Fusion or the 

many forms of contemporary jazz.  

Even within the context of Bebop and Hard Bop, the etudes one creates using 

Hazeltine’s method are composed of just one repetitive chord and tonal center. While this 

is useful for gaining flexibility with the different expressions that can be used over a 

single chord type according to a particular musician’s style, it does not account for the 

process of constructing lines that connect the various chords of a progression together. 

Additionally, while notating etudes is a creative process, it is not an improvisatory one. 

My own study and its derived method seek to generate ideas both for creating material 

and using this material in a real-time improvisatory context. 

 
32  Ben Markley, A Practical Approach to Jazz Improvisation: The David Hazeltine Method, (New 
Albany, IN: Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 2015), 17. 
33 Ibid., 5. 
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Still other scholars have similarly approached the idea of reorganizing already 

transcribed material, such as Andrew Dahlke in his article “The Jazz Notebook Method: 

Teaching Improvisation in the Applied Studio.” Dahlke’s method entails a two-step 

process of mapping followed by implementation. Mapping refers to “the acquisition and 

development of vocabulary for use in jazz improvisation.”34 According to Dahlke, this 

vocabulary can be acquired from any number of sources, including transcriptions by 

students themselves, published transcriptions or etudes, and self-composition. Once a 

piece of vocabulary is chosen, the student then “maps” it by organizing into one of five 

sections in a binder: ii-V-I progressions, single-chord melodies, general patterns, chord 

progressions, and links, which are short passages that can be used to combine two 

different melodies into one longer phrase.  

Dahlke’s implementation phase is “the process of applying these ‘maps’ (or 

language) to an improvisational context, such as improvising over a chord progression.”35 

Dahlke suggests playing learned material over standard forms, then varying it through 

techniques such as rhythmic displacement and rhythmic or melodic variation. By 

applying Dahlke’s two-step process, a musician can contextualize a piece of vocabulary’s 

function by first organizing it, then directly applying the vocabulary in the primary 

context of a jazz performance, improvisation. Organizing material in this fashion is 

particularly useful, as a musician can then take visual stock of what they have learned 

from their transcriptions. 

 
34  Andre Richard Dahlke, “The Jazz Notebook Method: Teaching Improvisation in the Applied 
Studio,” Jazz Education Journal 40, Iss. 2-3 (Oct 2007): 53, Accessed 1 February 2021. 
35 Ibid., 53. 
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While transcription factors into Dahlke’s method as a potential source of 

vocabulary to map and implement, the transcription process itself is notably absent. 

Because of this, his method serves as a useful tool for what material an improviser might 

play, but not for how they play it, particularly in terms of articulation, dynamics, time 

feel, etc. The process of transcribing a solo from a recording alerts the student to these 

components. Thus, the method developed in my study will seek to reconcile the process 

of applying transcribed material described by Dahlke with the actual transcription 

process.  

Karl W. Knox also refers to the utility of reorganizing transcribed material in his 

article “Jazz Improvisation Through Reorganization: A Return to a Traditional Learning 

Process.” Knox asserts that reorganization of material from a transcription, rather than 

purely spontaneous improvisation, is the primary means by which musicians craft their 

solos.36 He advises that a student spend between three to six months transcribing an 

individual solo. Once this is done, the student should create separate exercises out of 

individual lines extracted from the solo. Presumably, it is at this stage that the student can 

begin the process of reorganization that Knox alludes to, although he does not go into 

detail about how this might be accomplished. 

 In his article “Maximizing the Benefits of Solo Transcription,” Matt Pivec 

expands on some possible strategies for gaining flexibility in a phrase transcribed from a 

solo. He notes that, “Not many people enjoy hearing a soloist who sounds as if he or she 

 
36  Carl W. Knox, “Jazz Improvisation Through Reorganization: A Return to a Traditional Learning 
Process,” Jazz Education Journal 37, Iss. 3 (Dec 2004): 42, Accessed 1 February 2021. 
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is merely regurgitating phrases. Therefore, it is important for the student to know that the 

process does not end with the ability to play the phrase in all possible situations.”37 Some 

of Pivec’s suggestions for gaining flexibility with a phrase include using rhythmic 

displacement, fragmentation of a phrase into smaller sections, adding material to the 

beginning or ending of a phrase, and applying rhythmic variation. 

 In summary, these works demonstrate different pedagogical applications for 

transcription. Benedict’s study is an index of publications dealing with jazz 

improvisation. Within this index, transcription books are suggested as reading material to 

be combined with listening to source recordings as a means to imitate the transcribed 

artists’ phrasing. Acevedo’s work explores the idea of using solo transcriptions to 

improve saxophone technique. Both Western and Weiser make suggestions for how 

beginners might approach transcription. Western offers a set of appropriately difficult 

solos for beginners to read while Weiser describes a nontraditional transcription process 

that utilizes visual elements and prose to absorb a musician’s style.  

 Both Liebman and Small outline more traditional methods for accomplishing the 

transcription process. Each method describes the various stages of listening, playing, 

notating, analyzing, and applying transcribed solos. Liebman also offers his thoughts on 

the nature of reconciling transcription with the cultivation of one’s own musical identity, 

while Small describes some techniques for editing individual phrases using musical 

examples.  

 
37  Matt Pivec, “Focus Session: Solo Transcription - Maximizing the Benefits of Solo Transcription," 
JAZZed 01 (2008): 25, Accessed 1 February 2021. 
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Finally, the works of Markley, Dahlke, Knox, and Pivec each offer 

recommendations for recognizing and applying previously transcribed material without 

addressing the actual transcription process in detail. Markley’s method deals with 

extracting small melodic cells from various solos of a particular artist, grouping these 

cells by harmonic type, and using these cells to create etudes. These etudes are played 

over one repetitive chord change and are meant to help the student gain facility with the 

connective devices used by an artist. Dahlke’s method also organizes transcribed material 

into different categories, such as ii-Vs or single chord melodies. He then recommends 

students apply playing this material within improvisations over various standard song 

forms. Knox also recommends the use of reorganizing material learned from 

transcriptions but goes further in saying that this process is the primary means by which a 

jazz musician improvises. Pivec offers specific strategies for manipulating transcribed 

material, such as rhythmic displacement and fragmentation of phrases into smaller 

sections. 

Portions of the suggested method from my dissertation will incorporate similar 

techniques to those proposed by the above-mentioned works. It will bear resemblance to 

both Liebman’s and Small’s studies by offering a comprehensive series of instructions for 

the various phases of the transcription process, including solo selection, listening, 

playing, analysis, and application. Certain reorganization techniques suggested by the 

studies of Markley, etc., will also be utilized, such as playing transcribed phrases in 

different keys. However, my own research will contrast with each of these sources by 

taking an integrated approach, incorporating the perspectives of interview participants 



24 
 

and the results from my case study. In combining these with the suggested method, my 

study will represent a comprehensive investigation of the transcription process and how it 

can be used to develop an individual’s improvisational style. 

Works Involving Interviews of Jazz Musicians 

 Interviews of jazz musicians have been prevalent throughout the music’s history. 

They have been a frequent staple of music publications such as Downbeat and 

Metronome. With the advent of streaming websites like YouTube, interviews of famous 

figures in jazz history have been rediscovered by eager listeners. Additionally, video 

conference services such as Skype and Zoom have made access to professional jazz 

musicians often burdened with heavy touring schedules easier than perhaps ever before. 

 One of the best-known works in the field of jazz using an interview format is 

Arthur Taylor’s Notes and Tones: Musician-to-Musician Interviews. This book compiles 

twenty-nine interviews of jazz musicians Taylor conducted between 1968 and 1972. The 

musicians interviewed represent a cross-section of some of the most well-known figures 

in jazz, such as trumpeter Miles Davis, saxophonist Ornette Coleman, Vocalist Nina 

Simone, and drummer Max Roach. One of the compelling aspects of this work is the 

relationship between interviewer and interviewee. Taylor himself is a well-known jazz 

drummer who performed with some of the most famous figures in jazz, including Charlie 

Parker. Many of the musicians interviewed worked extensively with Taylor. These 

professional relationships lend to Taylor’s desire in his work to gain an “insider’s view” 
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of these musicians, seeing them “as they saw themselves and not as critics or journalists 

saw them.”38 

 Due to the nature of Taylor’s relationships with the musicians, the interviews take 

a very candid and open tone. Frequently, the topics discussed include racism, exploitation 

in the music industry, black and African pride, and direct ownership of various facets of 

the music business by musicians themselves, such as publishing, clubs, and recording 

studios. In addition to these social issues, the musicians also discuss musical development 

and identity. While transcription is not brought up specifically, many of the artists discuss 

imitating other musicians to learn how to play themselves. For example, Ornette Coleman 

discusses undergoing a period of imitation in his early career, stating, “I started learning 

all the be-bop tunes, the Bud Powell tunes and the Monk tunes. If it came from New 

York, I had to learn it. I learned how to play almost all of Bird’s tunes and his solos. In 

fact, I was a very good copier.”39 This statement by Coleman is evidence of the 

importance of transcription or its related practices for jazz musicians.   

Other musicians list the names of individuals by whom they were influenced in 

their early development, including tenor saxophonist Johnny Griffin (who lists pianist Art 

Tatum, and saxophonists Johnny Hodges, Ben Webster, Sidney Bechet, and Charlie 

Parker) and trumpeter Charles Tolliver (who names trumpeters Clifford Brown, Dizzy 

Gillespie, Miles Davis, and Fats Navarro). Tolliver also expands on the process of 

 
38  Arthur Taylor, Notes and Tones: Musician-to-Musician Interviews, (Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 
1993), 5. 
39 Taylor, Notes and Tones, 32-33. 
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imitation in music, responding to the question, “Do you think musicians copy each 

other?” with: 

Naturally; copying exists in any art form. What counts is the way you copy. If you 
listen to certain musicians as a youngster, you’ll be influenced by them, and 
naturally you’re going to come out sounding like them when you start to play 
music. Then it’s up to you to innovate out of that. Bird did the same.40 
 

Other musicians criticize pitfalls that may occur from imitation of others. Drummer 

“Philly” Joe Jones points out how a lot of tenor saxophone players at the time were 

imitating John Coltrane at the expense of developing their own musical style, noting that: 

They’re not playing themselves. I’ve got a couple of records by Charles Lloyd, 
and you would be surprised by the things that he plays that come from John 
Coltrane, note for note.41 

 
Miles Davis also criticizes the lack of originality in the playing of young musicians, 

stating that “...the guys copy off the records, so they don’t have anything original. You 

can’t find a musician who plays anything different.”42 

 The reflections of the many musicians interviewed in Notes and Tones about the 

role of imitation are directly related to the insights I will seek from my own interview 

participants. Additionally, my interviews are also of a “musician-to-musician” nature like 

Taylor’s work. One difference between Taylor’s work and my own study is the structure 

of the interview questions. While my questions are narrowly focused on the topic of 

transcription, Taylor’s take a looser form, encouraging his interview participants to freely 

discuss a variety of both social and musical topics. This is perhaps best emphasized by 

the following exchange between Taylor and Miles Davis: 

 
40 Taylor, Notes and Tones, 79. 
41 Idid., 48. 
42 Ibid., 14. 
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 Davis: Do you have a list of things you want to ask me? 
 Taylor: No, I would like to ad-lib.43 
 
As the Davis interview is the second to appear in the book, this exchange sets the 

personable tone that Taylor sought to convey in his work.  

 Other interviews seek to focus more on the complex thought processes that jazz 

musicians undertake to develop their musical ideas. One work adopting this approach is 

Bruce Mishkit’s book Sax/Flute Lessons with the Greats. This work is a collection of 

interviews Mishkit conducted with saxophonists Paquito D’Rivera, Dave Liebman, Joe 

Lovano, Lenny Pickett, and Ernie Watts, and flautist Hubert Laws. Each interviewee 

chooses different topics to discuss, including practicing, tone, rhythm, altissimo 

technique, and saxophone equipment such as mouthpieces and reeds.  

One recurring topic within a few of the interviews is titled “Developing a Style.” 

Often the artists use this section to discuss the role of transcription in their personal 

musical development. For example, Ernie Watts remarks on the need to move on from 

transcription at a certain point in one’s development. After studying many different 

players, a musician inevitably ponders the nature of their own musical personality. As 

Watts describes it, “that’s when the transcriptions stop and you start looking at yourself 

to see how you relate to this stuff.”44 

In Lenny Pickett’s interview, he outlines his belief that transcriptions should serve 

as a means to learning different playing styles, as well as to develop one’s aural abilities. 

He is cautious of a certain type of transcription, however, where one may imitate one 

 
43 Taylor, Notes and Tones, 10. 
44 Bruce Mishkit, Sax/Flute Lessons with the Greats (New York: Manhattan Music, 1994), 8. 
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aspect of, for example, saxophonist John Coltrane, as a type of musical “fashion 

statement” or “reminiscence.”45 Pickett stresses that despite the utility of studying 

transcriptions, one must ultimately understand music from their own perspective. It is not 

necessary to approach music the same way as those whom one transcribes. In fact, this is 

impossible due to differences in life experiences between the transcriber and the 

transcribed. 

Paquito D’Rivera outlines a more straightforward process, where a big part of his 

development was memorizing alto saxophonist Jackie McLean’s solos, then attempting to 

play phrases from the solos during his own performances. He even recalls playing a 

concert with McLean himself where he played an entire previously recorded solo of 

McLean’s back to him.46 In addition to this, D’Rivera cites the influence of his Cuban 

cultural heritage on his stylistic development, particularly regarding his rhythmic 

approach. He notes that this was never something he practiced but was a natural 

outgrowth of immersion in the culture of his home country. His only advice for a student 

to develop their rhythmic approach is “to listen to some of the great Latin American 

musicians.”47 

One of the most comprehensive pieces of jazz scholarship to make extensive use 

of interviews is Paul Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz, a wide-ranging study that seeks to 

understand how jazz musicians learn to improvise both individually and collectively. 

Forming a large part of this work are the over fifty interviews Berliner conducted with 

 
45 Mishkit, Sax/Flute Lessons, 22. 
46 Ibid., 44. 
47 Ibid., 46. 
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jazz musicians over the course of 1980 while living in New York City.48 The interview 

participants represent some of the most well-known figures in jazz, including drummer 

Max Roach, saxophonist Lee Konitz, pianist Kenny Barron, and trumpeter Wynton 

Marsalis, among many others.  

Berliner’s interviews were conducted either in the interviewed musicians’ homes 

or his own, lasting between three to four hours. The interview questions dealt with 

subjects such as the musicians’ earliest musical experiences, their thought processes for 

improvisation, and the ways in which they evaluate their own and others’ performances.49 

After transcribing, reading, and organizing the resulting interviews, Berliner used them to 

write Thinking In Jazz, covering topics such as initial preparations, cultivating solo skills, 

collective improvisation, and other factors affecting improvisation.  

Transcription necessarily arises as a subject at various points in Berliner’s study, 

drawing from various musicians’ opinions on the use of transcriptions for developing 

improvisational skills. For example, Berliner cites a warning expressed by some 

interview participants that young musicians should not overly rely on studying already 

published transcriptions alone, stating that they may “deprive themselves of the rigorous 

ear training that traditionally has been integral to the improviser’s development.”50  

Instead, the interviewed musicians frequently cite the role of transcribing solos on 

their own from recordings. Often, this takes the form of learning an entire solo. Berliner 

notes that trumpeter Wynton Marsalis transcribed and practiced John Coltrane’s famous 

 
48 Berliner, Thinking in Jazz, 5. 
49 Ibid., 7. 
50 Ibid., 98. 
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solo on “Giant Steps” every morning at a certain point in his development.51 Other 

musicians expound on the role of learning smaller discrete phrases from a solo, also 

known as licks, patterns, and cliches, among other terms, as a means of developing an 

improvisational vocabulary.  

Some, such as guitarist Emily Remler,  cite the benefit of this approach especially 

for young musicians, for whom transcribing a full solo may be overwhelming.52  Others, 

like trumpeter Tommy Turrentine, note the benefit of using these kinds of readily 

available phrases to fill in musical space when the improviser cannot think of an original 

musical idea in the moment.53 Trumpeter Lonnie Hillyer notes that even musicians like 

Charlie Parker, typically thought of as a highly original improviser, repeatedly drew from 

the same set of licks to create his solos.54 

Still other musicians touch on the importance of developing an original voice as 

an improviser while still being influenced by the playing of other musicians. Drummer 

Max Roach notes that coming up in the Bebop era, every musician had studied the master 

improvisers’ styles, but consciously avoided letting these musicians’ playing style 

become too dominant in their own playing.55 One strategy towards developing a personal 

sound for these musicians was to branch out from their favorite musician and to study a 

wider variety of musicians. Individuality may come from studying a previously 

overlooked player, as “Even the great artists hadn’t done it all.”56 

 
51 Berliner, Thinking in Jazz, 98. 
52 Ibid., 101. 
53 Ibid., 102. 
54 Ibid., 103. 
55 Ibid., 121. 
56 Ibid. 
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Berliner’s use of interviews to probe the development of a participant’s 

improvisational skills will serve as a model for my own interview series. My approach 

will differ by narrowing the scope of my interviews to just the transcription process and 

its intersection with creating an individual style. This will allow for a more focused 

discussion on this one element of the art of jazz improvisation.  

 Finally, Acevedo’s previously mentioned study “Jazz Solo Transcriptions as 

Technical and Pedagogical Solutions for Undergraduate Jazz Saxophonists,” uses a series 

of interviews to inform the content of his work. Unlike Berliner’s study and like my own, 

Acevedo’s interviews are relatively narrow in scope, limited to questions involving 

transcription. As previously discussed, the content of Acevedo’s interviews in some 

respects overlaps with my own, but focuses overwhelmingly on the idea of developing 

technique, while my content deals with the actual process of transcription.  

 Another more fundamental contrast between the two studies’ interview questions 

is the difference in roles of the interview subject. Acevedo’s interview subjects are all 

professionally performing musicians. Yet his questions largely deal with their roles as 

university professors in the private saxophone studio. This emphasis is perhaps best 

represented by one of Acevedo’s most substantial interview questions, “Is there a specific 

solo which would best be studied to enhance a student’s control of the following specific 

categories of saxophone performance.”57 Acevedo then lists the various categories of 

saxophone technique that comprise a large part of his subsequent discussion. My own 

 
57 Acevedo, “Jazz Solo Transcriptions,” 36. 
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interview questions will largely seek to ask the participants about their own experiences 

and process of development, rather than their suggestions for students. 

 Each of these works demonstrate the use of an interview format to gain insights 

into the ways jazz musicians develop their craft. Taylor’s work compiles the thoughts of 

some of the best-known musicians in the history of jazz, covering a wide array of both 

social and musical topics. Mishkit’s book is devoted mainly to saxophonists, arranging 

their interview answers into a lesson format, covering both fundamentals of musicianship 

and the role of transcription in developing a musical style. Berliner’s work is the most 

comprehensive of its kind, compiling the thoughts and experiences of well-known jazz 

musicians and using them to examine the process of developing improvisational skills on 

a deep level. Finally, Acevedo’s work interviews saxophonists, largely through their role 

as pedagogues. His questions emphasize the role of transcription in developing 

saxophone technique. 

 While each of these works makes use of an interview format, their different areas 

of focus speak to the contrasting research goals of their authors. Only Acevedo’s work 

takes transcription to be its main area of study, although each of the other works do 

contain material addressing the subject or related processes. Despite this, my study will 

still contrast with Acevedo’s study by: 1) asking my interview participants to reflect on 

their roles as performers rather than educators and 2) emphasizing the transcription 

process and its role in developing a personal style rather than a means of building 

technique. 
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Works Involving Case Studies 

 A case study is a valuable tool that can measure the effects of a proposed method 

on an individual or group. For a complex process like the development of an individuals’ 

personal improvisational style, tracking their progress over time can provide useful data 

on the effectiveness of different techniques. Once again, Paul Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz 

provides an excellent model. In addition to his interview process, Berliner inserts himself 

into his research by resuming his study of jazz trumpet. He notes the value of this process 

by stating that, “Using myself as a subject for the study-training myself according to the 

same techniques described by musicians-offered the kind of detail about musical 

development and creative process that can be virtually impossible to obtain from other 

methods.”58 

Berliner’s rationale for using himself as a case study echoes mine. Though most 

of the works cited throughout this literature review undoubtedly reflect their writers’ 

personal experiences with developing improvisational skills, none make explicit use of a 

case study to document these experiences. In modeling Berliner’s study, I hope to obtain 

a similar level of detail about musical development, but more specifically as it relates to 

the transcription process. 

Another work utilizing a case study that asks its participants to assess their own 

improvisational skills is Troy E. Davis’s dissertation titled, “Self-Assessment in Jazz 

Improvisation: An Instrumental Case Study of Professional Jazz Musicians in a Combo 

Setting.” In this work, Davis observes four jazz musicians who have a history of playing 

 
58 Berliner, Thinking in Jazz, 10. 
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together as a group as a means to “define and describe the ways in which professional 

musicians self-assess their own improvisations in a jazz combo setting.”59 To do this, 

Davis collects data by observing the group’s rehearsals, conducting an interview of the 

group, having the participants reflect on their experiences in a journal, and holding a 

focus group where the participants watched a video of their performances and were asked 

to rate them. 

Davis then searched for recurring themes from the data collected from each of 

these activities. The emergent themes included empathy, self-doubt, transcendence, prior 

knowledge, and self-awareness. Davis conclusions from the study are as follows: 

...the jazz musicians in this study utilized a complex array of self-assessment 
strategies that were constantly changing. I made sense of these skills through the 
lens of emotional intelligence theory, which to me, proffered a powerful 
perspective through which I could more clearly understand the dynamic and fluid 
psychological and sociological elements that led to compelling improvisation.60 

 
As with Davis’s work, the conclusions from my own study will rely on self-assessment. 

One way this is done in both studies is to refer to recordings of previous performances to 

judge results. The crucial difference is the group nature of Davis’s research versus the 

solitary nature of my own. Finally, Davis’s study focuses on various aspects of group 

performance involving interplay and interpersonal skills, while my own study focuses 

more narrowly on transcription and related processes.  

 Both Berliner’s and Davis’s works demonstrate the utility of using case studies to 

gain insights into the nature of jazz improvisation. Berliner’s use is most like my own, 

 
59  Troy E. Davis, “Self-Assessment in Jazz Improvisation: An Instrumental Case Study of 
Professional Jazz Musicians in a Combo Setting,” (DMA Diss., Boston University, 2020), vii, accessed 28 
February 2021, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (28149451). 
60 Ibid., 223. 
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where he includes his own practice as a jazz musician within his study, observing the 

effects of suggestions from his interview participants on his own playing. Davis does not 

include himself as a subject within his case study, but instead observes the nature of 

improvisation within a group setting. My study contrasts with both by adopting the 

narrow lens of transcription to gain a more focused understanding of this dimension to 

jazz improvisation. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Existing scholarship that deals with transcriptions of improvised solos by jazz 

musicians can be organized into four distinct categories. Works within the first category 

are dedicated to solo analysis. These analyses often explore the improvisational styles of 

individual jazz musicians by cataloging the use of different musical devices over specific 

song forms. Other works examine different artists and compare the devices they use, 

often tying these in with historical developments or their use over various standard jazz 

forms.  

 Works from the second category deal with the pedagogical aspects of 

transcription. Some offer the merits of students studying already published transcriptions 

while others insist on the benefits of a student transcribing solos themselves. In each case, 

authors of these works often emphasize the need for students to study solos that are 

appropriately difficult for them to execute on their instruments. Some studies offer 

transcription methods designed for beginners, while others are written with college-level 

musicians in mind. Studies that recommend musicians transcribe solos themselves 

variously describe the actual process of transcription, methods for analyzing material, or 
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methods for editing and applying the material in new formats. Still other studies are 

concerned with the various technical components of solo transcriptions.  

 The third category contains works that utilize interviews of jazz musicians to 

explore the development of improvisational skills. These interviews may contain a 

discussion of multiple topics. Of particular interest for this study are those that discuss 

the transcription process and the role of that process in developing an individual’s 

personal style. The fourth and final category consists of case studies that ask musicians to 

evaluate their own improvisational skills. To date, few works have utilized a case study 

focused primarily on the transcription process. 

 While each of the studies comprising these four categories deal with various 

aspects of the transcription process, none integrate these different categories in a way that 

deeply examines how transcription can be used to develop a personal improvisational 

style. Berliner’s Thinking in Jazz is a good model for integrating analysis, pedagogy, 

interviews, and case studies. However, the scope of his work is so wide that his 

discussion of the actual transcription process is relatively brief. There exists a need for a 

study that combines these various approaches, with the overarching goal of elucidating 

both the technical aspects of the transcription process and the ways in which this process 

can contribute towards discovering one’s own musical voice.  

Thesis Statement 

 Over the course of the interviews that comprise this study, I found many recurring 

themes reflected in both my previous research and my personal experiences as a jazz 

musician. Some of these themes include the impact of transcription during a musician’s 
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early development, the importance of focused and consistent listening, careful attention 

to the nuances of phrasing within a musician’s solo, and the idea of embracing a wide 

variety of musical styles to incorporate into one’s own playing. These and other themes 

suggest some universal aspects within solo transcription that are vital for a musician to 

embrace when embarking on this process.  

 However, there were also plenty of divergent experiences and opinions within the 

interviews, some of which were quite stark. These differences entailed ideas such as the 

length of time to spend on a transcription, the preferred method for learning the notes of a 

solo, the specific techniques recommended to apply a transcription into one’s own 

playing, and even the relative importance of transcription in shaping an individual artist’s 

development.  

These instances of apparent contradiction speak to the subjective nature of jazz 

improvisation pedagogy. They serve as a helpful reminder that a method addressing the 

transcription process cannot and should not be one-size-fits-all. At the same time, there 

exist fundamental concepts that can be appreciated by anyone wishing to use 

transcription in a meaningful way towards their musical development.  

 The process of using a case study with myself as the subject was very 

illuminating. By dedicating time to applying the concepts of each individual interview 

participant to my own practice, I learned valuable lessons both about the transcription 

process and my own personal strengths, weaknesses, and inclinations involving 

transcription. I found that while there were similarities in some respects between each 
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interviewed artist’s approach, there were enough differences to observe a variety of 

outcomes from adopting them to my own playing. 

By reflecting on the various suggestions and experiences of each interview 

participant and observing the effect that each had on me, I devised a method to facilitate 

the actual process of transcription that also addressed how these transcriptions can be 

used to develop one’s personal improvisational style. The resulting method consists of 

three distinct parts: solo selection, the transcription process, and applying the 

transcriptions to develop a personal style. Finally, I created a hypothetical suggested use 

of this method, outlining how a college-level jazz saxophone student might follow the 

various stages within his own transcription work. 

This dissertation will describe in detail three distinct stages of interviews, a case 

study, and the development of a method. By compiling the suggestions of the various 

interview participants, incorporating these suggestions into my own practice, and 

developing a method for the transcription process based on the results, I found that solo 

transcription can: 1) reveal an individual’s musical preferences and sense of style and 2) 

provide tangible examples of how to practice integrating this style into their own playing. 

Document structure 

This study consists of four distinct but interconnected chapters. Chapter I contains 

an introduction, background information on the transcription process, a literature review 

categorizing the different studies involving transcription, a statement of the problem, 

thesis, research design and methodology, limitations of the study, and implications for the 

field. 
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 Chapter II is dedicated to interviews of three jazz saxophonists as well my own 

answers to the interview questions. They are, in order of the time at which they were 

interviewed, myself, Tedd Baker, Allison Au, and Dayna Stephens. This section 

describes the process and rationale for including these artists and summarizes their 

answers to the six broad interview questions I created. 

 Chapter III is a case study, tracing my process of applying the interview 

participants’ suggestions to my own personal practice. It contains distinct dedicated 

periods of practice devoted to each individual participant’s methods. I also practiced 

transcribing before interviewing any of the participants to first observe my own process 

without their influence. Within this chapter are musical examples and accompanying 

analyses from various transcriptions. 

 Finally, Chapter IV consists of my suggested method for using transcription to 

develop a personal improvisational style. It also describes how each component of the 

method was based on various insights from the different interview participants. It 

concludes by outlining a suggested use of this method by a college-level jazz 

saxophonist, followed by a summary of the dissertation. 

Research Design and Methodology 

 I first developed a series of questions addressing interview participants’ 

experiences with transcription and how these have impacted the development of their 

musical style. After contacting thirteen potential interview candidates, largely through 

email, four agreed to participate. From these, I selected three to interview based on the 

order of their responses. I then emailed each participant the interview questions for their 
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review. I interviewed each candidate over Zoom video conference. After completing each 

interview, I transcribed them, sending these transcripts back to each participant for their 

review and approval to be included as part of the study.  

 After reviewing the interview transcripts and summarizing the key takeaways 

from each participant, I outlined a process for applying the answers from each interview. 

I dedicated two weeks to each participant, applying their insights to my own personal 

practice. These periods of practice consisted of transcribing a total of fourteen improvised 

solos, practicing them on my instruments (tenor and soprano saxophone), and applying 

material from these transcriptions to my own improvisations. Exactly half of these 

fourteen transcriptions were complete solos, while the other half consisted of partial 

transcriptions of various solos that ranged in length from a single phrase to several 

choruses.  

I took two weeks to practice in this manner before any of the interviews were 

conducted, basing my process on the answers I provided to my own interview questions. 

This was to gauge my experiences with transcription before being influenced by any of 

the interview participants’ insights. Throughout each two-week period, I recorded my 

progress on the various components of the transcriptions I completed, taking note of any 

effects of applying the various interview participants’ methods to my own practice. Each 

resulting transcription and accompanying musical example from this process was notated 

using Finale music notation software. 

 Finally, upon completing each of these two-week practice periods, I used my 

reflections of the experience to draft a method for the transcription process and how to 
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use it to develop a personal improvisational style. To create this method, I combined 

techniques from the different interview participants based on how well I thought they 

worked, assuming a target audience of college-level saxophonists with some experience 

with transcription and jazz improvisation. 

Limitations 

 While my goal with this study was to take an extensive and comprehensive look 

at the transcription process, there were some constraints. First, while much of the study’s 

contents can be applied to musicians playing any instrument, it was crafted from the 

perspective of a saxophonist. I limited my interview candidates to saxophonists and my 

own case study necessarily reflects the experience of playing transcribed solos on the 

saxophone. As such, the resulting method drawn from this process will undoubtedly 

reflect a bias towards the peculiarities of saxophone technique at times. 

 While interviewing three different saxophonists did lead to a variety of 

perspectives, it is acknowledged that this is a small sample size, even within the limited 

age range of thirty to forty-five I established for potential participants. The resulting 

interviews represent a small cross-section of approaches towards transcription. 

Furthermore, this age range was selected to give voice to a younger generation of 

saxophonists than the present body of similar works might reflect. Addressing significant 

differences of approach between either older or younger generations is beyond the scope 

of this study. 

 Generally, my choices for solos to transcribe reflect a desire for variety. Only one 

artist out of the fourteen I transcribed was represented in more than one solo. There is a 
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notion among some in the jazz community to transcribe many different solos by the same 

artist. Ultimately, this approach was not practical given the variety of perspectives to 

investigate. Future research might adopt this approach, such as a case study that observes 

the effects of transcribing many solos by one artist on a musician’s development. 

 My own case study was limited to just myself. While this may provide an in-

depth look into how my suggested method interacts with an individual’s development, it 

is not a large enough data set to trace its outcomes more widely. Additionally, my 

judgements on the effects of various techniques on my own development came only from 

myself and not from others, reflecting a potential for bias. These effects were also only 

gauged in the context of personal practice and not in public performance. While 

incorporating public performance would have been a useful added measure, it was 

unfortunately not possible at the time of writing due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 This study is also limited in its target audience. It is primarily intended for use by 

college-level saxophonists, assuming a baseline level of technical ability on their 

instrument and an understanding of the fundamentals of music theory. More importantly, 

it assumes a relatively high degree of interest in jazz music, reflected by self-motivated 

listening to jazz recordings. Additionally, while the study of and/or listening to music 

outside of the wider jazz genre is at times considered in this study, it is primarily focused 

on the conventions of jazz in its various iterations, including Early Jazz, Swing, Bebop, 

Hard-bop, Modal Jazz, and various contemporary styles based on these eras. 



43 
 

Implications for Theory or Practice 

 This study will contribute to a deeper understanding of the transcription process 

and how transcription may contribute towards the cultivation of an original musical 

personality. Teachers may use the method proposed by this study to aid their students’ 

transcription efforts. Students themselves may apply the method towards their personal 

practice, enabling them to develop improvisational skills in a self-motivated fashion. 

Finally, this study will provide scholars a model for future scholarship involving 

transcription that integrates the fields of qualitative interviews, theoretical analysis, case 

studies, and jazz pedagogy.  
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CHAPTER II: THE INTERVIEWS 

The act of transcription and incorporating different artists’ voices into one’s own 

is a personal process that is invariably different from person to person. To address the 

subjective nature of the transcription process, I interviewed three professional 

saxophonists, inquiring about their experiences transcribing solos and what impact these 

have had on their musical development. I predicted that such an interview process would 

reveal not only the differences in experience and philosophy among the artists but also, 

conversely, some universal aspects of transcription. This dichotomy proved to be 

something that each artist addressed in their respective interviews. Before conducting the 

interviews, I answered my own questions. This was to gain an insight into my own 

experiences and thought process regarding transcription before the influence of the 

interview participants could be absorbed. 

 Approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained before 

reaching out to potential participants. This process entailed outlining the procedures of 

the interview process, submitting the interview questions for approval, explaining the 

rationale for inclusion of different participants, and outlining procedures for consent and 

confidentiality.  
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Participants and Rationale for Inclusion 

Many researchers have used interviews of jazz artists as a foundation for their 

work. As such, it was important to consider the kinds of individuals I wanted to include 

in my own research. Often studies center the voices of either famous jazz musicians or 

well-established pedagogues, often with long careers teaching at colleges or 

conservatories. Both groups tend to be represented by older male individuals, often in 

their fifties or sixties. While this represents years of valuable acquired experience, I 

decided to intentionally emphasize a younger subset of musicians, focusing on 

participants in the age range of thirty to forty-five years old. In doing this, I hoped to 

draw from a different set of experiences than previous studies. 

Importantly, this age group represents musicians who are more likely to have 

learned their craft at least partially from their enrollment in Jazz Studies programs in 

music colleges and conservatories. It was important that the interview participants have 

some exposure to these programs so that their experiences could be relatable to the 

intended audience of this study (i.e., college-aged musicians). Older generations of 

musicians might have no experience studying music in college, or if they do, are less 

likely to have done so in a Jazz Studies program.  

Within this age group, it was also important that the participants represent a 

diverse ethnic and gender background. While the language of music can be seen as a 

unifying experience, differences in background can affect the shape of an individual’s 

development. While the number of participants in this study is a small cross section of the 

countless jazz artists in the world, they represent diverse backgrounds: African American, 
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white, Asian, women, and men. It is hoped that these different backgrounds are reflective 

of the diversity of students studying jazz. 

The Interview Process 

 Potential participants for the study were chosen from two potential sources: those 

known personally to me through my professional network and those not known to me 

personally but rather through their reputations as artists. All candidates were selected 

based on demonstrated expertise in their professional and artistic careers. Though they 

represent a younger segment of the jazz community, each artist has received recognition 

for their performances and recordings. Ultimately, I reached out to thirteen potential 

candidates who were selected according to the previously outlined criteria. Artists were 

contacted either directly through their professional websites or indirectly through 

correspondence with their management. Four candidates agreed to the study, with the rest 

unable to participate due to schedule restraints. Of these, three were chosen in order of 

their response times to comply with the original desired number of interviews. Future 

studies may benefit from a larger number of participants. However, a smaller number was 

chosen for this study to ensure adequate time to thoroughly examine the methods and 

processes suggested by each participant.  

 After the participants agreed to the interviews, I emailed them the interview 

questions to review in advance and began procedures for consent. Each participant agreed 

to being identified by name within the study. After obtaining consent, the interviews were 

each scheduled within a week of one another starting in late September 2020. Each 

interview was conducted using Zoom video conference. They were recorded using both 
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Zoom’s interface and a personal recording device as a backup. Each interview lasted 

approximately one hour. After brief introductions, the interviews proceeded by asking the 

following questions in order. 

Interview Questions 

1. How do you define transcription? 
 
 

2. How important has transcription been to your musical development? 
 
 

3. What guides your decision to transcribe a particular solo? 
 
 

4. Can you describe your process for transcribing a solo? 
 
 

5. How has transcription influenced the development of your own personal musical 
style? 

 
 

6. Have you observed any trends in the way transcription is approached by different 
musicians? 

 

These questions were designed to be open-ended in nature, encouraging the 

candidates to speak freely about their experiences. Often, these broad questions were 

sufficient to lead into a lengthy discussion, drawing upon personal recollections and 

experiences of both the participants themselves and those of colleagues and students. At 

other times, answers were more succinct in nature. To accommodate these instances, I 

drew upon a list of potential follow-up questions within each broader question to 

facilitate a more thorough discussion. These are listed below. 
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Follow-up Questions 

1. How do you define transcription? 
 
 (no follow-up questions) 
 
 

2. How important has transcription been to your musical development? 

 How long had you been playing when you first started to transcribe? 
        

 Do you have an estimate of how many solos you have transcribed? 
 (Full? Partial? Individual phrases?) 

          
Are there any particular solos that have had a special impact on your 
development? (If so, in what ways?) 

          
 Has your emphasis on transcription changed throughout your career? 
(When was the peak? Why did you feel the need to change emphasis?) 

         
 Do you still work on transcription in your personal practice? 
(How often? If not, why?) 

          
 Where does transcription rank for you compared to other areas of practice? 
(How does transcription inform these other areas?) 

            
 

3. What guides your decision to transcribe a particular solo?  
  

Have you had any particular experiences that have shaped these decisions? 
         

Do you focus on artists from a particular time period? 
(If so, why? Thoughts on older vs. newer players?) 

          
 Do you transcribe instruments other than your own or vocalists? 
(What do you get out of transcribing different instruments or your own? how does 
it influence your approach to your instrument? What is the ratio of your 
instrument vs others?) 

        
 Have your goals with transcription changed over the course of your career? 

        
 How has your age and ability level affected your decisions regarding 
transcription?   

          



49 
 

4. Can you describe your process for transcribing a solo? 
  

Do you tend to transcribe whole solos or pick and choose choruses or phrases? 
(What are your reasons for choosing one way vs another? Do you approach these  
differently?) 

          
 Do you write out the solo? Memorize it? Use your own instrument as a reference 
or do it entirely by ear? Play along with the recording, unaccompanied or with a 
play-a-long? 
(What is the order for doing these? Do you change your approach for different 
solos? if so, why?) 

          
 What are your thoughts on using already-published transcriptions? 
(Do you see any benefits to using these? Was there a period where you used 
them?) 

          
How long do you spend on a particular solo before moving on to something 
else? (What helps guide this decision? How long do you space out your solos? 
Has this changed over time?) 

          
 Do you ever return to solos you have transcribed in the past? 
(Why? Any realizations you gained from doing this? Do you read them or attempt 
to recall from memory? Do you approach them differently?) 

   
5. How has transcription influenced the development of your own personal 

musical style? 
 

Did you notice a point in your development where you sounded less like the 
artists you’ve transcribed and more like yourself? 
(Have other people pointed this out to you? Do you think it has anything to do 
with your approach to transcription or is it due to something else?) 

           
Do you have any methods or exercises for using transcribed material beyond 
matching the performance on the recording? 
(What are they? When do you start doing this? How important is this compared to 
doing the transcription itself?) 

           
How does it make you feel when a critic compares your sound to that of another 
player? 

           
Did you ever have a period where you consciously tried to sound like someone 
else? (Who? Why? different artists at different times? When did you stop this?) 
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6. Have you observed any trends in the way transcription is approached by 
different musicians? 

 
Was transcription emphasized by the schools you attended or by your private 
teachers? (If so, do you agree with what they taught you? How closely did you 
follow their advice? Is their advice still relevant or has anything changed to make 
it less effective?) 

          
What impact has your time in music school or with private teachers had on your 
approach to transcription? (Did they emphasize certain players or styles? Was this 
helpful or limiting for you? Did it help or hinder your own goals?) 

         
 Do you feel your contemporaries have a similar attitude towards transcription as 
you? (How are they the same or different? Have you observed a difference from 
older players? younger ones? Is anything changing for the better or worse?) 

 

While these questions were designed to fit into distinct categories, participants’ 

answers from one category often addressed or anticipated other categories. This speaks to 

the interrelated nature of different aspects of the transcription process.  

Brendan Schnabel’s Interview Answers 

 To better gauge my understanding of the transcription process, I drafted my own 

answers to the interview questions I would later be asking the participants. These are 

presented in the following section in a condensed format. 

Question 1: How do you define transcription? 

 My own definition of transcription is a catch-all term for any activity involving 

the reproduction or imitation of a musical performance. This may take the form of 

notation, replicating the performance on one’s instrument, or both. Transcriptions may be 

as long as a complete solo or as short as a single phrase. While my mind usually jumps to 

the study of improvised solos upon hearing someone use the word “transcription,” I just 

as often transcribe to learn and memorize songs to perform, including their melodies, 
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chord changes, and any background or harmonized figures commonly played in a 

performance of the song.  

Question 2: How important has transcription been to your musical development? 

 Transcribing both solos and songs has been crucial in helping me grow as an 

improvising musician. It especially helped in my early development as a way of learning 

the fundamental elements of a typical jazz performance, such as vocabulary, articulation, 

time feel, sense of swing, and navigating standard chord changes. My first experience 

with transcription was learning a chorus or two of Mile Davis’s solo on “So What” from 

Kind of Blue. This was an assignment given by my high school band director when I was 

in 10th grade.  

I continued to transcribe solos as part of my undergraduate music studies, both 

through further assignments from my studio and classroom teachers, and as personal 

projects. The quality and detail of these early transcriptions varied. For some, I was 

committed to mastering playing the solos on my instrument to the best of my abilities, 

memorizing and absorbing all the details of the artist I was transcribing. For others, I 

would grab only a line or two, usually trying to only jot down the notes, then quickly 

move on to something else. In general, my efforts became more serious as I approached 

graduation.  

In reflecting on these first experiences with transcription, I wish I had begun 

earlier in my development. I recall that periods of focused transcription work always 

accompanied a break-through in my playing, such as improving my ability to consistently 

outline the chord changes to a song or achieving a more mature sense of phrasing. In the 
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years after graduating from college, I also began to routinely use transcription to learn 

new songs, finding that it enhanced my memorization. I felt the need to do this after 

participating more frequently in jam sessions and playing more gigs, realizing that these 

playing situations very often do not have sheet music available. I think that if I had begun 

learning songs through transcription at an earlier stage, it would have contributed hugely 

to expanding my repertoire of both songs and licks. 

Finally, in more recent years I have used transcription to improve my technical 

abilities on the saxophone. By transcribing more difficult solos, I have learned how to 

extend my lines more consistently into the altissimo range, feel more comfortable 

executing double time passages, and expand my options for harmonic substitutions over 

standard chord changes. Even when I am unable to execute the most challenging sections 

of these kinds of solos, transcribing them demonstrates tangible areas where I can 

improve my instrumental abilities.  

Question 3: What guides your decision to transcribe a particular solo? 

 My top consideration in choosing a solo to transcribe is to pick something that 

inspires me. I see transcription as an opportunity to gain intimate knowledge of a favorite 

musician’s style and thought process. This means that I usually try to transcribe solos I 

find myself naturally listening to repetitively, sometimes over the span of years. I find 

this helps with the transcription process, even when the solo is very difficult since I have 

already internalized much of the solo organically. It also helps motivate me to keep 

going, as the idea of being able to play in a similar style as my musical heroes is so 

exciting. 
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 Beyond this idea of inspiration, I also choose solos to address gaps in my playing. 

For example, if I am having trouble improvising over a particularly difficult set of chord 

changes, I might transcribe somebody’s solo over the same changes to study their 

approach. For these transcriptions, often learning just one chorus is enough to give me 

plenty of new material to practice. I might make an improvisation exercise out of an idea 

based on the transcription to improve my ability to outline the changes to the song. 

 In recent years, I’ve also explored the idea of using transcription to gain exposure 

to the playing styles of musicians from different style periods within jazz history. For 

example, I found at one point that my transcriptions focused on artists from the 1950s and 

1960s, but I had not spent much time studying more contemporary players. More 

recently, I’ve begun to study the styles of Early Jazz and swing musicians. Embracing 

music from different periods of time helps improve my understanding of the history of 

jazz. While this might not be a primary concern to some, I find the study of jazz history 

fascinating, and want to express that in my playing. 

Question 4: Can you describe your process for transcribing a solo? 

 I have two goals when transcribing a solo: be able to play it along with the 

recording from memory and find ways to apply material from the solo into my own 

improvisations. At times, one of these goals might take precedence over the other. 

Generally, I feel the need to address both before moving on from working on a solo. 

 To be able to memorize the solo and learn the notes without excessively 

painstaking effort, I need to listen to the solo a lot. The best-case scenario is when I’m 

working on a solo I’ve already listened to over a long period of time. I find these to 
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already “be in my bones” so to speak once I start the transcription process. For solos I’ve 

only heard more recently, I try to spend time saturating my listening over a couple of 

days. When I find that I can sing a lot of the solo without simultaneously listening to it, I 

feel ready to start learning it on my instrument.  

 My process for learning how to play a solo has shifted over the years. In my 

earlier efforts, I usually would learn the notes to an individual phrase on my instrument, 

write them out, then move on to the next phrase and do the same thing again until I had 

written out the entire solo. I would then play along with the recording while reading the 

notes to my transcription. In the years since, I’ve shifted my approach to place more 

emphasis on figuring out the best way to memorize a solo, relying on notation as little as 

possible. As much as possible, I now try to memorize the solo while learning the notes on 

my instrument, not writing anything down in the process. I will still go phrase by phrase, 

but instead focus on playing and internalizing the phrases rather than notating them. 

