Soloing Over a Minor Diatonic Progression

When grading students’ performances at the Atlanta Institute of Music, I get to hear a wide range of improvising styles. Generally, there are a few characteristics that many students have in common which prevent their improvised solos from being as interesting as they might desire. Usually half of the guitarists will play basic blues licks in one position. Some of these will work just fine, while others are somewhat awkward since this particular progression is not a blues progression with dominant 7 chords. Other guitarists will take the corresponding diatonic scale, in this case D Aeolian (or natural minor), and blindly run around the scale, inadvertently landing on some appropriate chord tones now and then. The problem that arises is a solo that lacks interesting material with no levels, dynamics, or interaction with the chord progression. Also, with these two approaches, there is a lack of clarity in what is being played where the listener isn’t really able to “latch on” to what they hear and discern one lick or motif from another.


This particular solo is one that I improvised on a quick take and then transcribed and analyzed. While not perfect by any means, I think that there are some very good ideas and concepts which can be utilized in your own improvised solos. When trying to come up with concepts for licks, it is important to remember that we learn scales in order to identify positions and choices of notes. In and of themselves, they are not solo material. So forget simply running the appropriate scale up and down.


The first measure of this solo contains an articulated bend, and only an articulated bend. The 4th degree of the D minor scale is bent up a whole step to the 5th (the A note) which is a chord tone of the Dm7. In situations where other guitarists are playing, this type of approach can give you a unique voice from other guitarists who take off like a rocket out of the starting gates, blazing through a bunch of notes at the beginning of their solo. By executing a very controlled, in tune, articulated bend, you automatically set yourself apart, rather than getting lost in a competitive shred-fest. The end of the measure has the same bend with an artificial harmonic for effect. 


In the second measure, the solo continues in 5th position. While sometimes it is very tasteful to connect positions with licks that travel in between, this isn’t always necessary. In this case, the same bend is played on another string, connecting the positions with a musical idea rather than a physical movement. It also uses a scale fragment out of D Aeolian. Scale fragments. That’s where it’s at.

In the third measure, there is a legato slide technique. All of those notes were available in the 5th position, but it sounds more dramatic when you slide to it. The C and A on the 3rd string are targeted because they are the 1 and flat 3rd of the Am7 chord. To get back up to the 10th position, I didn’t need some crazy three-note per string run. Instead, I just grabbed two chord tones of Am7: C and E on the 2nd and 3rd strings and slid them up. At the end of the slide, I played a stereotypical D blues lick, but then threw in a slide and cool bend where the string is bent up a whole step from the root (D) of the chord to the 9th (E) and then bent another half step to the flat 3rd (F). Following that in the 6th measure is a nice descending D Blues Scale sequence.

As the chord progression moves to Gm7, you can see one of the most dramatic bending techniques.  Start on the root (G) an octave down, slide up one octave on the same string and, without picking again, bend the note up a whole step to the 9th (A). While the note is still bent, fret the same string with your 4th finger to get the flat 3rd (Bb).


This solo is half of a 24 bar form. When soloing over a form longer than 12 bars, it is very important to contour your solo to keep the level of excitement. You don’t want your audience to be thinking, “oh great, I guess he’s not done yet.” Rather, you want material towards the end of the first 12 bars which makes the audience want more. I think measures 9-12 of this particular solo do just that. Measures 9 and 10 feature a tremolo picking technique. The notes come from playing the D minor scale on two different strings. Basically, find the D minor scale on the high E string and also on the 3rd (G) string. Then, play the notes together with an interval of a 6th (D-Bb, E-C, F-D, etc.). The last lick in this solo is something which could sound robotic and inappropriate if it wasn’t used for the purpose of climatic material.  It starts out as a D power chord arpeggio (A, D, A), then walks down on the top string. Finally, there is a very short chromatic walk-up in the last beat of the measure to create some tension. While I didn’t record the second half of the solo, you can hear that there is an opportunity to really take off since the level of tension is built up by that point.


All of these ideas should be fairly simple to adapt to your own playing and add to your bag of tricks. Good luck. 

