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Lesson 1.
One of the biggest questions that aspinng jazz pianists ask me is, "“What do I do with my
left hand™ Once you get a sense of what's posable for the left hand, you can then decide
which technique to use on each tune you play. A lot of this will depend on your own
approach to each song and also on the style of the muscians you're playing with as well
a5 the particular playing situation you're in,
To give you a good sense of this, ['ve arranged the great jazz classic "Oh, Lady Be Good”
uszing the 5 most popular left hand styles in jazz piano. Leam each one thoroughly and
analyze how the particular technique relates to the underlying chords. Then choose the
one of two techniques you like best and use them on your favorite jazz standards.
Lesson 1 shows a "stride piano” technique typical of early jazz and the swing era of the
19305 and early 40s. The right hand is reminiscent of Count Basies great 1936 recording
of the e, Have fun'
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Jazz piano left hand techniques complete are essential for any aspiring jazz pianist. The left
hand plays a crucial role in establishing the harmonic foundation of a piece, providing rhythm, and
complementing the right hand's melodic lines. In this article, we will explore various techniques that
can elevate your jazz piano playing, particularly focusing on how to utilize your left hand effectively.
We will discuss chord voicings, walking bass lines, rhythmic patterns, and more. Let’s dive into the
world of jazz piano and discover how to enhance your left-hand skills!

Understanding the Role of the Left Hand in Jazz Piano

In jazz, the left hand typically takes on a supportive role, but it is not limited to merely playing
chords. It is responsible for creating a rich harmonic backdrop and often incorporates rhythmic



elements that drive the music forward. Understanding how to utilize your left hand effectively can
significantly enhance your overall performance.

The Importance of Chord Voicings

Chord voicings are one of the primary techniques used by jazz pianists to create a fuller sound and
enrich the harmonic texture. Here are some key points to consider:

* Root Position: This is the most basic voicing, where the root of the chord is the lowest note.
While it’s important, it can sound too simple in a jazz context.

 Inversions: Using chord inversions allows for smoother transitions between chords and can
create more interesting sounds. Experiment with different inversions to see how they affect
the overall feel of a piece.

e Extended Chords: Jazz often employs 7th, 9th, 11th, and 13th chords. Adding these tones can
significantly enrich your sound and provide more harmonic options.

¢ Cluster Voicings: These are often used for tension and can add a unique color to your
playing. They involve playing notes that are close together, creating a dissonant effect that
resolves beautifully.

Walking Bass Lines

Walking bass lines are a staple in jazz piano playing. They create a sense of movement and drive that
complements the harmonic structure of a piece. Here are some techniques to develop your walking
bass lines:

e Root Movement: Start by playing the root of each chord in the left hand. As you gain
confidence, incorporate the 5th and 3rd to create fuller lines.

e Chromatic Approaches: Use chromatic notes to approach the roots of chords. This adds a
sense of tension and resolution to your lines.

e Arpeggios: Incorporate arpeggiated patterns into your bass lines. This adds variety and keeps
the listener engaged.

e Rhythmic Variation: Experiment with different rhythmic patterns within your bass lines.
Syncopation can create a more interesting and dynamic feel.



Rhythmic Patterns for the Left Hand

Using rhythmic patterns effectively is essential in jazz piano. The left hand can create a solid groove
that allows the right hand to explore melodies and improvisations. Here are some rhythmic patterns
to consider:

Common Left-Hand Rhythms

e Two-Feel: This involves playing the root of the chord on beats 1 and 3, providing a simple yet
effective foundation.

e Four-Feel: Here, the left hand plays on all four beats, creating a more driving rhythm that is
often used in uptempo pieces.

e Syncopated Patterns: Introduce off-beat accents to create a more complex and engaging
rhythmic texture.

e Swing Feel: Jazz often incorporates a swing rhythm, where the first note of a pair is played
longer than the second. This can add a playful element to your playing.