 When I find myself unable to execute difficult passages along with the recording, 

I will play them unaccompanied and reduce the tempo, then gradually attempt to play 

along with the recording once again. I often try to work in chunks, focusing my practice 

on individual choruses for example. I may not be able to play through the entire solo in 

one take consistently for a long time. However, I do try to execute individual choruses 

separately as close to perfectly as I can. I use a program called the Amazing Slow 

Downer throughout this process. Sometimes this is to slow down a recording to help 

discern individual pitches, but mostly I do it to loop individual sections. I find this greatly 

improves my efficiency when practicing. Once I’m able to at least play through 
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individual choruses separately reasonably well, I’ll usually begin to notate my 

transcription in Finale. I do this both as a record of what I’ve worked on and to assist 

with my other goal for transcription, applying solos to my own playing. 

A solo might have many different elements that I wish to incorporate into my own 

playing. Often, these take the form of individual phrases that I find compelling for one 

reason or another. For these instances, my first step is to extract the phrase, usually by 

writing it out on staff paper, and then analyze it according to whatever made the phrase 

stand out to me. This can be its rhythm, intervallic content, harmonic elements, or 

virtually anything else. Once I’ve found what makes the line “tick,” I will experiment 

with varying the phrase in some manner, including playing it in different keys, rhythms, 

or over different harmonic contexts. If I find a variation I particularly like, I might write 

that out as well. Once I’ve experimented with variations, I will finally try using them in 

an improvised solo. By doing this process, I find I can get more utility out of a phrase 

while also developing my own creative abilities. I find it very helpful in defining my own 

musical personality. 

Question 5: How has transcription influenced the development of your own personal 

musical style? 

 Transcribing has helped me gain an awareness of my own musical taste and 

preferences. I find that reflecting on the solos I have chosen to transcribe reveals the kind 

of musician I want to be. Even though transcription is a process of trying to sound like 

somebody else, I am quickly compelled to find my own way of dealing with the material 
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I learn from a solo. A frequent question is how can I make this my own? There is a strong 

sense in me to not overly imitate a particular player. 

 On the other hand, embracing the influences gained from transcribing many 

different solos is very rewarding in and of itself. As I have transcribed a greater variety of 

artists, I find that I have expanded my options for expressing myself within a solo. 

Consciously trying to sound like these artists in the moment gives a feeling of being 

connected to the historical spectrum of jazz. In this way, transcription can be used to 

break musical barriers rather than create them. Overall, I have always embraced 

transcription as a way to shape and explore my musical style rather than dictate it. 

Question 6: Have you observed any trends in the way transcription is approached by 

different musicians? 

 I notice a lot of jazz musicians will post videos of themselves performing solos 

they’ve transcribed on social media, usually accompanied by the source recording. 

Sometimes, these videos will also include their notation scrolling along with the 

performance. I see that especially on YouTube. Another common platform is Instagram. 

Due to the short video length supported by the latter, these videos can only be of a short 

segment from the solo most of the time. They serve as a kind of a snapshot of an 

individual’s musical personality, demonstrating a quick window into the way they aspire 

to play. I enjoy these videos but recognize that they are only the tip of the iceberg for the 

lengthy transcription process that includes listening, memorizing, internalizing, and 

ultimately creating one’s own variations on what they have learned. 
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 Speaking more generally, many of the musicians I know who are serious about 

their craft embrace transcription. I don’t necessarily know how many full solos they have 

transcribed, but from listening to them play, it seems obvious from their vocabulary that 

they must either transcribe a lot, or at least listen to and internalize a lot of music. I’ve 

heard some musicians go as far as to say that transcribing is the only way to learn how to 

play. It has certainly been emphasized by my teachers. I find young musicians such as my 

own students to be either intimidated or not interested in transcription. I’d probably 

attribute this to an aversion to work. I think the way music is taught in school may play a 

role as well, due to the heavy emphasis placed on reading at the expense of playing by 

ear. I know this was the case for me in band during middle and high school, and even in 

college and graduate school, though to a lesser extent. I think encouraging transcription 

from an early age could help reverse this trend and would do wonders for young students’ 

musicianship.  

Summary 

By completing this process of providing answers to my own interview questions 

during the preliminary stage of my research, I established my experiences with 

transcription as a kind of control. I could then compare this control to the perspectives 

later offered by the interview participants. This would be particularly useful during the 

case study, where I could observe the results of transcribing solos both before and after 

learning the interview participants’ various techniques. Finally, being able to draw upon 

these comparisons would ensure that my resulting transcription method was 

comprehensive in its approach.  



58 
 

Participants’ Interview Answers 

Upon completion of the interviews, I reviewed each one and transcribed them into 

a word document, editing for concision of language and relevance to this research. The 

full text of these edited transcriptions can be found in Appendix B. The transcriptions 

were then emailed to each participant for them to review their answers and offer the 

opportunity for any amendments or clarifications. None elected to modify their answers. 

The results of these transcriptions, including my own answers, amounted to fifty-five 

pages of text. These transcriptions were then used to review the answers, organize them 

according to different categories of questions, and compare answers from each participant 

to one another. The goal of this process was two-fold: 1) to find repetitious or seemingly 

“universal” answers that addressed the essential elements of the transcription process; 

and 2) to find contrasts, whether in process, emphasis, or philosophy. I found numerous 

examples of both. Participants frequently touched on similar themes while at other times, 

there were differences in approach and experience that starkly contrasted. The following 

sections will present the participants’ answers to each question, highlighting these 

similarities and differences. 

Question 1: How do you define transcription? 

 Before beginning a discussion of the transcription process, I believed it important 

for each participant to explain more precisely what this term means to them. While many 

allude to the strict definition of the word as it is ordinarily understood academically, each 

also touch on personal connotations with the term. A common theme is the relationship 
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between the written and aural aspects of transcription. For example, Tedd Baker (TB) 

emphasizes the usefulness of writing out what one has transcribed: 

Transcription to me is more of a written thing. It’s something you write down so 
you can access it at any time. You can lift things off of recordings and memorize 
them too, but if they’re written down, you have something you can show possibly 
to another student or a friend.61 

 
In this answer, Baker acknowledges both the written and aural aspects of transcribing. 

Notating a transcription can accommodate lapses in memory, particularly after not 

working on a transcription for a long period of time. It also raises the possibility of 

sharing what one has learned with others. For Allison Au (AA), writing out a solo is of 

limited importance. Her definition of transcription emphasizes performance rather than 

notation: 

I think in the general sense of the word, what comes to mind for me is the process 
of emulating something else. And in the context of music, quite literally it’s like 
emulating another musician’s voice, whether that be on the saxophone, on the 
trumpet, whatever the instrument is.62 

 
Dayna Stephens (DS) acknowledges the traditional definition that entails committing a 

transcription to notation. But as with the other participants, he also offers a more personal 

definition depending on his purposes: 

It depends on the purpose I say because if your purpose is to really capture the 
essence of that player, then it’s going to require more than just the notes and the 
rhythm. It’s going to be the dynamics, it’s going to be, depending on the 
instrument, the way they articulated those notes. The context of the notes 
obviously matters, if you’re just grabbing a snippet or taking the whole solo.63 

 

 
61 Tedd Baker, interview with author conducted through Zoom, 26 September 2020. 
62 Allison Au, interview with author conducted through Zoom, 29 September 2020. 
63 Dayan Stephens, interview with author conducted through Zoom, 1 October 2020. 
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While their definitions vary, each participant acknowledges the process of transcription 

as being crucial to their understanding of the term. While a transcription may be notated 

to suit different purposes, each artist seems to perceive transcription in terms of an act 

rather than a product. This agreement among the participants that transcription entails 

action is important to the goal of this study, to produce a method that uses transcriptions 

to develop one's voice.  

Question 2: How important has transcription been to your musical development? 

 This question invited a discussion of each participant’s personal development and 

experiences. As might be expected, this led to very different answers. Perhaps most 

illustrative is a comparison of the opening sentences from each participant: 

TB: Transcription is basically how I got going. Friends giving me their 
transcriptions that they did when I was young. When I was almost about to turn 
eleven, that’s when I started getting into the Omnibook. And that really helped 
me.64 

 
AA: Very important, although I will acknowledge that I wasn’t introduced to the 
concept of transcription until my first year of college. But I don’t think I took it 
seriously until later.65 

 
DS: It’s been important. I think it may not have been as big of a player in my 
personal development as many of my peers or many of any generation really. But 
you know, there were points where I learned a lot from really grabbing even just 
four bars of a master or someone that I was inspired to transcribe.66 

 
These opening remarks reveal both the relative importance of transcription for each 

participant, as well as the point in their development where they first began to transcribe. 

For Baker, transcription represents the beginning of his developmental process and 

 
64 Baker, 2020. 
65 Au, 2020.  
66 Stephens, 2020. 
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something that was prevalent essentially from when he first began playing the saxophone. 

In addition to his personal development, there is an important social element to 

transcription, where he and friends would exchange transcriptions, teaching and 

demonstrating to one another what they had learned.  

 For Au, though transcription holds special importance as well, she remarks that it 

was not something she immediately incorporated into her practice as Baker did. Rather, 

since being first introduced to it, her engagement and attention to it has grown with age: 

Transcription was a very new thing for me, it was introduced in first year for me 
in a college jazz program. So I would say I’ve come to it quite late. I was about 
eighteen when I started transcribing. But now since I’ve taken music and the art 
of improvisation a lot more seriously, I make it a part of my regular practice and 
try to have some element of transcribing maybe not every day, but as often as I 
can.67 

 
Dayna Stephens’s answer reflects a recurring theme in his interview, that he has not 

emphasized transcription as prominently as he feels other artists he knows have. While 

this at first seemed to contrast with the other participants’ answers, it became evident as 

the interview progressed that Stephens has spent a lot of time doing other things related 

to the transcription process that have had a large impact on his own development. For 

example, he recalls how in his youth, he would emulate things he heard on soul or 

Rhythm and Blues recordings:  

I remember playing Mr. Magic a lot when I was young, the Grover Washington 
Jr. song. And I don’t think I would necessarily transcribe what he was playing, 
but I would try to capture the essence. And I could tell which notes gave a certain 
feeling over like a D minor chord, which for saxophone was that whole song 
pretty much, D minor.68 

 

 
67 Au, 2020. 
68 Stephens, 2020. 
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This speaks to a less strict definition of what the word transcription typically invokes, 

such as highly detailed notation complete with articulation marks, chord symbols, and 

special symbols for extended techniques. Instead, transcription is better understood as 

grabbing the aural essence of a musician’s playing and trying to convey it on one’s 

instrument without worrying about a producing a notated transcription. 

 I also tried to gauge the relative importance of transcription for each interview 

participant by asking them if they knew the total number of solos they have transcribed 

up to this point in their careers. While the answers provided were not always precise, they 

were illustrative of the role transcription has played in each participants’ musical lives. 

Baker recalls, “I have these binders and some of them are just full [of transcriptions], and 

then I have other smaller folders that have a bunch in them too.”69 Au estimates the 

number of fully transcribed solos she has done to be twenty, with the caveat that there are 

many more where she has “taken a bar or four-bar section from something in passing.”70 

Stephens recalls only transcribing a few full solos, mostly during his time in college. 

When he does transcribe, it tends to be in the form of “a couple of bars here and there 

from something that just totally blew me away harmonically that I would like to steal and 

put in my vocabulary somehow.”71 

Regardless of these different answers, each participant cites a wide array of 

benefits gained from transcription. Some of these include fundamental aspects of 

 
69 Baker, 2020. 
70 Au, 2020. 
71 Stephens, 2020. 



63 
 

performance. Baker in particular describes the benefit of physically playing along with 

the solos he has transcribed:  

It helped get my intonation together, it helped me play with those rhythm sections 
that were on those albums and fit that transcription right in with them. Hearing 
where they accent the notes, the air accents, and things like that really helped 
me.72 

 
This speaks to the idea of playing along with records to approximate live performance 

situations. The act of matching a player’s intonation and phrasing not only brings 

attention to the technical skills required to produce a similar style of playing as the artists 

being transcribed, but also develops an aural awareness of different playing styles. As a 

musician transcribes more artists, they should develop a heightened awareness of the 

options they have at their disposal. The ability to select from these different styles 

according to one’s taste is crucial for developing a personal style of one’s own. 

Additionally, playing along with the great rhythm sections in the recorded history of the 

music develops a similar awareness for time feel that goes beyond simply playing along 

with a metronome.  

 Au notes the utility of transcription as a way to become exposed to different ways 

of playing on a deeper level: 

I think it [transcription] helps me to engage with another language, and not totally 
different, obviously it’s still within the jazz realm, but like someone else’s 
personal language or vocabulary. And it spurs or encourages me to think of other 
ideas or ways to navigate through chords and harmony.73 

 
Just as transcription can expose a musician to different ways of phrasing, it also reveals 

different material that can be used within an improvised solo. When approached 

 
72 Baker, 2020. 
73 Au, 2020.  
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carefully, transcription can serve as a direct conduit into an artist’s way of thinking 

through music. An awareness of multiple approaches can again pinpoint one’s own 

preferred way of thinking through improvisation and how to incorporate the language 

they’ve learned within their own playing.  

 Stephens also alludes to transcription as a way of investigating what exactly is 

going on in the playing of musicians that captivate him. He notes how this process can 

yield surprising results: 

Every once in a while, I’ll hear a line that I’ll just stop and figure out what it was. 
And funny enough, it’s often something very simple, but the way they grouped 
the notes is what made it interesting and where they placed it is what ends up 
being the fascinating thing. So, the notes I’m almost never surprised by what’s 
happening harmonically, but the context and the how they play those notes is 
what motivates me to figure out what’s happening.74 

 
This represents an intersection of what is being played with how it is being played. 

Taking these three passages from the participants together, it became clear that the 

implications of transcription for one’s own development must necessarily deal with both. 

Question 3: What guides your decision to transcribe a particular solo? 

Participants describe various motivating factors for beginning a transcription. One 

of these is to recall the particularly captivating qualities of a solo upon first hearing it, 

referring to these initial impressions to guide one’s commitment to the transcription 

process. Au describes her tendency to approach transcription in this fashion: 

I think it’s really subjective, but for me it’s what grabs my attention. What really 
speaks to me on an emotional level. It’s deeper than technique. I mean, there are a 
handful of solos where I simply just wanted to figure out what that person was 
playing. But ultimately, I think the driving factor is because it spoke to me. What 

 
74 Stephens, 2020. 



65 
 

compels you to figure anything out? Well, it’s like it really resonates with you on 
an emotional level.75 

 
Because transcription usually entails long and at times pain-staking effort and attention, 

being able to refer to one’s initial inspiration upon first hearing the artist being 

transcribed can be a great motivator, even as the work can become tedious. Stephens 

references the idea of inspiration by relating it to the importance of certain stages of a 

musician’s life. He states, “I’ve heard someone say recently that the music someone 

listens to between fifteen and twenty-one ends up being like the stuff they always go back 

to for the rest of their life.”76 This kind of emotional connection to the music one chooses 

to transcribe transcends the technical aspects of transcription, as important as those are, 

and cuts to the heart of perceiving an individual’s unique personality.  

 Enthusiasm guides Baker’s transcription choices as well. He recalls the 

excitement he felt transcribing solos in his early development. For example, he describes 

learning “Soy Califa” by Dexter Gordon as “Such a great and fun and soulful solo that 

had such a great Latin thing going on. It was really cool at that time.”77 This enthusiasm 

was apparent throughout Baker’s interview, both in his choice of words and tone of voice 

and body language. It reinforces the notion that success in transcription goes hand in 

hand with excitement about the music being transcribed. 

 Another dimension to consider when choosing a solo to transcribe is a particular 

time period or artist to focus on. For Baker, this entails a conscious consideration. For 

example, there are staples of the jazz saxophone literature that are often referenced as 
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solos one needs to know, or at least have heard and appreciated. Baker cites a few 

different examples: 

[There are] different famous sax solos that everybody should have under their 
fingers at some point. Like Coleman Hawkins “Body and Soul.” Everyone’s got 
to know that. You got to know Lester Young solos like “Lester Leaps In.” Like 
those kinds of things. Ben Webster, “Cottontail.”78 

  
In conjunction with this awareness of the staples of jazz saxophone solos, Baker stresses 

the importance of balance when selecting solos to transcribe. He notes the possibility for 

a player to focus intensely on one musician, saying at one point, “So I think it’s important 

to do that, to let your ear go that way, to embrace that player. But I also think you have to 

balance it. Because I’ve literally sat and listened to people that sound exactly like John 

Coltrane.”79 One way to balance a proclivity for sounding like one favorite player is to 

pick artists from contrasting time periods. For example, Baker suggests: 

If you’re doing a lot of Michael Brecker, then maybe you should check out 
Frankie Trumbauer. Because Lester got something from Frankie Trumbauer. If 
you’re going to check out Kenny G, well, you should probably check out Sidney 
Bechet too.80  

 
Stephens also embraces casting a wide net across different style periods. Additionally, he 

recognizes a universality to the great players, deemphasizing the boundaries between 

different generations: 

There are great improvisers in every period, man. I mean I listen to Coleman 
Hawkins on “Body & Soul” and I’m still like Jesus Christ, that is so modern. 
Players today don’t play that way. To me it was so revolutionary, the way he 
played on that tune.81 
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For Au as well, the distinctions among different generations of players are of secondary 

importance. She notes: 

I don’t think I think of the era per se. It just has to strike me. And then whether or 
not they’re in a certain idiom or coming out of a certain tradition vocabulary-wise, 
that’s secondary to me. If it happens to hit on something that correlates with 
something else that I’m practicing in that moment, great. And if not, I don’t really 
care, it doesn’t matter. Because ultimately, I’m still getting that sound under my 
fingers at the end of the day.82 

 
Each participant cites a variety of artists whom they have spent time transcribing or 

emulating. A recurring theme is to not limit oneself to transcribing only other saxophone 

players. For Au, the practice of transcribing instruments besides saxophone presents an 

opportunity for growth and exploration: 

And that becomes fun, because you actually either innovate a certain technique, 
maybe you didn’t invent it, but you try to figure that out independently on your 
own. And you end up exploring things or figuring things out on your instrument 
that you wouldn’t have otherwise. So it becomes a fun challenge. And I just do 
my best, as best as I can. It’s not going to be perfect all the time, but it’s kind of 
like embracing that exploration process.83 

 
Baker also sees value in looking to other instruments to transcribe, both as another means 

of finding balance and to solidify the conception of his own personal voice: 

Transcription for me is also not something that should be per instrument. I don’t 
think I should be transcribing all saxophone players. Nope. I think I should be 
transcribing just as much Freddie Hubbard as I transcribe Joe Henderson. I should 
be transcribing Lee Morgan. I should be transcribing Herbie Hancock’s right 
hand. I transcribed a lot of Mulgrew and Herbie. I transcribed a lot of pianists.84 
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Stephens also stresses not limiting himself to transcribing only saxophone players. 

Instead, he looks for some essential component to an artist’s playing and tries to figure 

out a way to translate that to his own instrument: 

The way that Sarah Vaughan sings “My Funny Valentine.” It had to have been the 
mid 50s or something like that. And the way she sings the last lyric “Day,” 
“Valentine’s Day.” I don’t know, it’s heaven. I can’t do that on a saxophone 
unfortunately, but I can kind of do my own little nuance, my own little way of 
trying to figure out what she does.85 

 
It is clear from the participants’ answers that there are many considerations that go into 

choosing a particular solo, artist, or instrument to transcribe. Whether these 

considerations are carefully considered or more intuitive, they are nonetheless a crucial 

moment in the transcription process, revealing the values and goals that will ultimately 

shape the direction in which one’s personal voice develops. 

Question 4: Can you describe your process for transcribing a solo? 

Once a musician has decided on a particular solo to transcribe, the actual process 

of transcription begins. This entails both initial preparations as well as the physical and 

mental work that will produce a transcription, whether it is notated, played by memory on 

one’s instrument, or both. Each participant outlines their own unique method for 

transcribing solos. However, there are some universal elements to each of their processes. 

The most important of these are listening to the solo and singing it before beginning to 

transcribe it. For Au, this entails a very deliberate step in the transcription process: 

So I’ll probably spend a week listening to the solo on repeat. And what I 
personally do is I use an app. I will loop sections. Initially for this week process, 
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I’m going to listen to the whole solo. And slowly I’m going to start singing lines 
that I can catch every day as much as I can.86 

 
For Baker as well, being able to sing the solo by listening to it repeatedly is a must before 

beginning to transcribe. In reflecting on his process during a period in his development of 

heavy transcription, he recalls that he “already listened to the solo. I was ready to 

transcribe it, I could sing the whole thing,” further adding that “the second you know that 

you’re going to be doing it, you should be listening.”87 

 Embracing this kind of heavy listening prior to beginning a transcription reflects a 

desire to not miss any of the finer nuances of an artist’s playing. Au points out that this 

desire is something that develops with age: 

I would say the listening aspect, as we get older, we see more detail and nuance in 
things. So that’s probably been the biggest shift in the way I approach 
transcription now. Just really deeper listening than I would have done before.88 

 
These nuances become a central focus, where considerable effort is spent to “Try to copy 

and do all the exact phrasing and inflections and articulations and attacks,”89 as Au 

describes. Baker is similarly concerned with embracing these nuances, remarking, “So 

time is another part of it for me, and accents and the feel. That kind of part of it has 

become more imperative to me over the years.”90 

 Stephens’s process differs from Au’s and Baker’s in that he tends to find what he 

needs from a solo, apply it to his own playing, and then quickly move on to something 

else. He notes:  
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Yeah, it’s immediate, unless I have an immediate application for using it. When I 
write something down, I never memorize whole solos, I just don’t. However, I 
can sing them.91 

 
While this is a stark contrast with the other participants’ comments, what remains 

constant is a commitment to deep listening, to the point of being able to sing a whole 

solo. The ability to sing what one transcribes represents the same kind of internalization 

that comes through transcription. Or as Stephens describes it, “the lifting sometimes 

comes through osmosis.”92 

 Each participant also discusses the role technology plays in aiding the kind of 

repetitive listening transcription requires. Baker in particular notes how the ways that 

music recording technology has changed over the years have affected his process. He 

remarks that in his early years, he would transcribe directly from LPs and tapes, making 

use of an AB function where “the tape would go back to that particular spot you 

marked.”93 He notes how before the arrival of compact disks, this AB function required 

the use of special equipment. Later, when CDs became widely available on the market, 

Baker largely transitioned to that medium for his transcription work He describes how he 

was able to become very adept using this format, where he “had really good technique 

with fast forward/rewind, AB repeat, and I could just crank. It would be done as quickly 

as possible.”94 

 Stephens also remarks on the impact of compact disks on his engagement with 

listening to music. In particular, he recalls how listening using a portable CD player with 
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headphones had the effect of isolating his experiences engaging with music where he was 

“walking by on the bus or wherever, they’re all [other people] oblivious to what’s 

happening. We’re not experiencing this together.”95 The portability of devices like CD 

players allows a musician to engage with whatever they are listening to on a continuous 

basis. Baker describes the contemporary version of this, where “Having AirPods is 

awesome. Cordless is great, you can be cooking and listening, then you can go right in 

your car and keep listening to whatever it was, and you can be connected to Bluetooth.”96 

The ability to do this has the potential to ease the transcription process by more 

thoroughly absorbing the recordings one transcribes. 

 Another way that modern technology can expedite the transcription process is 

through the use of slow down software. Where previous methods of slowing down a 

recording would also alter the pitch, potentially creating issues in perceiving individual 

notes, the slow down programs widely available today pose no such problems. Both Au 

and Stephens described using such programs to aid in their transcription work. Even more 

important than the slow down function of these programs is the ability to loop sections, 

conveniently isolating them for repetitive listening, much the same as the AB function of 

earlier CD players.  

While each participant stresses the importance of listening as a first step and 

alludes to using some form of technology to accommodate repetitive listening, the actual 

processes of transcription they describe are often quite different. For example, Baker 

 
95 Stephens, 2020. 
96 Baker, 2020. 



72 
 

emphasizes trying to transcribe a solo entirely by ear, without the use of one’s 

instrument:  

You don’t need your instrument to transcribe. As much as you can, don’t use the 
instrument. If you’re going to strictly just write it out and try to figure it out that 
way, just try not to use your instrument. Work your ears. That’s really helped me 
to crank with getting them done.97 

 
Other participants deemphasize the written aspect of transcription unless there is a 

specific reason for them to do so. Stephens tends to not notate full solos, apart from 

assignments from his time in college: 

But I’m definitely never prone to transcribe a whole solo unless it’s for a school 
assignment anyway. The solo that comes to mind right away is Wayne Shorter’s 
solo on “E.S.P.” I remember doing that for a class.98 

 
For Au, who does work on transcribing entire solos, the decision to not write them down 

is a conscious effort to shift away from conceiving of music in terms of notation: 

And I think my experience pursuing a jazz program in college, I really realized I 
was very stuck and reliant on notated stuff. And part of my breaking through and 
really trying to immerse myself in the jazz idiom has been to get away from 
reading as much as I can and break those old habits that remind me of high 
school.99 

 
Thus, transcription for Au represents a shift in emphasis, where the goal is for a solo “to 

be internal for me, because that I think is the more valuable lesson for me personally. It’s 

really the internalizing component that I really think I reap the most benefits from.”100 

Baker notes that an individual’s ability to memorize is an important consideration when 

choosing whether or not to notate a solo. He points out that, “Some people have a good 
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enough memory that once they lift something, they don’t have to write it down.”101 For 

himself however, he notes: 

If I lift a solo, it’s in there for a long time and I’ll remember a lot of the corners of 
that solo, but I might not remember all the little things in that solo, you know 
what I mean? I may have to go back, check the recording and be like “Oh yeah!” 
And then aurally, I have it.102 

 
From this, it is clear that whether or not one chooses to notate their transcriptions, the 

internalization of the solo is what is most important. Notating transcriptions does confer 

other benefits, however. Au has recently shifted to writing out her transcriptions as a 

pedagogical tool: 

But I actually created a transcription YouTube channel where I record audio and 
video of myself playing the solo, but I have the transcribed part on the screen at 
the same time, simultaneously. So in light of this project, I have been writing all 
the solos I’ve been doing recently.103 

 
This pedagogical value of notating transcriptions invited discussion of reading 

transcriptions done by others, whether in books or as standalone PDFs downloaded from 

the Internet. This is often a starting point in a jazz musician’s exposure to transcription. 

For example, every participant recalls reading solos from the Charlie Parker Omnibook in 

their early development. 

The participants express different opinions regarding the use of printed 

transcriptions, both for their own use and as a teaching aid. Stephens notes the usefulness 

of transcription books for allowing a musician to quickly visualize an overview of an 

artist’s playing style: 
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To see that and read along with it and actually just realize how much simpler it 
looks than it actually sounds, it helps it seem a bit more achievable. Just quickly 
seeing how they’re thinking is really helpful.104 

 
For Stephens, transcription books like the Omnibook were an influential early tool in 

learning the language of Bebop: 

I remember page 89, it’s called “Klaunstance,” in the Omnibook. Those first four 
bars were a lesson in and of itself. Just learning that in every key was huge. That 
line, those four bars kind of taught me bebop. It just was a continuous line of 
eighth notes that happens to loop in a perfect way.105 

 
Both Baker and Au see utility in using transcription books, both as a sight-reading tool 

but also as a means of exposing students to music they may not have otherwise checked 

out. However, they both express this with the caveat that doing the work of transcription 

itself is where the true benefits lie. Au notes the potential for transcription books to get 

students to realize the possibility to do transcriptions on their own: 

Encourage younger students if that’s the way to get in. Then through that process 
of starting to read things, you realize that oh actually if I reverse the process, and I 
start by listening to a solo of my choosing, I can write it down later and the 
benefits are like ten-fold. It’s exponential.106 

 
Baker warns of the possibility to miss out all the aural nuances of a solo if a student 

approaches it solely from reading it out of a book: 

Because what I find is, and I had students that were doing this, what I’m noticing 
is every time they buy that [a transcription book], they miss kind of the essence of 
the solo. It’s not quite there. If you’re going to transcribe something, try to 
completely embrace it, to me. Try to completely embrace the slurs, the tongues, 
the false fingerings. Get way into the nitty-gritty of whatever that is.107 
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Again, Baker emphasizes that the utility of transcribing is to develop an awareness of the 

finer details of phrasing and time feel. Working out of transcription books, which often 

do not have these kinds of nuances notated, one must listen to the solo and either write 

them in or memorize them while playing. However, when transcribing a solo yourself, a 

musician inevitably deals with these nuances from the start. 

 Another important aspect of the transcription process is deciding when to move 

on from a solo and what factors inform this decision. The answer to this question will 

necessarily differ from person to person and solo to solo. For example, in answering this 

question, Baker hints at the range of possibilities, asking, “So timeframe of a typical one 

minute or two minute solo, or are you talking like Sonny Rollins Trio Live at the Village 

Vanguard?”108 Even when limiting the discussion to solos from typical studio recordings, 

the participants each suggest different timetables for completing a transcription. Baker’s 

answer represents the shorter end of possible timeframes, suggesting that a musician 

should be able to notate an entire solo in a night. As for as the entire process of practicing 

and internalizing a solo, he states: 

If I have no other distractions, as long as you’ve done your listening upfront and 
you have it in you, like it’s in your ear and everything, you could potentially do it 
in three days, I think. You could do it in less maybe, but you might miss some of 
it if you move on too quickly. But in general, for students, and I would highly 
recommend this just to make sure that everything seeps in from that solo, I’d say 
give it a week.109 

 
It is important to note that while Baker’s answer outlines a relatively short timetable, it is 

not meant to be a shortcut. Rather, this week of work represents a deep process of 
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internalization that emphasizes listening, singing, and copying inflections to be able to 

play them on one’s instrument. Ideally, this timetable allows for the possibility of both 

truly learning the playing style of an artist while also being able to expose oneself to a 

variety of different players, both of which are high priorities for Baker.  

 Au describes a longer timeframe for transcribing a solo, typically taking roughly a 

month to complete the process. This length of time is intended to strike a balance 

between internalizing a single solo while also allowing for the possibility of studying 

multiple solos. Au notes that, “As much as it is about immersion, it’s also about exposing 

myself to different voices now. I want to try to get the variety of different 

instruments.”110 Interestingly, she notes that spending a month on a solo may be on the 

shorter end of the spectrum for some musicians. In particular, she recalls thoughts 

expressed by saxophonist Dave Liebman: 

I know Dave Liebman did a master class when I was in college and he said you 
have to sing the solo for three months. Then when you finally play it, you should 
be able to sing it left right and center, like really immerse yourself in that sound. 
So his process was something like a year for any one solo.111 

 
For musicians and students who are developing their craft in a time of easy access to 

entire catalogues of music via the Internet, such a lengthy process can invoke a kind of 

restlessness. Stephens describes the role that the current technological landscape has 

played in his own approach to moving from solo to solo, stating: 

I’m pretty distractible (laughs). I mean I’m officially a gen-Xer or a Xennial as 
some people have been calling us. But I have definitely embraced the 
technological world of low attention span.112 
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It is worth noting that as useful as dedicating a set period of time to focus on one 

transcription might be, there is value in setting aside a transcription and returning to it at 

a later point. One may find after a long period of time away from a transcription that their 

technique has improved enough to better execute a difficult passage. Alternatively, one 

might hear the same solo in a much different light, perhaps noticing more subtleties of 

phrasing than when they first transcribed it. Or they might have a better theoretical 

understanding of something being played, finding new ways to adapt it into their own 

playing. Because of this, Baker stresses the importance of having “a little bit of a plan of 

what you want to revisit”113 over the course of one’s career. 

Question 5: How has transcription influenced the development of your own personal 

musical style? 

This question speaks directly to the main purpose of this study. The participants’ 

answers tend to center on how they have absorbed the styles of musical artists through 

both transcription and listening, using them to develop their own musical identities. For 

example, Baker describes a period in his development where he would consciously play 

material derived from different artists over the course of a single improvised solo. He 

calls this process “channeling,” noting that many other musicians during his early days in 

Boston took a similar approach. He recalls that during this time, he could walk into a jazz 

club and find “so many cats that would sound exactly like Ben Webster, exactly like 

Michael Brecker, exactly like John Coltrane.”114 For musicians adopting this approach, 
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transcribing a favorite musician becomes a crux of their personal development, inevitably 

shaping at least some facet of their style. 

 Au also evokes the idea of committing to absorbing the style of one particular 

artist. She notes the approach of tenor saxophonist Melissa Aldana, stating: 

She [Aldana] talks about picking one player and transcribing many of that 
person’s solos over three years. I think she spent time where she prolifically 
transcribed Sonny Rollins for three years. Then the next three years was Mark 
Turner, and then she spent three years transcribing Don Byas.115 

 
Baker outlines a similar approach by illustrating a hypothetical situation where a 

musician might spend six months transcribing only the solos of saxophonist Sonny Stitt. 

In this scenario, a musician’s style is bound to be deeply affected, to the point where their 

“inner ear is going to start playing like Sonny Stitt over songs.”116 Put another way, such 

lengthy periods of studying a particular artist can change not only the way a musician 

sounds, but also indeed how they think about and hear music. 

 Contrastingly, Stephens has made it a point throughout his career to avoid trying 

to consciously sound like any one artist. He traces this outlook back to one of his early 

teachers, who described to Stephens “his own experience of spending too much time 

trying to be another player and how much time he had to spend really avoiding that 

player and really trying to find his own identity.”117 This has left a lasting impression on 

Stephens, who since his early development has made a conscious effort to play music his 

own way. 
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 Nevertheless, Stephens is able to point out periods in his career where he was 

clearly influenced by the styles of other saxophonists he admires, including Michael 

Brecker, Joe Henderson, Mark Turner, and Branford Marsalis. Sometimes, these 

associations are made by other people rather than the artist themselves. As Stephens 

describes, “People have been saying lately that they hear some Josh Redman in my 

playing.”118 Au also recalls being compared to other players, but in a narrower way 

where, “It may be more of a sound thing than the language per se.”119 

 For Stephens, sounding too much like any another musician prompts a 

recalibration of his approach. When he finds this to be the case, he will simply stop 

listening to that artist. For artists that are particularly meaningful to him, Stephens uses a 

process he refers to as overdosing, where he will “take a week or two a year and kind of 

overdose on them [a favorite artist], and that’s enough for a year.”120 Stephens also 

believes that overdosing helps define his own unique musical personality, stating, “I find 

really diversifying who I overdose on hides all those players a bit more.”121  

Baker echoes this belief that embracing a variety of influences can lend to one’s 

originality by emphasizing the importance of balancing contrasting styles of players. He 

particularly stresses the influence transcribing instruments other than saxophone has had 

on his development, stating “It just completely changed the way I was looking at a lot of 
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stuff, my sound, where more possibilities could be, and how I could find different ways 

to innovate what was there already.”122 

 The ways in which a transcribed artist might manifest in a musician’s own 

playing can take different forms. Au notes that when she is in the process of learning a 

transcription, she sometimes tries to quote a particular lick from the solo within her solos, 

particularly when playing “the same tune or another tune but with the exact same chord 

progression.”123 With the passage of time, previously transcribed material can take on a 

new form according to the musician’s taste. Au describes this process, stating she will 

eventually “start changing the phrasing, start changing how I imbue the note or that line, 

and then it takes on a life of its own.”124  

Stephens also alludes to this process, reflecting on a time where he intentionally 

altered a line first played by Sonny Rollins and stating, “Whenever I play it now, I 

scramble it up to where it’s not really known that’s what I’m referring to.”125 This idea of 

transforming transcribed material over time illustrates how the imitation of another artist 

through transcription does not mean an artist cannot adopt a musical identity of their 

own. Rather, transcription can be used as a jumping off point for individual creativity. 

 Participants also describe more intentional techniques for applying the material 

they transcribe to gain more flexibility. One technique each participant uses it to take 

favorite phrases from a transcribed solo and practice playing them in all twelve keys. Au 

also describes changing a few notes of a phrase to make it fit within a different harmonic 
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context, such as altering a ii-V progression from a major to minor tonal center. Stephens 

alludes to altering the rhythm of transcribed phrases by “displacing them maybe by an 

eighth note, which would just throw everything off. Almost like playing backwards in 

some ways.”126 Baker evokes the role of a musician’s taste when they choose to alter a 

transcribed phrase, suggesting one might not “like the entire lick so maybe you change 

the order of it, or instead of it going down, you go ascending.”127 Using these techniques, 

a musician can not only expand the utility of a particular musical idea, but also develop 

their musical preferences and personality. 

Question 6: Have you observed any trends in the way transcription is approached by 

different musicians? 

My final question asked participants to place their experiences with the 

transcription process within the context of other musicians in their lives, whether these 

were peers, students, or teachers. These individuals often have a large impact in shaping 

each participant’s conception of transcription. For example, Baker notes that his 

engagement with transcription was shaped very early on by his family, stating: 

My mother was a musical teacher, a pianist, so she was huge on Herbie, McCoy, 
Chick Corea. She had tons of transcriptions, Miles and everything. So I was 
checking them out almost right away when I went from piano to saxophone.128 

 
Similarly, Baker credits the influence of his peers in shaping his early engagement with 

transcription, noting, “My friends would start doing it. And I wanted to do it. I wanted to 

be cool like the older high school kids.”129 He also recalls the advice of older musicians 
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to him later in his development who would tell him to “just keep transcribing, keep 

playing along, and listen as hard as you can to what you’re doing.”130 For a musician like 

Baker who grew up in a musically active environment, the importance of transcription 

can be established early in their development.  

 As noted earlier, Stephens’s early experiences with a private teacher left an 

almost opposite impression on him, where he was encouraged not to overly emulate any 

one player. Reflecting on this, he notes: 

That was probably junior year of high school. And that left a huge impression on 
me. So I think that has a lot to do with why I was reluctant to just transcribe a 
whole solo. Because I knew the goal was to play it my own way.131 

 
The peak of Stephens’s work with transcription largely came from the influence of other 

teachers, where transcribing full solos was an assignment during his time at Berklee 

College of Music. Studying music in college also had an impact on Au’s engagement 

with transcription, who recalls, “I wasn’t introduced to the concept of transcription until 

my first year of college.”132 Her feeling that she came to transcription relatively late in 

her development has actually caused her to embrace the process more fully, stating, 

“Now I make it a part of my regular practice and try to have some element of transcribing 

maybe not every day, but as often as I can.”133   

Stephens also points out an example of a peer who has taken a contrasting 

approach to transcription that differs from his own. He recalls how during his time at 

Berklee, he met a saxophonist named Elie Degibri who had done many Sonny Stitt 
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transcriptions. In reflecting on the impact this commitment to transcription has had on 

Degibri’s sound, Stephens again conveyed his own reluctance to transcribe solos in a 

similar manner: 

But he [Degibri] doesn’t sound like Sonny Stitt to me. He has his own way. He 
has his own unique sound. And I’m amazed by that, because if I transcribed that 
much of anyone, I’d be dead in the water. I wouldn’t have a personality.134 

 
This last quote speaks to the subjective nature of the transcription process. Where 

transcription is a core tenet of one’s musical personality for some, for others it can be 

viewed as a hindrance towards establishing a personal sound if they are not careful. As 

each interview participant’s answers show, these views are often shaped by early 

experiences that they carry forward with them for the rest of their careers. 

Summary 

 Over the course of these interviews, the participants expressed many ideas about 

the transcription process. At times, these contrasted with one another due to each 

individual’s unique experiences throughout the course of their musical development. 

Despite these differences, I was left with the impression that transcription serves a similar 

purpose for all jazz musicians, as expressed by the following quotes: 

AA: “I think we all find the same conclusions in some way whether or not we 
articulate if differently.” 

 
DS: “But it’s funny. You have a group of folks probably that embrace that 
[transcription] to the core and then those that don’t. Regardless, you kind of get 
similar results.” 

 
TB: “I don’t think there is one right way to do it. To me that way does work the 
best. Someone else might have an insightful opinion that’s a little different that is 

 
134 Stephens, 2020. 
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like “Oh yeah!” and the light bulb goes off with that. But for me, that’s what’s 
worked the best.” 

 
However a jazz musician defines transcription, emphasizes it in their practice, or 

approaches it technically, there is a common understanding that studying the improvised 

solos of others is a fundamental step towards developing unique musical identities. 
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CHAPTER III: CASE STUDY APPLYING THE INTERVIEW ANSWERS 

To determine the effects of the different interview participants’ methods on a 

potential student, I underwent a period of applying the various methods and techniques 

described by the interview participants to my personal practice. Before beginning this 

case study, I drafted certain parameters. First, I decided to dedicate two weeks to each 

interview participant, transcribing solos and applying them according to the answers they 

gave in their interviews. Additionally, I dedicated two weeks of practice and transcription 

before any of the interviews took place. This was meant to draw upon my own 

experiences and philosophy regarding transcription without the influence, conscious or 

otherwise, of the interview participants affecting my practice.  

The purpose of this case study, spanning approximately eight weeks, was not only 

to gauge the effectiveness of the different interview participants’ methods, but also to 

gain insights into how they interacted with an individual’s set of skills and experiences. 

Since the goal of this practice period was to use its results to create a method for 

developing a personal style, the interaction of various methods with the unique attributes 

of different musicians was a crucial factor to consider. While testing the various 

transcription methods with myself as a participant necessarily invoked my personal bias 

and experiences, I nevertheless hoped that this period of testing would provide insights 
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into developing a more universal method for utilizing transcriptions towards developing a 

musician’s unique musical personality.  

 After my own initial two-week period was complete, I conducted the subsequent 

two-week periods in the order of when their respective interviews took place. This order 

was Tedd Baker, Allison Au, and finally Dayna Stephens. Before beginning each two-

week period, I drafted a document outlining the specific ways I would conduct my 

practice, informed directly by the interview transcripts. These included rationales for 

choosing solos, initial preparations to be done before transcribing, the actual process and 

method of transcription, amount of time to be spent per transcription, and any methods of 

applying the transcription to improvisation.  

Though not every interview participant emphasized writing out transcriptions, 

each solo or excerpt practiced was notated using Finale to draw upon musical examples, 

which will be discussed in the following sections. Each two-week period consisted of 

individual practice sessions, roughly two hours per day for five days out of the week, 

with another day dedicated to reflection and preparation for the next week. Each practice 

session was recorded using a personal recording device, with these recordings serving to 

review the effects of the various methods on my own playing. While there were many 

rationales provided by the interview participants for choosing solos to transcribe and 

these were all considered, most solos were selected by me from a previously compiled 

list of solos that have been goals of mine to transcribe. This will be further discussed in 

the following individual sections devoted to each two-week practice period. 
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Period 1: Brendan Schnabel 

 As previously stated, before conducting any of the interviews, I allocated a two-

week period to transcribe solos according to the answers I provided to my own interview 

questions. I felt this would be useful to provide a sort of “before and after” comparison of 

my approach as well as to gain a better sense of my personal process for transcription. As 

with each of the practice periods to follow, the first step of the process was to choose 

solos to transcribe according to my own criteria. For me, this meant choosing solos that 

were already well-known to me, to the point that before beginning any work on 

transcribing them, I was already able to sing them from memory, being able to obtain a 

reasonable amount of the inflections, time feel, and general attitude of the soloist.  

Rationale for Solo Choices 

 The solos were chosen from a document I began drafting in the preliminary stages 

of this study titled “Inspiring Solos to Transcribe,” which can be found in Appendix E. 

The title of this document conveys a key component of the selection criteria for my 

transcription process. I tend to be drawn to solos that possess a singable and melodically 

captivating quality. The musicians playing these solos demonstrate a sense of conviction 

in their playing to the extent that the solos stay in one’s ear the same way as a catchy 

melody might. Though this kind of playing can take many forms, it is a fundamental goal 

of mine to capture the same general sense of captivation in my own personal style. Thus, 

I decided both for this practice period and the others to follow to largely dedicate my 

practice to solos that have made an impression on me throughout my life. The Inspiring 

Solo to Transcribe list reflects this impulse. I first heard many of these solos very early in 
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my development in high school. Others I first heard more recently. Nevertheless, they all 

share the quality of making a lasting impression on me and were already very familiar in 

my ears if not yet in my fingers. 

This list ended up containing nearly sixty solos, far more than could conceivably 

be transcribed in the time frame allotted for my case study, let alone the initial two-week 

period. For this first period, I made a goal to transcribe between two to four full solos 

drawn from the list. Each solo encapsulates the melodically captivating qualities 

previously outlined. Beyond that however, there are considerable variations among them, 

including instruments being played, form, style period, length, and technical difficulty. 

Several decisions went into my selection process. The first decision was to select solos I 

had not yet transcribed up to this point. I felt this was important due to my reflection in 

my interview answers that there were many artists who I had not yet transcribed despite 

their obvious impact on me. The result was that some of my favorite artists making many 

appearances on the list, such as John Coltrane and Charlie Parker, would be excluded 

from my selections. 

 The second decision was to exclude saxophone players altogether in this two-

week period. Again, in answering my own interview questions, I recognized a dominance 

of saxophone players in my list of already transcribed solos. While it is no doubt natural 

to focus on one’s own instrument and there are advantages to taking this approach, I 

ultimately felt that at this point in my development there was an imbalance between 

saxophonists and other instrumentalists I had so far transcribed. Crucially, this emphasis 

on saxophonists in my transcriptions is not congruous with an emphasis in my listening, 
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where I am often drawn to instruments other than my own for long periods of time. Thus, 

I felt that this two-week period focusing on transcription would be an opportune moment 

to explore musicians playing instruments other than my own. In the process, I hoped I 

would discover the technical challenges of translating a different instrument’s 

idiosyncrasies to my own while at the same time discovering some universal elements to 

the solo that transcend such considerations. 

 Another important dimension to solo selection is to consider the underlying song 

form. Going into this two-week period, I held two contrasting views simultaneously. The 

first is to transcribe an artist playing over a previously unknown song and accompanying 

chord changes. Thus, the transcription confers the benefit of absorbing an inspiring 

musician’s playing style and vocabulary while simultaneously learning a new tune and 

how to improvise over it in the process. Maximizing benefits in this way is very useful 

given the necessary limits in choosing how to allocate one’s limited practice time.  

