More tips for Jammers 

(excerpts from the upcoming Edition II of the Jamming 101 Coursebook)
Blasting off: using intros
There are one hundred and one ways to “intro” (begin) a song, even in the folk and bluegrass field alone. To keep things from getting overwhelming, we will focus on instrumental intros here (as opposed to someone counting off verbally). The purposes of an instrumental intro are first to sound more sophisticated than hollering “one-ee-and-a-two-ee-and-a” (although Lawrence Welk made that sound pretty smooth), and secondly to insure that everyone starts at same time!

At a basic level, one can simply hit the key note (or strum) 4 times which mimics the count to 4. Folk musicians, being ever drawn to raising the stakes, have developed various rhythmic twists on this 4 beat count. The most popular is the omnipresent “potatoes”, where this rhythmic twist somewhat resembles saying “one tater two tater three tater four taters”, and off we go. Musically this be written thus: [image: image1.png]btrorror it




Also called a “shuffle”, this is commonly played by the fiddlers with a long-bow, followed by two short-bows. 

Now there are two catches to this that must be paid attention to: the first I like to call “the right ‘taters for the right soup”. If the player is not careful the tempo of these tater’s can be too fast or slow for the tempo of the song, thereby asking for a train wreck.                        The antidote to this is to take a moment before launching and hear the song in your head.       I recommend even tapping the foot and hearing a verse in your mind, then matching the taters to your foot tap. 

The other common trap is musicians not factoring in the pickup notes to a song, and spending the rest of the melody a ½ measure off (which is quite disturbing). Pickup notes are the built in “mini-intro’ that many songs have, that are seen to the left of the double bar line at the beginning. They are not considered to be part of the “counted” song, and the rest of the jam should start their accompaniment after these notes have passed. 
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In the above example the triplet is the pick up, and the C note following begins the tune. 

So, the player instituting the taters must put that triplet in during the last of those tubers, or so that it replaces that tater. Technically, it would come in at the 2nd ½ of the last tater, so that the underlying 4 beats are not changed. Now, there seems to be different schools of thought on how one should vary there taters for different time signatures, such as waltzes (3/4 time) or jigs (6/8 time). The conventional way is to play 3 beats prior to a waltz, and 6 beats prior to a jig. But, the Jamming 101’ers, never having been overly attached to convention, have discovered that you can place 4 beats in front of any time signature, and as long as everyone is aware of this. You can play a 4 beat tater right into a 7/8 Bulgarian dance; we’ve done it!

Musical jump-rope: the art of the fill
In music there is never an end to the subtly and variations. There is never just black and white, just endless shades of every color. 

Think of it this way: there’s a lot in between slow and fast, right? You bet. How about loud and soft? Although we all know players (chuckle) who seem to favor one of those extremes of volume, yet there is an infinite variety of volume for the player who pays attention.

And it doesn’t end with volume and tempo, although those are rather important. One of the more fascinating subtleties in a jam is the craft of ornamenting a song with instrumental phrases. This is more commonly known as lead playing or playing fills.    Yes, there two are directly related. Both involve filling up space with notes, whether that space is an entire verse, or one measure between a singers gasps…

We will discuss the “longer variety” under the “understanding the solo” section below, focusing now on the art of the fill. The first thing you must know is that filling is only appropriate in certain forms of music, and when overdone tends to create the dreaded “grateful dead wanna-be” sound, where the poor melody is being trampled on! For example, in highly melodic forms of music like the fiddle tune or the Irish jam, there is already plenty of notes to go around and not room for one more. So the adept player will focus on playing an accurate melody or a polite accompaniment in these instances.

With slower songs, mostly vocal numbers, we have a safe place to use fills. So, the first step is to understand the “what” and the “where”. 

The “what” means what exactly are you playing to fill the space. Although many seem happy to noodle around with whatever notes they can get away with, the better approach is to learn actual “fill licks” that match the chord your on. (to get you started, we some example fill-licks for free download at www.jamming101.com, on the instruction page). It is possible (after much earnest work) to improvise your own fills, in which case you will use the scale of the chord being played to fill over that passage. So, in summary, learn your 2 measure licks in G, C and D, and start jamming!

Now, the “where” is often the more tricky part, as now charge into the musical sand box with our new toy and attempt to use it correctly. First, don’t pick songs that are barn-burners (too fast, as in those caffeinated bluegrass jams we’ve all encountered), and secondly, choose songs where it seems there are decent sized pauses between the vocal lines. An example of a good song would be a medium tempo “Bury me beneath the Willow”, where after the singer completes the first line (“thinking of the one I love…”) and the chord moves to the V (in G, this would be D). You then have about two measures to play your fills. Jump in and have fun, just remember to get back out when the singers starts up again! After all, the point here is to ornament, not injure!
Understanding the “Lead”
Playing a Lead on your instrument during a jam is more than just making notes until your turn is done (although that can be fun sometimes). To be a tasty and appreciated soloist it is important to understand that there are several ways that instruments can represent a song. 

Regardless of what instrument you play, there are only four ways to approach taking a Lead: “pure” melody, variations on the melody, instrumental stylization, and “pure improvisation”.

Playing the pure melody is the first way most of us start out, and this is a healthy discipline (even for more advanced players!). Here we are pretty much doing what a vocalist would do, “singing” the song on our instrument.

Then, as we become more confident, we start messing around a bit with the tune, and before we know it, we are creating variations on the melody! This often happens with such innocuous experiments as playing different octaves, adding harmony notes, tinkering with the timing, etc. These are the baby-steps to improvisation

After that, there are various ways to instrumentally embellish your melody,  but they all revolve around the instrument you play and that instruments particular style of playing. The beauty (and occasional frustration) of this is that no two instruments dress up a melody the same way, and in many cases even tow of the same instrument may differ. 

For example a “Scruggs Style” bluegrass banjo picker will embellish a melody very different than an “Old Timey” frailing banjoist. Or a fingerstyle guitarist’s approach to a tune is night and day from a flatpickers. 

Eventually (or when we’ve had one too many) we are not happy unless we can taste the freedom of total improvisation. This means we abandon our attachment tot the melody, and use our imaginations to play whatever we feel sounds good over the cords. Now, in the name of good taste, this should always be undertaken with respect to the Jamily Tree (The Jamming 101 system of categorizing the various styles of music found in jams. See www.jamming101.com, instruction, charts). Before one can give themselves the liberty of pure improvisation, it goes with saying that sufficient time must be spent acquiring the ability to do so! This means having a “tool box” of scales, arpeggios, licks and tricks that can be pulled out at a moments notice.

There are also three different approaches that a group can take to allowing instruments to takes Leads. These are: The Solo Lead (just one person in the spotlight). The Sectional Lead (a particular group of players playing lead together. Usually the same instrument, or section of a jam), and the Group Lead (where everyone wails away together, messy and fun. A good example of this done well would be Dixieland jazz).

The good Jam Leader will suggest the form that best serves the jam. In a beginner jam where no one will stick their neck out for a solo lead, the goup lead can be a safe way to get people improvising. Or in large jams where there simply isn’t time to have everyone take a turn, grouping similar instruments together as sections can save the day. 

As long as lead players are careful, attentive and tasteful, this can take a jam to a whole new level. Happy pickin!

(to be continued…check back soon!)