Creating Comping Patterns

Comping, or accompanying, is a crucial skill for jazz pianists. Here are some techniques to develop
your comping patterns:

e Chord Stabs: Play short, sharp chords on the off-beats to create a sense of punctuated
rhythm.

e Ostinato Patterns: Create a repeating pattern that can serve as a foundation for
improvisation. This can be particularly effective in creating a groove.

e Call and Response: Mimic a melody or phrase played by the right hand in your left hand,
creating a dialogue between the two.

e Rhythmic Displacement: Shift your chords slightly off the beat to create a sense of tension
and surprise.



Advanced Left-Hand Techniques

As you become more comfortable with the foundational techniques, you can explore advanced left-
hand techniques that add depth to your playing.

Use of Tensions and Altered Chords

Incorporating tensions and altered chords can add complexity and interest to your left-hand playing.
Here’s how to do it:

¢ Adding Extensions: Include 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths in your chord voicings. This not only
enriches the harmony but also adds color to your sound.

e Altered Dominants: Play altered dominant chords (e.g., b9, 9, b5, 5) to create tension that
resolves into the tonic chord.

Polyrhythms

Polyrhythms involve playing two or more contrasting rhythms simultaneously. This technique can
add a unique flavor to your jazz piano playing. Here’s how to practice:

e Start Simple: Begin with a simple left-hand pattern while playing a contrasting rhythm in
your right hand.

¢ Increase Complexity: Gradually increase the complexity of the rhythms as you become more
comfortable.

Practice Strategies for Left-Hand Techniques

Developing your left-hand techniques requires consistent practice and focus. Here are some
strategies to make the most of your practice sessions:

 Isolate Techniques: Spend dedicated time focusing on one technique at a time, such as
walking bass lines or comping patterns.

e Slow Practice: Start at a slow tempo to ensure precision and accuracy before increasing your
speed.



¢ Record Yourself: Listening to recordings of your playing can help you identify areas for
improvement and track your progress.

e Play with Others: Collaborating with other musicians can provide valuable experience and
help you apply your left-hand techniques in real-time.

Conclusion

Mastering jazz piano left hand techniques complete is a journey that requires dedication and
practice. By focusing on chord voicings, walking bass lines, rhythmic patterns, and advanced
techniques, you can significantly enhance your playing. Remember to practice consistently and
explore different styles and approaches. The left hand is not just an accompaniment; it is a vital
component of jazz piano that can elevate your performance to new heights. Happy playing!

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some essential left hand techniques for jazz piano?

Essential left hand techniques for jazz piano include walking bass lines, comping (chordal
accompaniment), and playing rootless voicings to provide harmonic support while maintaining a
fluid rhythm.

How can I improve my left hand independence while playing
jazz piano?

To improve left hand independence, practice playing scales and chords with the left hand while
improvising melodies with the right hand. Additionally, use exercises that focus on playing
syncopated rhythms in the left hand.

What is the role of the left hand in jazz piano improvisation?

In jazz piano improvisation, the left hand typically provides harmonic structure and rhythmic
foundation, allowing the right hand to explore melodies and improvisation. It can create a rhythmic
groove or a walking bass line.

Can you explain the concept of rootless voicings for the left
hand?

Rootless voicings are chord voicings that omit the root note, allowing the left hand to play more
complex harmonic structures. This technique creates a more open sound and frees up the right hand
for improvisation.



What are some common left hand patterns in jazz piano?

Common left hand patterns in jazz piano include the walking bass line, which moves stepwise or in
fifths, and comping patterns that alternate between chords and rhythmic accents to support the
melody.

How do I practice left hand techniques effectively?

To practice left hand techniques effectively, break down exercises into manageable sections, use a
metronome to maintain tempo, and gradually increase complexity. Focus on consistency and
musicality in your playing.

What are some exercises to develop left hand strength and
dexterity?

Exercises such as playing scales in octaves, arpeggios, and finger independence drills can help
develop left hand strength and dexterity. Incorporating these into your daily practice routine will
yield the best results.

How does the left hand contribute to the overall sound in a
jazz ensemble?

In a jazz ensemble, the left hand of the pianist often provides the harmonic foundation and rhythmic
pulse, complementing the bass player's role and enhancing the overall texture of the group, thus
creating a cohesive sound.
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Unlock the secrets of jazz piano left hand techniques with our complete guide. Enhance your skills
and elevate your playing. Learn more today!
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