The opposite view of repertoire consideration is to choose solos over familiar 

song forms, such as the blues or the chord changes to “I Got Rhythm.” The benefit of this 

approach is to gain an intimate understanding of how a favorite player approaches the 

fundamental forms of jazz, necessary for nearly any player in the idiom. This may lead to 

seeing a unique way of playing over familiar material or conversely, may demonstrate 

fundamental building blocks for approaching these forms that are easily digestible but 

provide many possibilities for application. In the end, I decided that I would choose at 

least one solo over a familiar song and one solo over an unfamiliar song to receive all 

these benefits.  
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 The final consideration in repertoire selection was the level of difficulty. In one 

aspect, some measure of difficulty was assured in the decision to transcribe only solos 

played on instruments other than saxophone. This has the potential to present challenges, 

both in recognizing what is being played and in being able to execute it. Many years of 

playing saxophone has inevitably led to recognizing certain idiosyncrasies of technique, 

range, and timbre on the instrument that I am able to quickly recognize when transcribing 

saxophonists. These idiosyncrasies are far less obvious to me on other instruments and 

cannot be relied upon, leaving the potential for the actual transcription process to be more 

difficult. Additionally, certain techniques that lie well on one instrument may very well 

be counterintuitive or even impossible on the saxophone, making it necessary to make 

some sort of adjustment while still attempting to capture the spirit of what is being 

played. For instruments such as piano, with a much larger range and the possibility for 

multiple simultaneous lines being played at once, this could prove quite difficult.   

 I decided to transcribe solos that would embrace these kinds of challenges. In 

addition to the challenge of transcribing an instrument than saxophone, many of the solos 

on the Inspiring Solos to Transcribe list are virtuosic in nature, making use of double 

time, extreme range, seemingly elusive harmonic substitutions, and a variety of other 

technical challenges. Since this type of virtuosity is clearly compelling to me, I decided to 

take the opportunity to “go for it” and really see what goes into being able to execute 

these types of passages for at least one of my selections. 

 With these criteria in mind, I made an initial goal of transcribing the following 

three solos in full: 1) “What Is This Thing Called Love?” by Brad Mehldau from Alone 
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Together (Blue Note, 1997); 2) “Daahoud” by Clifford Brown from Clifford Brown and 

Max Roach EmArcy, 1954); and 3) “Blues on the Corner” by McCoy Tyner from The 

Real McCoy (Blue Note, 1967). Each of these solos is performed by an artist whom I had 

never previously transcribed, despite spending significant time listening to. None of them 

are saxophone solos.  The Clifford Brown solo is played on trumpet while the Brad 

Mehldau and McCoy Tyner solos are played on piano.  

Taken together, the solos also represent both familiar and unfamiliar songs. The 

Mehldau solo is on “What Is This Thing Called Love?”, one of the first jazz standards I 

ever memorized and a staple of thirty-two measure AABA types of chord progressions. 

Brown’s solo on “Daahoud”, while another staple of the standard jazz repertoire, is a 

song that I had previously never learned, and thus marked an opportunity to expand my 

repertoire while also diving into Brown’s playing style. Finally, Tyner’s “Blues on the 

Corner,” represents the intersection between familiar and unfamiliar; the form is a 

twelve-bar blues, perhaps the most fundamental of jazz standard forms. Yet the melody is 

one I never learned that posed some unique harmonic variations to the standard changes 

of the blues. Thus, the solo choices represented a balance between familiarity and new 

material, offering new modes of thought while also providing digestible building blocks. 

 Finally, these three solos all present a degree of aural and technical challenges. 

The Brad Mehldau solo, while played over a very familiar song, is particularly virtuosic 

and represents one of the more ambitious efforts out of this entire study. Upon first 

hearing this solo in my undergraduate days, my overall impression was awe at Mehldau’s 

creative and virtuosic reinterpretation of the song. For many years I considered this an 
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example of something inspiring but largely unattainable, due simultaneously to the nature 

of the piano with its high degree of independence between the two hands, and the 

technical, risk-taking flourishes that define Mehldau’s playing. Only upon starting this 

study did I decide I would tackle this solo, pushing both my ears and my technical 

abilities to discover what specifically made this solo so captivating to me. 

 The Clifford Brown solo on “Daahoud” represented a more achievable effort than 

the Mehldau solo but was not without its own challenges. As stated before, “Daahoud” is 

a song that while I had played it before, I did not have memorized and had to re-learn. 

While following a standard thirty-two measure AABA form, the arrangement on the 

source recording has some intricacies, including a harmony part for the tenor saxophone 

as well as an interlude before the solos begin. Additionally, the tempo is fast, making 

Brown’s precision in executing his coherent and logical lines all the more difficult. 

Finally, while the nature of the trumpet as a single line instrument lends itself better to 

the saxophone than perhaps the piano, there are idiosyncrasies that take effort to translate 

effectively, particularly Brown’s articulation. 

 Finally, McCoy Tyner’s solo on “Blues on the Corner'' was challenging as well. 

Although this was the slowest tempo of any of the solos transcribed, this did not detract 

from the difficulty as Tyner often prefers to play double-time phrases, at times doing 

rippling series of runs and idiosyncratic finger patterns on the piano that eluded my 

technique on saxophone. There are also timbral effects Tyner achieves by playing 

dissonant harmonic intervals, making it difficult to decide how to convey this on a single-

line instrument. In the end, I was not able to finish “Blues on the Corner” within the two-
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week period, only finishing the first three choruses. Because of this, I have left it out in 

the following overview, choosing to come back to it at a later time. 

Transcribing the Solos 

 With all the solos carefully chosen to fit these various considerations, I began to 

transcribe. As with the selection process, I considered several factors in the actual 

execution of the transcription before beginning. The process of preliminary preparations 

was straightforward. Each of these solos were already very familiar to me. I first listened 

to them many years ago and have repetitively listened to them ever since. Nevertheless, 

to best prepare myself for what would amount to some difficult work, I spent the night 

before beginning to transcribe each solo listening to them extensively. This first entailed 

focused listening of the entire solo many times with headphones, gradually starting to 

sing along with the recordings. Then, I would listen to smaller eight measure phrases of 

the solo repetitively. After feeling I had absorbed all the nuances of phrasing within these 

sections, I would move on to the next small section, gradually linking them together. The 

result would be to have devoted attention to the different constituent parts of the solo 

equally and to have absorbed the solo on both a large and small scale.  

In addition, I notated the timestamps of all the major sections to quickly reference 

them for later transcription. After this process of focused listening, I would continue to 

listen to the solo passively while doing other tasks to try and further absorb the solo, right 

up until sleeping. The goal was thoughtful preparation to approach the solo efficiently the 

next day, knowing intimately details such as the notes, rhythms, and phrasing, as well as 
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bigger picture aspects such as number of choruses, the climax, and the overall shape of 

the solo. 

 Having done this listening routine the night before, the next day I would begin the 

transcription process. For this practice period as well as the others, I worked primarily 

with the assistance of a computer software program called The Amazing Slow Downer. 

As the name implies, this software enables one to slow down audio by as much as eighty 

percent, with the benefit of not distorting the pitch. Though this can certainly prove to be 

beneficial, particularly in discerning notes of extremely fast passages, my main utilization 

of this program was to create loops of sections, allowing for the kind of repetitive 

listening that is required first for accurately hearing the nuances of a passage, then later 

for repetitive practice. 

 After singing along with the entire solo for review, I began the transcription 

process by playing along with the recordings on my saxophone. My process was to 

isolate each phrase, making frequent use of the repetitive looping feature. After 

discerning the notes on my instrument, often having to stop the recording and play them 

slowly, I would practice with the recording, trying to match the articulation, time feel, 

and other nuances. Once I felt I could do this reasonably well, I would move on to the 

next phrase, continuing in this manner until I finished an entire chorus. At this 

preliminary stage, I often could not execute the entire chorus along with the recording, 

especially the more difficult passages of the Mehldau solo. Regardless, after learning the 

notes and spending time improving their execution, I would stop after one chorus to write 
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out what I learned so far in Finale. I continued this process chorus by chorus until the 

entire solo was notated, including the chord changes and articulations.  

Practicing the Solos 

After notating the entire solo in this manner, the next step was to improve my 

execution. I returned to the beginning of the solo and worked through it phrase by phrase, 

spending more time to match the nuances of the performance on the recording. It is 

important to note that although the entire solo was written out at an early stage, the 

emphasis in performing it was to memorize and play almost entirely without the aid of 

notation. This was to ensure that the solo was truly being internalized, both in the fingers 

and in the phrasing. The notation, rather than as an aid to performance, was meant to be 

used as a document of the work done and to aid in analyzing and applying at a later 

stage.  

In addition to isolating specific phrases and perfecting them, I also began to link 

different sections together. This was a gradual and cumulative process, first starting with 

two eight measure sections, then adding the next two eight measure sections, then 

connecting all of them together for a complete chorus. I would repeat that process for the 

next individual chorus, then link the two choruses together. I followed a similar process 

for the remaining choruses until I could play the entire solo in one pass reasonably 

accurately. Due to the difficulty of certain passages, I couldn't always execute every note 

perfectly. Nevertheless, by the end of this process I felt I was reasonably close to 

matching the spirit and feeling of performing the solos the way they were done on the 

recordings. Two to three days were devoted solely to this process of learning, notating, 
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and practicing the solos, depending on the level of difficulty. In the final step of applying 

the solo, I periodically returned to practicing along with the recording, focusing on 

sections that I felt needed more work.  

Applying the Solos: “What is This Thing Called Love?” by Brad Mehldau 

Finally, after learning the solos on my instrument and matching the performances 

on the recordings as closely as possible, I went through the process of analyzing the solos 

and trying to apply them to my own improvisations. This represented a discovery stage, 

where I revisited the most compelling passages of the solos and examined what it was 

that made them so appealing in a more precise way than only listening to them could do. 

These discoveries ranged from very specific melodic or harmonic phrases to broad 

realizations about an artist’s way of thinking through their improvisations. 

 One of the most compelling aspects of Brad Mehldau’s solo on “What is This 

Thing Called Love” was his manipulation of repetitive rhythmic motifs in the third 

chorus. This is a process he develops over the span of the chorus, but a point that is 

particularly prominent occurs during the second half of the bridge, shown in Figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Rhythmic motif. 
 

 

 



97 
 

In context, this passage marks a dramatic moment. Building upon similar four or 

five note rhythmic motifs played previously, Mehldau prepares the release from the 

bridge with this four-bar passage in a stark manner, using both hands to play in parallel 

perfect fourths. Having listened to this solo so many times over the years, this moment 

has always stood out as mystifying and almost otherworldly. Though I didn’t lose this 

effect by transcribing the passage, I found I could nevertheless discern the logic of what 

Mehldau is doing here. The basic melodic cell is a suspended chord built on the scale 

tones 1, 4, 5, and a repetition at the octave. It then follows an intervallic series of an 

ascending minor third, ascending perfect fourth, descending perfect fourth, descending 

major second, descending minor second, ascending major third and finally ascending 

major second. This intervallic series is shown in Figure 2 as a reduction based on the root 

notes.  

 

 
Figure 2. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Intervallic sequence reduction.  
 
 
 
While this clearly doesn’t adhere to the standard harmony of “What Is This Thing 

Called Love?” there is certain harmonic logic to this progression that is superimposed 

over the relatively straightforward “actual” harmonic motion of a descending half step 

from Bb7 to A7. What stands out to me is the descending motion from Bb to Ab to G. 
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This evokes a G Phrygian modal feeling, foreshadowing the tonal center of G minor of 

the upcoming A section. Additionally, ending the motivic pattern on C# acts as a leading 

tone to the dominant chord of that same A section (D7.) When broken down in this 

manner, this passage is much more digestible than a casual or even deep listening 

suggests. 

 This idea of superimposing new intervallic patterns over an existing chord 

progression by using a melodic cell is something that can be applied to an 

improvisational context. To experiment with this idea, I superimposed a similar 

progression over a C7 chord, shown as a reduction in Figure 3. 

 

 
Figure 3. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Mehldau's sequence applied to C7. 

 
 
 
Then, I used Mehldau’s same melodic cell over this progression within the 

context of a twelve-bar blues in C. I inserted this progression in the third and fourth bars 

of the form, resolving the C7 chord to F7. One possible interpretation of this is shown in 

Figure 4. The slash marks indicate areas where I would improvise different  

material.  
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Figure 4. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Applying Mehldau's sequence to the third and fourth measures of a blues. 

 
 
 
While such an extrapolation is possible, it is worth pointing out that the 

effectiveness of Mehldau’s original passage is due to a confluence of several factors 

happening at once: the preparation of this rhythmic motif over the whole chorus, the 

rhythmic displacement it creates, the previously discussed intervallic series, the climactic 

timing of it, playing it in parallel perfect fourths, and the sheer conviction with which it is 

played. While it is possible to extract a small component of this and develop it, only 

absorbing the full context that comes through the transcription process provides a total 

insight into what makes this such a powerful musical moment.  

 Another takeaway from the Mehldau solo speaks directly to the way transcribing 

instruments other than saxophone can suggest new ideas and ways of playing. Mehldau 

begins his third chorus with a five note rhythmic cell, shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Opening five note cell. 

 
 
 
He repeats this cell several times, placing it on different beats and transposing it 

to fit different chords. What really presented new possibilities to me, however, is what 

Mehldau does four measures later, giving the previously established cell a call and 

response treatment of between the right and left hands, shown in Figure 6. 

 

 
Figure 6. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Call and response between left and right hands. 

 
 
 
This transcription, as with all the transcriptions in this study, is in concert Bb and 

represents an adaptation for tenor saxophone, my main instrument and the one I used for 

all but one of the transcriptions in this study. Mehldau conveys the call and response 

quality of this figure even more convincingly by spanning great distances across the 

keyboard, at times displacing the figures by multiple octaves. This does not lend itself as 

easily to the tenor saxophone with its more limited range. Nevertheless, isolating this 

passage encouraged me to think beyond the standard conventions of the instrument and to 
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practice doing a similar call and response texture in other contexts. I experimented by 

using a twelve-bar blues and improvising different figures than Mehldau’s while still 

maintaining the idea of call and response between different registers of the saxophone. 

Figure 7 shows an example of one chorus I improvised using this idea. 

 

 
Figure 7. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Improvising call and response figures over a twelve-bar blues. 
 
 
 

Another quality that resonates in Mehldau’s solo is his rhythmic flexibility, at 

times creating intense tension against Charlie Haden’s consistent bass pulse. One of the 

most notable examples is his use of eighth note triplets in the second chorus. Through his 

use of accents, Mehldau divides streams of these triplets into different groupings, creating 

a dynamic rhythmic effect. The first example is shown in Figure 8. 
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Figure 8. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Triplet grouping: 3-6-4. 

 
 
 
While the fundamental rhythm is four groups of triplets, Mehldau phrases them as 

a group of two notes, then six, then four, before arriving at the climactic high G. The 

slurs in the transcription are used to indicate these unique groupings. Another example 

happens four measures later, shown in Figure 9. 

 

 
Figure 9. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Triplet grouping: 2-3-4. 

 
 
 
The details are varied from the first, this time occurring over three groups of 

triplets and sorting them into groups of two, three, then four, but the effect is the same: a 

rubbing against the main pulse that adds to the ever-mounting tension Mehldau creates 

over the span of the entire solo. To further absorb this technique, I adapted these 

groupings and experimented with them. In the below example, I used the second 

grouping over an E minor vamp, playing an E Dorian scale and choosing different 

starting points to see how they affected the ends of phrases. Figure 10 shows this process, 
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starting on beat one, with each subsequent phrase progressively starting one eighth note 

triplet later. 

 

 
Figure 10. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Applying 2-3-4 triplet grouping using an E Dorian scale, varying 
rhythmic starting points. 

 
 
 
Mehldau’s solo also demonstrates a large degree of rhythmic variety, from these 

triplet groupings, to repetitive sixteenth notes cells, to longer sweeping double time runs. 

All of this rhythmic richness is performed over a moderate tempo, starting with a two feel 

in the bass before shifting to a four-beat walking line. I wanted to see if I could convey 

the types of rhythms Mehldau uses within a song using an entirely different tempo. I did 

this by playing the different lines over the up-tempo “Cherokee.” In this new context, the 

sixteenth notes become eighth notes while the eighth note triplets become quarter note 

triplets. Figure 11 shows an example of this process within a sixteen measure A section 

of the song. 
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Figure 11. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" Reinterpreting Mehldau's rhythmic cells and triplet groupings over 
"Cherokee." 

 
 
 
Another aspect of the Mehldau solo that becomes apparent upon studying the 

transcription is his preference for using particular scales over various chord changes. 

Four examples of these are presented in Figure 12. 

 

 
Figure 12. "What Is Thing Called Love?" Four of Mehldau's commonly used scales (G diminished HW, D altered-
dominant, G melodic minor with passing chromatic Ab, A altered-dominant). 
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These musical examples cover a vast amount of musical material to absorb and 

possibilities for application and development towards a personal style. While each of 

these, and many other musical devices can be studied individually, I believe one of the 

main takeaways from transcribing this solo is Mehldau’s ability to develop his ideas over 

the course of the entire solo. Each chorus has a unique character that melds into the next 

chorus. The overall effect is like that of a great story, with a noticeable arc and unifying 

themes throughout. Figures 13 through 17 show the opening eight bars from each of 

Mehldau’s four choruses, plus the concluding eight bars of the solo.  

 

 
Figure 13. "What Is This Thing Called Love?" First eight measures of Chorus 1. 

 

 
Figure 14. "What Is Thing Called Loved?" First eight measures of Chorus 2. 
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Figure 15. “What Is This Thing Called Love?” First eight measures of Chorus 3. 

 

 
Figure 16. “What Is This Thing Called Love?” First eight measures of Chorus 4. 

 

 
Figure 17. “What Is This Thing Called Love?” Last eight measures of solo. 

 



107 
 

To complete my study of “What Is This Thing Called Love?” I practiced playing 

a solo over the same song and imitating the same overall arc that Mehldau uses, limiting 

myself to playing exactly four choruses at a time. 

Applying the Solos: “Daahoud” by Clifford Brown 

 The next solo I transcribed for my own two-week practice period was Clifford 

Brown’s solo on “Daahoud.” Whereas the previous Mehldau solo was cerebral and 

highly varied in texture, Brown’s playing on this solo demonstrates his masterfully 

executed clarity of ideas. Before dissecting individual ideas, one of the first aspects of the 

solo that immediately stood out was Brown’s articulation. There is much tonguing, even 

as Brown is playing long flowing eighth note lines over “Daahoud’s” fast tempo, as 

Figure 18 shows.  

 

 
Figure 18. “Daahoud” Example of Brown’s articulation. 

 
 
 
Brown demonstrates a variety of articulation throughout the solo, from a type of 

continuous staccato, to a more smooth but still clearly articulated style, to the use of slurs. 

This again reinforced the advantage of transcribing instruments other than the saxophone. 

As a saxophone player, often my strategy for playing over a fast tempo is to default to 

mostly slurring my lines, finding that my tonguing can interrupt the flow of ideas. No 
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such interruption occurs when Brown tongues his lines however, and he is thus able to 

add a diversity of articulation styles even as the chord changes are rapidly moving. By 

transcribing and attempting to play along with Brown, I was presented with an 

opportunity to expand my palette of articulations and to realize the work I needed to do to 

be able to play with the same clarity as Brown.  

Brown also demonstrates clarity by playing very similar lines at a certain point in 

the chord progression of “Daahoud” across multiple choruses. This occurs during the 

fourth and fifth bars of the A sections, a ii-V-i in the main key of the song, F minor. 

Three different variations of this line are shown in Figures 19 through 21.  

 

 
Figure 19. “Daahoud” Brown’s line over C7 starting on beat one. 

 

 
Figure 20. “Daahoud” Variation of Figure 19 starting on beat four of previous measure. 
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Figure 21. “Daahoud” Variation of Figure 19 starting on beat three of the previous 
measure.  

 
 
 
After comparing these three different lines, one can see the first eight pitches are 

identical. The most recognizable feature is the use of the first five notes of the C# sharp 

minor scale. However, in the context of the V chord, C7, this represents the sound of a C 

altered dominant scale. This is approached by a chromatic descent from Eb, the sharp 

ninth of a C7 chord. There are slight variations among the three different lines after these 

eighth initial pitches, but the core character of the lines remains the same.  

What I found useful in studying these variations is focusing on the different 

rhythmic placements. The first variation begins on beat one. The second variation 

however shifts the starting notes back to beat four of the previous measure as a pickup. 

The third variation starts yet further back, starting on beat three of the previous measure. 

Despite these different rhythmic placements, the first eight pitches of each of these 

variations remain identical. It is common for improvisers to have “go-to” phrases to insert 

into their improvisations, particularly in up-tempo situations or over difficult chord 

progressions. This can create the impression of monotony in one’s style. However, 

Brown expertly manages to avoid this. Though the lines are identical in certain ways, his 

execution of the different rhythmic placements gives each line its own character by 

changing its resolution points.  
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In my practice, I experimented with repetitively using this phrase and its rhythmic 

variants, both at the point in the progression Brown uses them and by transposing the 

figures to each of the V-I progressions within the bridge, shown in Figure 22. 

 

 
Figure 22. “Daahoud” V-I Progressions occurring during the bridge. 

 
 
 
Additionally, I varied the resolution notes of the lines, mixing and matching the 

different treatments Brown uses in his own variations. By varying aspects of the same 

line both at the beginnings and ends of phrases, I found many variations out of only one 

relatively simple idea. This is key to how Brown is able to achieve that elusive balance 

between clarity and creativity, all over a very fast tempo. By embracing this kind of 

analytical mindset, I started to achieve this same balance in my own playing.  

I previously stated in my answers to my interview questions that one rationale for 

choosing a particular solo is to learn how to play over unfamiliar chord progressions. 

“Daahoud” was a new song for me when beginning this transcription, though I found that 

the changes follow mostly familiar patterns. However, I found the first few measures of 

the song to contain a challenging progression, shown in Figure 23. 
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Figure 23. “Daahoud” Challenging chord progression. 

 
 
 
After transcribing Brown’s solo and isolating this part of the progression, I again 

noticed a repetitive phrase shape he tended to use. One variation of it occurs in the last A 

section of his first chorus, shown in Figure 24. 

 

 
Figure 24. “Daahoud” Brown’s line outlining difficult chord progression. 
  

 
 
This became an effective solution to navigating this difficult chord progression. I 

then wondered if I could make my own variations on it to extract as much as I could out 

of the shape of Brown’s line while still conveying a sense of variety. Instead of rhythmic 

displacement as in the previous example, which could be a possible option, I began to 

vary the starting notes, adapting the line to start on both the third and the fifth of an F 

minor chord instead of starting on the root as Brown’s original line does. These variations 

are each shown in Figure 25. 
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Figure 25. “Daahoud” Two lines that imitate the shape of Figure 25, starting on 3rd and 
5th of Fm. 
 

 
 
By notating these lines and then applying them to my practice, I was able to gain 

insights into Brown’s clear and logical melodic style. At the same time, by creating my 

own variations, I was not just copying his style, but rather using it as a jumping off point 

for developing my own approach.  

Summary 

 This preparatory two-week period of practice before commencing the interviews 

provided insights towards my own understanding of the transcription process. In 

reflecting on the two-week period, I noted an emphasis and specificity in my solo 

repertoire choices. Though I was influenced by a variety of factors including the artist, 

instrument, and song type, my overriding consideration was choosing solos that spoke to 

me on an emotional level. This inspired me, particularly when transcribing Brad 

Mehldau’s version of “What Is This Thing Called Love?” which has left a big impact on 

me since first hearing it in college.  
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 Transcribing each solo presented its own challenges. “What Is This Thing Called 

Love?” utilized pianistic techniques that were not easily transferable to the saxophone. In 

“Daahoud” I had difficulty articulating notes at a fast tempo in the manner of Clifford 

Brown. Both solos provided an expansive amount of material to incorporate into my own 

improvisations. Mehldau’s solo contained new harmonic substitutions to superimpose 

over existing chord changes and the idea of applying his call-and-response figures 

between the hands to the saxophone. Brown’s solo demonstrated the power of using 

subtle variations of a phrase to gain flexibility and variety in playing over quickly moving 

chord progressions. By the end of this two-week period, I learned a great deal from 

embracing the playing styles of musicians on instruments other than my own. 

Period 2: Tedd Baker 

Tedd Baker was my first interview participant. After completing his interview, 

transcribing, and reviewing it, I drafted a document outlining the transcription process 

according to the answers Baker provided. As with the preparations for my own two-week 

practice period, there were many considerations to review, including goals for 

transcription, selection criteria, the transcription process, and the application of finished 

transcriptions. 

Rationale for Solo Choices 

Baker’s stated goals for completing a transcription in many ways overlap with 

mine and other participants’ interview answers. He emphasizes hearing and executing 

every detail of a musician’s playing style, the “nitty-gritty” as he describes it. These 

details include intonation, articulation, and any ghost notes or false fingerings. Another 
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valuable component to transcribing that I had not previously considered was the 

opportunity to play along with the rhythm sections on a particular recording, locking into 

their time feel as if playing with these musicians in a live setting. Thus, by working on a 

transcription, one develops not just an awareness of an individual’s playing style but also 

develops their ability to play in a group. By playing with some of the greatest rhythm 

sections in the history of jazz, one can elevate their awareness of group cohesion. This 

added a new consideration to my selection criteria, where I was not only concerned with 

the playing of the individual soloist, but the playing of the entire ensemble.  

Another point Baker discusses in his interview is the usefulness of transcribing a 

complete performance. The benefit of this is the ability to study the shape of a solo by 

evaluating its beginning, middle, and conclusion and the different possibilities of 

development and interaction between these sections. Another suggestion of Baker’s was 

to transcribe not just the individual solo, but every part of the performance by the player 

being transcribed. This includes any introductions, the playing of the melody, any trades, 

cadenzas, and endings. All of this emphasizes the role of transcribing in learning how to 

play in a real situation and the physicality, technique, and focus that goes into doing so.  

Regarding the use of transcriptions as a means of learning how to play in real 

situations, Baker emphasizes embracing variety in choosing what to transcribe. This 

variety includes different tempos, styles, time periods, and instruments and not being 

content to stick to one specific type within these categories. Baker further encourages 

picking solos to play on soprano saxophone, creating an outlet to work on the challenges 

of playing this instrument.  
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With these considerations in mind, I chose three solos to transcribe: 1) “My Little 

Brown Book” by saxophonist Joe Lovano from On This Day at the Vanguard (Blue Note, 

2003); 2) “Moment’s Notice” by trumpeter Lee Morgan from Blue Train (Blue Note, 

1958); and 3) “East of the Sun” by saxophonist Joshua Redman from Back East 

(Nonesuch, 2007). These selections, drawn from my Inspiring Solos to Transcribe list, 

follow Baker’s recommendations in several ways. First, there is variety in the types of 

songs. “My Little Brown Book” is a ballad. I decided to transcribe this solo as I realized 

during my interview with Baker that I had never transcribed a full performance of a 

ballad before. Baker remarks that students are often drawn to only transcribing up-tempo 

solos. This is a mistake he says, as not every situation calls for that style of playing. 

“Moment’s Notice” fits this style and serves as a contrast to the very slow tempo taken on 

“My Little Brown Book.” Finally, “East of the Sun” is an odd meter song in 7/4, another 

type of performance I never fully transcribed and a type of playing with which I struggle. 

Though there are many more candidates for song types that I was not able to address in 

this two-week period, such as a Latin or a medium tempo piece, I believe my selections 

encompassed a good variety in line with Baker’s philosophy. 

My choices further represented variety in time periods and playing styles. 

“Moment’s Notice,” was from the classic Hard Bop era of the late 1950s. The other two 

solos represent a more modern period, “My Little Brown Book” from 2003 and “East of 

the Sun” from 2007. While these are close chronologically, Lovano and Redman 

represent contrasting generations of saxophone players being sixty-eight and fifty-one 
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years old respectively. This nearly twenty-year age gap coincides with a different 

approach in their playing styles.  

Careful consideration of the rhythm sections accompanying these solos was also 

important. “Moment’s Notice” features a legendary unit in the history of jazz, with 

Kenny Drew on piano, Paul Chambers on bass, and “Philly” Joe Jones on drums. These 

musicians played together on countless records and studying their collective sound is a 

formative experience in learning to play modern jazz.  

“My Little Brown Book” also features a superb rhythm section of John Hicks on 

piano, Dennis Irwin on bass, and Lewis Nash on drums. Upon casual listening, the 

rhythm section may not seem striking due to the understated nature of a ballad 

performance, where the emphasis is even more so on an individual soloist. However, in 

playing along, one quickly gains an appreciation for the supreme level of control and 

sensitivity such seasoned musicians contribute to the performance. The tempo of this 

performance is languidly slow, yet the rhythm section maintains intensity and a faithful 

adherence to groove even at this slow speed. This makes Lovano’s playing all the more 

impactful.  

“East of the Sun” puts the importance of the rhythm section in stark relief, as the 

only players besides Redman are bassist Larry Grenadier and drummer Ali Jackson, the 

classic “chord-less trio” format pioneered by musicians like Sonny Rollins. Perhaps here 

more than any other solo from this period, the interactions between soloist and rhythm 

section are of paramount importance. Each player takes a highly active role in 

improvisation and propelling the music forward, all over a complex and very fast 7/4 
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groove. Attempting to keep up with the sheer rapid-fire execution of ideas in this 

performance was an eye-opening experience.  

Transcribing the Solos 

After choosing the solos to transcribe based on these various criteria, I began 

using Baker’s method of transcription. Before beginning to work on a transcription, 

Baker makes sure that he has done his listening. He makes sure he is able to sing the solo, 

capturing all the various inflections, articulations, dynamics, etc. In his interview, Baker 

discusses the various ways he has approached listening over the course of his career. One 

interesting aspect is the role of technology and how it has enhanced the listening process. 

He notes how his first portable CD player turned his life around, enabling him to listen all 

the time. This was even more enhanced with the advent of the iPod. More recently, he 

notes the utility of cordless AirPod headphones and how they enable him to listen during 

activities such as cooking, and then the ability to continue listening seamlessly in his car 

by connecting to Bluetooth. It is clear that thorough and constant listening is an essential 

part of the transcription process for Baker. 

Once this kind of in-depth listening is complete, Baker is ready to transcribe., He 

emphasizes transcribing a solo without the use of one’s instrument as much as possible. 

After establishing the first note of the solo, Baker states that he tries to notate the whole 

solo on paper in the key of his instrument, including all articulations, dynamics, etc. He 

cites a benefit of this process is working on one’s ears and hearing. As long as he has 

thoroughly completed his listening beforehand, Baker believes this method enables him 

to quickly complete transcriptions. He acknowledges that errors can occur with this 
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method, such as missing the actual pitch by a half step. However, even though Baker 

does not have perfect pitch, his sense of relative pitch is strong enough that he is able to 

notate entire solos efficiently in this manner.  

Another element to achieving this efficiency is to have an effective system of 

navigating the playback controls on one’s sound system. This is another area where 

technology can make a big difference. In his interview, Baker discussed transcribing from 

LPs and tapes early in his development and making use of an AB function which would 

play back a particular section of a recording. This would prove useful for transcribing 

difficult to hear lines with multiple sixteenth notes, for example. As Baker shifted to 

transcribing from CDs, this technique of using AB expanded to include the fast forward 

and rewind functions and isolating different channels of the music to hear a particular 

part. Interestingly, Baker speaks to the difficulty of transcribing solos directly from 

YouTube, where pinpointing an exact spot using the scrolling playback icon is sometimes 

impossible. He concludes that having a good technological set-up for transcribing is 

crucial.  

An overriding factor throughout this whole process is maintaining a level of 

focus. This is apparent from the timeframe Baker suggests for completing transcriptions. 

He says as long as the solo is of average length, you should be able to fully notate a 

transcription within one night. Immediately upon completing this, he suggests diving into 

practicing the transcription, checking one’s work, and learning how to perform it on 

one’s instrument. As one learns to play it, Baker notes suggestions for adapting the solo 

into your own playing, such as rearranging parts of phrases, playing them in reverse, 
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rewriting certain notes to fit one’s taste, and channeling the overall playing style of 

whoever is being transcribed into your own improvisations. He spoke to the idea of 

developing “bags,” where a player is ultimately able to draw upon a wide variety of 

musical material from musicians one has transcribed and apply it to different playing 

situations.  

For himself, Baker cited this entire process of transcription, practicing, and 

adapting as taking three days before moving on to the next transcription. He noted it 

could possibly take less time, but one might miss details of a solo if they rush through it 

too fast. For his students, Baker recommended taking an entire week per solo for proper 

absorption.   

Transcribing “My Little Brown Book” by Joe Lovano 

The particulars of Baker’s transcription process were quite different from what I 

had grown accustomed to doing in my own practice, especially the short timetable and 

the practice of transcribing without using my instrument. Nevertheless, I committed to 

using Baker’s method, starting with “My Little Brown Book.” Instead of using Finale to 

notate my initial transcriptions, I used pencil and staff paper. I felt this would be more 

conducive to editing the many mistakes I anticipated in completing an entire transcription 

by ear, while also being a more flexible way to approximate the difficult rhythms present 

in a number of these solos. This proved to be very useful on “My Little Brown Book,” 

due to Lovano’s frequent use of double or even triple-time runs and his sophisticated 

rhythmic sense. I was also conscious of my playback set up and flow. As I have gotten 

quite used to the interface of the Amazing Slow Downer, I continued using the looping 
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functions as I had done in the past. This proved as important as ever with Lovano’s long 

twisting lines.  

I was able to notate roughly 75 percent of Lovano’s playing in one session, 

finishing his entire first chorus of melody and second chorus of improvisation. The next 

day, I finished transcribing the rest of his performance consisting of the second half of the 

melody plus a short cadenza. Given the seven minutes of total playing time, I was 

surprised at being able to finish transcribing this within two practice sessions. The 

decision to transcribe every single note Lovano plays was informed by Baker’s thoughts 

regarding transcribing the entirety of a performance. Given the heightened status of the 

melody in a ballad performance, I determined it was important to carefully study 

Lovano’s own interpretation of the melody and not just his improvised solo.  

Practicing “My Little Brown Book” 

After notating the solo on paper, I immediately moved to playing the solo in the 

second practice session. At first, this was a process of checking my transcription. As 

predicted, there were several mistakes in pitch, including being off by a step. Most of 

these mistakes were within the long embellishing lines Lovano uses throughout both the 

melody and solo. However, I was happy to find that most of the lines using slower 

rhythmic values were correct, including the areas in the song that changed keys.  

Reflecting on the process, I noted it was a combination of my sense of relative pitch and 

my awareness of the timbral characteristics of the different registers of the saxophone 

that helped in accurately hearing pitch without the use of my instrument. 
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Once I completed the entire solo and corrected my mistakes, I set about practicing 

the solo along with the recording. There were two distinct challenges to this. First was 

capturing the unique and personal phrasing of Lovano. This is evident in several ways. 

One of the most immediately recognizable of these is the way he plays long notes, 

utilizing a wide and rhythmically active vibrato, usually from the beginning to the end of 

a note. This is something that cannot be conveyed accurately in traditional notation and 

must be played to be understood properly. As a player’s use of vibrato is one of the more 

personal aspects of their playing, it was enlightening to examine Lovano’s in a thorough 

manner, comparing it to my own, which tends to be shallower and not consistent 

throughout the whole note but rather added to the end. Lovano’s use of vibrato is evident 

from the opening measure of his performance, where he begins using it on the whole 

note, as shown in Figure 26. 

 

 
Figure 26.  “My Little Brown Book” Example of Lovano’s use of vibrato. 
 

 
 
Another unique aspect of Lovano’s phrasing is his use of pitch bending, 

particularly through falloffs placed on the ends of notes. This creates a sighing effect, 

lending much personality to his playing that again cannot be accurately conveyed through 
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notation, even with the use of special symbols. Figure 27 demonstrates an illustrative 

example from Lovano’s solo. 

 

 
Figure 27. “My Little Brown Book” Example of Lovano’s use of pitch bending. 
 

 
 
Careful attention to these nuances of phrasing and learning how to adapt them to 

my own playing was eye-opening. It is akin to learning how to use new colors in one’s 

painting.  

The other aspect of Lovano’s solo that demanded attention were the double or 

triple-time passages. Figure 30 shows a representative example. Besides the technical 

challenges of playing a long stream of rapid notes, what was notable in attempting to play 

these types of lines was capturing Lovano’s attitude. Though he often plays an extreme 

number of notes in a short period of time, sometimes just one measure, he conveys an 

effortless grace as he twists up and down throughout the range of his horn. If one were to 

read passages such as the one in Figure 28 without hearing them, they might assume a 

kind of frenetic agitation where one is trying to fill up the space with as many notes as 

possible. 
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Figure 28. “My Little Brown Book” Lovano’s use of triple-time. 

 
 
 
However, while rhythmically dense, the overall effect of these lines often is like 

an afterthought, an elaboration upon the essential melodic moment preceding them. It is a 

subtle and difficult balancing act that speaks directly to Lovano’s improvisational style. 

 I practiced the solo with both considerations in mind, paying careful attention to 

any special phrasing treatment and the way Lovano executed the faster passages. Once I 

had practiced individual sections, I spent time threading them together. By the third 

session, I could play the entire performance from memory.  

Applying “My Little Brown Book” 

I spent the rest of this final day trying to capture Lovano’s phrasing and attitude 

while improvising over other ballads. For this I chose two songs, “Body and Soul” and 

“In a Sentimental Mood.” These songs contrast in several ways, but I mainly chose them 

for their contrasting major and minor tonalities. My primary method of application was 

channeling Lovano’s playing style organically, a practice Baker frequently cited in his 

own practice. I attempted this by trying to convey the things I discovered in learning his 

solo. These included both the expressive elements of his phrasing, like vibrato and 

falloffs, and attempting to play similar double or triple-time lines. At times, I found 

recreating Lovano’s lines as originally played fit within the existing chord progression, as 

in Figure 29, played over the first two measures of “Body and Soul.” 
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Figure 29. “My Little Brown Book” Application of Lovano’s lines to “Body and Soul.” 
 
 
 

Other times, I transposed Lovano’s lines to make them fit over the different chord 

changes of these songs. Figure 30 shows an example of one of Lovano’s characteristic 

“sighing” lines transposed to fit “Body and Soul” once again. 

 

 
Figure 30. “My Little Brown Book” transposing Lovano’s lines to “Body and Soul.” 

 
 
 
Still other times, I adopted a hybrid approach where part of Lovano’s line worked 

exactly as originally played while another part had to be reconfigured to fit the new 

context. Figure 31 shows an example of this application while playing the melody of “In 

a Sentimental Mood.” 

 

 
Figure 31. “My Little Brown Book” Application of Lovano’s lines to “In a Sentimental 
Mood.” 
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Using these techniques, I noticed my ballad playing starting to sound similar to 

Lovano’s approach on “My Little Brown Book.” This opened a new range of expression, 

or as Baker describes, added a new bag to my playing. It represents developing a personal 

style through addition, using new material to draw upon according to one’s taste and the 

particular playing situation. 

Transcribing “Moment’s Notice” by Lee Morgan 

 The next solo I transcribed was Lee Morgan’s solo on “Moment’s Notice.” From 

the beginning, I knew this solo would be an opportunity to work on my soprano 

saxophone playing. I thought transcribing a trumpet solo on soprano would translate well, 

keeping the notes in a complimentary range while still retaining the challenge of applying 

the timbre of the trumpet to the soprano.  

 In several ways, the transcription process was more straightforward than “My 

Little Brown Book.” For one, it was much shorter, totaling three choruses on an up-

tempo song. This same up-tempo nature leaves less room for the rhythmic sophistication 

of Lovano’s double or triple time approach. Instead, Lee Morgan’s rhythms generally 

adhere to straightforward eighth note lines interspersed with triplets and the occasional 

sixteenth note run. Additionally, “Moment’s Notice” is a song I already knew, unlike 

“My Little Brown Book.” Thus, I was not learning an entirely new song along with a solo 

simultaneously. 

 However, transcribing the solo without the use of my instrument the way Baker’s 

method calls for again presented challenges. For one, although I was familiar with the 

chord changes to “Moment’s Notice,” I discovered I was not always confident of what 
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was being played precisely over the ever-shifting key centers of the progression. 

Furthermore, as this solo is played on trumpet and not saxophone, I found I could not rely 

on recognizing the idiosyncrasies of my instrument to clue me into what notes are being 

played.  

Practicing “Moment’s Notice” 

 As a result of these challenges, after finishing the transcription, I found more 

errors in pitch than in the Lovano solo despite it being less involved. What particularly 

stood out were the number of times I was off not by just one step, but in the wrong 

register altogether. I attribute this to the challenges of translating my perception of 

trumpet playing to the saxophone. It served as a teachable moment of the usefulness of 

transcription in addressing aural deficiencies.  

 In addition to fixing these mistakes, I also worked on translating Morgan’s 

approach on the trumpet to the soprano saxophone One of the hallmarks of Morgan’s 

approach is evident early in the solo in the way he quickly slides down into notes from a 

higher register note of indeterminate pitch, such as in the phrase in Figure 32. I use “X” 

note heads to indicate the use of this technique. 

 

 
Figure 32. “Moment’s Notice” Morgan’s use of ghost notes from above. 
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This technique adds character and rhythmic momentum to Morgan’s playing, yet 

was not something that came to me intuitively. It was made difficult by the indeterminate 

pitch of these upper notes, especially with the speed with which they pass. I do not know 

the technique by which this is accomplished on trumpet. On saxophone, I found myself 

replicating it by starting on a wide interval above the target note, at least a fifth, tonguing 

this upper note aggressively, and using my fingers to sweep rapidly down into the target 

note. The challenge in doing this is to maintain the rhythmic integrity of the lines even 

when stringing multiple instances of this technique in quick succession, such as in the 

passage from Morgan’s solo shown in Figure 33. 

 

 
Figure 33. “Moment’s Notice” Morgan’s use of multiple consecutive ghost notes. 

 
 
 
Another element of Morgan’s playing on this solo that quickly became apparent 

was his use of similar melodic devices over a particular area within the chord progression 

of the song. This happens around the eighth bar of the form and occurs over a minor ii-V-

i progression in the key of D minor. The first iteration of this device is shown in Figure 

34. 

 



128 
 

 
Figure 34. “Moment’s Notice” Melodic device used over Em7b5-A7b9-Dm progression. 

 
 
 
Morgan plays a variation of this phrase in this part of the form every time it 

appears without fail throughout his three chorus long solo. Two of those variations are 

shown in Figures 35 and 36. 

 

 
Figure 35. “Moment’s Notice” Variation 1 of Figure 34. 

 

 
Figure 36. “Moment’s Notice” Variation 2 of Figure 34. 
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Another melodic and rhythmic device that Morgan frequently uses first appears in 

the twentieth bar of his solo, shown in Figure 37. 

 

 
Figure 37. “Moment’s Notice” Melodic device used over Gm7-C7-Fmaj7 progression. 
 
 
 

As with the previous longer phrase, this device is used in a similar harmonic 

context each time it appears. Namely, as a figure over C7 or Gm7 to C7, each resolving 

to F major. Put more simply, a V to I motion in the home key of F. Besides clearly 

outlining the harmony by enclosing the third of C7, then smoothly descending by half 

steps to the fifth of F major, this device adds rhythmic contrast by using sixteenth note 

triplets. At the same time, as with the previous phrase, Morgan never quite plays it the 

same way twice. He varies it mostly by altering the rhythm. Two variations are shown in 

Figures 38 and 39. 

 

 
Figure 38. “Moment’s Notice” Variation 1 of Figure 37. 
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Figure 39. “Moment’s Notice” Variation 2 of Figure 39. 
 
 
 

Finally, one last element of Morgan’s solo stood out to me after analysis. While 

the tendency for most of his solo is to play long lines of eighth notes, as is common with 

many players from this Hard Bop period of jazz, there are points where he plays smaller 

rhythmic cells, separated by space. These tend to occur over the first couple of bars in the 

form, such as the phrase shown in Figure 40. 

 

 
Figure 40. “Moment’s Notice” Short rhythmic cell used over F#m7-B7, Gm7-C7-Fmaj7 
progression. 
 

 
 
In other sections of the form, Morgan allows his solo to breathe by relying on a 

simple perfect 4th or 5th intervallic motion, such as in the phrase shown in Figure 41. 
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Figure 41. “Moment’s Notice” Use of P4 and P5 intervals over Em7-A7, Fm7-Bb7-
Ebmaj7 progression. 
 
 
 

The use of these types of smaller melodic cells offers a couple of advantages. It 

adds some variation to the usual texture of repetitive and hard driving eighth note lines. 

This is useful for allowing mental and physical relaxation for the soloist, but also for the 

listener. Additionally, the use of these simpler devices over the beginning of the form 

reveals a possible insight into Morgan’s thought process of playing over this chord 

progression. Moment’s Notice is a notoriously difficult chord progression with its use of 

multiple chromatically ascending ii-Vs. Each of these is shown in Figure 42. 

 

 
Figure 42. “Moment’s Notice” Chromatically ascending ii-V progressions 
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By finding simpler motives to play over these difficult changes at a fast tempo, 

Morgan is able to successfully outline the harmony of the song while not faltering over 

the trickier parts of the progression. 

Applying “Moment’s Notice” 

After learning the solo and being able to play it from memory, I applied what I 

learned by improvising over Moment’s Notice. I attempted to channel Morgan’s style by 

keeping these three afore-mentioned qualities in mind: 1) approaching lines by sliding 

into them from above; 2) making use of repetitive melodic devices and finding ways to 

vary them; and 3) using smaller melodic cells over difficult parts of the chord 

progression. When applying each of these concepts, I would first play the song at a 

reduced tempo to control my execution, then immediately raise the tempo to Morgan’s 

tempo, thereby putting it in the original context.  

Applying the first concept, approaching lines by sliding into them from above, 

was straightforward and mostly involved becoming with the technique without letting it 

interrupt the flow of whatever line I was playing. Slowing the tempo down greatly helped 

with achieving this concept. In attempting to apply the second concept, making use of 

repetitive melodic devices and finding ways to vary them, I noticed a tendency to lose 

clarity in my lines when trying to create my own variations, particularly at a fast tempo. 

This prompted me to study the variations Morgan used in his solo more closely. I realized 

that my own playing at fast tempos could benefit from the kind of clarity through 

repetition that Morgan achieves and that I should attempt to write out variations on 
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melodies of my own rather than trying to only improvise them in the moment. I made a 

note of returning to this idea in the future.  

Finally, I applied the concept of using smaller rhythmic cells by directly taking 

the ones Morgan used and transposing them throughout the entire chord progression, 

focusing mainly on the chromatically ascending ii-Vs that give the progression its unique 

character.  

The overarching lesson from studying Morgan’s solo on “Moment’s Notice” was 

the importance of clarity, especially when playing difficult chord progressions at fast 

tempos. This clarity is essential for all aspects of improvising, including articulation, 

embellishing devices, creating variations on a singular phrase, and adapting different 

melodic shapes to allow space within the solo. Additionally, applying these concepts on 

soprano saxophone was greatly helpful in developing my abilities and style on an 

instrument I have spent much less time playing than my primary instrument, tenor 

saxophone.  

Transcribing and Practicing “East of the Sun” by Joshua Redman 

The final solo I transcribed for Baker’s two-week period was Joshua Redman’s 

solo on “East of the Sun.” Both in transcription and in execution, this was by far the most 

difficult solo of the three I transcribed during this period. First, it is physically 

demanding, as Redman plays throughout the entirety of the performance with no rest, 

covering an a cappella introduction, melody, solo, return to the melody, and playing a 

vamp repeatedly over a drum solo before ending the performance. This speaks to the 
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nature of a chord-less saxophone trio, where there is an increased demand on the 

saxophone to fill up the space left out from the lack of an accompanying piano or guitar.  

Besides the length of continuous playing, the arrangement of the song itself is 

demanding. It is played at a breakneck tempo, even faster than the up-tempo “Moment’s 

Notice.” It is also played in a 7/4-time signature. While this odd meter is realized over a 

repetitive rhythmic pattern that I was able to quickly identify, it becomes challenging 

when Redman begins incorporating longer streams of eighth notes into his solo, often 

creating tension against the accompaniment rhythm in the bass. This presented 

difficulties not just in execution but in knowing where to place the notes rhythmically as I 

was notating them in my transcription. Furthermore, Redman’s playing often ventures 

into the altissimo range of the tenor saxophone, more so than in any of the other three 

solos. This again creates challenges in execution, but also in transcription, as that range is 

necessarily more unfamiliar than the saxophone’s standard range. 

Due to these factors, transcribing and notating this performance, mostly without 

the aid of my instrument as a reference, proved challenging. Even from the beginning, 

notation choices were difficult as Redman starts the performance unaccompanied and out 

of time. Though he plays metrically free, upon transcription, I noticed the logic and 

organization of his lines and was able to devise an approximate rhythmic notation. This 

was a valuable exercise, as introductions to songs in a performance context are often 

elusive. Transcribing this introduction in addition to the “main” part of the performance 

helped address a kind of blind spot in my own playing and gave me ideas to work with in 

my own introductions.  
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As previously stated, the unusual meter of the performance combined with the 

fast tempo made transcribing much of this piece challenging. However, the arrangement 

of the melody itself was straightforward. It relies on an interlude that is first introduced 

immediately following Redman’s unaccompanied introduction. The first instance of this 

is shown in Figure 43. 

 

 
Figure 43. “East of the Sun” Interlude. 

 
 
 
Though Redman improvises different material each time this interlude occurs, it is 

always introduced with the same pickup figure shown in the first measure. To notate this, 

I had to work backwards from the first measure in order to place where the pickup 

measures begin rhythmically. Additionally, the tonality of this interlude is rather unique, 

and took some repeated listening to ascertain. I discovered it is based on a particular scale 

that goes by many different names, but which I choose to call double-harmonic minor. 

This scale is notated in ascending order in Figure 44. 
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Figure 44. “East of the Sun” A double-harmonic minor scale. 
 
 
 

Despite the unique rhythmic placement and tonality of this section, it was 

straightforward to transcribe as it transitions to the main melody. Redman’s phrasing of 

the melody outlines the same rhythmic ostinato established by the bass and drums. The 

first phrase of the melody is shown in Figure 45. 

 

 
Figure 45. “East of the Sun” Redman’s melodic interpretation matching 7/4 rhythmic 
ostinato. 
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Redman’s interpretation of the melody often clearly coincides with this pattern. 

He does add some variations and embellishments at different points. Often these are in 

the form of “filler” lines, connecting one measure to the next, as shown in Figures 46 and 

47. 

 

Figure 46. “East of the Sun” Connective filler lines within melody, Example 1. 
 

 
Figure 47. “East of the Sun” Connective filler lines within melody, Example 2. 
 
 

 
Again, none of this was too difficult to transcribe, as Redman demonstrates strong 

rhythmic awareness and clarity in his playing despite the metric challenges of the 

arrangement. However, the challenges soon became more elusive as the performance 

shifted to Redman’s improvised solo, starting immediately with the next iteration of the 

interlude. As Redman’s solo transitions to longer streams of eighth notes, careful and 

repetitive listening was crucial to discern how these eighth notes were rhythmically lining 

up within the measures of 7/4. I often completed this by comparing Redman’s lines to the 

bass line. This proved the most challenging when Redman’s lines went over multiple bar 

lines, as in Figure 48. 
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Figure 48. “East of the Sun” Long eighth note line from Redman’s solo. 
 
 

 
Aside from the difficulties in knowing where to place long lines of eighth notes, 

there are rhythmic devices Redman uses that were challenging to notate. These often took 

the form of fitting an evenly spaced but unexpected number of notes within one measure. 

He does this at the very beginning of his fist chorus after the interlude, fitting first eight, 

then ten notes into single measures of 7/4 time. These are shown in Figure 49. 

 

 
Figure 49. “East of the Sun” Fitting odd groupings of notes within one measure of 7/4. 
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The effect of these kinds of rhythmic devices is to create a large amount of 

rhythmic tension where Redman’s lines imply a kind of looseness against the backdrop of 

the strict ostinato of the bass and drums. With all of this being done over an already 

complex 7/4 metric backdrop, the result is a rhythmically advanced performance. 

Redman expertly weaves these kinds of rhythmic tensions within playing “in the pocket” 

streams of eighth notes or by combining them with rhythms that fit directly into the main 

ostinato, as in Figure 50. 

 

 
Figure 50. “East of the Sun” Mixing rhythmic tensions with phrases fitting into 7/4 
ostinato. 
 

 
 
All of these challenges are compounded by the usual challenge for me of using 

Baker’s method, completing this transcription with little or no reference to my 

instrument. Redman’s lines often extend for multiple measures, at times covering dozens 

of notes within one phrase. Because of this, I discovered multiple errors upon checking 

my transcription using my instrument. This was often due to guessing the wrong starting 

note, which in turn affected the rest of my note choices. Despite this, by this third solo, I 
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noticed myself improving by developing a better awareness of identifying notes on the 

tenor saxophone by ear. Redman’s solo proved a good test for this awareness as he 

frequently covers the entire range of the instrument from the extreme low notes to the 

upper reaches of altissimo multiple times.  

 As challenging as transcribing Redman’s performance proved to be, playing it 

was even more difficult. While I found certain sections easy to play on my instrument, 

such as Redman’s introduction and his shorter improvised lines that fit within the main 

rhythmic ostinato, other parts took much practice to execute. Some of these included his 

longer eighth note lines, which had already proven difficult during the transcription 

process. I found that I had to slow down these sections considerably and remove 

Redman’s inflections from my playing at first, focusing instead on my finger technique. 

Gradually, I was able to play them at tempo along with the recordings.  

Other challenging points were the altissimo sections. Besides the difficulty in 

voicings these notes at the top of my range, there are sections where Redman includes 

multiple altissimo notes within an already fast and difficult line, such as the one in Figure 

51 which goes on for several measures after this initial high point. 

 

 
Figure 51. “East of the Sun” altissimo line from Redman’s solo. 
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The technical challenges of playing this transcription made it a strong candidate 

for one to return to at a later point. 

Applying “East of the Sun” 

 To apply what I had learned from transcribing Redman’s performance, I adapted 

his same style of playing “East of the Sun” to a different song, “All the Things You Are.” 

First, I practiced improvising a free, unaccompanied introduction in a similar manner as 

Redman. My primary area of focus was to play similar descending figures towards the 

end that outlined the harmony of the last few measures of “All the Things You Are.” 

Figure 52 shows the way Redman does this in his introduction, while Figure 53 shows me 

imitating this same technique in an improvised introduction to “All the Things You Are.” 

 

 
Figure 52. “East of the Sun” altissimo line from Redman’s solo. 

 

 
Figure 53. “East of the Sun” Imitating Figure 54 over an introduction to “All the Things 
You Are.” 
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Next, I tried phrasing the melody to “All the Things You Are” in 7/4, mimicking 

the same type of rhythmic ostinato Redman’s version utilizes. I also tried to imitate some 

of his phrasing techniques, such as the use of a palm D alternate fingering, fitting unusual 

groups of notes over one measure of 7/4, and using streams of eighth notes to lead into 

melody notes. Figure 54 shows an example of me doing this over the first eight measures 

to “All the Things You Are.” 

 
 

 

 
Figure 54. “East of the Sun” Imitating Redman’s melodic interpretation over “All the 
Things You Are.” 
 
 

 
 



143 
 

Finally, I tried applying Redman’s improvisational concepts within my own 

improvised solo over “All the Things You Are.” These included fitting different unusual 

groups of notes over a certain number of beats and the use of long twisting lines mixed 

with rhythms fitting within the underlying ostinato. Figure 55 shows an example of using 

these techniques over the bridge to “All the Things You Are.” 

 

 
Figure 55. “East of the Sun” Imitating Redman’s use of odd note groupings and eighth 
note lines within solo to “All the Things You Are. 
 

 
 
 By studying Redman’s full performance of “East of the Sun,” I found I had 

improved my ability to interpret songs in 7/4 while also absorbing his style into my own 

playing.  
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Summary 

 While Baker’s transcription method represented many concepts already familiar 

to me, there were a couple of factors that made practicing the way he outlined in his 

interview difficult. First, Baker strongly emphasizes transcribing complete performances. 

This challenged me to seek out solos that had multiple sections worth transcribing 

beyond just the improvised solos, such as Joe Lovano’s interpretation of the melody to 

“My Little Brown Book” and Joshua Redman’s improvised unaccompanied introduction 

to “East of the Sun.” Second, Baker recommended transcribing solos without the use of 

an instrument to train one’s aural abilities. While this was sometimes a welcome 

validation of my aural skills, at other times, it also suggested room for improvement. This 

served to highlight the need to develop not just my instrumental ability, but also my ears. 

 Despite these challenges, transcribing these three solos offered new ways of 

approaching improvisation. Lovano’s playing on “My Little Brown Book” represented 

the deepest dive into exploring ballad playing I have completed to date. Lovano proved to 

be a great example for this style, as his playing was full of idiosyncrasies such as his use 

of vibrato, note bending, and use of double or triple time. Studying Lee Morgan’s solo on 

“Moment’s Notice” not only provided a great outlet for developing my soprano 

saxophone playing, but also was instructive in showing ways to vary similar melodic 

material over a difficult chord progression. Finally, Redman’s version of “East of the 

Sun” offered a true workout, including a lesson in unaccompanied playing, the challenges 

of filling up the space in a chord-less trio setting, and the sophisticated rhythmic 
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possibilities of re-interpreting, and improvising over, standard songs using a 7/4 time 

signature. 

Period 3: Allison Au 

Allison Au was my second interview participant. As with Baker, I outlined the 

various parameters of her transcription process before beginning a two-week period to 

apply her methods to my practice. 

Rationale for Solo Choices 

Au’s goals for transcribing a particular solo center around immersion within a 

particular player’s sound. For Au, the transcription process involves a full internalization 

of the chosen solo through heavy listening and then imitation on her instrument until she 

masters the solo and can play it from memory. Her criteria for choosing what to 

transcribe is straightforward. That is, to choose something that grabs her attention on an 

emotional level. For example, she cites some of Charlie Parker’s earliest recordings as 

having a large emotional impact. While Parker is famous for recording many well-

constructed solos throughout his career, Au cites an emotional rawness and 

developmental quality in the early recordings that grabs her in a way later recordings do 

not, despite their technical prowess. For Au, though a solo she transcribes may have an 

advanced technical component or density to it, the primary motivating factor is this 

emotional connection that compels her to dedicate time to absorbing the solo on a deeper 

level.  

This aspect of a solo connecting on an emotional level means that Au’s choices 

for transcriptions are not relegated to a particular player, time period, or instrument. 
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Regardless of any of these variables, Au’s goal in transcribing a solo is to transfer the 

playing of these various musicians to her fingers and immerse herself in the 

improvisational language of whomever she is transcribing. When it comes to transcribing 

a different instrument, this often entails a process of discerning how to fit a solo into the 

range of her instrument or discovering a new technique to convey the kinds of sounds a 

different instrument can produce on her own. 

After choosing a solo to transcribe, Au takes time to ensure that she is really 

absorbing the sound of the player. She does this by dedicating a week to listening to the 

solo repetitively. During this week-long period, she listens to the solo both in a focused 

manner and in the background while doing other activities throughout the day. 

Additionally, she marks the different sections of the solo in a digital file. As she goes 

about this listening process, she also begins to sing lines from the solo as she becomes 

more and more familiar with them.  

The Transcription Process 

 After this week-long process of listening, Au begins the process of learning the 

solo on her instrument. She does this in a methodical manner, at first taking a small 

section or phrase and replaying it over and over. As she masters one section, she moves 

on to the next in a similar fashion. She notes that in doing this, she might not work on 

more than one eight measure section within one practice session. As time goes on, she 

will slowly start to try and thread different sections together. Throughout the whole 

process, her litmus test for tracing her progress is whether she is able to play a section 

perfectly by memory, with no mistakes. Throughout this process of practice and 
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memorization, Au continues to listen to the recording of the solo, further reinforcing her 

internalization of it.  

 After she can play the entire solo in this manner with no mistakes, Au is ready to 

set it aside and move on to the next project. It is worth noting that throughout this 

process, she does not notate any part of the solo. She has only recently started to 

emphasize notating her transcriptions, using them as a pedagogical tool for a 

transcription-focused YouTube channel. This lack of emphasis on notating solos speaks 

to Au’s overarching goal for transcription. That is, to internalize a player’s sound and 

vocabulary on a deep level, being able to draw upon it without the aid of any notation as 

a reference. 

Applying Solos 

 Au’s methods of applying the material learned from her transcriptions are often 

organic in nature. For example, when learning a new song, she will sometimes inject a 

line from a recently transcribed solo based on this same song into her improvisations. At 

other times, she will insert lines from a solo based on a different song that still uses a 

similar chord progression. In the early stages of the transcription process, Au tends to 

play these lines in a similar or exact manner as the musician from the source recording. 

Over time, however, she finds that these transcribed phrases will inevitably shift and take 

on a life of their own according to her own stylistic variations. Through this process of 

development, the exact origin of a transcribed phrase becomes less obvious and instead 

becomes part of Au’s own musical identity.   
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A more specific example of application that Au uses is to identify a particular line 

that she likes from a solo, write it out separately, analyze it, and then practice it in all 

twelve keys. Another similar strategy is to change a note or two from the line to see if she 

can use it over different chord qualities than in its original version. Or she may take what 

she considers a traditional sounding piece of vocabulary and either adapt it to a more 

contemporary context or use it within one of her own original compositions. This 

application process speaks to Au’s goal of immersing herself in a player’s language. In 

this case, she does this by gaining flexibility with a line and seeing how it can be adapted 

to different playing situations. Ultimately, both these organic and methodical 

transformations lead to the further development of a personal style. 

Charlie Parker’s Solo on “Embraceable You” 

While Au’s goals and reasons for transcribing a solo are similar to those of other 

participants, such as immersing herself in the nuances of a particular musician’s playing 

or working on solos that connect on an emotional level, her process for doing so differs in 

key ways from both mine and Baker’s. The most obvious difference is in timeframe for a 

given solo, especially compared to Baker’s. Baker’s three-day period per solo allowed for 

a greater number of solos within my allotted two-week period. Conversely, Au’s 

allotment of an entire week of dedicated listening before beginning to transcribe reduces 

the number of solos able to be completed within a two-week period. I decided it was best 

to limit myself to one solo during her dedicated two-week period and observe any 

differences in how the solo I transcribed was absorbed into my own playing. 
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In Au’s interview, she notes that she sometimes returns to solos she has partially 

transcribed, taking time to learn them completely. This stood out to me, as I can recall 

many examples of unfinished solos I have attempted. An example of an artist whose 

solos I have partially transcribed is Charlie Parker. Much of my exposure to Parker’s 

solos was through practicing them out of the Omnibook. Later, in a period of deep 

listening to Parker, I would grab individual phrases here and there, but never took the 

time to transcribe a full solo.  

One such example of this is from his recording of “Embraceable You” from the 

album Original Charlie Parker Quintet (Dial, 1947). In reflecting on Au’s interview 

answers, this solo immediately stood out to me as an example of something that would be 

worth revisiting. Besides being an example of something I had only partially transcribed 

in the past, this solo also possesses to me the same emotionally captivating quality that 

Au cites as her driving factor behind deciding to work on a transcription. Indeed, it is 

from the same time early period in Parker’s career that Au cites as being particularly 

influential to her own development. Finally, while I have spent time reading through the 

Omnibook on alto saxophone, especially in my early development, I have never 

attempted to play Parker’s solos on the tenor saxophone. Learning to play a solo from a 

different type of saxophone than one’s own is another practice Au highlights in her own 

method. For all these reasons, I decided “Embraceable You” would make a great 

candidate for applying Au’s version of the transcription process. 
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Transcribing “Embraceable You” by Charlie Parker 

As previously stated, the first step in Au’s process is to deeply listen to a solo in 

its entirety before beginning to work on it on one’s instrument. I thus began to listen to 

“Embraceable You” intensively and in a variety of settings. In a more focused setting, I 

would listen to it through the Amazing Slow Downer on my laptop using headphones. 

After marking the timestamps for each separate eight bar section within Parker’s one 

chorus, I would repeatedly listen to individual sections, then the full solo, then back to 

sections. During these focused listening sessions, I paid attention to the details of 

Parker’s phrasing, such as his breathing to delineate separate phrases, the types of 

articulations he was using in a specific manner, making note of double or triple time 

passages, whether he played on top of or behind the beat different sections, and the 

overall range used throughout the solo. Often, I would complete these listening sessions 

at night before going to sleep. 

In addition to listening to the solo in this focused manner, I also made sure to 

listen to it in a more passive fashion. This included listening to it on headphones while 

going on walks, putting it on repeat in the car while driving, or listening to it with 

headphones while completing household chores. During these background listening 

sessions, I found myself singing along with the recording, trying to match the pacing, 

breathing, and general attitude of Parker’s playing with my voice. As I listened to this 

solo repeatedly in both an active and passive manner, I began to internalize it on a more 

profound level. I found myself humming or replaying in my head either portions or the 

entirety of the solo throughout the day. At other times, I tested my recall of the solo by 
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trying to sing it without the aid of the recording itself. These practices reinforced my 

knowledge that I was effectively preparing for my eventual transcription of the solo. 

 At the completion of this week-long listening period, I began the transcription 

process. With the aid of the timestamps, I divided my practice into smaller eight measure 

sections and then further still by individual phrases within these sections. I took my time 

with each phrase, repeatedly practicing along with the recording until I was matching the 

nuances of each of Parker’s phrases. Another benefit to this repetitive practicing was to 

solidify my memorization of the solo, as I did not rely on any notation of my 

transcription. For particularly challenging sections such as triple-time passages, I stopped 

the recording and broke down the phrase further into its constituent parts, slowing them 

down by fifty percent or more. This proved necessary as these passages would often 

ascend into the altissimo range when played on tenor, as shown in Figure 56. 

 

 
Figure 56. “Embraceable You” Example of Parker’s line going into the altissimo range 
when played on tenor saxophone. 
 

 
 
Despite the difficulties in executing a passage that did not easily translate from 

alto to tenor saxophone, once I realized the solo was within my own altissimo range, I 

made it a goal to play the entire solo in the same octave as Parker’s. Slowing down the 
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passages that ventured into the altissimo range then increasing the speed helped me 

achieve this goal. Another technique that helped improve my execution was to play the 

passages or portions of passages down an octave at tempo, then immediately play them in 

the original octave, focusing on matching the two versions as closely as possible despite 

their differences in difficulty. Figure 57 shows an example of me applying this technique 

to one of Parker’s lines I had the most difficulty executing. I isolated the line to just the 

portion that reaches into the upper palm key range of the tenor saxophone and above, 

slowly increasing the tempo until I could execute the line along with Parker’s recording. 

 

 
Figure 57. “Embraceable You” Using repetition at the octave to practice difficult 
altissimo lines. 
 

 
 
Though the entire solo fit within my range on tenor saxophone, it contains other 

qualities that were challenging to translate to my instrument. One challenge was 

matching the timbre of Parker’s alto saxophone with that of my tenor saxophone. Some 

of this difficulty is no doubt due to the physical differences between Parker and me as 

individuals, but another important aspect is how the solo lies in different ranges on each 

respective instrument.  

This is most apparent in passages originally lying around middle A to middle D 

on the alto. Notes on this part of the saxophone, regardless of type, have a distinctly 
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different timbre from the notes above the so-called “break” of middle D and above. This 

is partially due to the higher number of open tone holes in the former case, whereas the 

latter case is more closed. This coincides with a difference in timbre between a hollower 

versus a more resonant sound. To approximate the hollowness of Parker’s timbre in one 

passage, I used alternate fingerings, employing the palm keys instead of the ordinary 

fingerings. This allowed for more open tone toles akin to the original alto fingerings, thus 

achieving a more characteristic tone. The passage is shown in Figure 58. The plus signs 

above notes indicate the use of these alternate fingerings. 

 

 
Figure 58. “Embraceable You” Using alternate fingerings to match the timbre of the alto 
saxophone on tenor saxophone.  
 

 
 
In another passage at the end of Parker’s solo, he uses these same kinds of 

alternate palm key fingerings on his alto saxophone. Here, an alternate fingering, as used 

in the previous example, is not possible for all the notes on the tenor. To approximate the 

timbral characteristics of the original solo, I used a combination of the previously 

mentioned alternate fingerings and a shift of my embouchure by employing an open jaw. 

I also altered my technique, creating a subtle bend between notes by using my fingers to 
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achieve the same kind of movement between notes that one naturally gets when using the 

palm keys, as does Parker’s original phrase. The passage is shown in Figure 59. 

 

 
Figure 59. “Embraceable You” Using a combination of alternate fingerings and jaw 
position to match the timbre of alto saxophone on tenor saxophone. 
 
 

 
Attention to these details, while seemingly small, went a long way towards 

ensuring I not only learned the notes and rhythms so crucial to Parker’s style, but also his 

phrasing that makes what he plays unique and timeless, capturing that emotional element 

that is so critical to transcription for Au. 

Through such dissections and repetition, I found myself soon able to execute even 

the most technically difficult passages of the solo the same way Parker did on the 

recording. I then began the process of connecting different sections together in a similarly 

methodical fashion, taking the time to isolate different sections and only gradually adding 

them together into yet larger and larger sections. I soon found that this methodical kind of 

connection was improving my memorization of the entire solo. Within two practice 

sessions, I found myself able to get through the entire solo consistently with very few, if 

any, mistakes. Perhaps even more notable was the degree to which I had internalized the 

solo. I rarely found myself racking my brain to try and remember the next phrase. 
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Instead, the entire solo seemed to flow out of my instrument in a way that connected 

directly with the recording. Even on the occasions where my fingers slipped during a 

technical passage, I was able to quickly realign my playing with Parker’s and complete 

the rest of the solo. 

 Finally, I practiced several of Au’s techniques for applying the solo. One of these 

is to learn a phrase in all twelve keys. I returned to the phrase shown previously in Figure 

59. It is shown in its entirety in Figure 60. 

 

 
Figure 60. “Embraceable You” Phrase from Parker’s solo to be practiced in all twelve 
keys. 
 

 
 
To play this phrase through all twelve keys, I continuously transposed it down by 

a half step. This worked out well as the last key, Ab major, reached down to the lowest 

note on my instrument, tenor saxophone, which is the Bb below middle C. 
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 Another suggestion Au made for applying material from a transcribed solo is to 

try playing a phrase in a more modern context. I decided to attempt this by using the 

same phrase from Figure 60 within a funk context. To complete this reinterpretation, I 

edited the phrase in several ways, including changing the harmony to a static Am7, 

editing certain notes and rhythms, and changing the phrasing by swinging the 16th notes 

and adding stylistic elements such as staccato and falls into or between notes. The 

resulting edited phrase is shown in Figure 61. 

 

 
Figure 61. “Embraceable You” Editing Figure 62 to fit into a funk improvisational style. 
 
 

 
By using these techniques, I was able to develop more utility from this phrase 

than if I had only learned it in the context of Parker’s original solo. 

Summary 

 Adopting Au’s approach to transcription entailed taking more time to focus on 

one solo. This extended timeframe would allow me to more deeply absorb a solo within 

my fingers, without the aid of notation. I chose Charlie Parker’s early recording of 

“Embraceable You,” representing both a recording to which I had an emotional 

attachment and from which I had previously already transcribed certain phrases. 

Choosing a solo with which I was already intimately familiar made the transcription 
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process go smoothly. Additionally, taking a week to listen to the solo repetitively before 

transcribing it proved to go a long way towards ensuring I was absorbing all the nuances 

of Parker’s phrasing. 

 Despite these advantages, transcribing “Embraceable You” posed some 

challenges. These were largely in transferring Parker’s playing on alto saxophone to my 

own tenor saxophone. Transcribing solos played on different instruments, including 

various types of saxophones, is a process Au embraces. Specifically, these challenges 

manifested in matching Parker’s range, which required using altissimo notes on the tenor 

at very fast speeds, and finding ways to match Parker’s timbre, including alternate 

fingerings and changes in embouchure and throat position. 

 By the end of this two-week period, I found adopting Au’s longer process of 

extended deep listening, followed by transcription, allowed me to absorb Parker’s solo 

fully, enabling a more effortless execution of the entire solo from memory. 

Period 4: Dayna Stephens 

The final two-week practice period was dedicated to Dayna Stephens. Stephens’s 

process marks a shift from the processes of Baker and Au as he does not emphasize 

transcribing entire solos. Rather, his method allows for transcribing individual phrases or 

choruses of solos, moving freely among solos by multiple artists. Despite this freedom, 

there were clear guidelines for choosing what soloists to transcribe as with the other 

participants’ methods. These guidelines encompass a few different categories. 
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Rationale for Solo Choices 

The first rationale is to focus on solos that have some sort of striking harmonic 

element. The goal in transcribing these types of solos is to understand the way an artist 

thinks harmonically. For Stephens, these are often cases where an artist is stretching or 

playing outside of the fundamental harmony of whatever song over which they are 

improvising. Two selections that clearly fit into these categories were trombonist Eliot 

Mason’s solo on “Aphelion'' from bassist Janek Gwizdala’s album Live at the 55 Bar 

(Janekbass.com, 2008) and tenor saxophonist Seamus Blake’s solo on “The Jupiter Line” 

from his album Live in Italy (Jazz Eyes, 2008). In addition to the kind of “outside” 

approach taken on these solos, I was also drawn to guitarist Kurt Rosenwinkel’s 

composition “Chords,” as played on his album The Remedy- Live at the Village Vanguard 

(Wommusic, 2008). I was interested in both the composition itself and tenor saxophonist 

Mark Turner’s solo over it. This was not due to any particular outside playing, but rather 

to the unique, non-traditional harmony of the song itself and the melodic textures Turner 

uses within his solo.  

Another rationale Stephens incorporates when choosing solos to transcribe is to 

focus on how a soloist plays. Here, the focus becomes less about notes and rhythms, 

which may not be particularly unique, but rather phrasing, articulation, dynamics, and the 

attitude with which these notes are played. This is not unlike the philosophies of Baker 

and Au, where capturing the phrasing of transcribed artists is vital. An interesting facet to 

Stephens’s approach is that investigating the “how” of an artist’s playing can manifest in 

studying a wide variety of styles and degrees of relative simplicity.  
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For example, though the previously mentioned Eliot Mason solo has a harmonic 

element that I wanted to investigate, it also falls into this category of the how which is 

just as intriguing. His phrasing throughout the solo demonstrates a sense of motivic 

development and rhythmic momentum that makes it captivating. While Mason’s playing 

is in a contemporary context, I found myself drawn to discovering the how of musicians 

on the more traditional end of the spectrum as well. These included Lester Young’s solo 

over “Ad Lib Blues” from his album Lester Young with the Oscar Peterson Trio (Verve, 

1954) and one phrase from Sarah Vaughn’s rendition of “They Can’t Take That Away 

from Me” from her album Complete Recordings with Clifford Brown (Lone Hill Jazz, 

1954). The Young solo does not have particularly challenging or unexpected harmonic 

elements. Rather, the interest is derived from a less analyzable aspect, which is the way 

he conveys a sense of ease and restraint within his lines. With Vaughan, I was grabbed by 

the inflection with which she sang literally one lyric of a line. Both examples demonstrate 

that how an artist shapes a musical idea can create as much meaning as the content of an 

idea itself.  

Another example of the importance of how an idea is played is a phrase from 

Charlie Parker’s solo on “Ko-Ko” from his album Charlie Parker Reboppers (Savoy, 

1945). Though Parker’s playing is often thought of in terms of his harmonic innovations, 

that is not what drew me to this phrase, whose notes are all diatonic to the underlying 

chord progression. Rather, it is Parker’s use of rhythmic displacement and the phrasing 

he uses to convey this displacement that is captivating.  
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Finally, a third rationale that stood out to me from Stephens’s interview was the 

idea of returning to the music one listened to in their earlier development, from around 

ages fifteen to twenty-one. These years represent a stage where one more firmly cements 

their musical taste and holds special significance. Certain previously mentioned solos 

also fall into this category, such as the Mason, Turner, and Parker solos. Another 

dimension to this idea that stood out from Stephens’s interview was the importance of 

styles other than jazz in his early development, represented by musicians such as Grover 

Washington Jr. and Aretha Franklin. As such, I chose to transcribe a solo by guitarist 

Jimmy Page of Led Zeppelin on their song “Whole Lotta Love” from the album Led 

Zeppelin II (Atlantic, 1969). Besides being another example of the how being important, 

where Page’s guitar tone is the star, Led Zeppelin’s music was some of the first that I was 

drawn to in those crucial developmental years Stephens describes. 

The Transcription Process 

After selecting the solos according to these criteria and choosing the specific 

fragments I wanted to transcribe, I set about working on them in the following order: 

“Ko-ko,” “Aphelion,” “The Jupiter Line,” “They Can’t Take that Away from Me,” “Ad 

Lib Blues,” “Chords,” and “Whole Lotta Love.” The length of my transcriptions ranged 

from a single phrase, to one chorus, to the majority of an entire solo, depending on the 

notable moments within each solo. As with previous examples, I used the Amazing Slow 

Downer to help me transcribe, both to isolate sections but also at times to slow down fast 

lines or to raise the pitch by an octave to hear the root motion of unfamiliar chord 

progressions. I listened to the solos both the night before transcribing them and 
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immediately before starting to transcribe. My method for transcription was to simply 

write the phrases out on staff paper as I learned them, later inputting them into Finale. 

After this, I practiced matching the recording and then immediately moved on to the 

application process, looking for ways to play material from the solos in different 

contexts. 

 “Ko-Ko” by Charlie Parker 

The first solo I transcribed was a four-measure phrase from Charlie Parker’s solo 

on “Ko-Ko.” One of his most famous early recordings, “Ko-Ko'' is a contrafact based on 

the chord changes to “Cherokee” written by Ray Noble. The phrase I transcribed is the 

start of the bridge in Parker’s final chorus. It represents an exciting moment in the solo, 

as Parker maintains the momentum of executing his perfectly constructed lines over the 

fast tempo of the piece. The chord changes of this portion of the song have a built-in 

harmonic vitality, as the bridge begins with a ii-V-I progression up a half step from the 

home key of Bb major, or C major on tenor saxophone. What consistently drew me to 

Parker’s playing at this point in his solo however has more to do with rhythmic feeling 

and phrasing than harmonic invention. The phrase is shown in Figure 62. 

 

 
Figure 62. “Ko-Ko” Phrase demonstrating rhythmic displacement. 
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The phrase is comprised of essentially one melodic shape, an arpeggiated 7th 

chord going down from scale degree 7. The first instance is an Ebm7 arpeggio, used over 

both the ii and the V chord. Parker then shifts this down diatonically by a step, outlining a 

Db major 7 arpeggio. What makes this relatively simple melodic idea captivating is the 

way Parker uses it repetitively and plays with the rhythmic placement of it. He does this 

by connecting repeated arpeggios with a two-note figure. These figures are indicated 

above with parentheses, occurring in measures one and three. 

The overall effect of these repeated arpeggios with the connecting device is 

rhythmic displacement. The first arpeggio is played on beat two, the next on beat one, 

then beat three, back to beat one, then beat three again. This displacement effect is 

reinforced by Parker’s phrasing, where the top note of each arpeggio is accented. 

Combined with the fast tempo of the piece and the harmonic shift of the bridge, this 

rhythmic effect is stark and adds a compelling sense of drama to the solo.  

After a short amount of time playing this phrase along with the recording, I began 

manipulating it in a variety of ways. First, I played it in all twelve keys throughout the 

full range of my instrument. I then split the phrase into two parts: one with the minor 7th 

arpeggio and one with the major 7th arpeggio as shown in Figure 63. 

 

 
Figure 63. “Ko-Ko” Figure 64 split into minor 7th and major 7th sections. 
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 I then experimented with applying each of these parts separately over different 

harmonic sequences consecutively, making note of their aural effects. These included 

modulations by half step, whole step, minor third, and major third, both ascending and 

descending. Some examples of these variations are outlined below in Figure 64. 

 

 
Figure 64. “Ko-Ko” Examples of playing Figure 65 in different harmonic sequences. 
 

 
 
Though these manipulations are harmonic in nature, I kept in mind throughout the 

process that the key element of this phrase is its use of rhythmic displacement and the 

phrasing that conveys it. I made sure to play it that way even when altering the harmonic 

context. I next set about manipulating the phrase rhythmically while maintaining this 

same sense of displacement. One way I accomplished this was to change the starting beat 

of the phrase. Parker’s original phrase starts on beat two, so I shifted it to other 
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downbeats such as beat one, beat four of the previous measure, and beat three of the 

previous measure to see how it affects the timing of the two different arpeggios. These 

variations are shown in Figure 65. 

 

 
Figure 65. “Ko-Ko” Entire phrase starting on beats one, four, and three. 
 
 

 
After this, I followed the same process but displaced each phrase by an eighth 

note, changing the normal alignment of downbeats and upbeats. These are shown in 

Figure 66. 
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Figure 66. “Ko-Ko” Entire phrase starting on the “and” of one, two, three, and four. 
 

 
 
Finally, I extended the sequence of the original phrase, which descends by a step, 

and continued the pattern throughout the diatonic scale, as shown in Figure 67. 

 

 
Figure 67. “Ko-Ko” Phrase moving through the entire diatonic scale, Db major. 
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The goal of these experiments was to both gain flexibility with the use of 

rhythmic displacement the way Parker does as well as find unique variations. After a 

certain point, the main idea becomes transformed into something more personal, yet it is 

still based on the initial impressions from hearing Parker’s original. After choosing some 

favorite variations, I applied them within my own improvisations over the chord changes 

of “Have You Met Miss Jones?” This was to see how the phrasing of Parker’s line 

interacts with a slower tempo. Figure 68 shows an example of how I used this technique 

on the bridge: 

 

 
Figure 68. “Ko-Ko” Variations of the phrase applied to the bridge of “Have You Met 
Miss Jones?” 
 

 
 
This process increased my awareness of how displacing rhythms interacts with 

the timing of chord changes. 
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“Aphelion” by Eliot Mason 

My next transcription was Eliot Mason’s solo on “Aphelion.” This represented the 

longest transcription from this two-week period as I transcribed the majority of the solo. 

While transcribing and performing entire solos is not a priority for Stephens, I believe the 

essence of Mason’s playing on this solo is not just within the individual lines themselves, 

but also in the techniques he uses to thread each line together. One way Mason expresses 

these connections is through his use of motivic development, apparent right from the start 

of the solo and shown in Figure 69 

 

 
Figure 69. “Aphelion” First sixteen measures of Mason’s solo. 
 
 

 
 



168 
 

Mason builds these opening sixteen measures almost entirely from the first six 

note phrase, using techniques such as rhythmic displacement, editing of pitches, or 

adding contrasting statements in a question-and-answer format to develop the solo. 

Impressively, he sticks to this same simple motive across a longer span of the solo. The 

next sixteen measures, shown in Figure 70, begin with the same phrase transposed up a 

diatonic third. After this restatement, he teases the use of playing a half step above the 

home key of Bb major starting in measure twenty-three, an idea he later uses extensively.  

 

 
Figure 70. “Aphelion” Second sixteen measures of Mason’s solo. 
 

 
 
The next sixteen measures then open with a rhythmic variation of the same 

phrase, followed by a transposition of the phrase up a half step. Eight measures of this 

phrase are shown in Figure 71. 
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Figure 71. “Aphelion” Third sixteen measures of Mason’s solo. 

 
 
 
It is at this point that Mason builds more momentum in the solo, making use of 

longer flowing eighth note lines and more extensive harmonically outside playing, often 

up a half step up from the home key of Bb major as previously established. He maintains 

a balance between harmonically complex eighth note lines and motivically connected 

simple ideas unified by rhythm and space. Both techniques were sources of inspiration 

when transcribing the solo. An example of Mason transitioning from the former 

technique to the latter within one phrase is shown in Figure 72. 
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Figure 72. “Aphelion” Mixing complex eighth note lines with simple rhythmic motifs. 
 
 

 
Besides the motivic development and rhythmic momentum that Mason uses 

throughout his solo, there is another phrasing device he uses that I identified as a “how” 

to his playing. When playing a more slowly ascending line, such as in quarter notes, he 

tends to approach the line from below with a ghosted eighth note. This is apparent from 

the opening motif as well as later variations, such as the one shown in Figure 73. 

 

 
Figure 73. “Aphelion” Variation of Mason’s opening motif using ghost notes from below. 
 
 

 

 



171 
 

This latter variation is notable for returning to the opening rhythmic gesture after 

much time has passed, where Mason has transitioned from motivic playing to playing 

longer streams of eighth notes, only to return once again where he started. He does this 

again at an even later point, building up to the climax of the solo with another variation 

on the same opening theme, shown in Figure 74. 

 

 
Figure 74. “Aphelion” Mason returning to opening motif at the climax of his solo. 
 
 

 
Returning to this theme at this point represents a remarkable structural unity and 

awareness that is one of the biggest strengths of Mason’s solo. It is also why I felt 

compelled to transcribe it nearly in its entirety, despite that not being a primary concern 

for this two-week period. The parts of the solo I did not transcribe were two sections 

where Mason transitions to flurries of sixteenth notes. While they contribute to the 

overall shape of the solo as a contrasting texture, overall, they do not represent the use of 

motivic development or clearly articulated lines that were the main draw of the solo for 

me. I decided to take the liberty to not transcribe them. These cuts are noted in Appendix 

C, containing the entirety of what I transcribed in context. 
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There were several different elements of Mason’s solo that I applied to my own 

improvisations. The first of these was a general sense of the way he motivically develops 

an idea, both at beginning of the solo and by returning to it at roughly the middle and the 

end, while interspersing different material in between. He does this in the context of the 

song “Aphelion,” which uses a funky rhythmic groove as well as a single key center 

harmonic structure. Additionally, I explored some of Mason’s more eighth note heavy 

lines, looking for repetitive smaller-scale structures. One example of this is his use of the 

chromatic scale to thread ideas. In Figure 75, Mason begins each measure with between 

three to five notes of a descending chromatic scale. 

 

 
Figure 75. “Aphelion” Use of descending chromatic scale to construct eighth note lines. 
 
 

 
Another device of Mason’s I explored was a figure he uses as dominant material 

resolving to the tonic. The device, which is based around Eb minor, can be conceived as 

either belonging to the D altered Dominant scale or as a minor four chord depending on 

whether you think of it in G minor or Bb major respectively. This device is shown in 

Figure 76. 
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Figure 76. “Aphelion” Eb minor/D altered dominant line. 
 
 
 

Finally, I explored the line shown in Figure 77, which employs both wider leaps 

of fourths and fifths and repeated notes, which presented a good opportunity for “false 

fingerings” to mimic Mason’s articulation in this passage. These false fingerings are 

marked with plus signs. 

 

 
Figure 77. “Aphelion” Line using large leaps and false fingerings to match Mason’s 
articulation. 
 
 
 
“The Jupiter Line” by Seamus Blake 

 The next solo I transcribed was from saxophonist Seamus Blake’s original 

composition “The Jupiter Line.” This is a complex song that uses various sections. 

Blake’s solo occurs at the very end of the performance and can be separated into two 

parts. The first part is over the chord structure to the main song form. This then 

transitions to a vamp metrically modulating from 4/4 to a new 7/4 pattern that functions 

as a coda to the piece. I transcribed two lines that occur within this second coda section. 
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These lines are each a rapid flurry of either sixteenth or thirty second notes depending on 

how the main pulse is interpreted. In my interpretation, they are 32nd notes played over 

the vamp shown in Figure 78. 

 

 
Figure 78. “The Jupiter Line” Vamp used during Blake’s solo. 
 
 

 
While “The Jupiter Line'' is a great composition that I’ve listened to many times, 

my goal in transcribing this portion of Blake’s solo was not to learn how to play this 

particular song or chord progression, but to examine the notes of these particular lines, 

find out why they are so harmonically striking, and look for ways to apply them to other 

contexts. Therefore, I did not attempt to place them in their exact rhythmic place within 

the vamp shown above, but rather to lay them out as evenly placed sixteenth note lines, 

which could be more clearly dissected. The first line is shown in Figure 79. 
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Figure 79. “The Jupiter Line” Blake’s line using B Lydian tonality.  
 
 

 
Some possible explanations for why this line and the next are so striking are the 

speed at which Blake plays them, his use of the full range of the saxophone from high to 

low, and the way he saves this climactic moment for the end of his solo. However, upon 

further study, there is also a harmonic reason the lines stand out. The vamp these lines are 

played over consists of an ever-shifting array of chords, but they can be broken down to 

essentially shifting between a B major and B minor key center. Blake emphasizes these 

key centers previously throughout this section of the solo. Crucially, however, the first 

line is comprised of structures that fit into F# major. When superimposed over a B major 

key center, they can be understood to be B Lydian, with a prominent E# representing the 

#4 that characterizes the Lydian sound. This represents a “brightening” of the harmonic 

material Blake uses to form his solo. This brightening effect is especially effective when 

combined with Blake’s speed and sense of timing within the structure of the performance. 

Blake’s next line, shown in Figure 80, emphasizes the parallel nature of the vamp 

by beginning with structures that fit into a B minor context before shifting back into the 

previously established Lydian sound. 
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Figure 80. “The Jupiter Line” Blake’s line mixing B minor and B Lydian tonality. 
 
 

 
The utility I found for these lines was to save them for the very ends of songs that 

conclude with a long-sustained note. After hitting this terminal note, I would play a 

stream of notes in the way Blake does in these lines while emphasizing the #11 to achieve 

the same sort of soaring Lydian sound. Figures 81 is an example of me doing this at the 

end of “There Will Never Be Another You.” 

 

 
Figure 81. “The Jupiter Line” Applying Blake’s Lydian line concept to the end of “There 
Will Never Be Another You.” 
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Although used in a different context, this technique still conveys the brightening 

effect of Blake’s original line. 

“They Can’t Take that Away from Me” by Sarah Vaughan 

 The next transcription I completed represents a stark contrast from the 

complexities of Mason’s and Blake’s modern playing styles. This was vocalist Sarah 

Vaughn’s take on “They Can’t Take That Away from Me” and is in fact only a single line 

from her performance where she sings, “The way you sing off key.” It serves as an 

example of Vaughan’s characteristic clever treatment of lyrics, as she deliberately sings 

“key” out of tune in an ironic manner. It is notated in Figure 82. 

 

 
Figure 82. “They Can’t Take That Away from Me” Vaughan’s use of singing 
intentionally out of tune. 
 
 

 
In more exact terms, Vaughan sings “key” about a quarter tone flat, repeating the 

word two more times in a similar purposefully careless rhythmic manner, dragging the 

notes out almost aimlessly. It is a simple idea but adds a great amount of character to 

Vaughan’s performance, especially when juxtaposed against her normally flawless sense 

of pitch and emphatic specificity in delivery. It’s not quite possible to convey the same 

feeling on saxophone, with the obvious limitation of not being able to sing lyrics, the 
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irony of which makes this moment so impactful. Nevertheless, transcribing this and 

attempting to replicate Vaughan’s creative use of intonation on my instrument developed 

a greater awareness of such subtleties of expression, and reinforced the importance of 

knowing the lyrics to songs to inform coloring their melodies on saxophone. 

“Ad Lib Blues” by Lester Young 

 A similar use of phrasing as the primary means of musical expression is 

demonstrated on Lester Young solo on “Ad Lib Blues,” which as the name implies, is 

simply an entirely improvised twelve bar blues. Young is backed up by the Oscar 

Peterson trio. With a pairing of such legendary figures in jazz, even such simple material 

has the potential for great musicality. One moment where this occurs in the final chorus 

of Young’s first solo, specifically in measures four through six. The entire chorus is 

shown in Figure 83. 

 

 
Figure 83. “Ad-Lib Blues” Young’s last solo chorus. 
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The impact of this musical moment cannot be expressed through notation, and 

possibly not even in words. There is no adventurous harmony, noticeable melodic 

pattern, or even an articulation mark that conveys the subtlety of Young’s phrasing at this 

moment in the solo. Rather than showcasing these kinds of specific techniques, it instead 

is a moment that conveys Young’s sense of cool restraint that characterized his playing. 

This is perhaps reinforced by his note choices, starting on the high E which is the 9th of 

the underlying D7 chord. The moment ends on another E an octave below, creating 

another extension, this time the 13th of the G7. But again, rather than the notes 

themselves, the impact Young’s playing here is best understood through the way they are 

played: restrained yet self-assured, rhythmically relaxed yet perfectly in time with the 

hard swinging Oscar Peterson trio. The overall takeaway for applying this transcription 

for me was to improvise while trying to embody that same relaxed mindset of Young.  

 “Chords” by Kurt Rosenwinkel 

 After transcribing these two more traditional musicians, Vaughan and Young, my 

next transcription marked a return to a more modern playing style. I chose guitarist Kurt 

Rosenwinkel’s composition “Chords.” Because of the intricacies of Rosenwinkel’s 

writing, I decided to transcribe the actual song itself, as well as some lines from 

saxophonist Mark Turner's solo on it. I was particularly drawn to the song’s metric 

flexibility, the interweaving lines of the C section of the song, and its overall form. 

 The metric flexibility of the song can be discerned within the opening few 

measures. It starts with an oscillating two chord pattern lasting three beats each in just the 

piano. Soon after, the rest of the rhythm section joins in, establishing a jazz waltz feel in 
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6/4 time. However, with that two-chord pattern repeating simultaneously, the song can be 

felt in two simultaneous time-feels: the written 6/4, and a 4/4 time where each dotted half 

note of the piano pattern can be divided into two dotted quarter notes. The juxtaposition 

of these time-feels is expressed as notation in Figure 84. 

 

 
Figure 84. “Chords-Rosenwinkel” Metric ambiguity within “Chords.” 
 
 

 
Indeed, different members of the ensemble experiment with this polymetric idea 

at various points throughout the performance. This creates a metric tension that can be 

exploited much like how harmonic tensions are regularly utilized in jazz improvisation. 

Shortly after transcribing “Chords,” I felt compelled to experiment with applying this 

same idea to standard jazz songs in 3/4 time, such as “Someday My Prince Will Come.” 

A possibility for navigating between the two meters implied by “Chords” within this new 

context is shown in Figure 85. 
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Figure 85. “Chords-Rosenwinkel” Metric ambiguity of “Chords” applied to “Someday 
My Prince Will Come” improvisation. 

 
 
 
In this example, the solo is first phrased according to the actual meter, 3/4. 

Starting in measure four however, the dotted quarter notes begin to be reframed as if they 

are quarter notes, implying a 2/4 meter. The eighth measure marks a transition back to the 

original 3/4-time signature. Figure 86 more clearly shows how the solo should be felt 

starting in measure four. 

 

 
Figure 86. “Chords-Rosenwinkel” Metric modulation from Figure 85 expressed as 2/4 
meter.  
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Besides the overall metric feeling of “Chords,” I was also drawn to the lines of the 

third section. They are intriguing both for the way they rhythmically fit into the 

underlying meter and for the ways they interact with the chord changes in a way I could 

not immediately recognize. My transcription of this third section is shown in Figure 87. 

 

 
Figure 87.  “Chords-Rosenwinkel” Transcription of third section of the melody/harmony 
of “Chords.” 
 
 

 
By transcribing this section, I could see the melody is constructed using rhythmic 

displacement of the figure from the first measure of four eighth notes followed by a 

quarter note. This pattern first occurs on beat four, then is displaced by a beat in the next 

measure, starting on beat three. A similar rhythmic cell is maintained in measure three, 
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with a group of four eighth notes starting on beat one. Another group of four is played on 

beat five of the same measure, with another group of four played on beat two of the next 

measure. The tension of this repeatedly displaced four note group gives way to a more 

stable six eighth note pattern in the fifth and sixth measures. The entire eight measure 

pattern is then repeated, but with Rosenwinkel creating a subtle but effective variation in 

measure nine by adding six eighth notes where before there were rests. These two 

versions are compared side by side in Figures 88. 

 

 
Figure 88. “Chords-Rosenwinkel” First statement of  opening measure of C section and 
variation played on the repeat. 
 

 
 
All these rhythmic elements serve to make the melody in this section captivating. 

The idea of rhythmic displacement representing tension and giving way to a more stable 

pattern, as well as adding notes to a previously established melody are useful tools not 

only for composition but for improvising as well. 

 Next, I chose to examine the way the melody of this section interacts with the 

underlying harmony. I noticed a tendency towards key notes or melodic cells being based 

on upper chord tones. For example, beats five and six of measure one are based on 

stacked perfect fourths starting on the 11th of Fm7, Bb. Beat five of the next measure 

ends on Bb, the ninth of Ab maj7. Then, beat five of the third measure begins on A, the 
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thirteenth of Cmaj7, outlining an Am7 shape. This Am7 shape resolves down to an F#, 

becoming the thirteenth of A maj7. Each of these melodic structures are shown in Figure 

89. 

 

 
Figure 89. "Chords- Rosenwinkel" Upper chord structures used in the melody of the C section. 
 
 

 
I believe this reliance on upper chord tones at opportune moments gives this 

section it’s “elevated” feeling and is a large part of why it stands out so prominently. I 

tried to apply this idea by building similar structures based on upper extensions in 

standard chords progressions, such as the example in Figure 90 based on the bridge of “I 

Got Rhythm.” 

 

 
Figure 90. “Chords-Rosenwinkel” Imitating Rosenwinkel’s use of upper extensions to 
form lines in the bridge of “I Got Rhythm.” 
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Finally, I transcribed “Chords” to gain a sense of its larger scale form and how 

this might differ from other types of songs with which I am familiar. I found it could be 

divided into three different sixteen measure sections, contrasting with each other greatly 

in texture. The first section, A, maintains the repeating two chord vamp established in the 

introduction. It can be further divided into four distinct four-bar phrases in an AABA 

pattern, where the A sections are based on Am7 and the B section on Cm7. This kind of 

AABA pattern is a fundamental form common to many types of music, including jazz. 

The melody in this section is phrased as if it’s in 3/4, with half notes feeling like the main 

pulse. This adds another layer of metric tension with both the underlying jazz waltz feel 

in 6/4 as well as the 4/4 superimposition created by the piano pattern. 

The B section represents a contrast to the A section in its harmony, melody, and 

rhythm. The harmonic rhythm changes to one chord per measure, following little if any 

discernible harmonic pattern. Harmony takes precedence over melody, which is 

comprised simply of long tones over each chord change. This simplifying of the melodic 

texture also allows for the rhythm section to play a more active role, particularly the bass, 

which outlines the syncopated rhythm shown in Figure 91. This rhythm also implies the 

earlier discussed superimposed 4/4 rhythm. 

 

 
Figure 91. “Chords-Rosenwinkel” Bass rhythm in B section of melody. 
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This builds to the climactic last two measures which trace a repeated half step root 

motion in dotted half notes, leading into the final C section, by far the most rhythmically 

and melodically active section. The contrasts between these three sections illustrate 

creative use of a three-part form by Rosenwinkel that is not commonly found in standard 

jazz forms. Thus, transcribing “Chords” exposed me to new ways in thinking through 

both composition and improvisation.  

“Chords” by Mark Turner 

In addition to transcribing the melody and harmony of “Chords,” I also 

transcribed a few phrases from tenor saxophonist Mark Turner’s solo. There are two 

elements to Turner’s playing in this solo that I wanted to explore: his twisting eighth note 

lines and his wide intervallic playing that spans the range of the saxophone.  

I transcribed three eighth note lines from Turner’s solo. The first one is shown in 

Figure 92.  

 

 
Figure 92. “Chords-Turner” Turner’s Eighth note line demonstrating use of diatonic 
triads with connective notes. 
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This line demonstrates Turner’s use of linking together different triads over one 

key center. The first triad in this line is Bb major and appears in the first measure, with an 

Eb neighbor tone. Turner then shifts to a C minor triad starting on the “and” of beat five. 

The Eb that starts measure two can then be interpreted as belong to an Ab major triad 

which finally goes back to Bb on beat three, with a chromatic lower neighbor of C# 

moving up to D. The resulting sequence of triads is Bb, C minor, Ab, back to Bb. Within 

the context of the Fm7 chord being played, each of these triads are diatonic to an F 

Dorian scale.  

What gives this line its “twisting” character is the way Turner alternates the 

direction of each triad and his incorporation of connecting notes outside of the triads. The 

first Bb triad goes up then down, the C minor triad goes down, the Ab triad goes mostly 

up, then down one note to connect to the next Bb triad which goes down then back up 

again. The result is a kind of see-saw motion. The combination of this kind of vertical 

thinking with horizontal connecting material like the previously mentioned Eb upper 

neighbor and lower neighbor C# gives the line its fluid character that Turner is well 

known for. 

Another example of Turner combining different triads to construct his lines 

occurs over the first chord of the form, Am7. This line is shown in Figure 93. 

 



188 
 

 
Figure 93. “Chords-Turner” Turner’s eighth note line using ascending diatonic triads. 
 
 

 
Here, Turner opts for a strictly vertical conception to his line with no horizontal 

connecting notes. Additionally, the overall contour of the line is more straightforward 

than the last, constantly going in an ascending direction. The series of triads is A minor, 

B minor, C major, D major, then F diminished. There is then a brief non-triadic shape of 

A skipping to E then G#, suggesting A minor-major 7th but without C, the 3rd. He then 

moves to B minor, C# minor, and ends with a stack of perfect fourths starting on F.  

The first four triads that Turner uses are diatonic to A Dorian, this time in 

sequential order. Another way to interpret them is as two triad pairs, each separated by a 

whole step, and possessing the same quality. That is, A minor plus B minor, then C major 

plus D major. The next two shapes don’t adhere to as clear a pattern as these first four. 

One interpretation is to think of them as diatonic 7th chords in A harmonic minor, where 

the F diminished triads is rather G# diminished 7th without D, the fifth, moving up to A 

minor-major 7th without E, the fifth. This then moves up once again to B minor. The 

following two shapes then suggest entirely new harmonic territory, first by moving up by 

whole step to a C# minor triad, followed by the stack of perfect fourths starting on F. 

With these three shapes covering nine distinct pitches, a unifying key center is not nearly 

as obvious as with the previous series of triads. Figure 94 is a diagram of the different 

shapes forming this line, reinterpreted as block chords. 
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Figure 3. “Chords-Turner” Figure 99 arranged as block chords. 
 
 

 
From looking at the line this way, there is a clear voice leading in the bottom 

notes that can be divided into two parts. The first part, C-D-E-F#-G#-A, traces the notes 

of an ascending A melodic minor scale starting on the third. The second part is D-E-F, 

again tracing a smooth stepwise motion. These two groups are clearly demarcated in 

Turner’s playing by interrupting the continuous series of eighth notes by landing on a 

quarter note A at the end of the second measure. Though this line is harmonically dense, 

after deconstructing it in this way, Turner’s playing is revealed as following a clear logic 

of smooth voice leading.  

The final eighth note line from Turner’s solo that I transcribed occurs in the last 

two measures of the B section which oscillates between E major and F major, shown in 

Figure 94. 

 

 
Figure 94.  “Chords-Turner” Turner’s line built on a triad pair of F and E. 
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It is yet another example of Turner linking triads to construct his lines. The first 

shape however is a G# minor 7th chord, a structure based on the third of the E major 6/9 

chord. Turner then moves up by a half step to an F major triad, moving back down to an 

E major triad, then back to F major to transition into the C section of the form. Turner 

maintains an identical melodic contour throughout each of these shapes, going down, up, 

then briefly down over the course of each three-beat chord. This allows Turner to clearly 

outline the shifting harmonic motion of this section while still maintaining his 

characteristic use of linking triads. 

Each of these lines showcases how Turner constructs lines with a varied melodic 

contour by relying heavily on triads. This can be done by interspersing connecting notes 

or by simply playing a series of triads consecutively. The triads can adhere to the notes of 

a diatonic scale, mix different scales together, stick to the given harmony verbatim, or 

venture outside of the established harmony completely. To apply these concepts, I tried 

using them over more standard chord progressions. Figure 95 shows an example over the 

bridge to the song “Softly as In a Morning Sunrise.” 
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Figure 95. “Chords-Turner” Applying Turner's eighth note line concepts to the bridge of 
“Softly as In a Morning Sunrise.” 
 
 

 
Finally, I transcribed two phrases from Turner’s solo that demonstrate his use of 

wide intervals to create single chords. The first example appears in the B section, shown 

in Figure 96. 

 

 
Figure 96. “Chords-Turner” Turner’s line using wide intervals to create chords. 
 

 
 
This phrase covers two different chords, Bb7 sus going into F#7 sus. The first 

chord is constructed using a series of perfect fifths: Bb-F-C-G, quickly taking the shape 

into the upper extensions of the chord. G to Eb covers an even wider interval of a minor 

sixth, with the top note covering the characteristic fourth of the suspended quality of the 

chord. Turner then anticipates the next chord, F#7sus by reversing the direction with a 
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series of wide intervals. Eb, which may be reinterpreted as D#, the thirteenth of F#7 sus, 

descends by a perfect fourth to A#, then by a major third to F#, perfect fifth to B, perfect 

4th to F#, and finally another perfect fifth to B. Ending on this low B traces a half step 

motion from the lowest note of the previous Bb7sus, Bb. These two shapes are shown 

below as block chords in Figure 97. 

 

 
Figure 97. “Chords-Turner” Figure 96 arranged as block chords. 
 
 

 
Inserting these kinds of wide intervallic structures within Turner’s usual use of 

eighth note lines creates a powerful textural shift. Its impact can be seen in the context of 

the performance, as Rosenwinkel immediately answers this moment in Turner's solo with 

a similarly constructed chord on his guitar. Such voicings on the saxophone are a useful 

approximation of block chords on an instrument that is ordinarily understood as only 

being capable of single lines.  

The other phrase I transcribed making use of vertical motion over the range of the 

saxophone is how Turner ends his solo. It traces a C augmented major 7th chord which in 

the context of the underlying A minor chord, creates a minor-major 7th texture, shown in 

Figure 98. 
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Figure 98. “Chords-Turner” Turner’s phrase outlining C maj7#5 across the range of the 
tenor saxophone. 
 
 

 
To apply Turner's vertical concept, I practiced using similar voicings over a 

variety of different chord types while being able to smoothly transition them from one 

chord to the next. For example, I tried using them over a ii-V-I progression, shown in 

Figure 99. 

 

 
Figure 99.  “Chords-Turner” Applying Turner’s shapes to a ii-V progression in C major. 
 
 

 
By transcribing and applying Turner’s solo, I added new textures to my playing 

that I can draw upon in different situations. 

 “Whole Lotta Love” by Jimmy Page 

 The final solo I transcribed in this two-week period was Jimmy Page’s guitar solo 

on “Whole Lotta Love.” This marked a significant departure from the type of music I had 

transcribed up to this point, both within this period and throughout the entire case study. 

Coming from a hard rock genre rather than straight ahead or modern jazz, Page’s solo 
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uses a simpler palette of notes and is over just one repeated chord, F#. The solo consists 

of a series of two bar phrases, played in a call and response format from a repeated 

accompaniment riff, shown in Figure 100. 

 

 
Figure 100. “Whole Lotta Love” Accompaniment riff used as a call and response figure 
in Page’s solo. 
 

 
 
The majority of these two bar phrases are comprised from the F# minor blues 

scale. The exceptions to this appear in the last three phrases of the solo. The first of these 

is a leap to a high D, afterwards using a D# as a lower neighbor note to the F# tonic, 

shown in Figure 101. 

 

 
Figure 101. “Whole Lotta Love” Use of D and D# within context of F# minor pentatonic 
scale. 
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The next features a similar high leap, this time to D#, shown in Figure 102. 

 

 
Figure 102. “Whole Lotta Love” Use of D# approached by leap from below in context of 
F# minor pentatonic scale.  
 
 

 
Finally, the solo ends by replacing the usual A with A#, marking a shift from F# 

minor to F# major. This is shown in Figure 103. 

 

 
Figure 103. “Whole Lotta Love” Use of A# marking shift from F# minor to major. 
 
 

 
Saving the major third until the very end gives Page’s solo a kind of harmonic 

resolution, contributing to an overall sense of structural cohesion. It is also a 

characteristic sound of the blues idiom that frequently blurs the lines between major and 

minor tonalities. While transcribing this solo did reveal some interesting note choices, the 

primary appeal of this solo is its timbral elements. Page’s use of range, note bending, and 

his overall distorted guitar tone are what most grabbed my attention upon first hearing 

this solo, making it a prime example of a solo where the how is more interesting than the 
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what. Conveying Page’s overall sound on the saxophone was in many ways more 

challenging than executing his notes and rhythms. To try and match his tone, I stuck with 

a growling sound by humming while playing. This growling was the best approximation I 

could make towards the distortion Page uses throughout the solo.  

The next element crucial to capturing the spirit of Page’s solo was note bending. 

This is used frequently, such as at the beginnings of notes, shown in Figure 104. 

 

 
Figure 104. “Whole Lotta Love” Use of bending at start of notes. 
 
 
 
Page also bends at the end of notes, as shown in Figure 105. 

 

 
Figure 105. “Whole Lotta Love” Use of bending at ends of notes. 
 
 

 
To achieve the sound of these bends, I primarily used my jaw and throat, adopting 

a loose position and gradually tightening it until reaching the target pitch. For the times 

where Page falls off a note, I did this process in reverse. These often proved challenging 
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due to the other key element of Page’s solo: his use of an extremely high range. This 

pushed the limits of my range on saxophone, which is D an octave above palm D. The 

subsequent D# a half step above is not a note I am able to consistently play, giving me a 

technical challenge to work towards in the future.  

Remaining in the altissimo range of the instrument while striving to maintain a 

growling sound and bending without losing the voicings of these notes made performing 

Page’s solo much more difficult than its relatively simple notes and rhythms conveys. 

Focusing my practice on tone production marked a welcome variation from the previous 

solos where much of the work encompassed internalizing complex melodic shapes and 

rhythms. Learning how to replicate the sound of Page’s guitar on an entirely different 

instrument proved to be extremely beneficial towards the goal of crafting a personal 

sound of my own. Most of my application of this solo involved focusing on using timbre 

to craft a solo, letting things like note and rhythm choices come organically. I also 

experimented with using a repetitive rhythmic riff as a call and response figure with 

myself. Figure 106 shows an example of me playing this over a twelve-bar blues. 
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Figure 106. “Whole Lotta Love” Imitating Page’s use of call and response over a twelve-
bar blues using “jazz” chord changes. 
 

 
 
I used a variation on the chord structure of the blues more common to jazz in the 

above example to practice this call and response concept while outlining a more complex 

chord progression than the Page solo to gain facility. 

Summary 

 Stephen’s approach invited a freer exploration of a variety of solos than Baker’s 

and Au’s interview answers suggested. I took the opportunity to embrace exploring what 

I believed to be the most compelling parts of various recordings that have had an impact 

on me over the years. 

 This led to transcribing a wide variety of solos, from the more modern jazz styles 

of Kurt Rosenwinkel, Mark Turner, and Seamus Blake, to the more traditional sounds of 

Sarah Vaughan and Lester Young. I also explored styles outside of straight-ahead jazz, 
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such as Eliot Mason’s funky solo on “Aphelion” and Jimmy Page’s hard rock solo on 

“Whole Lotta Love.” 

 In applying these solos to my own playing, I explored not just the “what” of each 

solo, such as the harmonically outside playing of Mason or the Lydian concept of Blake, 

but also the “how,” like Young’s effortless sense of restraint or Vaughn’s ironic and 

intentional singing out of tune. By embracing a freer exploration of many different 

players’ styles, I added many new approaches to develop within my own playing. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 



200 
 

CHAPTER IV: DEVELOPING A METHOD FOR THE TRANSCRIPTION 
PROCESS 

After devoting eight weeks to testing the techniques of Tedd Baker, Allison Au, 

and Dayna Stephens, as well as my own, I proceeded to use what I learned to create a 

method for transcription. This method consists of three distinct but interconnected parts: 

1) Solo selection; 2) The transcription process; and 3) Applying transcriptions to develop 

a personal improvisational style. To create this method, I combined insights from each 

participant as well my own experiences. At times, certain techniques were universally 

expressed by each participant. At other times, a participant had a unique perspective that 

was particularly effective. In either case, this method represents a collective mindset that 

seeks to empower a student of improvisation to effectively develop their own voice 

through transcription.  

 Developing a personal improvisational style is by its very nature, a subjective 

process. Each musician who decides to commit to this process necessarily brings 

different technical capabilities, musical preferences, strengths, and weaknesses to the 

process. No two musicians’ journeys of personal development are quite alike, as 

illustrated by each of the interview participants’ answers. As such, it was important in 

developing this method to leave room for these elements that make each musician unique. 

The goal was to find a way to best empower a musician towards finding their voice rather 

than prescribing a set of strict rules.  
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Though this method may prove useful in at least some capacity to musicians of 

any ability level, it is important to note that its intended use is for motivated college-level 

musicians and above. This is because the process of finding a personal musical style is 

intensive. There are well-seasoned performing professionals who will speak to still not 

fully finding their voice even after lengthy careers, demonstrating that it is a life-long 

process. Therefore, it is assumed that the intended audience for this method has a baseline 

level of musical ability, including: the ability to play scales and arpeggios in all keys; 

knowledge of proper tone production; proficient reading skills; and a fundamental 

knowledge of music theory, including intervals and basic chord progressions.  

It is worth noting that “college-level” does not mean one has to be enrolled in a 

music program to use this method, nor do they have to be a certain age. Again, the 

personal nature of musical development means a musician may be ready to begin this 

process in grade school or after retirement, and anywhere in between. College-level is 

only used here as a loose approximation of the ability level on one’s instrument needed to 

effectively utilize the method. 

 Furthermore, while someone using this method may not necessarily have 

transcribed a full solo before, it is critical that they have devoted significant attention to 

listening to jazz. This ensures not only a familiarity with the idioms of the music’s 

phrasing, form, and style, but even more importantly, establishes one’s taste and an 

eagerness to learn how to play like the musicians one admires. Such a passion will prove 

to be the best motivator in adhering to the challenging work of transcription and reaping 

its many benefits.  
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Finally, this method was developed with a bias towards saxophonists. Each 

interview participant was a saxophonist, and the research that went into developing the 

method was done by transcribing solos to be played exclusively on saxophone (more 

specifically, tenor and soprano saxophone). With that said, much of the material covered 

in this method is universally adaptable to any instrument. However, instances where the 

peculiar technical aspects of instruments other than saxophone need to be considered are 

beyond the scope of this dissertation. Further research may prove to be fruitful in 

addressing these concerns. 

The following sections will break down each component of the method. The 

various techniques and perspectives used throughout are each credited to the interview 

participants that provided them. Though a baseline musical ability is assumed for all the 

previously mentioned reasons, different suggestions are made to account for various 

degrees of experience as much as possible throughout. 

Part 1: Solo Selection 

 Whether a musician is already experienced at transcription or is starting their first 

one, choosing a solo to transcribe is a crucial part of the process. There is no shortage of 

solos recorded by masterful musicians to devote one’s energy to learning, especially in 

the modern age of music streaming sites with a virtually unlimited catalog. It is therefore 

essential to have criteria for narrowing down one’s choices before committing to 

transcribing a solo. This section will provide important considerations for musicians at 

any ability level. 
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 The number one consideration for choosing a solo to transcribe is that it resonates 

with a musician. This is what Allison Au calls an emotional connection. Whether a solo 

is a virtuosic technical masterpiece or a tasteful rendition of a simple melody, it should be 

inspiring to a musician and conveys some quality that they want to express in their own 

playing.  

 To do this, one should take careful note of what music they naturally find 

themselves listening to. As Dayna Stephens points out, this music is often what one 

listens to between the ages of fifteen and twenty-one. A musician in this age range should 

consider what is interesting to them now, while an older musician might consider 

reflecting on that period of their life and consider if it’s worth revisiting that music on a 

deeper level. It may be useful to make a list of inspiring solos, as I did in preparation for 

my own practice. Regardless of how this is accomplished, acknowledging and embracing 

emotionally resonant music is the best way to ensure one’s motivation and will set the 

tone for the duration of the transcription process.  

Once one has identified solos that excite them, they should consider some of their 

specific technical aspects and how they relate to where they are in their own musical 

development. In transcribing a solo, one will be diving into what Baker calls the nitty-

gritty. That is, all the nuances of the musician’s performance, including their time feel, 

articulation, and use of extended techniques. Before choosing a solo to transcribe, one 

should be able to describe specifically which of these nitty-gritty details they are drawn 

to. They should then consider whether their own playing has any of these elements. If 
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they do not, that makes the solo a strong candidate for transcription, representing an 

opportunity for development.  

A necessary component of these nitty-gritty details to consider is their technical 

difficulty. Overall, when transcribing a solo, one should strive towards executing it 

perfectly from memory, as Au suggests. Therefore, before starting to transcribe, one 

needs to imagine themselves executing the solo at that level. Depending on a musician’s 

experience with transcription, this may make some solos out of reach or at the very limit 

of their technical ability. For a musician who is new to transcription, it may be beneficial 

to adopt a “less is more” attitude in their choices. This is especially true if they are 

daunted by the process of learning by ear. If a young musician is starting their first full 

transcription, there is no need to simultaneously stretch their ears and technique at the 

same time. For relative beginners, focusing on the how (articulation, time-feel, dynamics, 

etc.) of a musician’s approach as Stephens describes it, will provide more immediate 

benefits than reaching for difficult what’s (advanced harmonic substitutions, extreme 

range or speed, etc.). Additionally, the process of developing one’s aural ability will 

prove immensely beneficial in its own right.  

Conversely, if a musician already has significant experience in transcription, they 

might consider choosing a solo that pushes the boundaries of their technique. For my own 

two-week process, this entailed returning to a solo that had long been a source of 

inspiration, Brad Mehldau’s version of “What Is This Thing Called Love?” but always 

felt was beyond both my aural and technical capabilities. One may find in doing this that 

the solo is more within reach than they previously thought, discovering tangible musical 
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passages to develop their technique or discover an entirely new way to think conceptually 

about improvising. This may often present itself as a novel harmonic idea, as Stephens 

points out. Additionally, the physicality of playing through an entire performance, 

including the melody, solo, trades, etc., is a great way to develop one’s endurance as 

pointed out by Baker. The act of doing this and lining up with the rhythm section on a 

recording is highly valuable regardless of the difficulty level of the transcription. 

After considering the inspiration of a solo and imagining the technical demands of 

physically playing it on one’s instrument, the final component in choosing a solo involves 

notions of novelty and variety. One of these notions is the type of instrument being 

transcribed. The participants and I acknowledge the benefits of transcribing an instrument 

other than one’s own. For example, perhaps an experienced saxophonist will notice they 

have devoted their time exclusively to studying saxophone players and might take the 

opportunity to study an entirely different instrument. However, a saxophonist who is 

brand new to transcription would be well-advised to begin with their favorite saxophone 

player and learn the conventions of soloing on their own instrument before branching off 

into the challenges of adopting a different instrument into their playing. Again, this calls 

for one to consider what types of solos they have transcribed in the past. 

Besides the instrument, another factor to consider is the musical style or time 

period. Each interview participant identifies inspiration from players across the entirety 

of jazz history. For Baker, balancing one’s transcriptions among these different style 

periods is a conscious consideration. A musician should make these same considerations 

when choosing a solo. Perhaps an experienced musician has spent years transcribing their 
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favorite player from the Hard Bop era and realizes they have completely neglected more 

contemporary players. By transcribing a more contemporary player, they may gain a 

more complete awareness of the possibilities on their instrument. Conversely, an 

inexperienced transcriber might be well advised to start from that classic Hard Bop 

period to build a sense of the fundamentals and tradition that informed later players. 

Finally, one should consider the song upon which the solo is based. Au, Stephens, 

and I cite learning how to improvise over a specific chord progression or learning a new 

song as a motivating factor for transcribing a particular solo.  Baker discusses using 

transcription to balance playing in a variety of styles, such as medium tempo, ballads, up-

tempo, Latin, etc. An experienced transcriber may look back on their previous 

transcriptions and observe a gap or may use transcription to expand their repertoire of 

songs, making more efficient use of their time. A less experienced musician should use 

transcription to study the fundamental forms of jazz such as the blues, rhythm changes, 

and other commonly played standards to similarly develop their repertoire and ability to 

play in live situations. Doing so will ensure their internalization of these song forms, 

enabling them to more quickly be able to play without the aid of sheet music.  

In summary, Part One of the method calls for careful consideration of solos to 

transcribe based on one’s own preferences and stage of development. They can be 

summarized as choosing solos that: 

1. Are inspiring  

2. Align with one’s technical and aural abilities 
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3. Cover a variety of instrument types, individual styles/time periods, and song 

forms and styles 

Paying careful attention to these parameters will ensure success both in completing the 

transcription and in working towards discovering and developing one’s unique musical 

style. 

Part 2: The Transcription Process 

Once a musician has spent time reflecting on their goals and reasons for 

transcribing a particular solo and have narrowed down their options, they can begin the 

actual transcription process. One key thing to consider upfront is the timetable for the 

various steps of this process. This will necessarily change based on multiple factors, 

including one’s degree of experience with transcription; the difficulty of the solo, both in 

correctly identifying the notes aurally, and in the technical demands in performance; the 

length of the solo; and the amount of time per day the musician is able to focus on 

transcription.  

 Complicating this commitment to a timetable is the notion of whether to 

transcribe an entire solo or a portion of one. Based on divergent opinions among the 

interview participants, it is recommended that the musician try both approaches, though 

not at the same time. This means dividing the timetable for transcription into two halves: 

one where the musician transcribes an entire single performance, and one where they 

transcribe the most compelling phrases, sections, or choruses of a handful of different 

artists. 
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 Transcribing entire solos is the approach recommended by Baker, Au, and me. 

The rationale for this approach has been discussed throughout this study but can be 

summarized as a means of thoroughly embracing the playing style of the artist being 

transcribed and being able to match their performance as closely as possible, both with 

the soloist themselves and the musicians by whom they are accompanied. For both 

beginners and veterans of transcription, this approach is not unlike studying the great 

masterworks of Classical repertoire, where being able to perform a famous composition 

marks a culmination of many musical abilities all at once.  

 The other approach, transcribing only sections of solos, is most cited by Stephens, 

though other participants also allude to this process. The benefit of this approach lies in 

being able to absorb a variety of different playing styles, chord progressions, and musical 

periods quickly. For advanced transcribers, this approach can enable them to focus on the 

most unfamiliar or technically challenging part of a solo and quickly start to work it into 

their own playing. For a beginner, especially somebody who is starting their very first 

transcription, this approach offers a chance to not be discouraged by the daunting task of 

transcribing a multi-chorus solo. It enables them to take their time, absorbing more 

digestible fragments and target phrases that are most accessible to their ears. Finally, for 

musicians of all ability levels, this approach lends itself towards more quickly expanding 

their improvisational vocabulary, whether these be building blocks for the most 

fundamental elements of jazz or different approaches for tackling more advanced 

improvisational techniques.  
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 Choosing a timetable for utilizing both these approaches is heavily dependent on 

the many factors previously discussed. There is a wide range of timetables offered by the 

interview participants and other musicians they cite. Upon considering all of these, a 

recommended starting point is between two to four weeks, divided equally between 

transcribing one full solo and transcribing various segments from multiple solos. As 

much as possible, it is recommended to devote full attention during one’s practice time to 

the transcription process. Obviously, the demands of other obligations, musical and 

otherwise, do not always allow this to be possible. However, from the research that went 

into developing this method, it is clear that allowing enough time to fully focus on 

transcription is the best way to deeply absorb its benefits, whether this is done on a 

shorter or longer timetable. 

 Upon committing to a timeframe, the musician should then decide which solos to 

either fully or partially transcribe. Choosing where to start among these various solo 

selections is a matter of personal circumstance and preference. For beginners or veterans 

who have not transcribed in a long time, it may be helpful to start by transcribing small 

segments to warm up or build towards the more rigorous process of transcribing a full 

solo. In other instances, starting with the full solo approach may be preferred as a way of 

fully embracing the mindset and discipline of focused transcription work. By the time a 

musician is finished with a longer solo, transcribing smaller segments of different players 

may come as a welcome change of pace after focusing so intently on one musician’s 

playing.  
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 No matter whether one transcribes a full solo or fragments of a solo, the initial 

preparations recommended by each interview participant and me are much the same. One 

should devote dedicated time to listening to the solo before touching their instrument. 

Given the emphasis placed on choosing solos one is passionate about in Part One of this 

method, it is likely the musician will have already spent considerable time listening to the 

solo. Even if this is the case, one should redouble their listening efforts, both actively and 

passively. Active listening can involve listening to the solo both in its entirety, and by 

repeating smaller sections. At this stage, it can be helpful to make timestamps of the 

different individual sections and choruses of a solo as Au suggests. This is particularly 

helpful for long solos, enabling a musician to quickly shift between different sections 

later in their practice routine.  

 At this preliminary stage of the transcription process, it is a good idea to consider 

putting the recordings of solos into a slowdown software. Au, Stephens, and I all allude 

to using these kinds of programs. Their features will prove helpful for both transcription 

and practice. These features include the ability to slow down faster passages as well as 

create loops, where one can cycle a specific area of the recording. Though Baker does not 

discuss using slow down programs, he does frequently mention utilizing loops and 

repeats in his own process. Transcription inevitably requires listening to small segments 

of music repeatedly. A slow down program can make this process of repetition much 

more efficient. Over the course of an entire solo, this can save a great deal of time and 

effort. The program I use is called the Amazing Slow Downer. The specific software does 

not matter so long as it enables a more efficient transcription process.  
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Both Baker and Au also recommend passive listening throughout the day, both 

before and during the actual transcription process. Additionally, a musician should start 

to sing along with the solo as they become more familiar. They should imitate not only 

the notes and rhythms, but the phrasing and general attitude of the solo. These strategies 

will make the actual transcription process easier, as well as memorization and 

internalization of the solo when performing on one’s instrument.  

 The amount of time to spend listening to a solo before beginning to transcribe it is 

another decision that will depend on the individual. Au spends as much as a week 

listening to a solo initially. One may need more or less time to fully internalize a solo 

depending on how familiar it already is to them. Regardless, a musician should follow the 

advice of Baker, who notes that as soon as you decide to transcribe something, you 

should begin listening to it intensely.  

 Once a musician feels ready to begin transcribing, there remains the question of 

which method to use. Specifically, this involves the intersections of learning the solo by 

ear, practicing the solo on one’s instrument, memorizing the solo, and finally notating the 

solo. As previously discussed, the interview participants have different philosophies 

regarding these details. It is important to emphasize that transcription in the context of 

this method is not primarily a theoretical or analytical exercise. Rather, it is a process of 

imitating the musical style of an admired musician and learning how to incorporate it into 

one’s own playing. Therefore, whatever method one uses to transcribe should serve to 

reinforce one’s performance abilities.  
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 With that said, there can be many ways to achieve the same goal, with some 

working better than others depending on the musician. It is recommended to try two 

different approaches. The first of these is more in line with Au’s and my own method. 

That is, to learn the solo by playing along with the source recording on one’s instrument 

first, then notating it later. The advantage of this approach is to immediately build 

connections between what a musician is hearing and how it is expressed on their 

instrument. These connections reinforce the improvisation process, where one translates a 

musical idea within their head to their instrument in real time. It also helps with 

memorization, as there is no notation on which to rely, freeing the musician to pay 

attention to the way they are playing the solo and whether their playing matches the 

phrasing, time feel, etc. on the recording.  

 Even within this overarching approach, there are different variations. The 

musician must decide at what point in the process to write down what they’ve 

transcribed, or whether to notate it at all. Au notes that for a period of time she 

consciously did not notate her transcriptions, as the fundamental goal was always to 

memorize and internalize in such a way as to have no need for notation. While this kind 

of deep internalization should indeed be one’s goal, it is recommended that the musician 

ultimately notate the solo at some point, both as a record of the work they’ve done and to 

aid in the application process which will be covered in Part Three.  

This still begs the question: at what point should the musician begin to notate the 

solo? There are several possibilities. Au currently writes them out at the very end of the 

transcription process, after she has already completed the work of memorizing and 



213 
 

executing the full solo. On the opposite end of the spectrum, one could notate each 

individual phrase as soon as they’ve discovered the correct notes. A disadvantage of the 

latter approach is that it leaves the potential to skip out on the memorization and 

internalization process, where the musician begins to use their own notation as a crutch 

whether consciously or unconsciously. A disadvantage of the former process is that one 

might still find themselves forgetting certain parts of the solo, particularly if it is very 

long. This could lead to the transcription taking a longer time to accomplish, as a 

musician finds themselves frequently relearning parts of the solo. Baker points out the 

usefulness of having notation as a way to quickly trigger one’s memory of what they 

were working on.  

As long as the musician is aware of these possibilities and does not skip the 

internalization process, they can make their own decisions as to when it makes sense to 

begin notation. A compromise between the two previously mentioned extremes is to 

notate major sections of the solo after one has already memorized and can play them. 

Depending on the type of song, this may be a formal section or two when the song has a 

long form, such as in the sixty-four-measure form of “Cherokee,” or an entire chorus for 

shorter forms, like the twelve-bar blues. Whatever the case, the notation only comes after 

being able to play these sections and is left alone while the musician moves on to the next 

section. This method ensures that the internalization process is happening while 

potentially saving some time down the road as the musician puts the entire solo together.  

The other overarching approach to notating transcriptions comes from Baker. It 

involves first writing out the entire solo by ear without the aid of one’s instrument at all, 
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or only to grab a starting pitch. The benefit of this approach is to, as Baker puts it, “work 

your ears.”135 Though this may seem to place an emphasis on notation at the expense of 

internalization on one’s instrument, the reality is that this approach does in fact train a 

musician’s aural skills, forcing one to pay very close attention to what they’re listening 

to. One must focus on all aspects of solo being played, including intervals, articulation, 

and use of alternate fingerings. Baker notes that immediately upon completing one’s 

notation of a solo, a musician should check their work on their instrument. Seeing the 

errors that one made offers insights into the way a musician is hearing music, 

demonstrating areas that need improvement. It is not unlike the dictation tests taken in 

college music theory courses. The notable difference, of course, is that the end results of 

solo transcriptions are self-motivated and serve towards developing one's musical voice 

in the style of their choice. 

Where and when should each of these methods be used? Yet again, the answer 

will heavily depend on the musician’s aural ability and comfort with transcription. 

Baker’s method of transcribing an entire solo with no pitch reference may intimidate or 

paralyze a novice transcriber. Even for an advanced transcriber, the notion of doing a 

lengthy and complex solo over a song with many chord changes in different keys may 

seem daunting. One suggestion is to use the first method for transcribing a complete solo 

and the second method for transcribing shorter sections. By learning to play larger 

sections or an entire solo on one’s instrument first, a musician may stand a better chance 

of memorizing it in its entirety. On the other hand, attempting to transcribe shorter 

 
135 Baker, 2020. 



215 
 

passages entirely by ear offers a relatively quick way to test one’s aural abilities. A 

musician may eventually work up the confidence to transcribe an entire solo without their 

instrument by starting off with more manageable chunks.  

Alternatively, one can make this decision based not on the length of the solo but 

rather by the degree to which they recognize what is being played. For example, a 

lengthy solo over a twelve-bar blues that mostly stays within the standard chord changes 

may be more comprehensible than an eight-bar section of an unfamiliar tune where the 

player is using a litany of extended techniques and complex phrasing. Inevitably, these 

decisions are for the musician to make according to their own judgement. Regardless, by 

using both approaches at least to some degree, they are ensuring a well-rounded 

transcription process that addresses internalization, memorization, and ear training while 

ending up with a record of their work that can be returned to at a later point.  

No matter where and when one decides to use either of these transcription 

methods, identifying the notes, rhythms, and phrasing of a solo is just the beginning of 

the transcription process. Next comes the work of learning how to play what has been 

transcribed on one’s instrument. There are a few strategies that may help towards being 

able to memorize and execute the solo. Both Au and I both initially approach a solo by 

playing small segments one at a time. A slow down program lends itself very well to this 

process, where the musician can make a loop of these sections and continuously practice 

them.  

In cases where technical challenges, such as tempo or extreme range, are 

preventing the musician from executing a particular passage, it is recommended they 
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tackle it the way they would any other piece of music. That is, by slowing it down and 

isolating the trouble spots. For a transcription, this entails turning off the recording and 

playing it unaccompanied with a metronome, perhaps at half the speed depending on how 

much trouble the phrase is giving the musician. As they become more comfortable with 

these difficult passages, the musician should return to playing them along with the 

recording.  

As the musician becomes comfortable with an individual section, they can then 

move on to another. With a few sections completed, they should then start to combine 

them into larger sections. This process is much the same as the process of first learning 

the notes of the solo, except more intensive, with a greater focus on mastery and 

execution. One thing to consider is to balance the amount of time the musician is 

spending on different sections. Very often, the beginning of a solo is practiced the most, 

as the musician will start over again as they make errors in the more unfamiliar later 

sections. To avoid this, a player should make a conscious effort to begin at points other 

than the start of the solo, such as the middle. When a musician begins attempting to 

connect the entire solo together, they should first divide the solo roughly in half and 

spend some time trying to play the entire second half first. Following these strategies will 

help ensure that the musician is mastering the entirety of the solo to the best of their 

abilities.  

This phase of practicing the solo plays out the same whether one is working on a 

full solo or smaller segments, with the only difference being the amount of time needed 

for full mastery. The musician should make sure they are matching the phrasing of the 
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solo as carefully as they are the notes and rhythms to truly capture the spirit of the 

musician they are transcribing. Once they can play the entire solo from memory with 

minimal mistakes, they can move on to the final part of the method. In summary, the 

steps for the transcription process are: 

1. Determine which solos to transcribe fully and partially 

2. Set a timetable, roughly between two to four weeks 

Then for each solo: 

3. Listen and sing extensively  

4. Learn the solo on one’s instrument and write it out 

5. Practice and perfect playing the solo 

Part 3: Applying the Transcriptions to Develop a Personal Style 

 With careful attention to Parts One and Two, the musician at this stage has 

already gone a long way towards absorbing the style and technique of musicians that 

speak to them on a personal level. This final part of the method will discuss ways to 

apply the transcriptions a musician has completed to their own playing. There are many 

ways to approach this, but it can best be summarized as shifting from an imitative process 

to a creative one. The steps to this creative process involve analysis, organization, 

experimentation, composition, and improvisation. By embracing these elements, a 

musician will finish their transcription work with a further developed sense of their own 

personal style. The following methods of application should be practiced immediately 

after the musician has finished perfecting the solo as outlined in Part Two before 

beginning the transcription process for further solos. In order to apply what they’ve 
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transcribed to their own playing, it is necessary to analyze the solo. The goal of analysis 

is to make sense of the essential elements of the solo that made it compelling to the 

musician in the first place and to then take a more thoughtful and thorough look at the 

details that make it work. These elements can take a countless number of forms, whether 

they are specific phrases, approaches to articulation, a general sense of time, etc. What 

grabs one’s attention within a solo will never be exactly the same between any two 

musicians. The elements of a solo a musician chooses will reveal dimensions to their own 

sense of musical personality. 

 It is at this stage of analysis where the benefits of notating the solo become most 

apparent. It may be helpful as a first step to listen to the solo again while following along 

with one’s transcription of it, making notes of the moments that stand out along the way. 

If a moment stands out because of a distinct phrase the soloist played, the musician 

should spend time exploring it further. It may be especially helpful to adopt this approach 

using the shorter transcriptions, as those likely already represent a musician’s pick of 

specific interesting phrases. 

 Once a musician has settled on a phrase they want to explore further, it may be 

helpful to write it out again in a separate space from the full transcription. They should 

begin to analyze the various rhythmic, melodic, harmonic, and phrasing elements of it, 

determining which are most notable. Often, there is a harmonic element that stands out, 

such as an example of outside playing where the musician is superimposing a different 

harmony than the established chord changes of the song. Stephens alludes to discovering 

the harmonic logic behind a musician’s playing as being a motivation for transcription. 
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Other times, it may be a particular melodic shape that outlines the harmony in a way the 

musician had not previously considered, or a novel rhythmic idea. Whatever the case, 

discovering the logic behind a soloist’s playing can stir the imagination of the transcriber, 

suggesting new ways to improvise. 

Once a musician has determined what elements of a particular phrase make it 

captivating, they should work to gain flexibility playing the phrase in different contexts. 

There are many ways to do this depending on the nature of the phrase. In instances where 

the appeal of the phrase is an attractive melodic shape, a good starting point is to practice 

transposing the line to all twelve keys, an idea suggested by Au. She also suggests taking 

this idea a step further by trying to apply the line to a different harmonic context, such as 

from major to minor. This could entail changing certain pitches or could mean playing 

the same shape starting on a different pitch class as it relates to the different chord 

progression. Another idea that I use is to recontextualize the line with a different 

harmonic rhythm. For example, if the phrase was originally a ii-V in the span of one 

measure, how can it be translated to a ii-V over the span of two measures, or vice-versa? 

Another strategy for taking a phrase with a distinct melodic shape is to alter the 

shape itself, an idea that Baker suggests. For example, you can reverse the direction of 

the phrase from ascending to descending while still adhering to the original intervallic 

sequence of the line. Baker also suggests changing parts of the phrase itself. For instance, 

if there is one portion of a line the musician dislikes or if it lends itself to going a 

different way, they can edit it to something that feels more natural to them. Or they may 

combine parts of different phrases that they like together.  
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At other times, the standout element of a phrase is the underlying harmonic 

progression that the soloist implies rather than the line’s shape itself. In these instances, it 

can be helpful to make a reduction of the harmonic progression, including any specific 

voice leading. The musician should then compare how this superimposed progression 

relates to the actual harmony of the song. After determining these relationships, they can 

use their own melodic shapes over the same progression, thereby expressing the core idea 

but in a different way unique to their personality. As with melodic shapes, these 

superimposed harmonic progressions should also be transposed to different keys or 

harmonic contexts. 

Another way to develop a phrase is to manipulate its rhythm. This can be useful 

whether the rhythm of the original phrase is simple or complex. One technique suggested 

by Stephens is to displace the rhythmic placement of a phrase by a single eighth note. 

Though a seemingly simple edit, doing this can drastically change the character of the 

line. For example, a conventional bebop sounding line may have been phrased so that the 

chord tones align with downbeats and are accented. If a musician displaces this line by an 

eighth note but still accents the chord tones, these accents will now occur on upbeats 

rather than downbeats, creating a very different sound despite the notes being the same.  

A musician should think of rhythmic displacement the same way they would think 

of playing a phrase in multiple keys, where different displacements of the phrase are akin 

to different individual keys. For example, if a phrase was originally played starting on 

beat one, they should also phrase it starting on the “and” of one, beat two, “and” of two, 

beat three and so on. They should also try displacing the phrase on different parts of the 
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bar preceding the original placement of the phrase, like the “and” of four, beat four, and 

so on. Each of these different placements is akin to various individual keys and serve the 

same function of gaining flexibility with a phrase. 

Displacement is just one of many possibilities for manipulating the rhythm of a 

phrase. Other techniques could include changing the rhythmic value of the individual 

notes such as from eighth to notes to triplets or sixteenth notes and omitting or adding 

notes to the original phrase. As with the suggestions for melodic and harmonic 

manipulation, a musician should experiment with a variety of devices and be creative 

with their choices. It will help to facilitate the development of their own individual 

rhythmic style, an extremely important component of their overall musical style. 

Each of the above examples of application are at the more microscopic level. That 

is, they deal with manipulating individual musical ideas from a transcribed solo. It is 

important that the musician also apply what they’ve learned from a transcription in a 

more macroscopic way by using the material in the context of their own improvised 

solos. As a first step, this entails improvising over the chord changes to the same song 

from which the solo comes. During these improvisations, the musician should try to use 

some elements from the transcription. At first, this might entail playing certain favorite 

phrases from the solo verbatim, using them in the same context as the transcribed soloist 

did. They might then take these phrases and apply them to different chord changes within 

the song, transposing or otherwise altering them to the appropriate harmony. Finally, they 

might start using some variations of these phrases that they created, whether these are 
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melodic, harmonic, or rhythmic. Going through this process ensures the musician has 

absorbed what they have transcribed and are able to apply it in a flexible manner.  

It may also be helpful to apply these same steps to a different song than the one 

originally played by the soloist. One approach is to play over a fundamental song form 

such as the twelve-bar blues or rhythm changes. Since these forms contain the 

fundamental building blocks of many other types of song forms while also offering a 

degree of flexibility, they are useful vehicles for seeing how transcribed material might 

be applied in different contexts. Alternatively, a musician may look for a song form that 

fundamentally contrasts with the original in some way. This could take a variety of 

forms, including going from major to minor, from a slow tempo to a fast tempo, or from a 

song with many chord changes to very few. Doing this is a way to test just how flexible a 

musician really is with the solo they have transcribed. Being able to convey the same 

material in contrasting scenarios ensures that their transcription work has left a lasting 

impression on the musician’s style. 

In addition to applying individual phrases to their improvisations, a musician 

should also consider other elements from the solo to incorporate into their playing at this 

stage. For example, they may focus on the soloist’s articulation and try to embody that 

same articulation throughout their improvisation, whether they are playing phrases 

transcribed from the solo or creating their own lines. Similarly, they may try to capture 

the soloist’s use of vibrato, dynamics, or any other broad defining element of their 

playing that can’t necessarily be represented by notes or rhythms. These expressive 

elements of a soloist are an insight into their personal style and should not be overlooked. 
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Careful attention to these elements during the transcription process will lend itself well 

towards being able to use them at this stage of application. 

Finally, a musician may try to play improvised solos that adhere to the same arc 

of the solo they transcribed. Baker emphasizes this concept as being one of the main 

benefits of choosing to transcribe full solos as opposed to shorter segments. To do this, 

the musician must spend time examining the larger picture of what they transcribed. 

Perhaps the obvious first step is to determine the length of solo by counting the number 

of choruses and then committing to playing an identical number of choruses in their own 

solos. Second is to determine the overall shape of the solo, focusing on the beginning and 

end. Third is to determine how the various choruses are organized. For some solos, there 

may be a defining characteristic that separates one chorus from another, such as the use 

or absence of space, dynamics, or range. Other solos may be motivically developed, 

where an initial theme is returned to and altered at multiple points throughout the solo.  

Once these various elements have been determined, the musician should try to 

play distinct solos that follow a similar arc to the solos they have transcribed. Regardless 

of whether they do this over the same song or use the same phrases from their 

transcription or not, they should aim to imitate the exact same arc of the transcribed solo. 

Once they can execute this convincingly, they might then experiment with a contrasting 

arc. For example, if the soloist begins by using space and later adds a higher number of 

notes, they might try to reverse this progression. Thinking and improvising in terms of 

complete solos ensures the musician is dealing with the broader storytelling element of 

improvisation. Understanding different ways to develop the story of their solos is a 
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crucial element of the musician’s improvisational style. The application part of the 

method can be summarized as: 

1. Analysis of individual phrases 

2. Creating and practicing harmonic, melodic, and rhythmic variations of phrases 
 

3. Applying these phrases and variations in the context of improvised solos 
 

4. Applying broader elements of phrasing and solo arc to improvised solos 

Summary 

By following this method of choosing solos, transcribing them, and applying each 

solo to improvisation, the musician has taken the necessary steps to both reveal and 

develop their own personal improvisational style. Taking the time to determine which 

solos to transcribe ensures they are choosing music that inspires them and can teach them 

new ways of playing. Methodical listening followed by transcription provides musicians 

with the ability to translate what they are hearing to their own instrument and identify 

areas to develop. Finally, applying musical material from the solos in different 

improvisational contexts marks the intersection of imitation with creativity, where the 

musician can adapt what they’ve learned on a personal level.  

 By the end of using this method over a span of two to four weeks, the musician 

has dealt with a large amount of musical information. No matter how intensively they 

focused on these steps of the transcription process, it is unlikely they fully absorbed 

everything to be gained from each solo. At the end of his interview, Baker mentions the 

importance of having a plan for one day revisiting what one has worked on in the past. It 

is important that the musician has a record of what they have transcribed. If their 
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transcriptions were completed on paper, it is worth considering transferring them to a 

digital format. If they used a notation program, they should ensure they have backup 

files.  

 Additionally, musicians should organize their transcriptions as they complete 

them over time. Besides storing the full transcriptions in one place, they should also 

devise a system for organizing the individual phrases and variations worked through in 

Part Three. This may be done in whatever manner makes sense to the individual. It might 

be organized by type of chord progression, individual musician, time period, rhythmic 

devices, or any other parameter that makes sense to the musician. They might return to a 

full solo to find another phrase they previously missed, afterwards adding it to their 

collection, or devise a new variation on an existing phrase. Whatever the case, keeping 

the immense amount of material organized will ensure that a musician is able to easily 

return to their work throughout the duration of their never-ending journey towards 

developing their musical identity. 

A Suggested Use of the Method 

 As has been suggested throughout this dissertation, the above transcription 

method was designed to be used by college-level jazz musicians. My case study, using 

myself as the participant, showed a possible use for the various techniques proposed by 

the interview participants. This section will outline how this method might be used by a 

less experienced musician who is beginning their first transcriptions in their freshman 

year of studying jazz at a college or university.  
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This hypothetical student’s primary instrument is tenor saxophone. It is assumed 

that they have a solid foundation of technique on their instrument, including major and 

minor scales and arpeggios in all twelve keys, and good principles for tone production. 

They also have some jazz-specific knowledge, such as an understanding of the chord 

progression to the twelve-bar blues, an awareness of stylistic conventions such as swing 

feel and typical articulations used in jazz, and cursory experience studying improvised 

solos by reading published transcriptions, such as the Omnibook. Most importantly, they 

have devoted time to listen to jazz. While they have not yet transcribed a solo on their 

own, they do have a growing list of their favorite artists. The listening they have done up 

to this point in their development represents a preliminary stage in establishing their own 

sense of musical style, giving them the curiosity and drive to explore their favorite artists 

in greater detail through transcription. 

The first step of the transcription method entails solo selection. This hypothetical 

student should consider his favorite artists and their respective solos, perhaps drafting a 

list of them. Since they have never transcribed before, the student needs to carefully 

consider the difficulty level of these solos before committing to transcribing them. 

Additionally, their choices should emphasize the fundamental songs forms of jazz, such 

as the blues, Rhythm changes, up-tempo pieces, and ballads. As the developing student 

will be expected to improvise in these styles, transcribing solos over these different forms 

will be a helpful teaching tool. 

With these considerations in mind, the student drafts a list of some of their 

favorite solos, including the following: 
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“West End Blues”- Louis Armstrong, from Louis Armstrong and His Hot Five 
(OKeh,1928) 
 
“Lester Leaps In”- Lester Young, from Count Basie’s Kansas City Seven 
(Vocalion, 1939) 
 
“St. Thomas”- Sonny Rollins, from Saxophone Colossus (Prestige, 1956) 
 
“Autumn Leaves”- Bill Evans, from Portrait in Jazz (Riverside, 1960) 
 
“All the Things You Are”- Chris Potter, from a recorded masterclass (2003) 

 
These solos, in addition to being familiar to the student, encompass a variety of factors. 

They cover a cross-section of different fundamental song forms, including the blues 

(“West End Blues”), Rhythm Changes (“Lester Leaps In”) and other jazz standards that 

musicians need to know. They also represent a variety of tempos, from the slow and 

ballad-like tempo of “West End Blues” to the quick “Lester Leaps In.” Three different 

instruments, including tenor saxophone, trumpet, and piano, are represented. Finally, the 

selections are drawn from different style periods, from Early Jazz to the Contemporary 

period. 

 The student then needs to decide which solo they will transcribe completely and 

which ones they will transcribe partially. They soon notice that the difficulty level of the 

solos will majorly shape these decisions. For example, saxophonist Chris Potter’s solo on 

“All the Things You Are,” an unaccompanied tour de force through multiple keys that 

showcases Potter’s virtuosity, is far beyond the student’s present abilities. Sonny 

Rollins’s famous solo on “St. Thomas,” while more accessible, is lengthy, and might also 

not be a good fit for a beginner. 
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 The student ultimately picks Lester Young’s version of “Lester Leaps In” as their 

full transcription. There are many advantages to this selection. While the fast tempo of 

the performance may prove to be a challenge, Young’s playing is accessible, utilizing 

singable lines without using too many challenging techniques. It is also based on rhythm 

changes, a fundamental song form that is crucial for the student to learn. This version of 

“Lester Leaps In” also demonstrates many performance techniques, including melody 

harmonization, solo breaks, and trading fours. All of this is done with the accompaniment 

of the Count Basie rhythm section, one of the most famous units in jazz history. Learning 

to play this complete performance along with the recording will prove incredibly helpful 

towards developing the student’s time-feel and sense of swing  

 After deciding to fully transcribe “Lester Leaps In,” saving the other solos for 

later, the student can begin the transcription process. This first entails focused listening. 

Though they have already listened to this recording many times before, the student will 

be well-served to take more time to listen to it further, perhaps anywhere from a few days 

to a week. This will be especially important due to their inexperience with transcription. 

They should pay special attention to Young’s phrasing, imitating it by singing before 

attempting to transcribe it onto their instrument. 

 After this period of listening, the student begins to transcribe. They decide to do 

this with the aid of their instrument, first discerning the individual notes and then slowly 

practicing their execution before finally trying to match their performance with the 

recording. Trying to transcribe the full solo without the use of their instrument would 

prove to be too intimidating at this very early stage. In addition to learning the notes to 
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Young’s phrases, the student also discovers important elements of his phrasing, including 

the use of ghost notes, note bending, and alternate fingerings. These elements prove to be 

just as enlightening as the notes themselves, developing the student’s awareness of 

phrasing choices. 

 Finally, after spending time improving their execution and memorization of the 

solo along with the recording, the student moves on to exploring how to apply the 

transcription to an improvisational context. If they have not yet done so, the student 

should fully notate the solo, giving them a visual aid to help choose material to extract. 

This process might take many different forms. As an example, the student might first 

choose a favorite individual phrase and analyze it harmonically. They find themselves 

drawn to Young’s first iteration of the bridge. This is a good candidate, as the chord 

changes encompass four different tonal centers, providing a wealth of harmonic 

information to explore. Upon analysis, the student discovers Young’s characteristic use 

of chordal extensions and the use of an augmented fifth on the last two measures of G7. 

They then work on transposing Young’s phrases from the bridge to different keys, 

gaining facility with his playing style. 

 This is only one example of how the application process might proceed. The 

student should select other individual phrases to study as well, including those from the A 

sections of the solo. Besides analyzing the various devices Young uses in these phrases, 

the student might also want to manipulate them using rhythmic techniques such as 

displacement. Whatever they choose to do, they should notate this material separately, 

marking the beginning of organizing their improvisational vocabulary. They should also 
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be sure to practice improvising in the same manner as Young, both over rhythm changes 

and other forms such as the blues. They should take the opportunity to channel not just 

Young’s note choices, but also his phrasing, employing the concepts previously discussed 

such as ghost notes and false fingerings.  

 After a period of two weeks spent on this process, the student has made much 

progress towards incorporating Young’s playing style to their own, while also working 

on fundamental concepts in jazz improvisation. They now feel ready to move on to the 

other solos that they will partially transcribe. Each of these follows a similar process as 

the Young solo did, with the added step of choosing which individual section to 

transcribe. It may be helpful for the student to focus on individual phrases as a means 

towards further building their vocabulary. For example, he may take one phrase from 

pianist Bill Evans’s solo on “Autumn Leaves'' that he plays over a minor ii-V-i, learning 

the particular conventions of that fundamental progression. They might also do this for 

Sonny Rollins’s solo on “St. Thomas” that utilizes a I-VI-ii-V progression, common to 

many different jazz songs. The student’s application work should focus on inserting these 

phrases based on fundamental progressions into a variety of song forms, developing their 

facility and gradually finding their own variations. 

 For the other solos, the student may choose to focus on a particular stylistic 

element. For example, they may choose Louis Armstrong’s first chorus on “West End 

Blues” for his use of note bending and the way he articulates his lines at a slow tempo. 

The student might also take the opportunity here to transcribe Armstrong’s chorus 

without the aid of his instrument, due to their increased confidence from finishing the 
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complete Young solo and the straightforward harmonic nature of Armstrong’s Early Jazz 

style. 

 Realizing that Chris Potter’s solo on “All the Things You Are” is incredibly 

difficult even for an experienced musician, the student might choose to instead transcribe 

a portion of Potter’s interpretation of the melody, selecting his first treatment of the 

bridge and final A section. While this section doesn’t contain all the dazzling technical 

flourishes of Potter’s later solo, it still demonstrates his strong rhythmic sense even as he 

plays unaccompanied. The student also finds value in the way Potter does not play the 

melody in a straightforward manner, but instead varies it through techniques such as 

repeated rhythmic motifs, an implied Latin style, and inserting arpeggios at moments of 

space within the melody.  

 By the end of another two-week period, the student has contributed further still to 

their musical development through transcribing these different artists. By focusing on 

smaller individual phrases, they have further increased their improvisational vocabulary. 

With the analysis and application process, they have also learned how to improvise over 

the fundamental forms of jazz. When combined with the previous fully transcribed solo, 

the student’s use of the transcription method demonstrates both the absorption of the 

musical styles of their favorite artists and the preliminary development of a style of their 

own. 
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Conclusion 

 By integrating interviews, a case study directly applying the lessons of those 

interviews, and a method that addresses the various stages of the transcription process, 

this study marks an intensive investigation into the nature of developing an 

improvisational style through transcription. Each of these constituent parts is meant to 

reinforce one another, with the overarching aim of providing a method that is adaptable 

to the artistic goals of any student dedicated to the study of improvisation and developing 

their own voice within this rich tradition.  

Future studies may explore yet further dimensions to the transcription process as 

it relates to the development of a personal style. In particular, studies addressing various 

approaches to transcription across different generations, the practice of transcribing 

multiple solos by one artist, or the role of transcription in styles of music outside the jazz 

tradition may be fruitful research topics. 

 It is my hope that this study inspires yet further study of both the transcription 

process and the more general process of developing the abilities required for personal 

expression through improvisation. I wish any like-minded scholars, artists, students, and 

lovers of music well on their journey towards achieving this goal. 
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Appendix A: Institutional Review Board (IRB) Informed Consent Form 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

This research is being conducted to help develop a method for transcribing improvised 

jazz saxophone solos with the overall goal of using transcriptions to develop a personal 

improvisational style. If you agree to participate, you will be asked to take part in an 

interview approximately one hour in length where you will be asked questions regarding 

your own methods and philosophy regarding the transcription process and how it has 

aided the development of your own musical style. This interview will take place over 

*Skype, Zoom, Google Meet or telephone according to your preference. The interview 

will be recorded for later reference by use of either the chosen software’s interface, a 

personal recording device, or both. This recording will be stored on the researcher’s 

computer and will not be shared with anyone else other than the faculty advisor, Dr. 

Charles Ciorba, who will keep a copy of the recording on her own computer. These 

recordings will be used to create a transcript of the interview which will then be sent to 

you for your review and amendments as you deem necessary. The recordings of the 

interviews will be destroyed after this transcript is complete. 

*Those who participate via these platforms may refer to their individual privacy 

statements at the end of page two (2). 

RISKS 

There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 
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BENEFITS 

There are no benefits to you as a participant other than to further research in jazz 

improvisational pedagogy as well as to contribute to better understanding the process of 

personal musical and artistic development. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

You will be asked whether you wish to have identifying information that you provide 

throughout the course of the interview made confidential or not. If you choose to have 

your identity remain confidential, any information that could reasonably be used to 

specifically identify you will be omitted, including but not limited to your name, age, 

gender, ethnicity, or career highlights. 

 De-identified data provided throughout the course of the interview could be used for 

future research without additional consent from you. 

 The Institutional Review Board (IRB) committee that monitors research on human 

subjects may inspect study records during internal auditing procedures and are required to 

keep all information confidential. 

 While it is understood that no computer transmission can be perfectly secure, reasonable 

efforts will be made to protect the confidentiality of your transmission. 

PARTICIPATION 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 

any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 
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penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. There are no costs to you 

or any other party. 

Participants in this study are chosen based on two main criteria: 

1) Their expertise as professional jazz saxophonists, including their experiences as live 

performers, recording artists, and pedagogues of jazz improvisation. 

2) Their age, with a focus on participants aged approximately between thirty and forty-

five years old. This is to ensure representation from a younger demographic than the 

subjects of previous similar studies, allowing for the opportunity to examine possible 

shifts in thought or experience amongst different generations of professional jazz 

saxophonists. 

All of these criteria will be screened through examining the artists' biographical 

information available on their own professional websites. 

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Brendan Schnabel of the Jazz Studies Department of 

the School of Music at George Mason University. He may be reached at (757) 681-1864 

and bschnabe@gmu.edu for questions or to report a research-related problem. Brendan’s 

faculty advisor is Dr. Charles Ciorba and may be reached at (703) 993-1395 and 

cciorba@gmu.edu. You may contact the George Mason University Institutional Review 

Board office at (703) 993-4121 or IRB@gmu.edu if you have questions or comments 

regarding your rights as a participant in the research. 



237 
 

This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 

governing your participation in this research. 

PRIVACY STATEMENTS FOR VIDEO CONFERENCING PLATFORMS 

Zoom: https://zoom.us/privacy 

Skype: https://privacy.microsoft.com/en-US/privacystatement/ 

Google Meet: https://support.google.com/meet/answer/9852160?hl=en 
 
 
CONSENT 

I have read this form, all of my questions have been answered by the research staff, and I 

agree to participate in this study. 

_______ I agree to audio (video) taping. 

_______ I do not agree to audio (video) taping. 

__________________________ 

Signature 

__________________________ 

Date of Signature 
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Appendix B: Interview Transcriptions and Biographies of Participants 

The following contains transcriptions of the interviews of each participant in the order 

they were interviewed. Each interview is followed by the participant’s biographies as 

shown on their personal websites. Portions of the interviews were amended and/or 

omitted, both for concision of language and relevance to the aims of this dissertation.  
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Tedd Baker 

BS: Because I’m talking to different people and this is all about everyone’s personal 
interpretation and their process, I figured the first question I should ask you is what’s 
your definition of transcription? What does that mean personally to you? 
 
TB: My definition of transcription? Well, that’s a good question because I look at 
transcription two different ways. I was actually thinking of this when you sent me the 
questions. Transcription to me is more of a written thing. It’s something you write down 
so you can access it at any time. You can lift things off of recordings and memorize them 
too, but if they’re written down, you have something you can show possibly to another 
student or a friend. But I think it’s physically writing it down, with pen and paper or on a 
program or something, so you can access that solo later. It’s amazing. Some people have 
such a good memory that once they lift something, they don’t have to write it down. They 
have it for the rest of their lives. There are a lot of musicians out there, and people in 
general, people have different gifts that they’ve been bestowed upon, that they have been 
blessed with. Some people have a really good photographic memory and can draw on that 
in music as well. Some people are better with numbers, which is very musical as well in a 
way. I’ve seen people that have learned a song, haven’t played it in two years, right? And 
then they called it on the spot, and it’s this intricate head that was some original, and they 
were getting through it, because they have almost a, not a muscle memory, because that’s 
not what I’m talking about, more of like a photographic memory. And some people can 
have that kind of memory with music as well. So some people don’t really need to write 
it down as much as others, I think.  
 
What I’ve noticed with transcription for me personally is that writing it down helps 
because if I lift a solo, it’s in there for a long time and I’ll remember a lot of the corners 
of that solo, but I might not remember all the little things in that solo, you know what I 
mean? I may have to go back, check the recording and be like “Oh yeah!” You know? 
And then aurally, I have it. But if I write it down, I also have it physically. So I can kind 
of sing through it, without touching the instrument. And that’s really helped me out in the 
past. I think for transcription, it comes down to that. It comes down to the physicality of 
lifting a solo.  
 
And then, transcription for me has been so personal about really getting into the heart and 
soul of each player. Transcription for me is also not something that should be per 
instrument. I don’t think I should be transcribing all saxophone players. Nope. I think I 
should be transcribing just as much Freddie Hubbard as I transcribe Joe Henderson. Or 
anyone else. Stanley Turrentine, Lester Young. I should be transcribing Lee Morgan. I 
should be transcribing Herbie Hancock’s right hand. I transcribed a lot of Mulgrew and 
Herbie. I transcribed a lot of pianists. I think that people should transcribe Monk because 
his innovation and swing combined together at that time was very different. So if you can 
really kind of embrace that as well on different instruments, it helps. I transcribed a 
bunch of J.J. Johnson and I got into a lot of different instruments. I also got into bass 
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players’ solos. Getting into bass players solos helps me when I hit the octave pedal when 
I’m doing EWI [Electronic Wind Instrument] and stuff like that. It’s really helped me 
think about it a different way.  
 
BS: Well, that’s great. You kind of touched on a lot of the stuff I wanted to get into later. 
So now we can move on to the next question, how important has transcription been to 
your musical development? You already got into a whole bunch of that, so maybe I can 
ask something a bit more specific. How long had you been playing when you actually 
first started to transcribe? Or lift? This will be interesting because you said there’s kind of 
a clear demarcation between lifting vs. transcribing. So I guess for the purposes of this, 
you can kind of speak to both if you want to. Especially if there’s a situation where one is 
more relevant to you vs. the other. 
 
TB: Transcription is basically how I got going. Friends giving me their transcriptions that 
they did when I was young. When I was almost about to turn eleven, that’s when I started 
getting into the Omnibook. And that really helped me. And I was with a high school jazz 
band when I was getting out of fifth grade. Which really helped me out a lot. My mother 
was a musical teacher, a pianist, so she was huge on like Herbie, McCoy, Chick Corea, 
being from the Boston area. She had tons of transcriptions, Miles and everything. So I 
was checking them out almost right away when I went from piano to saxophone. And I 
already knew my scales and stuff so that helped me a lot. And I just kept going with 
saxophone from, I’ve said it before in other interviews, I went from a horizontal to a 
vertical mindset of what constitutes the twelve tones of Western music on saxophone. So 
that kind of helped with that. Transcription really started coming in as I was a young kid. 
My friends would start doing it. And I wanted to do it. I wanted to be cool like the older 
high school kids. And they would lift stuff without writing it down and then if they had 
time, they would write it down. So that’s what I started doing a bunch. I was lifting right 
off of LPs and tapes. And if you had a cool tape thing, it had a thing where you could do 
AB. And then the tape would go back to that particular spot you marked. You could do it 
with compact disks a few years later, but they didn’t have that quite then. So I have 
copied LPs on tape, I think I got rid of all those tapes, but the tape actually stretched out 
at that part where I had to keep trying to get like a real hard sixteenth note line.  
 
And transcription meant for me at that time, being so young, it’s something that should 
be maybe not totally in your wheelhouse, but something that’s accessible to you, where 
you are at that time in your career, or that time in your musicianship. So I wasn’t going to 
sit there when I was eleven, twelve, thirteen, trying to lift Charlie Parker at that time. 
Someone was teaching me the Omnibook, some of my friends were, and then I was 
taking transcriptions of stuff that I could do, that I felt I could hear. And what I would do 
is I would listen, listen, listen, listen, listen, be able to sing every note of that solo 
perfectly, with the inflections that they do, the rips, the this, the that, the false fingering 
ideas. I could hear all that at that age, and by the time I was fourteen, I was just taking 
them off the tape, jotting some down. And that really helped me in such a huge way. It 
helped get my intonation together, it helped me play with those rhythm sections that were 
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on those albums and fit that transcription right in with them. Like hearing where they 
accent the notes, the air accents and things like that really helped me. And then listening 
to Bird and then playing those solos slow, I couldn’t play them fast like that until a little 
bit later. In high school that was like, man, it was so great to really get in.  
 
So some of my first ones that I lifted were I remember, a lot of Dexter Gordon. I 
remember lifting Sonny Stitt because I could see the outline easier and it kind of sounded 
like Bird but I could kind of do it easier. But I would only pick certain tracks that I knew 
I could nail. And I’d do like a medium, a ballad, something Latin. I remember when I 
lifted “Soy Califa,” Dexter Gordon. Such a great and fun and soulful solo that had such a 
great Latin thing going on. It was really cool at that time. I was really young when I did 
that.  
 
So yeah, it’s been so key at a young age into my musical development. And from there it 
just went like this [points upwards]. As soon as possible my friends that were like, 
because like I said, I joined the high school thing when I was young, so I was already 
trying to hang with these guys and girls. And they were kicking my butt. And they were 
really good, they were like state champs and stuff at that time in this little town near 
Boston where I grew up. The town was really connected with all the Boston schools as 
well. So people were taking with Jerry Bergonzi, George Garzone, even there, and then 
Regatta Bar was a place, we would all just jump into someone’s car, we were there all the 
time. And unfortunately, I didn’t do it, but I saw other people sometimes doing those 
weird tape things where they had the mic here, they’d be getting bootlegs and things like 
that, it was a big no-no back then. And the people who worked at the clubs would be 
walking around tables making sure people weren’t doing that. Because literally, Berklee 
students would just go and transcribe all of it. And some of my older friends that started 
going to Berklee said they were doing it constantly, man. And their vocabulary just 
jumped.  
 
And I hit on what I’m trying to get to which is vocabulary. When you’re transcribing that 
much, what it’s done for me in my development is it’s just given me so many staples to 
jump off of. It’s given me a sense of playing with those rhythm sections in all of those 
transcriptions. And really getting close to that particular artist’s, the way they’re playing 
their line, with their trombone, trumpet, saxophones that I transcribed back in the day. 
When I first started transcribing, it was only saxophone players, then I started getting 
outside of them right away. So it was huge for me. And it really got my intonation 
together too. I had a time when I was switching mouthpieces I remember, I forgot how 
old I was. And I was having intonation issues, I was doing long tones like crazy. And I 
was working on transcribing and getting a lot of solos under my belt at that time too. 
Harder solos, like getting more into Coltrane, getting more into Freddie Hubbard stuff. A 
lot of Wayne Shorter. And Freddie on Wayne Shorter albums, Freddie would just destroy 
those changes. And Herbie too on those. But I would get more and more into that. So 
many players around that area, I’d ask them for advice, and they would just be like, “Man 
just keep transcribing, keep playing along, and listen as hard as you can to what you’re 
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doing.” “Make sure you’re playing with one ear off of your headphones,” things like that. 
Get right into what they’re doing. Write down what you can. If you don’t need to write it 
down, don’t write it down. So to me there’s a little bit of a difference between 
transcribing and lifting depending on your memory like I mentioned before. You gotta 
know if you want to go back to that solo and you think you might forget it and then have 
to do the legwork again. You’d probably get it pretty quick the second time, but if you 
already took the time to write it out, think about it, and then take it in, you’re probably 
going to have it even longer. So it’s one or the other, there’s no right answer. It’s 
whatever works for the individual, I think.  
 
BS: You got to almost everything. So, do you still transcribe or have you kind of moved 
on? Do you still feel like it’s something you have to do?  
 
TB: Yeah, I transcribe, I try to work it into my practice. Who told me this? I forgot who, 
I didn’t really think about what they were saying at the time, I was young. They were 
like, “You’re going to get to the point where you’re starting to find your own voice and 
you’re going your own way. Then you’re going to hear something and you’re going to 
mark that and figure that out.” So to me now, transcribing, sometimes I’ll still do a whole 
solo just to do it, because I love it. Or a lot of times if it’s something that I’m just like 
scratching my head like, “What was that?” Being musicians, we’re constantly kind of 
mad scientists in a way, where we want to think about things, dissect things, add a 
different chemical into it, see what comes out of that. I’ve had a lot of step-offs like that, 
where I kind of heard something, but once I got what they were doing, my ear didn’t 
really agree and then I went and came up with this other thing. So that’s kind of how I 
use it now. My process for doing that started with just lifting like I was saying, with tapes 
and CDs and things like that. And then as MP3s came out, you know things change with 
different programs.  
 
But one thing I have always tried to do, and I only had to slow it down a few times for 
like when I was trying to transcribe big band charts, those were a whole other animal. I 
transcribed a few big band charts, and I was trying to get the inner voices and stuff. It was 
tough for me to hear all that. But I make sure in my process for it that I could A and B the 
sides of the speakers which really helps because a lot of the older mixes of recordings 
that were in stereo would have like, part of it was panned on the left, part of it was 
panned on the right. And you’re going to hear that on like different old big bands 
recordings, like if you listen to the Monk big band album or if you listen to different 
Mingus big band albums, if you don’t have one ear on, you might hear some other 
players more. And then when you put that ear on and take that off, you’re like, “Oh 
shoot!” Quincy Jones’s orchestras, I think some of them are like that. So it just depends 
on the recording. And if it’s been re-mastered, a lot of things have been re-mastered by 
Rudy Van Gelder and have kind of come more in the middle, but sometimes it’s like 
deadpan left, deadpan right in the mixes.  
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So making sure you have a good set up for transcribing really helps I think for 
everybody. And then I think going from being able to sing the whole thing is a huge part 
of it. And you don’t have to sing it. If you can, just go “ss-ss-ss” with your tongue and 
your teeth. 
 
BS: As if you were tonguing it on sax? 
 
TB: Yeah, I mean you don’t need your instrument to transcribe. If you got your first note, 
like if you’re having trouble hearing it for some reason and you don’t have perfect pitch. 
I don’t have perfect pitch, but I have pretty good relative. If you can get that note and 
then just go from there, or if you already know the changes on that song, it’s really easy. 
If it’s something that you’ve never heard, you have no idea what that song is, you might 
want to make sure you have the right note. Because then you go off and then you might 
be off by like half steps at some point when you have relative pitch. And then you’re 
wrong from that point out in your transcription. That’s happened to me before, sure. But 
that’s not using the instrument. Like as much as you can, don’t use the instrument. If 
you’re going to strictly just write it out and try to figure it out that way, just try not to use 
your instrument. Work your ears. That’s really helped me to crank with getting them 
done. Like I was saying, in high school, by the time I think I was seventeen, the guys that 
were older than me, they were doing it around sixteen or seventeen, no horns. Just 
transcribing Trane, just sitting there with headphones. They knew the whole solo, they 
had lifted a lot on their horns already, but you know, that’s kind of how I did it. I would 
lift, I’d play along, I’d get the changes, I’d know what’s going on. And then I already 
knew most of the licks, I could sing along with it, so it was more of just kind of writing 
out what I already knew. That really helped me to crank and do a lot. I have a ton of stuff 
and I’m thinking of taking a lot of it and just making sure I make at least photocopies of 
it so the pencil and all of that doesn't wear off and then I don’t have those anymore.  
 
BS: Do you know how many you’ve done or do you have an estimate of how many? 
 
TB: I don’t know. I got these binders and some of them are just full and then I have other 
smaller folders that have a bunch in them too. So I have a bunch for soprano and a bunch 
for tenor. Since I never really took alto as a main instrument, I never really did it on alto. 
I’ve been on tenor since I was a little kid. 
 
BS: What’s the ratio of saxophones to other instruments?  
 
TB: I’d say five to one, four to one, something like that. And when I was younger, it was 
all sax. And then as I started getting a little bit older...you know, teachers would like, say 
you were my studio teacher, you probably have some students there, you’re probably 
assigning different famous sax solos that everybody should have under their fingers at 
some point. Like Coleman Hawkins, “Body and Soul.” Everyone’s got to know that. You 
got to know Lester Young solos like “Lester Leaps In.” Like those kinds of things. Ben 
Webster, “Cottontail.” And it’s cool if they check their work, because everything’s 
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printed. You can find everything on PDFs now pretty much online from other students or 
people that just put them up. But I think it’s good to make sure you’re singing that whole 
solo, lifting the solo as much as you can on your horn, writing it out, and then if you want 
to check it against one of those PDFs, sure, by all means. Go ahead and check your work 
out. I guarantee the way that you write it out is going to make more sense for you than the 
way someone else wrote it out. When you mark it, you should mark where the slurs, 
tongues are, maybe more dots. Because if you transcribe Trane, there’s a lot where he’s 
not tonguing then all of a sudden, he’s like “dit-dit-dit-dit” up top, you know? You have 
to get all of that. Or you just don’t mark it, you just have to remember it. But then if you 
have false fingerings and you have those little plus signs above the notes or the x’s above, 
you have to kind of know what’s up. 
 
So, ratios. When I transcribe another instrument, just so I have more time on the soprano 
and stuff, even if it was a tenor transcription, I would play it on soprano too just to get 
more time. To get my chops. Especially when I was single, no kids. I had tons of time to 
do this. And I just kept cranking as much as I could. At one point, it was almost like a 
light went off and I just completely did not transcribe any sax players. I just did all 
pianists for a while. It was wild. I don’t know why. I have no idea. Guitarists too. I took a 
lot from guitarists, like any single line things that I thought were cool. Which were tough 
because there’d be different leaps that were a lot harder. A lot of the piano stuff really 
worked great. And I could take like a snippet of it, work something else with it, and come 
up with a whole other thing, and I did that left and right. That really helped me.  
 
BS: You talked a bit about checking your work with PDFs or those transcription books. 
What are your thoughts overall on using them? It sounds like you’re about doing it 
yourself. Is there any use for those you think? 
 
TB: I think so. I think you could just get it and play it, check it out. If you’re coming in 
completely cold and you don’t know any of those solos, it might help to just put on the 
metronome and work on your sight reading. And some of that solo you’re going to be 
like, “Oh man, yeah,” if you’ve never heard the recording. But if you’re going to use 
those kinds of books, I think it’s important to really, like I said, do it yourself and check 
your work. At the very least, if you really want to take a short cut, is to at least listen to 
the solo like crazy and be able to pretty much sing it. Because what I find is, and I had 
students that were doing this, what I’m noticing is every time they buy that, they miss 
kind of the essence of the solo. It’s not quite there. I’ve explained it to them, if you miss 
it, you’re going to miss it, and we’re going to have to move on at some point. We’re not 
going to keep trying to, you know. If you’re going to transcribe something, try to 
completely embrace it, to me. Try to completely embrace the slurs, the tongues, the false 
fingerings. Get way into the nitty-gritty of whatever that is. It’s only going to help you in 
a way that when you’re playing live, you’re going to mean what you say, and say what 
you mean. And if you fall on your face, you fall on your face, but you meant what you 
said as much as possible.  
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So if you really get into that, it has a lot more soul to it, is what I’m getting at, to me. And 
I can really hear it. When you hear someone playing and it’s not quite there, it may be 
drinking, it may be drugs, or maybe something personal is happening to them. Just kind 
of going through the motions and playing. You know, things happen. People’s morale is 
really down or they’re having a bad day. They can still, they’re just professional enough 
to just play through everything. And that’s cool. But I notice if you’re coming from just 
transcription books and then playing, it’s like you’re missing some of the nuts and bolts 
that really help out. Especially playing with those rhythm sections playing on those 
recordings, man. You play with those rhythm sections on all of those famous recordings 
and you’re really embracing that solo and those artists and who you’re playing with, and 
the headphones are on and you’re really trying to get into the right end of the center of 
their bell. If you’re transcribing Freddie and you’re tonguing just like Freddie? Wow. 
You can feel almost like a different thing with the rhythm section, and you’re like, locked 
in.  
 
So time is another part of it for me, and accents and the feel. That kind of part of it has 
become a little more imperative to me over the years. Especially with all that’s accessible 
right now, you know? It’s so exciting, and in a way, you have to make sure you’re not 
missing out on the nitty gritty.  
 
BS: So, getting all of the accents and stuff, what is the right amount of time it takes? For 
yourself, how long do you spend per solo and then maybe you can speak about for your 
students, depending on what their level is. 
 
TB: So time of like, a typical minute or two-minute solo or are you talking like Sonny 
Rollins Trio Live at the Village Vanguard? 
 
BS: Typical, like those classic studio recordings like Coltrane on Blue Train, or 
something like that. 
 
TB: OK. I mean, you should be able to transcribe it in a night. That’s the best way to 
think of it. Say you’re in class and then you get home. I just remember when I was in 
Queens and I was transcribing like a fiend. At that time, I would be like “I’m in 
transcription mode.” And that’s it. I’d come home and I’d have my food and my horn, 
and I’d get what I needed. I already listened to the solo. I was ready to transcribe it, I 
could sing the whole thing. I’d sit there on this yellow table in our kitchen, I would do it 
in my room a lot too when we lived there, but I remember this yellow table was just gold, 
man. It was great, it really helped me out. I’d have the CD, because this was early 2000s, 
and I had really good technique with fast forward/rewind, AB repeat, and I could just 
crank. It would be done as quickly as possible. That’s how I look at it. I won’t say there 
should be a certain amount of time, but I’d say if you’re going to transcribe a solo, just 
try to knock it out as fast as you can. Because you really want to get into the nuts and 
bolts the way I was talking about.  
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So I think a typical timeframe really depends on the complexity of what’s going on. If 
they’re really swooping and kind of swallowing a lot of notes, whatever the particular 
player is, you’re going to have to try to figure out what that fill-in note is and probably 
have a little X note in your transcription. Or you might have a little plus sign if it’s a 
different fingering or something like that. But I think as close to one sitting as possible is 
the way to go.  
 
BS: And then when you’re done actually transcribing it, how long do you spend figuring 
it out? What do you do next after you’ve done that? 
 
TB: So are you saying like if you had a student and you assign them a transcription, the 
moment you assign it to until they’re ready to move on to the next one? 
 
BS: Yeah, either a student or for yourself, like when do you say “OK, I’m done with this 
one.” 
 
TB: I mean, if I have no other distractions, as long as you’ve done your listening upfront 
and you have it in you, like it’s in your ear and everything, you could potentially do it in 
three days, I think. You could do it in less maybe, but you might miss some of it if you 
move on too quick. But in general, for students, and I would highly recommend this just 
to make sure that everything seeps in from that solo, I’d say give it a week. And the 
second you know that you’re going to be doing it you should be listening. When the iPod 
came out it was like constant listening for me. Everywhere I was, listening, listening. And 
I remember when I got my own compact disk, portable, like the individual one, it turned 
my life around. I was listening all the time. Tapes were great, but it was much better with 
that for me because then I could really work on transcribing. Listen, then transcribe. I 
could do that much faster. With MP3s it’s a little weirder to transcribe for me. There are 
programs that are really good, but you have to make sure you know how to use them.  
 
BS: Like programs that slow it down? 
 
TB: Sure. Or have you ever tried transcribing off of YouTube? 
 
BS: Yeah. Like going back and forth, clicking. It’s not fun. 
 
TB: Not fun. I don’t think it’s as easy. I mean I can do it, sure. But the only way to really 
do YouTube is to think of full phrases. Because if it’s too small of a click and you’re 
trying to get the beginning of this, it’s almost impossible. You need to be able to have a 
full phrase. You can lift up the cursor and slow it down to go back and things like that but 
it’s a little tougher. And having the hard disk and being able to really manipulate where it 
is. To me it’s almost like LPs and MP3s are tough to transcribe. I transcribed Joe 
Henderson off of this LP in a library one time. I knew the solos and had them down, but I 
just didn’t have the recording. So I had my finger on the needle lever going up and down 
and then tapping it back. Goodness, man. It was tough. But once I started getting the 
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technique, I could get it going, but it’s just as cumbersome I think as YouTube or some 
MP3.  
 
BS: So we can move on to the next question, how has transcription influenced your own 
personal musical style? You’ve talked about some stuff like this, but maybe I can 
rephrase it: was there a point when you were coming up where you felt like you sounded 
more like yourself than the people you were transcribing?  
 
TB: I loved going into this thing for a long time, I really enjoyed channeling. Channeling 
different people. It was a really cool thing to do, where you could just turn on a dime and 
all of a sudden sound like Wayne Shorter. Or turn on a dime and then really Trane. Just, 
you’re all Trane in that moment. Or you’re kind of nodding in that direction, then this 
direction, then this direction. I think the turning point for me, you were saying when you 
start kind of sounding more like you? I’d say one of the big turning points was when I 
really focused on transcribing other instruments than saxophone. It just completely 
changed the way I was looking at a lot of the stuff, my sound, where more possibilities 
could be, and how I could find different ways to innovate what was there already in a 
way that made sense, but I was still right in the spirit of all that, you know? Because it is 
still that spirit, it’s just a different instrument, you know what I mean? 
 
So being around Boston was really cool because man, let me tell you, there were so many 
cats that would sound exactly like Ben Webster, exactly like Michael Brecker, exactly 
like John Coltrane. It was uncanny, man. It was crazy. It was like, you walk into a club, 
and this cat sounded like Sonny Rollins. He sounded like Sonny Rollins, man. And 
Sonny would come into Boston a lot because he lived just over the border in New York. 
He’d take the Massachusetts turnpike right to the repairmen everyone was going to, 
Emilio Lyons. So he’d be coming into town for gigs and he’d just come in to hang 
sometimes, to get his stuff worked on. So my high school had a lot of players who were 
really into later Bob Berg, Michael Brecker, they were really into Trane. They were 
really into Charlie Parker. So if you just took those four influences, you’d probably play 
pretty well. But luckily, I got with some people who really turned me on to like, Wardell 
Gray and turned me on to all kinds of different players. Dexter was a big one. Guys 
weren’t really transcribing Dexter. I was like “Why aren’t you transcribing Dexter? This 
is some of the hippest shit ever, it’s so great!” And to hear the history of how Dexter was 
and how like the President of the United States back then loved Dexter, he was his 
favorite sax player.  
 
But I also wanted to get into modern players at that time and the players that really kind 
of stuck out to me in a different way of where he could sound like Trane, he could sound 
like Lester Young, he could sound like Coleman Hawkins, Ben Webster. Someone who 
could like curve it, and he was so ethereal with all his different influences was Joe 
Lovano. So Joe had a big influence on me. I think I turned fifteen or sixteen and I would 
really pay attention to what he was into. So he would just name off all kind of players, 
Johnny Griffin. Tons of Stanley Turrentine, like all of that. That really got me going in a 
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different vein than doing like the modern Dave Liebman, Bob Berg, Michael Brecker, 
Steve Grossman. That’s all the Live at the Lighthouse step off of those kinds of players. 
And you know a lot of that comes out of Miles and Miles’s later groups. Those kinds of 
driving sax players. Bill Evans. I think he’s on The Man with the Horn, that Miles album. 
That late Miles album.  
 
Anyway, there’s that whole school and it was everywhere around Boston and New York 
and a lot of other places. It was just like, lots of licks. I remember I had a poster on my 
wall of Donny McCaslin in the Woodwind Department of Berklee. And you know Donny 
was like the man on campus I think right then and that was awesome. And that’s how it 
is, you know, when you have a good student, you take pictures of him and put it on your 
thing. And you know he had like two tone jeans, ripped up tee-shirt. It was like Donny 
shedding. And I think at that time he was already playing with maybe Mike Maineri or 
Gary Burton, I forgot who was using him. And he was very much into that Brecker sound 
then. I didn’t really know him, but what I got to know when I turned sixteen/seventeen is 
I was hanging and Matt Garrison was on bass, and there were a lot of cats there like Ben 
Monder I think was there. And I would see Mark Turner, Seamus Blake, Chris Speed, 
Chris Cheek, and Joshua Redman. So I’d see these guys often just from being around that 
area, but they had several years on me, some of them. But I knew they were around, and I 
knew they were really serious. So I’d be shooting up, trying to catch what I could. 
Another alto player, Andrew D’Angelo. Marty Ulrich. And of course Garzone and 
Bergonzi.  
 
BS: This is so great. I guess one thing we haven’t quite got into is, you’ve talked a lot 
about how you transcribe and the right way to do it, and listening, and getting all the 
inflections. But is there anything you do besides that with a solo to make it your own? 
 
TB: Yeah, and I wanted to back up a little bit. Like I said before, I don’t think there is 
one right way to do it. To me that way does work the best. Someone else might have an 
insightful opinion that’s a little different that is like “Oh yeah!” and the light bulb goes 
off with that. But for me, that’s what’s worked the best.  
 
Like I was saying, channeling is a big one. Sometimes when you’re doing it, it’s 
verbatim, maybe a lick you had transcribed at some point or had lifted, or you had heard 
and you’re just executing it. I think that when you’re shedding, once you’ve transcribed 
enough of a certain player, like if you’ve transcribed a lot of Joe Henderson, and then you 
start playing, and you’re playing how you usually play, but then when you want to or 
maybe when you don’t want to but it’s just happening without controlling it, you’re 
hearing everything, it’s just very Joe Henderson-y. Like a lot of your attacks, the way 
you’re introducing lines, you’re ascending like [sings a couple Joe Henderson phrases] 
and it’s not because you’re trying to regurgitate. That’s actually what you’re hearing, 
over that standard, at that time in real time. You’re hearing the stuff that you worked on, 
the stuff that you lifted, the stuff that you listened to. That’s in your ear now, and that’s 
kind of where you approach it.  
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So I think it’s important to do that, to let your ear go that way, to embrace that player. But 
I also think you got to balance it. Because I’ve literally sat and listened to people that 
sound exactly like John Coltrane. But nothing’s going to happen for that person. Maybe. 
Maybe someone will be like “Oh they sound like John Coltrane!” and give them some 
kind of record contract but you know. Whoever that person is, their experience is not 
what John experienced. So they’re never really going to be able to touch the thing that 
John was dealing with at that time. Civil rights. Everything that was going on. What was 
happening with his family? Moving to Long Island? All the different stuff he was dealing 
with. And then his inner demons or whatever he was dealing with personally.  
 
So I think you need to balance it out. If you’re going to totally embrace, you should 
embrace that musician. Get to know everything they’re doing. And then balance it. If 
you’re doing a lot of Michael Brecker, then maybe you should check out Frankie 
Trumbauer. Because Lester got something from Frankie Trumbauer. If you’re going to 
check out Kenny G, well, you should probably check out Sidney Bechet too. You should 
check out a lot of Joe Lovano on soprano as much as John Coltrane on soprano. And if 
you’re going to do that, well probably one of the best soprano sounds out there is 
Branford. You should transcribe Branford on soprano. There are some great recordings of 
Seamus on soprano. Have a balance of different styles. And there’s a lot of people that 
just transcribe fast stuff. Because they love it, oh my goodness there’s all these licks and 
it’s fast and it’s loud. It’s not going to help you in the long run. You got to have balance. 
If you’re going to be doing that, you should also be transcribing maybe some kind of 
ballad that really interests you. If it’s like, man these changes are wild, like maybe it 
could be a Kenny Kirkland tune, where it’s one of his beautiful ballads, and you’re like 
man I’m not really feeling this, and then transcribe a couple different people playing on 
that song. Like how Branford checks it out, and then maybe Kenny himself, what his 
right hand is doing. That kind of thing. And then you know, a medium tempo tune, 
absolutely. And then some kind of Latin thing, odd meter thing. Something in three. 
Maybe there’s something in like eleven that’s like a Dave Holland recording that you 
absolutely love the groove on and you like Chris Potter’s solo on it. Yeah, check it out. 
And then balance that with something else.  
 
So to me it’s about a lot of balancing. And when you really embrace that person, if you 
take time, say I’m going to take six months to really focus my transcriptions and my 
listening and everything on Sonny Stitt. Probably during those six months your inner ear 
is going to start playing like Sonny Stitt over songs, which is beautiful. And you can 
channel that. Some great people that I’ve heard channel that really blew my mind when I 
was young was Chris Speed. And I’ve heard plenty of people do this. I heard Bergonzi do 
it. He sounded exactly like Trane, Shorter, and Joe Henderson in the matter of two 
choruses. I couldn’t believe it. I was like gracious, that is verbatim this. I heard Chris 
Speed sound exactly like Coltrane and then he went right into this Lovano thing. So it 
gave me a picture of, I need to be able to, well Yusef Lateef was a big influence on me, 
so Yusef was like, “You need to have all your bags and you need to know what’s in each 
bag.” That’s kind of how he thought because he would have all these other instruments 
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and he’d have actual bags that he’d put instruments in. And it goes the same with how 
you think about all the different influences you have, to have these different bags. Ok, 
you took this lick and now you worked that in all keys. Cool. But you don’t like the entire 
lick so maybe you change the order of it, or instead of it going down, you go ascending. 
And he had a way of really thinking about it like that. So as far as getting out of it and 
moving on, I think you have to definitely do the embracing, and then take from that, and 
develop another voice.  
 
BS: So last question, have you observed any trends in the way transcription is 
approached by different musicians? Do you find a lot of people thinking the same way 
you do or is there someone who approaches it totally differently? 
 
TB: I’ve had students that are phenomenal players, and they don’t write anything down. I 
think it is that memory thing I was talking about. It really kind of depends on the person. 
Like if I said two phone numbers to you right now, would you remember both? Maybe. 
Maybe not, but you might though. It just depends on the individual. So I think it has to do 
with short term/long term memory. Some I’ve seen that they just lift, constantly lifting. 
And that’s great. But they definitely did their homework just as if they were going to sit 
down and transcribe it or just lift it, they listen and listen and listen and listen to it first, 
and then pick it up little by little and work through it. And then once they have it, they 
play along with it a bunch. I’ve seen people do that where they kind of mess up on parts 
though. People with perfect pitch usually don’t but some people will miss parts of it and 
be like, I don’t know about all of that. They might have missed some of the stuff. So if 
they actually went to the next step and wrote it out, they might have a different way of 
looking at it than just aurally. Aurally is where it’s at though. Like upfront it has to be 
aural because that’s what we’re doing, it’s sound.  
 
So let’s see, I’ve seen people do that. I’ve also seen people who the way they think of 
transcribing is, you don’t transcribe a whole solo. Why would you do that? A lot of those 
licks you already know. Just lift only the little bit that you need. I’ve seen that viewpoint 
a lot, especially amongst guys that have really put in a lot of time, put in their thousand 
hours and have really done a ton of transcribing on different instruments already. They 
might just be like oh I really want to just take that. I can mention some names, but I don’t 
think it’s really necessary. Some really great players that are well-known and they’ve 
mentioned that. And I’ve asked them this kind of a question like off to the side at a gig, 
“How are you transcribing that stuff?” “I just grab what I need and that’s it.” 
 
BS: So what’s the benefit in your opinion to doing the whole solo, especially with how 
much you do it, you’re going to know a bunch of it already?  
 
TB: I think the benefit of an entire solo, especially for someone that’s coming up, is to 
understand how to construct a complete solo, especially if it’s one that you absolutely 
love. I was taught this in that town, when I was a little kid and I was starting to play in 
the high school, they were like, “When you’re standing up, you got to think of the way 
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you’re shaping your solos.” I remember that guy telling us way young, “If you listen to 
this solo on this Basie album, listen to what he does when he goes out front.” And the 
trumpet player on this recording, he gets your attention, he plays all these fast, high notes. 
And then Basie probably looked over at him and was like, “What are you doing?” And 
then it immediately came down and he’s just playing soulful. And then in this killer way 
he just builds up the rest of the solo. So the shape of his solo is like this: wild, down, 
build it all the way until he handed it off to the next soloist. See what I’m saying? So 
shape of a solo is really big to me in thinking about it. You could take your solo and start 
here and even when you’re handing it off, you could still be in sixteenth note mode, and 
then just stop. It depends on how you want to shape your solo.  
 
So by transcribing a whole solo, it helps you see a personality of a solo. You might see 
the humor in their playing or how they’re interacting with the rhythm section. I loved 
transcribing the trades with drum solos. It was huge to me. Like Sonny Rollins, Live at 
the Village Vanguard. Did the whole solo, all the trades with the drummer. Do the whole 
thing. And then you can see the way he shaped it or how he’s interplaying with the 
rhythm section and doing different staccatos and things like that. That could really help 
as well. I did that with some Trane stuff, I did that with a lot of great artists. And it really 
helped me when I started trading at the end of solos. Because a lot of people just think of 
the solo and think of the shape of that, but what are you going to do when you’re trading? 
What are some examples of trading that really stand out to you? Because those could be 
just as important. Like hearing Kenny Garrett trade with all the different drummers he’s 
had in his bands over the years is just amazing. Hearing Branford trade with Tain? Golly 
you just have no idea what’s going to happen. It goes that direction with a lot of different 
players. Bergonzi. Garzone, especially if they’re playing free in their trading. So that kind 
of stuff has really helped me. The trades and also just that interplay. For me it really helps 
shape of solo, learning how to shape and craft a whole solo. Handing it off to another 
soloist, it could teach you that. Learning how also to do trades. And it can also really help 
with just your overall strength in your playing to do a full solo like that. If you’re playing 
a ton and you’ve got just strong chops anyway, that’s not going to help you at all, that’s a 
non-issue. But if you’re still kind of growing as a player and you’re getting stronger it 
will also help you when you go to perform. 
 
BS: That’s great. I don’t think I have anything else, is there anything you wanted to close 
on? Anything you think we didn’t get to that might be important? 
 
TB: I don’t know, just thinking about transcribing specifically, I think we’ve touched just 
about everything we could say. I think as you get older, it’s important to have a little bit 
of a plan of what you want to revisit and maybe something else that you want to continue 
checking out. I think that will help down the road. I’ve heard this quote from different 
musicians. They’d be like, someone’s killing when they’re in their twenties, thirties. Let’s 
see how they sound when they’re sixty, seventy. This is like Jimmy Heath kind of stuff. 
He’d be like, “He’s good. Let’s see where he’s at when he’s my age.” I mean, that’s like 
some rough street dog kind of stuff but that’s how it is. If you want to keep up on it, it’s 
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good to have kind of a plan of what you want to go back to, what you want to keep 
reviewing, keep checking out, and keep those records spinning so you’re listening. 
Having AirPods is awesome. Cordless is great, you can be cooking and listening, then 
you can go right in your car and keep listening to whatever it was, and you can be 
connected to Bluetooth. That stuff has helped me greatly and kept me inspired even 
during COVID when I can’t see all the live broadcasts because I’m dealing with family 
and stuff like that, but I can keep listening whenever I can. I keep staying inspired that 
way. So, I think what will help down the road is to have kind of a plan and jot it down in 
your notes on your phone of what you want to do, or just have some kind of workspace or 
on a notebook or something of what you’re going to be doing so you can keep track. I 
think that will help you down the road. 
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Allison Au 

BS: How do you define transcription? 
 
AA: I think in the general sense of the word, like if someone just says that to me in 
general, what comes to mind for me is the process of emulating something else. And in 
the context of music, quite literally it’s emulating another musician’s voice, whether that 
be on the saxophone, on the trumpet, whatever the instrument is. And as I have grown 
into a life of music, I’ve tried to broaden my horizons as to what I transcribe so it’s not 
exclusive to saxophone as a saxophone player. I really try to keep an open mind about 
what I transcribe, so I’ve transcribed trumpet solos and vocalists and different things. So I 
really think of it in the broad sense of the word like, just emulating something else, to try 
to copy it and immerse myself in that sound, whatever it may be. 
 
BS: Great, I agree with you, that’s how I think of it. The last person I interviewed, they 
kind of had a specific thing. They said, “Well I think of transcription as a written thing. 
Like if I’m writing it down, I’m transcribing.” He makes a distinction between 
transcribing and what he calls “lifting.” I don’t know if you ever hear that term tossed 
around? 
 
AA: I’ve heard lifting. Yeah, people say that around Toronto. So how did he distinguish 
between the two? 
 
BS: The lifting is just listening and playing it by ear and copying it immediately on your 
instrument without writing it down. 
 
AA: Yeah, to me it’s one and the same. I think in a music context, the written part 
doesn’t come to mind first. I think of the aural component of it. But yeah, quite literally, 
transcription is the writing down of the notes. But for me, I think the first thing that 
comes to mind is the emulation aspect of it, not specific to the writing component.  
 
BS: How important has transcription been to your musical development? 
 
AA: Very important, although I will acknowledge that I wasn’t introduced to the concept 
of transcription until my first year of college. So I came to the saxophone not late, but I 
don’t think I took it seriously until later. So I started like I think a lot of students do in 
Grade Seven, so I was twelve or thirteen. I did the typical middle school band and I really 
enjoyed the saxophone but in high school, music took a backburner in terms of priorities 
for me. I was more academic focused, and I wasn’t sure I was going to pursue a career in 
music by any means until much, much later. Even after college I didn’t know I was going 
to do music seriously. But I continued studying with a teacher privately in Toronto and 
we did a lot of classical etudes and I was more rooted in the classical theory. So 
transcription was a very new thing for me, it was introduced in first year for me in a 
college jazz program. So I would say I’ve come to it quite late. I was about eighteen 
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when I started transcribing. But now I think since I’ve taken music a lot more seriously 
and the art of improvisation, now I make it a part of my regular practice and try to have 
some element of transcribing maybe not every day, but as often as I can. And I think it 
helps me to engage with another language, and not totally different, obviously it’s still 
within the jazz realm, but like someone else’s personal language or vocabulary. And it 
spurs or encourages me to think of other ideas or ways to navigate through chords and 
harmony.  
 
BS: Cool yeah you touched on one of the follow-ups I had, how long had you been 
playing, so around eighteen you said, first year of college when you began. 
 
AA: When I was really introduced to transcription seriously, yeah. I maybe had heard the 
term before in passing in high school, but I never had an opportunity to actually 
transcribe. Well, I guess I could have played along with records, but it wasn’t something I 
did in high school. I don’t think anyone actually really shared that concept with me for 
me to gravitate to that on my own. So yeah, no one really hipped me to it until college. 
 
BS: Yeah, I started just about the same time. I did one transcription in my high school 
jazz band like sophomore year I think it was. It was an assignment, our band director 
made us do it. And that wasn’t that serious, it was “So What,” Miles’s solo. That was the 
first one. And then in college, teachers started assigning it. 
 
AA: I think your question actually makes me realize that I kind of wish someone had 
shown it to me before some of the other stuff. With hindsight, I might have found it more 
valuable to have embarked on that approach to learning rather than learning chord 
changes right off the bat. So I came at jazz from a very academic perspective before it 
became an ear-based thing which is really what most of the tradition is. So I kind of 
regret not having had that exposure. But that said, coming to it a bit later compared to 
some other students, now I see the deep value in it, which is undeniable. 
 
BS: Do you have an idea of how many solos you’ve transcribed, whether it’s a full thing 
or bits and pieces? 
 
AA: No I can’t say but probably not a lot to be honest. I don’t know, off the top of my 
head maybe twenty? And then there are probably more because you’re right, I would 
have taken like a bar or a four-bar section from something in passing. So probably more 
than that but yeah, I would say that just to be like a humble estimate. But yeah, not too 
many. When I do a transcription, I try to spend a lot of time with it. So it’s not a lot. 
 
BS: Yeah, and I think that’s probably valid because for me, it takes a long time, 
especially if it’s too hard. I was just transcribing something before this because that’s 
kind of a part of the paper too. It’s this Brad Mehldau solo and it’s just killing me.  
 
AA: You’re learning it on saxophone too? 
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BS: Trying to do it on saxophone, yeah. Some of it is fine, but then when he gets into 
some of the back and forth between the hands it gets hard. I’m not sure how I’m going to 
make my way through that. 
 
AA: Yeah, you got to find the way to adapt it for tenor. That’s tricky, but yeah that’s a 
great exercise in and of itself. It’s really good you’re doing that. 
 
BS: Yeah, we’ll see. I got off there. But yeah, because I feel like if you rush through 
them, maybe you just miss kind of the point of it almost or maybe you miss the phrasing 
or things like that. 
 
AA: Yeah, and don’t get me wrong, I have done transcriptions where I just had to get it 
down on paper for a class assignment. So I’ve done it a lot of different ways. I’ve done it 
where I’ve spent a long time with a solo upfront which I think is the most valuable, when 
you can really sing it and hear it before you even are at your instrument. But I’ve also 
come at it from the other very utilitarian perspective where I just had to get it done for a 
specific project in the moment and I just had to write it, so I didn’t immerse myself so 
much. But that said, there are still elements of the process of writing it out that can still be 
informative. It’s maybe not as immersive as the alternate approach to it, but I have still 
gotten something out of the expedited way of doing it, trying to just rush through it and 
get it done. But yeah, of course the benefits are not as much as the other way. 
 
BS: Is there a particular solo that had a big impact on you, like something that really 
stuck over the years? 
 
AA: Yeah, probably some Charlie Parker stuff. I found a recording, I don’t even know 
what the original issue of the recording is. A friend of mine had a ripped DVD, over ten 
years ago now, but it was all these old Charlie Parker recordings between, he must have 
been like twenty at the time. He passed in 1955. Yeah, I think it was 1940-1945 and this 
group of sessions. So there’s a version of him playing Cherokee with just guitar, actually 
there might be bass on it, but it might be hard to hear. It’s just like rhythm guitar. And 
just some of his older recordings. And that period of his playing really spoke to me and I 
went through a period where I transcribed a couple of those solos. And I think those have 
stuck with me because they’ve been incredibly informative, like playing through a 
specific set of chord changes like ii-V’s and navigating between certain cycles or I think 
there’s a solo he takes on “All the Things You Are,” so really common songs. And I just 
wanted to figure out what he was playing and some of those lines I have totally integrated 
into what I do now. So yeah, I think those solos in particular have really stuck with me. 
 
BS: I think you’ve already talked a bit about this, your emphasis on transcription, how 
has it changed throughout your career? Was there a period where you were more heavily 
into it? Or now that you’re more established these days, do you find yourself doing it less 
than maybe when you were in school or something like that? 
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AA: Oh that’s a good question. I don’t know, I think transcribing for me goes in phases. 
Like there’s certainly times where if there’s a tour coming up with my project or 
something I have to get done, it certainly goes on the backburner. But this quarantine for 
example, I would never typically have this amount of free time. But pre-quarantine, if I’d 
had a week or two weeks where there was nothing specific to work on, I’ll work on a 
transcription. So this time I actually have had a lot of time and I’ve done a lot of 
transcribing, which has been really nice to do. I would say over the years I’ve really 
oscillated. I mean, it’s always been at the back of my mind. I go through phases where I 
try to make it a priority amidst other things I have to practice. And then other times it’s 
not a priority at all. So there’s no one period where it’s super focused. Throughout the 
last ten or twelve years since graduating college, it’s kind of gone back and forth pretty 
consistently in my case. So there’s no time where it was totally out of my mind and no 
time where I was totally obsessed. It’s really been balanced. 
 
BS: Speaking to that, how does it relate compared to other things you can practice? That 
probably changes too, but is there something that’s more important or less important than 
transcribing? 
 
AA: I mean, speaking saxophone player to saxophone player, yes, sound. I practice 
sound every day quite religiously. So that usually takes up like half an hour guaranteed 
every time. So that is always top priority on my list of things to practice. But I would say 
yeah, transcription’s high up there. And I mean, just certain technique things that I think 
are simply maintenance things because of the physicality of having to play an instrument 
like the saxophone. But yeah, I mean transcription is right after that. And I know a lot of 
musicians would probably argue it’s even more important than technique because it’s like 
the all-encompassing thing to practice. So right after my sound, it’s either transcription or 
technique that’s usually the second thing that comes pretty close into the immediate 
things I practice every day. 
 
BS: Yeah, I find if I’m heavier into transcription, that kind of just informs technique. 
Like sometimes it will reveal something I can’t do. I was doing this Seamus Blake solo a 
while ago, and it has all this altissimo and my altissimo was not together at all back then. 
So it kind of forced me to address that.  
 
AA: Yeah absolutely. So I would say the days I have been practicing and I prioritize 
something else before transcription and don’t get to doing a transcription that day, I’d 
often regret I didn’t spend more time doing it. Because I do think that “Oh, if I’d just 
done this transcription, I probably would have addressed x, y, and z things that I wanted 
to check off my list anyway. So it just rotates. Sometimes I work on technique because 
there’s just something that is itching my mind, I have to figure out what that is. So things 
shuffle around in terms of priorities.  
 
BS: What guides your decision to transcribe a particular solo? 
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AA: I think it’s really subjective, but for me it’s what grabs my attention. What really 
speaks to me on an emotional level. It’s deeper than technique. I mean, there are a 
handful of solos where I simply just wanted to figure out what that person was playing. 
But ultimately, I think the driving factor is because it spoke to me. What compels you to 
figure anything out? Well, it’s like it really resonates with you on an emotional level. To 
use an example, some of the Charlie Parker solos I would say very personally, some of 
his later approaches to improvising like later in his life don’t resonate with me. There’s 
something about those recordings I heard between that period of 1940-1945 for whatever 
reason spoke to me. What I personally hear is a rawness and almost like an imperfection 
in his playing because he’s so young still, but clearly very virtuosic and ahead of his time. 
But you can hear he’s working things out and I think that vulnerability, I really connected 
with that in some way. And I don’t think he sounds like he’s playing like in a flawed 
way, it sounds perfect to me. But there’s something that’s different emotionally than his 
recordings from like the mid 50s before his death for example.  
 
So anyway, just as a concrete example. Yeah, there is a Seamus Blake solo on soprano he 
takes off of that album, I think the album’s called Bellweather. I’ve been trying to work 
on that, and I don’t play soprano very much, I’m predominantly an alto player, but I’ve 
tried to learn this soprano solo on soprano. Because there’s just something so gut 
wrenching, like in a good way, I don’t mean to sound negative. But it really, really speaks 
to me, I’m like, “Oh my god, I want to learn what that is.” Because it’s like the 
expression that’s coming from him is so strong. So that’s what I listen for in solos that I 
ultimately end up working out. I really need to connect with it because it’s hitting me on 
an emotional level first and then the technicalities, there might be a line that I really like, 
and I want to figure out anyway. But yeah, emotional connection. 
 
BS: I said the same thing. I’ve gone through all these questions and interviewed myself, 
so to speak, to see how I compare with everyone I’m interviewing, and I literally said the 
same thing. It has to connect on an emotional level, it has to. Almost like a catchy song, 
you know? Something that just sticks in your head. It has an almost sing-song quality to 
it. 
 
AA: Yeah absolutely. There’s got to be a melodic thing. And not to say that really 
technical players don’t have that. I think I would gravitate toward a quote-unquote more 
dense solo for that matter that might not strike someone else as melodic but because I 
would hear a melodic component to it as well. I think that would also attract me to a 
denser kind of solo, because I hear something in it that’s really striking to me in some 
way. 
 
BS: You talked about Charlie Parker, but in general, do you find yourself gravitating 
towards a time period? Do you focus more on older players or contemporaries? 
 
AA: No. I mean, Sonny Rollins is somebody else, I’ve worked on transcribing his solos 
onto alto. Oscar Peterson, um, I’m just trying to think of people I’ve transcribed in the 
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past. No, it’s not specific to time. Maceo Parker is somebody I’ve checked out. I don’t 
feel like I sound like him, but I spent time transcribing him. I guess he’s a little more on 
the contemporary end of the spectrum. Dick Oatts, Phil Woods. I don’t think I think of 
the era per se. It just has to strike me. And then whether or not they’re in a certain idiom 
or coming out of a certain tradition vocabulary-wise, that’s secondary to me. If it happens 
to hit on something that correlates with something else that I’m practicing in that 
moment, great, and if not, I don’t really care, it doesn’t matter. Because ultimately, I’m 
still getting that sound under my fingers at the end of the day. 
 
BS: You mentioned a few other instruments there. Transcribing instruments other than 
alto sax. Can you speak a bit to what that’s like? Like you said you transcribed Sonny. 
What’s it like trying to get a tenor solo onto the alto? 
 
AA: Yeah, it’s definitely challenging. But that’s the whole name of the game, right? Try 
to copy and do exactly all his phrasing and inflections and articulations and attacks. I just 
try to see it as no boundary. Of course, save for the fact that it’s going to feel different 
and clearly what I’m playing doesn’t feel like what he’s feeling in that moment 
technicality-wise. But aside from that, different key and all of that stuff, I just try to 
imagine it’s just him communicating or her, whoever it is I’m transcribing, to just figure 
out what it is and try to remove that mental barrier of it being a different instrument as 
much as I can. Certainly for something like piano there’s going to be things that I literally 
can’t do on the saxophone, but I try my best. Like I’m sure you’re figuring out with the 
Brad Mehldau solo for example, how do you make it sound as close to the piano or that 
articulation as possible. And that becomes fun, because you actually kind of either 
innovate a certain technique. Maybe you didn’t invent it, but you try to figure that out 
independently on your own. And you end up exploring things or figuring things out on 
your instrument that you wouldn’t have otherwise. So it becomes a fun challenge. And I 
just do my best, as best as I can. It’s not going to be perfect all the time, but it’s kind of 
like embracing that exploration process. So for different instruments, I just do my best to 
emulate as close as I can and try to make it match exactly to the best of my ability. And 
then that’s the process for me. I’ve achieved something if I’ve tried to do that.  
 
BS: So as you’ve progressed, have you approached transcribing differently? Or have 
your goals changed for when you decide to tackle a solo these days compared to when 
you first started doing it?  
 
AA: Yes and no. Maybe I try to be a bit more efficient in the process. I think maybe back 
in college of course it would have taken me longer. Or I would have spread out the 
process over a series of weeks. Now if I want to really get a solo under my fingers, I 
really try to meditate on it and integrate it regularly in my practice. So if I’m working a 
particular solo, I will spend every day religiously doing it for that period of time. So 
perhaps that differed. I don’t think I was as methodical before about it, being younger and 
really not knowing how to tackle things efficiently. And maybe I would say now I 
probably spend more time listening in a more meditative sense than I would have before. 
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So I really try to listen as attentively as I can before I try playing it. And again it depends 
on the scenario. There have been times in more recent years where I just had to learn a 
solo very quickly. I didn’t have as much time to listen to it, so I’ll acknowledge that. But 
if I really have time and it’s a solo that’s been on my list for a long time and really like a 
personal project, I will really immerse myself. So I guess it depends. But yeah, I would 
say the listening aspect, as we get older, we see more detail and nuance in things. So 
that’s probably been the biggest shift in the way I approach transcription now. Just really 
deeper listening than I would have before.  
 
BS: Great. Yeah, it’s pretty funny because like I said, I was answering all of my own 
questions and we have all the same answers.  
 
AA: Yeah. I mean maybe that’s a testament to the fact that it’s true for a lot of people. I 
think we all find the same conclusions in some way whether or not they articulate it 
differently.  
 
BS: It’s music at the end of the day, I guess. So can you talk a bit about your process 
when you transcribe? Like from step one to finished product. What does that look like for 
you? You got into it a bit there at the end, the meditative listening.  
 
AA: So I’ll probably spend a week listening to the solo on repeat. And what I personally 
do is I use an app, I can’t think of the name off the top of my head. But anyway, it’s a 
digital software. I will loop sections. I mean, initially for this week process I’m going to 
listen to the whole solo. And slowly I’m going to start singing lines that I can catch every 
day as much as I can. And probably after that week, I’ll pick up my saxophone and then I 
will take very small sections and go over that phrase, over and over and over again. So I 
do it in chunks. And as a digital file I notate or mark the sections of the piece. So I’ll 
mark where the end of the first A is, bridge, last A, and then I’ll do that so I can see clear 
marks on the digital file. Or if it’s on Transcribe for example, you can add markers. I do 
that and then just take it section by section. And then slowly thread sections together. So I 
might not work on more than eight bars in one practice session. And then progressively 
I’ll try to do, like if it’s a blues, I’ll try to get the chorus down after a couple of days. Can 
I just play the chorus straight through without stopping? And then I’ll add another eight 
bars into the next chorus. And then I’ll try to do two full choruses and then just stop and 
just see if I can get that without hesitation or racking my brain to try to figure out what 
the next part is. And then when I’m done, even when I’ve done the practice session, I’m 
still going to listen to it after, like maybe when I’m cooking dinner or whatever, doing a 
leisure activity, just to keep it going in my head so the process hasn’t ended after I leave 
my practice room. It’s still going through my ear, my headphones, and so on, playing on 
my phone and stuff. But I do try to isolate sections and just listen to that a lot in that 
process.  
 
BS: Where does writing it down come into play? Do you write them down or do you try 
to just do it all from memory? 
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AA: I do now. I would say probably more recently, in the last year, I’ve started a 
YouTube channel during the quarantine just because I was bored and wanted to do 
something. But I actually created a transcription channel where I record and video myself 
playing the solo, but I have the transcribed part on the screen at the same time, 
simultaneously. So in light of this project, I have been writing all the solos I’ve been 
doing recently. I’ve only posted four videos up to this point right now, but I have a 
project to do a lot more. So only recently I’ve started writing them but prior to that, I 
didn’t write anything down. To me, I’m a very, perhaps because of my background 
coming to jazz relatively late and coming from a more classical pedagogy, everything 
was so meticulously notated. And I think my experience pursuing a jazz program in 
college, I really realized I was very stuck and reliant on notated stuff. And part of my 
breaking through and really trying to immerse myself in the jazz idiom has been to get 
away from reading as much as I can and break those old habits that remind me of high 
school. Like, I did that for many years, I don’t want to do that anymore. Obviously, I 
value notation and everything but for this particular process for me, if I wasn’t doing this 
YouTube channel, I don’t want to write anything down anymore. It really has to be 
internal for me because that I think is the more valuable lesson for me personally. It’s 
really the internalizing component that I really think I reap the most benefits from. And 
again I acknowledge this specifically coming from my background, because I had so 
much training with the reading stuff, I really try to have a departure from that.  
 
But in light of sharing material with others, which is really the motivation behind this 
YouTube channel at the moment, I want to share with other students who want to learn 
solos specifically on alto saxophone. So the initiative with the project I’ve started was to 
provide different instruments’ solos specifically for alto saxophone players. And I am 
making a regiment of notating stuff now. So notating comes after I can sing the solo, to 
answer your question. I have to be able to play it, and then I notate it. So it’s quite late. 
 
BS: Makes sense. I’ll definitely have to check out that YouTube channel, it sounds great. 
 
AA: Yeah, it’s really coming together. Again, it’s still in the early stages, but yeah, just 
try to do something and also have an educational aspect. There are so many people on 
social media, and don’t get me wrong, I really appreciate and respect what they’re doing, 
but a lot of people just record themselves playing the solo, which is great. But I wanted to 
add the actual notated part so that anyone listening could also, like I want to encourage 
people, you can do it too. And if it helps you to get your foot in the door by reading it 
first, do that. You know, any way to just start the process of copying what that person is 
playing. So yeah, I wanted to create some educational aspect to it. 
 
BS: Yeah, I had a very similar experience, like a deprogramming almost, of relying 
overly on reading. Especially when I first started going to jam sessions or anything, and 
you’re like, oh yeah, there’s no music stands, it all has to be internalized. So yeah, I did 
the same thing. And I almost wonder if I overdid it, I think my reading’s gotten worse 
than when I was younger actually.  



261 
 

AA: You know what, I think that’s actually a good thing. I think we need to tip ourselves 
in the other direction because, I don’t know, just like the history of the music. I mean 
think of how many amazing musicians just couldn’t read, you know, back in the day. And 
I think we’ve really lost sight of that. I would acknowledge I’m guilty. I’m a product of 
the institutionalized jazz education system. And I’m grateful to it by all means because it 
really exposed me who just didn’t have as much exposure as some of my peers you 
know, who came to jazz earlier in high school or even before that. I didn’t have that. So 
for a lot of students out there, you know we come at the same thing in a different way and 
that also has to be accepted. Because if anything, jazz is like the all-embracing genre I 
find. Like it’s very welcoming and accepting of the voices of the individual musician. But 
I think if anything, we could all benefit from deprogramming and getting away from the 
European approach to how you’re supposed to learn music. Yeah, maybe the reading’s 
not great but I think you should kind of be proud of that and embrace, that’s what this is 
about. It’s not about reading. It’s about the spirit of the music. Just my two cents, but I 
digress. 
 
BS: No I’m glad you said that. That’s definitely partly the motivation for doing 
something like this dissertation. It’s kind of acknowledging that for a lot of people, 
something’s not there, and I think a lot of it does have to do with the process of actually 
learning how to transcribe and not reading it out of a book. So that being said, what are 
your thoughts on transcription books or PDFs that people post online? And learning how 
to do them that way. 
 
AA: Well it’s funny, because now I’m perpetuating that system by myself creating an 
outlet that produces readable charts for people who want to learn. I’m not against, like I 
said, if that is the reason why someone is able to start getting into the process, if that’s a 
stepping stone for someone who otherwise may not have been exposed to learning a solo 
and that’s the best way they know how to start, that’s the end goal for me. Personally, I 
don’t want to purchase books with the actual solo because I don’t see the point in it other 
than a sight-reading exercise. Which in and of itself is valuable too. So I mean I have the 
Charlie Parker Omnibook, actually that might be the only one I actually own. I have other 
fake books and stuff. Yeah, I can’t say I own any other transcription books per se. But 
again, encourage younger students if that’s the way to get in, and then through that 
process of starting to read things, you realize that oh actually if I reverse the process, and 
I start by listening and I myself can write it down later, the solo of my choosing, the 
benefits are ten-fold. It’s exponential. So I encourage it from both ways ultimately. But 
personally, I don’t buy those books.  
 
BS: Yeah. I have several of them or people have given me some, and I don’t think I have 
ever used them. I’ll maybe try like you said, sight-reading. I’ll kind of try to do that, but I 
get bored with sight-reading. That’s part of the deprogramming thing, I’d rather listen to 
it.  
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AA: Totally, and that’s because you specifically mentioned books. But I think that said, 
it’s still worth it to acknowledge the written aspect of it. Like if anything, if I would buy a 
book like that, it’s just to see that maybe it’s a book that I learned a solo and I wanted to 
buy the book just to see what it looked like. Because for harmonic analysis, if I really 
want to understand on a deeper level what’s going on, I do kind of want to see how it’s 
written, just so I can visualize the theoretical aspect. So the academic in me, if you will, it 
does help to have it reinforced, seeing it notated. But I think ultimately in terms of overall 
musicianship, I don’t really need to see it. I just need to really hear it, and really 
understand physically what it feels like. But if I’m coming at it as a teacher and I want to 
show my student, I’d want to have the notated part. Ok, we’re approaching the minor 
chord, you know, it’s an enclosure here, or like, this guy’s doing this thing, whatever. I 
want to be able to explain it methodically. But then I’d also encourage a student to just 
learn what it sounds like, and don’t worry about it too much. But here’s the explanation 
behind it. So that’s where I see the notation as very useful. 
 
BS: So I think you may have already said this, but I’ll ask again anyway. How long do 
you spend on a solo before you move on to something else? 
 
AA: That’s a really good question. I don’t think I’ve figured it out. But I would say on 
average probably about a month. And I know for a lot of people that’s not a very long 
time. I know Dave Liebman did a master class when I was in college and he was like, you 
got to sing the solo for three months, and then when you finally play it, you should be 
able to sing it left right and center, like really immerse yourself in that sound. So his 
process was something like a year for any one solo. And I wish I could do that. I feel like 
I don’t have time to do that, which is probably a really ignorant answer, but now I find 
about a month. And then if I feel like I can play it, and now in the context of this project 
I’m doing, once I record myself, I move on. If I can record myself doing it, it’s fine and 
then I go on to the next thing. And for me now too, as much as it is about immersion, it’s 
also about exposing myself to different voices now. I want to try to get the variety of 
different instruments, so that’s why I would say it’s a really subjective thing, it’s such a 
personal process. But for people learning who are new to transcription, spend as much 
time as you can until you can play it without making any mistakes in time with the 
original recording. I think if you can do that, you’ve successfully accomplished that. So I 
would stress that and for me that’s kind of like the definitive answer. And then after that I 
just want to immerse myself in another person’s vocabulary. So right now the priority for 
me is variety and I don’t dwell too long. As soon as I can play it, I go forward.  
 
BS: That’s really interesting. I’m getting a huge variety of numbers on this answer. Like 
the Liebman thing, that’s the extreme long end. I almost don’t know if I believe that, 
because then you’re only getting like a handful of solos in your whole playing career. A 
year seems kind of crazy to me.  
 
AA: Yeah, I could be misquoting him, but it was something along the lines of you really 
spend time with it.  
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BS: No, I've heard similar things like that too. But then the last person I interviewed, they 
were on the extreme short end. He was like, you should transcribe it in one sitting, with 
the whole thing written out. Then work with it for like a week and then move on to 
something else. Because he was all about the variety as well.  
 
AA: Yeah. Oh man that’s cool, that’s like a totally different thing. I think it just takes me 
longer, that’s probably what it is too. I just need more time.  
 
BS: It takes me longer too. 
 
AA: Yeah, again it’s so personal, but I think you’ll know, or most people know, when 
you go back to the original, can you play it? Can you play it at the original tempo without 
manipulating it? I acknowledge using a software program to go through sections and 
slow down parts so I can hear it. But past that point, if you can go back to the original 
tempo and you’re executing everything, that’s sufficient to me.  
 
Someone who’s also very interesting, I myself did not see her clinic, I heard secondhand, 
but Melissa Aldana, I’ve watched a few of her masterclasses on YouTube and I’m a big 
fan of hers. Apparently, she talks about picking one player and transcribing many of that 
person’s solos over three years. So I think she spent time, I think it was Sonny Rollins 
she transcribed prolifically for three years and then the next three years was Mark Turner, 
and then she spent three years transcribing Don Byas. But like many of that person’s 
solos. Which, I have been thinking about that a lot. And I think if I have more time, I 
would like to do that at some point. Immerse myself in one player but go through several 
of their solos or as many as I could get to in a certain time frame. 
 
BS: Yeah, that’s a really cool thing. Thinking to her specifically, I can hear all those 
influences in her and that must have a huge part to do with it.  
 
AA: Yeah, and she’s a great inspirational role model for me because she’s apparently, 
from what I’ve seen in her public speaking, very religious about transcription. So it’s 
been really inspiring for me to see her and her approach. Learn from that as well, 
someone who’s immersing in a person to get that vocabulary but not necessarily be 
specific. I mean she learns the solos for sure, no doubt, but she’s getting variety within 
that person’s language.  
 
BS: Yeah, over different forms and stuff too, different types of tunes.  
 
AA: Totally. And I’m sure, anyone, I’m sure if you did five solos of Mark Turner, you’d 
start to hear the things that he does, and you could really grab onto that. That’s something 
that I personally want to explore myself at some point but that’s a very cool idea I had 
never thought about before. 
 
BS: Do you ever return to solos that you’ve done previously? 
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AA: Yeah, I do. Not often, but there’s a few of them where I wanted to remember 
something, or I’m playing a tune that happened to be a song I transcribed like five years 
ago, and I’m trying to remember this line and I’ll go back to and try to figure out what 
that pattern was. And there are also solos that I kind of half completed but I didn’t finish, 
so I found myself actually during this quarantine going back and finishing them. So I 
reviewed and had to relearn the whole beginning, however many choruses I had up to that 
point, and actually completed them at this point. So yeah, I do go back. 
 
BS: Yeah, that makes me think, I have a lot of unfinished or kind of half started and 
abandoned, but I picked them for a reason. 
 
AA: Exactly, or even solos that I only took like eight bars from. I’ve found if I had time, 
I actually went back and wanted to learn the whole solo. It just depends, it depends on 
what you’re thinking about in the moment. 
 
BS: So how has transcription influenced your own style, your own kind of personal 
voice? What’s the relationship between copying somebody else, essentially, and having 
your own thing? 
 
AA: I don’t know. If I’m really being honest, I don’t know. When I’m learning a tune 
and I might be transcribing a solo on the same form or the same set of chord changes, I 
do find I start to interject some of the lines that I have learned. Whether or not they stick 
with me in the long run is hard to say. But I would say a Charlie Parker solo I learned 
over the form of “All the Things You Are,” there are ways he approached ii-V’s that I 
continue to think about. So that’s just one example. This Sonny Rollins lick that I learned 
that I just started hearing a lot more naturally than I would have if I hadn’t transcribed his 
solo. So there are elements of very technical things that people play that I have absorbed 
in some way. Whether or not anyone can be like, “That’s that line he played” because I 
may have phrased it differently, that’s where I’m like I’m not sure anymore. And when I 
look back or hear myself on recordings, I don’t know if I can pinpoint who that was 
inspired by. But it becomes this weird amalgamation of a lot of different voices. 
 
So the short answer is I don’t know but quite literally, through the process of learning a 
solo, that lick or that phrase might come up in a jam session when I’m playing the same 
tune or another tune, but it was the exact same chord progression I was learning in the 
transcription, I’ve tried to play that lick, whatever it is. So I think in the process I might 
actually regurgitate that thing. In the long run, it morphs inevitably. So I start changing 
the phrasing, I start changing how I imbue the note or that line, and then it takes on a life 
of its own. Increasingly so, I’m able to trace who told me what. But in the immediate 
process of me learning the transcription, like if I think back on the processes when I’m 
actually working on a transcription actively in that week, I am playing those licks. Quite 
frequently probably. 
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BS: Has anyone ever told you “You sound like X” or has a critic ever written something 
saying that? 
 
AA: Yeah, I think probably in passing. I can’t think of who I’d be compared to 
specifically, I’ve gotten a lot of different people. But I also think it may be more of a 
sound thing than the language per se. The times that I’ve read reviews of a performance 
or a recording I’ve done in passing, they’re more general comments. So maybe that’s 
why I can’t think of any specific person. But yeah, I think so, I just can’t think of who.  
 
BS: So after you’ve transcribed something, and you’ve mentioned some of this already, 
do you have any exercises or things you do with that solo to sort of incorporate it into 
your own playing? 
 
AA: Hmm, any exercises I do? 
 
BS: Or not even exercises, just using it in a different context or messing around with it, 
experimenting with it? 
 
AA: Well OK, I can’t say I’ve done this recently, but I think in the past, if there’s a line 
that I really like, I will write it out separately, after having notated it in the context of the 
solo, and analyze it, and take it through twelve keys. Which is probably a very common 
answer. But I have done that, trying to find lines that I really like, and figuring out if I can 
insert it in all these different ways. Or if it’s a ii-V for example and I think of it in a major 
context, or a minor thing, can I mutate it so it can fit different chord symbols and 
different chord qualities, if I change one note or two notes about it. So yeah, finding the 
versatility in a line that I really like, and how many ways I can change it to make it 
interesting or vary in some way that it might work in a different context. Or if it’s a very 
traditional vocabulary-sounding line, how can I make it sound like it works in a 
contemporary context? Or over an original composition of mine that doesn’t have 
traditional chord changes but maybe I can use that line in a different way. So yeah, I 
don’t have a specific thing that I do all the time, but if I have in the past, I’ve done 
something like that. 
 
BS: Did you ever go through a period, we talked about this with Melissa Aldana I guess, 
but have you ever approached it that way, like, “I want to sound like Charlie Parker or 
Dick Oatts” or something like that? 
 
AA: I mean I fantasize about that. I haven’t given myself the opportunity to really 
immerse myself in one person. I think I’ve kind of moved around too much, so that’s 
something that I think maybe on my journey I would still like to allocate time, to work on 
one person. Yeah, I mean, Sonny Rollins for me, I think he’s up there as someone I 
would really like to immerse myself in that language. And I’ve done a couple of his 
solos, but I’d like to do more and really, really get into it, kind of like her approach. Like 
immerse yourself in that voice and how much you can expand within that world. For 
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some reason I gravitate to a lot of tenor players, which is funny. And then I think on the 
flip side that makes me realize like oh I should really immerse myself in some alto-
specific language. I guess the short answer is I don’t know, it’s like the process is never-
ending. I guess that’s what makes it exciting too. It’s like oh yeah, I still have yet to do 
that, I’ve never done that, I want to do that. 
 
BS: I’m the same way. There’s so much to do for sure. It’s hard to pick, especially these 
days when you can literally listen to anything. Do you have any strategy for focusing? Or 
what helps guide you? 
 
AA: Yeah, I feel the same way. I feel overwhelmed. I do a lot of listening in the car like 
when I’m driving between teaching for example like pre-quarantine when I had to see 
students in-person. I’d put a lot of music on in the car. I find I’m on my phone and ready 
to queue up something and I don’t know who to put on. Like I know five people 
recommended records to check out and I can’t even think of one of them right now. 
That’s probably the downside of the tech age that we’re in. We have such an abundance 
of options at our fingertips that we don’t even know where to start.  
 
But I mean, the best thing I could say and what I try to do, and it’s something I have to 
work on, is just focus on less. Just pick one record that you’ve really wanted to listen to 
and if you like it, listen to it for a week. Or if you’re like me and you put it on when 
you’re in the car again, put it on every single time that you’re in the car. I have gone 
through that process unintentionally with a lot of records, like a Seamus Blake album 
comes to mind. I just wanted to hear it every day. I just didn’t get sick of it, you know? I 
feel that way about a lot of artists that I really like. Sometimes that happens really 
naturally and if it does, embrace that process. And if it doesn’t, cultivate that process. Just 
listen to one record for a while and then try something else afterwards. But I think you’re 
right, we lose focus often. And something too, like listen to the record from beginning to 
end, not on shuffle or starting midway through. Really try to listen to it as the conceptual 
piece of art that the musician had intended it to be listened to as. That’s something I try to 
do too, like start the record from the beginning. And then sit down in a quiet place or 
have uninterrupted time where you can just listen to it without stopping. 
 
BS: Have you observed any trends in the way transcription is approached by different 
musicians? 
 
AA: Probably not unlike anything we’ve talked about. I think it’s a similar thing like I’ve 
heard in other masterclasses. I mean with my students, I’m trying to encourage the 
process. I have a lot of younger students at the moment so it’s still for a lot of them not 
within reach at the moment. So I can speak more to me attending a masterclass as a 
student. I’ve just heard a lot of people talk about the singing process as instrumentalists, 
really internalizing the sound of that solo or improvisation away from where you have 
habits physically. Get away from that, really try to hear it internally before you try to 
express it yourself. So just that deep listening process, that seems to be a trend that I’ve 
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heard as an approach. That’s the most I could say though. I think after that, people have a 
lot of varying ways to practice it and tackle the playing aspect of it. 
 
BS: Yeah, I guess that makes sense. You have to have this stuff in your ears for it to 
make it in. 
 
AA: Yeah, that’s what I’ve heard and that’s what worked for me too to be honest but 
yeah that’s mostly what I’ve heard in the past. 
 
BS: That’s all of the questions that I had. Is there anything you wanted to close on or 
something that we didn’t get to that you think might be worth talking about? 
 
AA: No I think you covered it. I mean it’s certainly a big topic, but I think all of your 
questions are really good. And I’m sure what I’ve said is probably like you were saying, a 
lot of people have a similar thing aside from a few variances in the answers. Like the 
general thing I think is the same. I actually wish more teachers talked about it in college, 
like I think there should be more emphasis on it than there is right now. Certainly in my 
college experience, there was so much talk about the technical aspects and the theory. 
And I don’t negate the fact that that’s important, but I wish more teachers across the 
board, like in every class, always referred back to the transcription process. And I feel 
like it was only really talked about in ear training or in your private lesson. For me, I 
didn’t hear about it so much in the other classes as much. And maybe I’m 
misremembering but I think we could always stress that more and more. But that’s it, 
that’s all I wanted to add. 
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Dayna Stephens  

BS: How do you define transcription? 
 
DS: Well in the music world, traditionally transcription meant just actually writing down 
the exact notes and exact rhythm that someone played. But for me, it really depends on 
the purpose. If I really want to understand what the person played harmonically or 
rhythmically, it’s really just that. It depends on the purpose I say because if your purpose 
is to really capture the essence of that player, then it’s going to require more than just the 
notes and the rhythm. It’s going to be the dynamics, it’s going to be, depending on the 
instrument, the way they articulated those notes. The context of the notes obviously 
matters, if you’re just grabbing a snippet or taking the whole solo. So yeah, as a 
definition, that’s where I’m at. 
 
BS: How important has transcription been to your musical development? 
 
DS: It’s been important. I think it may not have been as big of a player in my personal 
development as many of my peers or many of any generation really. But you know, there 
were points where I learned a lot from really grabbing even just four bars of a master or 
someone that I was inspired to transcribe. 
 
BS: When did you first start? Do you remember how old you were the first time you 
transcribed or lifted something off a record? 
 
DS: Wow. Well if you count singing, I mean I was probably pretty, pretty young. Just 
singing songs like oldies, I was really into oldies before I got into jazz and before I 
started playing saxophone. Or soul music like Aretha Franklin, Patti LaBelle, and Luther 
Vandross, stuff like that. I would perhaps transcribe just through repetition, pick up some 
of the lyrics. But on the saxophone actually, honestly it was probably transcribed for me, 
like reading things out of the Omnibook as far as I can remember. But I did learn songs. 
Like I remember playing Mr. Magic a lot when I was young, the Grover Washington Jr. 
song. And I don’t think I would necessarily transcribe what he was playing, but I would 
try to capture the essence and I can tell which notes gave a certain feeling over like a D 
minor chord, which for saxophone was that whole song pretty much, D minor.  
 
So it was kind of coming in there but the Omnibook was what really got me into someone 
else’s playing note and for note and really understanding how they’re thinking about 
playing through changes. And then probably from there, I don’t remember transcribing in 
high school, I think it was just the Omnibook. But I may have at one point tried to 
transcribe a Brecker line. But I’m definitely never prone to transcribe a whole solo unless 
it’s for like a school assignment anyway. And I don’t know if it was because it was too 
much work, but one of my first teachers really stressed having your own voice. And he 
had told me his own experience of spending too much time trying to be another player 
and how much time he had to spend really kind of avoiding that player and really trying 
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to find his own identity. And that was probably junior year of high school. And that left a 
huge impression on me. So I think that has a lot to do with why I was reluctant to just 
transcribe a whole solo. Because I knew the goal was to play it my own way. 
 
BS: That’s really interesting. So you talked about school assignments. Do you remember 
any of what those solos were that you did for them? Was that at Berklee? 
 
DS: Yep, Berklee College of Music. The solo that comes to mind right away is Wayne 
Shorter’s solo on “E.S.P.” I remember doing that for a class. I did transcribe Miles 
Davis’s solo on “So What” as well. And I think I helped a friend do Miles’s solo on 
“Someday My Prince Will Come” because she was having some problems with it. You 
know Miles was great to transcribe actually, because there was just so much musicality in 
how and where he chooses to play and what he chooses to play. And I think the space in 
those transcriptions is as valuable as the actual notes in someone like him. I did transcribe 
a fair amount of McCoy Tyner’s solo on “Surrey with the Fringe on Top.” That wasn’t an 
assignment but the roommate I had at the time, we really were heavily into McCoy at that 
point and still am. And I remember we also transcribed a little bit of Kenny Baron’s solo 
on, I want to say it’s “Take the Coltrane” off of Wanton Spirit, this record he did with 
Charlie Haden and Roy Haynes. A trio record which is an incredible record. It was the 
first time I ever heard Charlie Haden actually, and it was pretty impressionable on me, to 
hear Charlie. 
 
So yeah, that’s really about it. I mean I didn’t really get assigned a lot in college. And 
other than that, it’s really just like a couple of bars here and there from something that 
just totally blew me away harmonically that I would like to steal and put in my 
vocabulary perhaps somehow. 
 
BS: So would you say college was kind of the peak of you doing transcribing? Is there 
anything you do now? How has it changed over the years? 
 
DS: Well first of all I should mention that in my definition I didn’t really talk about 
writing down. Transcribing to me can be either or. Those solos I mentioned earlier, the 
Kenny Barron solo, the McCoy Tyner solo, both Miles Davis solos, the Wayne Shorter, 
those are the only ones I’ve ever written down. Other than that, it’s just about hearing and 
figuring out, probably being so impressed by what they played, I’ll remember the idea, 
the harmonic idea. But I do that today as well. Every once in a while, I’ll hear a line that 
I’ll just stop and figure out what it was. And funny enough it’s often something very 
simple, but the way they grouped the notes is what made it interesting and where they 
placed it is what ends up being the fascinating thing. So the notes I’m almost never 
surprised by what’s happening harmonically, but the context and the how they play those 
notes is what motivates me to figure out what’s happening. 
 
BS: So if transcription isn’t the most important thing, what is more important for 
practicing and development for you? 
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DS: It really depends on the instrument, but just really fundamental harmonic knowledge. 
Scales in all keys full range of the instrument, whatever the instrument may be. Piano’s 
going to have a lot more notes than saxophone. Arpeggios full range. I mean this part 
could go on and on forever with the amount of scales there are, the Messiaen modes, 
learning how to play around and improvise with those. Tone, you know tone is the first 
thing people hear out of your voice, whether it’s your actual voice or you know, tone is 
applicable to piano as well. And everything in between, drums, all that kind of stuff. 
Rhythm, developing a good sense of time. Articulation. All the things that fit into the 
category of how to play I think are the things that I stress for my students to pay attention 
to. All those elements that make each player individual, unique, it’s often their 
articulation, their way of playing dynamics, where they sit on the beat, what kind of 
rhythms they’re prone to play whether it’s mostly eighth notes or sometimes triplets or 
quarter notes are thrown in there sometimes or a lot of space. I mean all these other 
elements of music that are even beyond just the technical. Those are the things I tend to 
focus on the most. 
 
BS: I guess some of that could translate to a transcription or to just listening to a solo. 
When you’re talking about taking a phrase, a couple of bars here and there, what 
specifically is drawing you to pick these sorts of things? For example, why that McCoy 
solo? 
 
DS: Well in that particular situation, he’s playing a lot of pentatonics and he’s stretching 
the harmony from what the tune is based on. But he’s not just picking random notes to 
play. So it was really just interesting to hear his blend of kind of playing bebop and 
pentatonic together in a very unique way and then coming to the realization that this guy 
was doing this with his non-dominant hand. He was a left-handed piano player on top of 
that, so it’s like wow, there’s something there. Like he’s had to really probably sit and 
work out to play this stuff so fluidly with his non-dominant hand. So that was that solo. 
 
I mean Wayne, I just love that tune and I’d played it and fallen on my face a few times 
and I wanted to see what Wayne did on it. And Miles, that was kind of an assignment for 
an ensemble that I had. Kenny Barron was a similar reason to McCoy, funny enough both 
of them from Philadelphia, he played something that was kind of out of the changes, but 
then it kind of linked back in in a really slick way. So it’s often when people are 
stretching harmonically that I get inspired to not necessarily take out my pen, but to take 
out the slow down machine and see if I can figure out those notes. Or the pause and 
reverse buttons. 
 
BS: Would you say the people whose stuff you like to examine, is there a particular time 
period you are more drawn to? 
 
DS: Not necessarily, there are great improvisers in every period, man. I mean I listen to 
Coleman Hawkins on “Body & Soul” and I’m still like Jesus Christ, that is so modern. 
Like, players today don’t play that way. To me it was so revolutionary, the way he played 
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on that tune. Yeah, I mean it’s all over the place. I mean I transcribed or figured out little 
pieces of Brad Mehldau, which is you know, these are two opposite ends of the spectrum 
here, and everything in between. Sometimes it’s just a real simple line you know, nothing 
that’s again harmonically groundbreaking but a singer may, the way like Sarah Vaughan 
sings “My Funny Valentine.” It had to have been the mid 50s or something like that. And 
the way she sings the last lyric “Day,” “Valentine’s Day.” I don’t know, it’s heaven. I 
can’t do that on a saxophone unfortunately, but I can kind of do my own little nuance, my 
own little way of trying to figure out what she does. 
 
BS: That kind of ties right into the next thing. You’ve mentioned a lot of instruments 
other than saxophone. Do you have any strategies for incorporating different instruments 
into your playing? 
 
DS: Not really. I mean as long as it’s a single line I can put into my register, if it’s not 
already in my register. And honestly it sometimes may not even be something that I 
would play, it might be something I would write to or something in a harmonic idea I 
would write off of. To me composing and improvising are kind of the same thing, minus 
the ability to go back and edit what you’re creating with composition. So the way Miles 
used space in his solo might be the way I write a melody, some of the harmonic twists 
and turns that McCoy did, I might write. Or has seen itself. There’s a tune I wrote in 
particular called “Common Occurrences” which is very pentatonic-y and also has a little 
bit of bebop-ish sounding stuff. So you know that concept has shown up in my 
compositions as well as my improvising.  
 
BS: Very cool. Yeah, I really enjoy your writing so it’s nice to hear that what you listen 
to and what you transcribe or lift enters into your playing. That’s an interesting idea to 
me. 
 
DS: Yeah, it’s all words. Whether you’re thinking of them or you wrote them down or 
say them, they’re all words. 
 
BS: Have you found yourself being drawn to different things over the course of your 
career? Did you gain a different appreciation for different artists or are you looking for 
something else when you’re trying to get into somebody’s sound? 
 
DS: I mean I’ve always loved jazz. I’ve heard someone say recently that the music 
someone listens to between fifteen and twenty-one ends up being like the stuff they kind 
of always go back to for the rest of their life. In that sense it’s the same. But I also really 
like electronic music and I’ve been checking out Daedelus a lot, I literally just bought a 
recent record of his. And I just love hearing how he’s evolved over almost twenty years 
now. I’m checking a lot of Sufjan Stevens who is someone else I got hipped to from some 
of my students a few years ago. And this is like electronic music in general. Also still in 
love with Schoenberg and Classical music. But that early 20th century period, late 
Romantic or Impressionist? I’m not sure of the labels, I just know composers. Like I’m 
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checking out Richard Strauss and some of those composers that really stretch things 
harmonically that basically turn off my analytical brain, because there’s no way I’m 
going to be able to figure out in my brain what’s happening. So I get a chance to sit back 
and enjoy. At some point you know, I will demystify it. Or maybe not, who knows. But I 
don’t have much opportunity to write for that instrumentation. A couple of times but not 
often. And I don’t know how well that type of music would transfer into improvisation. I 
shouldn’t limit myself with that thought, but I don’t know how worth it it is to go there 
without a community also going there with me, like a band or a few of us kind of forging 
that perhaps new twelve-tone improvisation. Therefore, I’m just a happy spectator in that 
world. I play EWI as well and I’ve been writing a lot for electronic things and in a way, 
simpler things harmonically but maybe a bit more expressive in terms of textures. It’s just 
a different thing. 
 
BS: Yeah, it kind of opens up a different world of, it’s not about reeds or your airstream 
as much. Now it’s what patch you’re using. I don’t know much about EWI but imagine 
it’s a totally different thing. 
 
DS: I spend a lot of time on sound design. I mean these little pedals back there; those are 
my reeds basically. It’s its own world. It’s easy to get lost in there and the time just kind 
of flies by like it’s doing nothing. 
 
BS: You talked a bit about this already but when you do transcribe or when you do lift 
things, what’s your process for it? What’s step one to the time you feel that you’ve really 
internalized it? What goes on in between? 
 
DS: Hmm, I’m pretty distractible (laughs). I mean I’m officially a gen-Xer or a Xennial 
as some people have been calling us. But I have definitely embraced the technological 
world of low attention span. Yeah, I mean it’s pretty immediate unless I have an 
immediate application for using it. Oftentimes I won’t even, well when I write something 
down, I never memorize whole solos, I just don’t. I mean I can sing them but to play 
them, even my own. Like this tune “Common Occurrences'' that I talked about earlier. 
That was basically an improvisation that I did over a reharm of “Inner Urge.” I just 
pieced it together from GarageBand, like “Oh this part sounded cool over this section.” 
And that was the melody. Then I have to go learn this tune and play it for a record. It was 
the hardest thing, you know, it was not easy. It was the stuff I improvised but you know, 
like I said unless I have an instant application for it, I tend to move on to many things that 
are most likely very pressing at the moment. That’s an embarrassing answer but it’s the 
truth. 
 
BS: Not embarrassing, it’s helpful because I’ve had someone say almost the exact 
opposite type of stuff. But I love his playing and I love your playing too, so there’s 
something there that is worth examining to me. 
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DS: Yeah exactly, there’s many ways of getting at the arrival point you are at this 
moment. I should say, well this is kind of tying back to what I said earlier, but I so don’t 
want to be mimicking or sounding like anyone else or stealing their identity. It almost 
feels as serious as plagiarism to me. I already feel like without transcribing my heroes, 
like other than his tunes I’ve never transcribed Joe Henderson, but I already sound 
enough like him because I overdosed on Joe Henderson at many points in my life. I’ll 
take a week or two every year and kind of just go back into it. A lot of those players are 
like that. I’ll take a week or two a year and kind of overdose on them and that’s enough 
for a year. I liken it to someone saying to all of his 5000 friends on Facebook or 
whatever, “I’m giving this speech on race this Sunday, I want everyone to tune in.” And 
then he proceeds to say the “I Have a Dream” speech in the exact same intonation, almost 
like a transcription of MLK exactly. It’s like what are you doing? Stop it! This is a 
disgrace to the original. So I’m so adverse to consciously doing that that I just tend to 
drop. And it’s always there, I can always come back and like I said, sneak it into a 
composition. If you put it into a different context, its purpose becomes invisible, or its 
source becomes invisible I should say. 
 
BS: You said something interesting, like with Joe Henderson, you’ll go back and take a 
week or two and overdose. What does that mean? Is that just really listening a lot, or do 
you try to lift some stuff? 
 
DS: No, well the lifting sometimes comes through osmosis. But no, overdosing means 
just like Joe Henderson is the only thing played for a week or two. Just going through all 
the records and maybe re-listening to them, the same records a couple times. Just getting 
all that inspiration that I had when I first listened to them, reliving those moments. And I 
think that the distance away, the time spent away, it’s like revisiting an old friend you 
haven’t seen in a year or whatever and reacquainting yourself with their style, their 
personality, their vibe, without words if they’re instrumentalists. So it’s a very personal 
thing. I think jazz started off as a much more communal um, community, if you will. But 
now it’s a much more individual experience. I felt that even when I was young, just 
walking around the place I lived in California where I grew up with headphones listening 
to Josh Redman and Ernie Watts. At that time I remember really listening to those cats in 
my little yellow and grey Walkman and everyone I’m walking by on the bus or wherever, 
they’re all oblivious to what’s happening. We’re not experiencing this together. So it’s a 
very personal experience when you’re really getting into someone’s playing. It’s a 
different experience when you’re listening to someone with someone else. I feel it’s a 
very completely different experience. You tend to listen to things through their ears. Like 
I may be listening to one of my records with someone else and I’m weirdly hearing things 
that I just wouldn’t have paid attention to before. And they don’t even have to say a 
word. But I’m feeling, just knowing them as a person...so anyway. ODing is just like 
really going hard and just immersing yourself in their music. Not necessarily, not playing 
at all. I learned so much from all of these players. I mean all of my biggest influences I 
went through heavy periods like that. Just listening. Kurt Rosenwinkel was like that, 
Brad, Coltrane, Wayne Shorter. Sonny Rollins was the first one honestly. Keith Jarrett, 
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Ralph Moore is a cat a lot of people don’t know. Charlie Hade, bass players, I also play 
upright bass. Guitar, I mean Sco, Pat Metheny. Chick Corea if I didn’t say that already. 
Herbie Hancock. Those are the folks. Chris Cheek. There’s many I’m missing. Seamus 
Blake. Anyway, I can keep going on, but these are the guys that I’ve overdosed on. Walt 
Weiskopf. And every once in a while, I go back and like I said I’ll spend a week or a very 
focused and intense time just saturating myself in their music. 
 
BS: It was interesting the point you brought up about it being more communal in the past 
vs. being hyper-individualistic, especially these days. I don’t know how much you’re able 
to get out, but I know for me personally I’m just cooped up at home and it’s all individual 
these days. 
 
DS: Yeah, in a way I think this is the peak of individualism. Or excuse me, one of the 
peaks, because this happens every eighty or ninety years in society. After the Second 
World War, the institutions were big and grand, they had the awakening, things started 
getting more individual. Gen X, we’re completely individualistic. The extent of 
technology has exacerbated that. This is all the same thing before the Civil War, all the 
same thing before the Revolutionary War. It just happens in cycles like that.  And here 
we are, we’re at the height of it right now. And I’ve been reading and checking out some 
conceptual stuff. To me, it all ties into music and how the scene is going to go. There’s 
this book by Neil Howe and William Strauss called The Fourth Turning, Generations is 
another book. The Thirteenth Generation, The Millennial Dilemma I think is one. But 
they’re all about demographers and historians and they talk about the cycles of societies. 
In especially Western civilization they’re quite predictable. They wrote these books in the 
nineties and the late eighties and they’re exactly speaking about what we’re going 
through right now. It’s freaking me out in a way. But anyway, the individual thing is a 
part of it. Which means after we get over this huge hump of crisis, the community is 
going to be a lot more communal again. You can already kind of feel it a little bit. 
 
BS: Have you ever used transcription books before or taken a look at them? 
 
DS: Well like the Omnibook. I have a few. I have a Coltrane transcription book from the 
same company, I have a Brecker book. I have a Chick Corea Now He Sings, Now He 
Sobs transcription book because that record is just groundbreaking to me. That maybe it 
but I feel like I’m missing something. Oh I have a Benny Green transcription book as 
well.  
 
BS: So what’s the use of those? Do you use them for anything? 
 
DS: Well the piano ones especially because I know changes, I can play chords and comp 
pretty decently. But when Chick is going through all these, well, pentatonics again, like 
the intro to “Now He Beats His Drum, Now He Stops,” this really long intro, but to see 
that and read along with it and actually just realize how much simpler it looks than it 
actually sounds, it helps it seem a bit more achievable. And I know the time it would take 
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me to transcribe it although if I did it, I would get better at it, I think. I do have a very 
strong ear. I tested pretty much all out of ear-training when I got to Berklee. I don’t have 
perfect pitch or anything. So I would be sharper, maybe it would be a tad bit faster, I 
don’t know. But just seeing how they’re thinking, just quickly, so I don’t have to actually 
do the work, is really helpful. The Omnibook was really important for that. I remember 
page 89, it’s called “Klaunstance,” in the Omnibook. Those first four bars were a lesson 
in itself. Just learning that in every key was a huge, that line, those four bars kind of 
taught me bebop. It just was a continuous line of eighth notes that happens to loop in a 
perfect way. 
 
BS: You’ve brought up Brad Mehldau a couple times. I’m transcribing a solo of his off 
of that record Alone Together, one of those crazy solos he takes. And it’s interesting 
when you say like seeing it laid out, it almost seems simpler than it is, that really 
resonated. It’s just notes on the page, but it’s so much more, the way he attacks, the 
energy behind it and all of what’s going on in real time. 
 
DS: Yeah, he’s a great one to transcribe. There’s a tune, it’s called “Ode” now, but it 
used to be called “Tune #19,” and there’s a live version on YouTube with a trio, and that 
solo, there’s parts of it that I’ve transcribed. And then you look at it like, “Ah shit, it’s 
really just that?” But just at the moment it happened and the dynamics and the intensity 
or maybe non-intensity even of what was played. The how, it ends up being the how that 
really I think is the grabber. 
 
BS: The how and not the what I guess. 
 
DS: Yeah. The what’s always cool and it’s understandable usually. I mean it’s 
analyzable. But actually, the time, usually you can get a very close approximation, but 
everyone has their own sense of time at the end of the day as well. That own sense of 
time can be the how as well. Yeah, Brad’s the man, man. I’m glad I don’t play piano.  
 
BS: Well you two sound great on Gratitude together. I was overdosing on that album, 
man. When you guys are going back and forth.  
 
DS: Oh yeah, the first track. I haven’t listened to that in a couple years, but that was a 
surreal experience I must say. Because I’ve been into that cat since I was a kid. He’s also 
on Peace by the way, that’s the record that came out before that. It was the same session. 
 
BS: Oh I didn’t know that. 
 
DS: Yeah, we intended to do one record in two days, and we just ended up doing two 
records in two days. 
 
BS: Oh wow, that’s pretty rare. I feel like the opposite usually happens. 
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DS: Yeah, that’s why we picked two days. But these cats devouring everything, I brought 
extras and didn’t think I was going to get to them and then boom. And the extras are 
pretty much Gratitude. And that’s actually my favorite but anyway. 
 
BS: So you talked about your early teacher impressing upon you to find your own voice 
and not sound like someone else. Did you ever notice a point when you were leaning 
more in that direction? 
 
DS: Yeah, there was a period like that with Brecker. Joe. Mark. I still feel like I’m in a 
Mark phase. And Wayne as well. Branford. People have been saying lately that they hear 
some Josh Redman in my playing. And I wouldn’t deny that. He’s definitely been a huge 
influence. He’s really one of the first players I ever got into when I got into jazz, into 
straight-ahead jazz I should say. I liked Grover Washington Jr. a lot before that. I still do 
obviously, that cat’s the most amazing. Sorry I totally lost the question. 
 
BS: You pretty much answered it. But yeah, were there periods where you found yourself 
sounding like other people. You answered that, so what do you do when you catch that, 
since it’s so important for you to have your own voice? 
 
DS: I stop listening to them. Simple as that, man. You know, there’s plenty of cats out 
there that sound, well everyone’s going to sound different than whoever that person is. I 
find really diversifying who I OD on hides all those players a bit more. To me, when I’m 
playing, like OK, this is a Mark moment. Or here’s a Trane moment. Here’s a Sonny 
Rollins moment. Those come up a lot. Joe Henderson. I’m feeling these players’ 
influences with everything that’s coming out of my horn. But to everyone else, they don’t 
hear that. They don’t hear those influences. They hear all those ingredients stirred up into 
one person as me. To me, I don’t feel that. And I heard actually Brad say that once. He 
said the only way he knew he was sounding original is when his friends told him he 
sounded unique. And I could say all I have to go by is someone else’s opinion at this 
point. And luckily, I don’t hear them saying a lot that he sounds like this or that. For me 
Wayne was also a huge one who I think of in my influence right now as well. And it 
really didn’t happen until I met him and studied with him at the Thelonious Monk 
Institute. And when I saw him and heard him live for the first time and then saw him in 
the process of writing, I didn’t need to transcribe a freaking note from this guy. It was 
just his presence and his dynamic aura was like all that was needed to really appreciate. 
And I remember the exact same thing happening to Walter. Because he wasn’t a Wayne 
fan. And I wasn’t either. I mean I didn’t not like him, but I think I was just too young to 
appreciate him for his really unique qualities. To my ear at that point it was like “Well 
it’s like Trane but he’s doing something slightly different I guess.” Oh man, he’s so not 
Trane. And I don’t even know how I kind of thought that listening back to those records 
that I thought sound like Trane. 
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BS: You mentioned the Omnibook thing, taking those four bars through all the keys. Are 
there other examples of things you do to mess around with or experiment with the stuff 
that you grab from records? Whether it’s just though listening or whether you write it out. 
 
DS: You’re saying are there other things I experiment with the transcriptions? 
 
BS: Yeah, or just a line that you take from a record. You already said doing it in all 
twelve keys. Are there other things you do consciously or otherwise? 
 
DS: Yeah, I think I might take those same notes and scramble them up, like rhythmically. 
Again, to hide the source where they come from. But yeah, there’s this line I got from 
Sonny, I don’t even know what record it’s off of. It’s like mid 50s-early 60s Sonny. 
Actually even Walter was starting to recognize I was playing it but whenever I play it 
now, I scramble it up to where it’s not really known that’s what I’m kind of referring to. 
And every once in a while, like if Walter’s around, I’ll humorously play it. But again 
that’s something that came from a very early age in my playing so it’s kind of one of 
those things that’s stuck in my muscle memory.  

The other way I would apply these transcriptions is doing something creative 
rhythmically with them. Or displacing them maybe by an eighth note, which would just 
throw everything off. Almost like playing backwards in some ways. I feel very reluctant 
to play any part of a transcription note for note. Oh, I should mention there was this 
Wallace Roney solo, I think it’s off of “Bouncing with Bud” off of Chick Coreas’s Chick 
Corea & Friends, it’s a tribute to Bud Powell. And Wallace is super interesting, rest in 
peace, he lived only about five minutes from here. But he played some really interesting 
things chromatically, but he would still always hit the changes. That’s actually someone I 
still want to go back into and honestly transcribe more because I find it very difficult to 
improvise with chromatics. And then there’s only two people I feel, well in a way, I think 
Wallace expanded on Miles’s playing in that way. Like Miles in the 60s I think had a lot 
of that chromatic stuff in his playing. But for modern day it was like Wallace and Chris 
Cheek is the other cat that I know who uses chromatics in a very unique, confident way, a 
musical way. But that’s it. Those are probably the things that are at the top of my list to 
really dive into.  

So it made me think of that. There’s this one line, his break on that tune (sings 
line). And that line was just like, what?! That’s like alien music but it worked perfect. So 
that line I have very much in my fingers because I just couldn’t believe that someone 
improvised that. So that one I mess around with and that may be not obvious as to where 
that kind of stuff comes from, but it’s straight from Wallace. Just from that one break. 
Just from that concept of how he weaved through and resolved to the third of the chord. 
I’m often thinking of that and often mess up, but I have technical abilities where I can 
make it sound intentional and then it takes me to another place. You know, the mistakes 
are always golden as Herbie said because you can always create new unexpected things 
that you would have never thought of otherwise. Anyway, I just want to make sure I got 
that in there too. The Wallace Roney thing was a huge moment. 
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BS: So do you observe anyone approaching transcription differently than you? Like are 
there people who stand out to you who maybe have a very contrasting way of thinking 
about than you do? 
 
DS: Hmm. Oh yeah, everyone. You know if you can, it might be interesting to talk to 
Elie Degibri. Do you know who that is?  
 
BS: I’ve heard of him but don’t really know much about him. 
 
DS: He’s an Israeli saxophone player, yeah, he still lives in Israel. He did live here for a 
while. He was in maybe the first or second Monk Institute class. Played with Al Foster, 
played with Herbie. And he’s a great saxophonist, man. And I knew from my freshman 
year at Berklee that this cat had a whole just, notepad of Sonny Stitt transcriptions. Oh, I 
did transcribe some Sonny Stitt when I was younger. Sonny Stitt Live at the Hi Hat. I 
completely forgot about that record. This was high school. That may have been the first 
thing I really transcribed. It was a baritone solo he did, baritone’s my favorite saxophone, 
people don’t always know that but, “They Can’t Take That Away from Me.” He started 
off on baritone but then finished the solo on alto which was funny.  
 
BS: I didn’t know that. I didn’t know he did baritone. 
 
DS: Yeah, it wasn’t a lot but on this record, and also Kaleidoscope, he plays bari and that 
might actually be the only two records. So there’s two volumes of Live at the Hi Hat that 
are hard to find. Actually they may be easier now, it’s been so many years. Quality’s 
rough, but you hear the band. It’s across the street from where Wally’s is today, was the 
location of that, in Boston. Again I’ve veered off from the question.  
 
BS: That’s cool, you were talking about Elie. 
 
DS: That’s right, he had a whole thing of Sonny Stitt transcriptions. But he doesn’t sound 
like Sonny Stitt to me. He’s got his own way, he’s got his own unique sound. And I’m 
amazed by that, because if I transcribed that much of anyone, I’d be dead in the water. I 
wouldn’t have a personality. I don’t think I would, I mean I don’t know. But that’s a 
tough one man, I don’t know. I mean, I think transcribing arrangements, like big band 
arrangements, that could be really interesting. Like using the voicings in your own unique 
way perhaps. Or taking a solo and arranging it for a soli, like a sax soli.  
 
BS: Yeah, I’ve heard people do that before. 
 
DS: Yeah, I remember playing a “Lazy Bird” arrangement that had some of Coltrane’s 
solo in it when I was in high school. But yeah man that’s a tough one. Why I find this 
conversation interesting is I don’t really talk about transcribing a lot. This would be 
something I’d like to ask you actually. With your interviews thus far, has anyone come 
up with some unique ways of using transcriptions?  
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BS: Yeah, you brought up something, I forgot to talk about this, when you were talking 
about, there's a moment I’ll be Coltrane and there’s a moment where it’s a Wayne thing. 
Someone talked about doing that deliberately, they called it channeling. And it’s funny, I 
was asking him in the context of how do you get your own thing out of transcriptions? 
And his answer was almost like I don’t, I just kind of mix and match different people. 
And it’s almost a very intentional thing. 
 
DS: That’s interesting. I would say the same except it’s just not intentional. It’s almost 
like I’m fighting it, personally. But hey man, you know. If Mario Andretti is driving a 
particular car, why not get that car? If it’s a race, that is. For me, I’m of the generation 
that individualism is kind of king. It’s not great for cohesion perhaps, in society, but it is 
where we are right now. But it’s funny. You have a group of folks probably that embrace 
that to the core and then those that don’t. Regardless, you kind of get similar results.  
 
BS: That’s interesting. Well you know to me, you’re a player who, and correct me if I’m 
off on this, but you compose a good amount, like you’re all about playing your original 
music.  
 
DS: For that reason. Yeah. 
 
BS: The person that I brought that up about, I don’t think he plays that many originals. I 
haven’t heard his stuff, it’s a lot more standards and playing all those hard bop tunes. The 
more obscure ones too, the deep cuts. Maybe it speaks to your goals or what you’re 
drawn to. 
 
DS: Totally. The composing part is intentional. Well I like it as well. I always use the 
example “Fried Bananas,” a Dexter Gordon song. And when I play that song, it’s kind of 
hard not to think of Dexter Gordon. But when I play a song of my own that no one’s 
played before, I am creating that version, the original version. You know I can pull off 
vaguely some influences from here and there, but I’m the interpreter. And you change it 
harmonically, it’s going to be OK, now you have to really navigate through your own 
stuff. I write tunes to challenge myself oftentimes. Well, it’s a cross between challenge 
myself and also writing what I want to hear. And often when I’m writing what I want to 
hear, it ends up being challenging. Sometimes it ends up being stupid easy, but often 
times, especially if I’m intending to write something that’s really unique and challenging 
rhythmically perhaps, you know I’m giving myself a workout. You know this record’s 
coming out tomorrow, Live at the Village Vanguard. Those tunes, well in the moment 
when we recorded that record, you know I had my charts up. I didn’t think it was a bad 
thing to do that. The livestream got cancelled for tomorrow and the next day 
unfortunately, but my intention was to memorize those tunes. And god damn, man. Just 
to feel as comfortable as if I was playing a blues, like for my tunes, it was taking some 
work. It was taking some serious time spending on each tune to memorize. Yeah, I wrote 
it in the moment, but after, when I’m not in the process of writing, I’m almost 
immediately forgetting what I’m writing. I know what it sounds like, but the actual notes 
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to put in your fingers. Yeah man, it’s not easy stuff. And it forces me, you know, this is 
not something that Dexter would play. So that’s the purpose. Again I have to go back, 
Dann Zinn was the teacher I’m talking about back when I was a kid who stressed the 
importance of embracing a unique way through this whole thing. 
 
Biography 
 

Dayna Stephens is globally recognized as a saxophonist, composer and arranger, 
and is the first place recipient of the 2019 DownBeat Critics Poll in the category Rising 
Star—Tenor Saxophone.  

His highly anticipated 10th album, Right Now! Live at the Village Vanguard, will 
be released on October 3, 2020 and features Aaron Parks, Ben Street, and Greg 
Hutchinson. Earlier this year he released his 9th album, Liberty, to critical acclaim. It is 
his first trio recording that features Ben Street and Eric Harland. Both 2020 albums were 
produced by Matt Pierson and released on Dayna’s own label, Contagious Music.  

NPR’s Kevin Whitehead had this to say about Liberty, “Dayna Stephens can cry 
and rip it up on tenor, but at heart, he’s a streamlined melodic player. His handsome 
down-the-middle tone is not too heavy or light, though he can lean either way. His sound 
is sleek, with very light vibrato. And the lines he improvises are uncluttered and well-
organized. His horn sings”.  J. Hunter of Nippertown says, “Stephens’ latest outing—
recorded at Rudy Van Gelder’s history-filled studio—delivers an elegant, 
uncompromising look at how less can definitely be more.”  In describing Liberty’s trio 
format Jay N. Miller from The Patriot Ledger applauds, “while the concept may seem 
esoteric, the triumph of Stephens’ latest work is how accessible and even intoxicating it 
is.”  

Playing with pureness of intention, Dayna admits he’s always searching to find 
what’s “singable.” That search often results in live improvisations and written 
compositions that challenge traditional concepts of harmony, pushing phrasing and 
sending beautiful and unintentional melodies in unlikely directions. Dayna’s soulful lines 
have resonated through the halls of such internationally renowned venues as the Village 
Vanguard, Blue Note Jazz Club, Dizzy’s Club Coca-Cola, Birdland, Yoshi’s, The Blue 
Whale, Marians Jazzroom in Switzerland, Blue Note Milano, Philharmonie de Paris, Le 
Duc des Lombards, Red Rocks and San Francisco Jazz Center.  

Rhythmic dialogue excites the Brooklyn-born, Bay Area-raised artist, as both an 
improviser and a written composer. His creative expression leads him to uncover 
different rhythmic interpretations of harmonic ideas as part of a spontaneous interchange 
with other players. These evolving interpretations help serve Dayna’s commitment to 
authenticity of the moment, whether he’s playing live or in the studio. And his rhythmic 
inquiry has earned him the attention and admiration of some of the music’s most beloved 
drummers—many of whom have collaborated with him on recordings, on the bandstand 
and on the road, including Al Foster, Idris Muhammad, Jeff “Tain” Watts, Billy Hart, 
Marcus Gilmore, Bill Stewart, Eric Harland, Johnathan Blake, Jaimeo Brown, Brian 
Blade, Victor Lewis, Lewis Nash, Jorge Rossy, Jeff Ballard and Justin Brown. 
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 Dayna has traveled and recorded with a cross section of such distinctive voices, 
including pianists Kenny Barron, Aaron Parks, Fred Hersch, Billy Childs, Geoffrey 
Keezer, Taylor Eigsti, Herbie Hancock, Muhal Richard Abrams, Brad Mehldau, and 
Gerald Clayton; trumpet players Roy Hargrove, Tom Harrell, Sean Jones, Terell Stafford, 
Philip Dizack, Ambrose Akinmusire, Michael Rodriguez, and Terence Blanchard; 
saxophone players Wayne Shorter, Walter Smith III, Mark Turner Jaleel Shaw, Ben 
Wendel, Chris Potter,  and John Ellis; bass players Ben Street, Rufus Reid, Kiyoshi 
Kitagawa, Joe Sanders, Linda Oh, Doug Weiss, Larry Grenadier and Harish Raghavan; 
vocalists Alicia Olatuja, Gretchen Parlato, Becca Stevens and Sachal Vasandani; and 
guitar players Julian Lage, Charles Altura, Mike Moreno, Lage Lund, Pete Bernstein and 
John Scofield, and Carlos Santana.  

To hear his music is to fall in love with whatever instrument Dayna uses to 
channel his ideas. Through a tendency toward experimenting with both tone and texture 
in a harmonic context, he embraces a range of instruments—and their varying degrees of 
warmth—including double bass. A master of tenor, alto, soprano and baritone 
saxophones, and Nyle Steiner’s EWI (electric wind instrument), Dayna’s openness and 
sensitivity as an artist have allowed him to stretch as a composer and arranger. Through 
the years, he has created and interpreted pieces for San Francisco’s Peninsula Symphony 
Orchestra, Berklee College of Music and the Oakland East Bay Symphony—for the latter 
of which he wrote a wide-screen arrangement of Dave Brubeck’s “The Duke” and his 
own piece “Haden’s Largo” (for Charlie Haden) that premiered at Oakland’s Paramount 
Theatre for its 2013 Celebration of the Music of Dave Brubeck Concert.  

A graduate of the Thelonious Monk Institute of Jazz, where he studied under 
artistic icons Terence Blanchard, Wayne Shorter and Herbie Hancock, Dayna began his 
formal studies with a full scholarship at Berklee College of Music in Boston. He 
currently teaches at Manhattan School of Music and William Paterson University in 
Wayne New Jersey.  As an undergraduate, he was diagnosed with the rare kidney disease 
focal segmental glomerulosclerosis (FSGS) which resulted in a six year course of dialysis 
that began in 2009, grounding him in the New York area and preventing him from 
touring internationally until he received a kidney transplant in October 2015 from a 
donation chain facilitated by his aunt. Aside from his own projects Dayna’s label 
Contagious Music released “Yekum”, by pianist/composer Eden Ladin’s which was his 
debut recording released in 2018. 
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Appendix C: Inspiring Solos to Transcribe Document 

The following list of solos was compiled in September of 2020 as part of the process for 

selecting solos to transcribe for the case study. It contains those solos plus many others 

that represent some of the recordings that have left the biggest impact on me. The original 

document has been edited to organize the soloists alphabetically by first name within 

their respective instruments.  

Trumpet 
 
Chet Baker: “There Will Never Be Another You” from In Concert with Lee Konitz (India 
Navigation, 1982) 
 
Clifford Brown: “Daahoud” and “Jordu” from Clifford Brown and Max Roach (EmArcy, 
1954) 
 
Dizzy Gillespie: “Dizzy Atmosphere” from radio broadcast “Jubilee” (December 29, 
1945) 
 
Lee Morgan: “Moanin’” from Moanin’ by Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers (Blue 
Note, 1959); “Moment’s Notice” from Blue Train by John Coltrane (Blue Note, 1958) 
 
Wynton Marsalis: “Green Chimneys” from Live at the House of Tribes (Blue Note, 2005) 
 
Saxophone 
 
Ben Webster: “Cottontail” from Duke Ellington and His Famous Orchestra by Duke 
Ellington (RCA, 1940) 
 
Benny Golson: “Moanin” from Moanin' by with Art Blakey and the Jazz Messengers 
(Blue Note, 1959) 
 
Bob Mintzer: “Giant Steps” from Twin Tenors (Novus, 1994) 
 
Booker Ervin: “Better Get Hit in Yo Soul” from Mingus Ah Um by Charles Mingus 
(Columbia, 1959) 
 
Branford Marsalis: “Cheek to Cheek” from Contemporary Jazz (Sony Music, 2000) 
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Cannonball Adderley: “Autumn Leaves” from Somethin’ Else (Blue Note, 1958); “Del 
Sasser” from Them Dirty Blues (Riverside, 1960) 
 
Casey Benjamin: “Cherish the Day” from Black Radio by Robert Glasper Experiment 
(Blue Note, 2012) 
Charlie Parker: “Embraceable You” from Original Charlie Parker Quintet (Dial, 1947); 
“KoKo” from Charlie Parker Reboppers (Savoy, 1945); “Parker’s Mood” from Charlie 
Parker All Stars (Savoy, 1948) 
 
Chris Potter: “Sandu” from live performance at Dazzle, Denver, CO (2015) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HBtTqARURDs&ab_channel=KevinBeaver 
 
Coleman Hawkins: “Body & Soul” from Coleman Hawkins and His Orchestra (RCA 
Bluebird, 1939) 
 
Dexter Gordon: “Cheesecake” from Go (Blue Note, 1962) 
 
Donny McCaslin: “Love What is Mortal” from Fast Future (Greenleaf Music, 2015) 
 
Gary Thomas: “You Don’t Know What Love Is” from Till We Have Faces (JMT, 1992) 
 
George Garzone: “I Love You” from live performance by Aaron Parks Duo at Mezzrow, 
NY (2015) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Qh2NJpbGyE&ab_channel=CHI-
LINLU%E5%91%82%E8%BC%AA%E8%83%8E 
 
Gerry Mulligan: “Festive Minor” from What Is There to Say? (Columbia, 1959) 
 
Joe Henderson: “A Shade of Jade” from Mode for Joe (Blue Note, 1966) 
 
Joe Lovano: “Bye Bye Blackbird” from live performance at unknown location, NYC 
with Chris Potter (2011) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cu7Znu36_vA&ab_channel=AlexTerrier 
 
“My Little Brown Book” from On This Day...Live at the Village Vanguard (Blue Note, 
2003) 
 
Joel Frahm: “Love for Sale” from live performance at Small’s, NYC with Cyrille Aimee 
(2010) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8htJVyavMvo&ab_channel=CyrilleAim%C3%A9e 
 
John Coltrane: “Good Bait” from Soultrane (Prestige, 1958); “Impressions” from 
Impressions (Impulse! 1963);  “Lush Life” from Lush Life (Prestige, 1961) 
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Johnny Griffin: “Blues Five Spot” from Misterioso by Thelonious Monk (Riverside, 
1958) 
Johnny Hodges: “Rockabye River” from Duke Ellington and His Famous Orchestra by 
Duke Ellington (1946) 
 
Joshua Redman: “East of the Sun” (and West of the Moon) from Back East (Nonesuch, 
2007) 
 
Kenny Garrett: “Night and Day” from Triology (Warner Records, 1995) 
 
Lee Konitz: “There Will Never Be Another You” and “Just Friends” from In Concert 
with Chet Baker (India Navigation, 1982) 
 
Lester Young: “Ad Lib Blues” and “I Can’t Get Started” from Lester Young with the 
Oscar Peterson Trio (Verve, 1954) 
 
Mark Turner: “Chords” from The Remedy- Live at the Village Vanguard (Wommusic, 
2008) 
 
Michael Brecker: “Arc of the Pendulum” from Time Is of the Essence (Verve, 1999) 
 
Seamus Blake: “The Jupiter Line” from Live in Italy (Jazz Eyes, 2008) 
 
Sonny Rollins: “St. Thomas” from Saxophone Colossus (Prestige, 1956) 
 
Soweto Kinch: “Neverending” from The New Emancipation (Soweto Kinch Recordings, 
2010) 
 
Warne Marsh: “Marshmallow” from Intuition by Lennie Tristano (Blue Note, 1996) 
 
Trombone 
 
Eliot Mason: “Aphelion” from Live at the 55 Bar by Janek Gwizdala (Janekbass.com, 
2008) 
 
Guitar 
 
Gilad Hekselman: “Straight No Chaser” from live performance at unknown location 
(2012) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbiyjjVBypo&ab_channel=LiveJazzNow 
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Piano 
 
Aaron Goldberg: “Cyclic Episode” from Casually Introducing by Walter Smith III (Fresh 
Sound, 2005) 
 
Aaron Parks: “I’ll Be Seeing You” from Dear Someone by Anders Christensen (Stunt 
Records, 2009) 
Art Tatum: “Tiger Rag” (1932) 
 
Bill Evans: “Autumn Leaves” from Portrait in Jazz (Riverside, 1960); “For Heaven’s 
Sake” from Trio 64 (Verve, 1964) 
 
Brad Mehldau: “What Is This Thing Called Love?” from Alone Together with Lee Konitz 
and Charlie Haden (Blue Note, 1997) 
 
Herbie Hancock: “Witch Hunt” from Speak No Evil by Wayne Shorter (Blue Note, 1966) 
 
Keith Jarrett: “In Your Own Sweet Way” from live performance at Open Theater East, 
Tokyo (1993) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3Z7LFUObXA&ab_channel=barkofink 
 
Lennie Tristano: “Line Up” from Lennie Tristano (Atlantic, 1956) 
 
McCoy Tyner: “Blues on the Corner” from The Real McCoy (Blue Note, 1967) 
 
Oscar Peterson: “West Coast Blues” from Bursting Out with the All-Star Big Band! 
(Verve, 1962) 
 
Drums 
 
Elvin Jones: “All of Me” from Motion by Lee Konitz (Verve, 1961) 
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Appendix D: Transcriptions of Solos and Solo Excerpts 

All solos and excerpts were transcribed me. Each solo is shown in Concert Bb to reflect 

their adaptation to tenor and soprano saxophones. They are listed in order of the time of 

transcription. 
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Appendix E: Complete List of Musical Artists Referenced 

The following is a list containing every musical artist referenced throughout this 

dissertation, whether by the interview participants, within cited sources, or myself. They 

are presented alphabetically by last name. In the interest of concision, individuals whose 

written works were referenced as a part of this research that are also musical artists 

themselves have been omitted. They can be found in Appendix F, References. 

Aebersold, Jamey 
Aldana, Melissa 
Armstrong, Louis 
Barron, Kenny 
Basie, William James “Count” 
Bergonzi, Jerry 
Blake, Seamus 
Bechet, Sidney 
Berg, Bob 
Brecker, Michael 
Brown, Clifford 
Burton, Gary 
Byas, Don 
Chambers, Paul 
Cheek, Chris 
Coleman, Ornette 
Coltrane, John 
Corea, Chick 
D’Angelo, Andrew 
D’Rivera, Paquito 
Daedelus 
Davis, Miles 
Degibri, Elie 
Drew, Kenny 
Evans, Bill 
Foster, Al 
Franklin, Aretha 
Garrett, Kenny 
Garrison, Matt 
Garzone, George 
Getz, Stan 
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