
Distinguishing Tones
by Eric T. Johnson

When improvising a solo one must think ahead.  Direction and forward 
momentum should always be paramount.  Music is a fluid, real-time entity, and 
“gravitates” forward in time,  as an apple gravitates towards the ground.  

Improvising Jazz musicians should be able to create this forward flow by 
manipulating melody, harmony, and rhythm.  

A soloist should be able to create an effective solo with or without accompaniment.  
The existence of harmonic or/and rhythmic accompaniment should inform the 
soloist’s decision process regarding note choice, especially target notes. 

When approaching a harmonic change, whether a new chord or alteration of the 
current chord, the target note is the note chosen as a the representative of that 
chord.  This note can be the root, as it often is for a bass player.  It can be  the third, 
fifth or seventh, as it often is with a traditional bebop line.  It can also be an upper 
extension of the chord, or a “tension”, which enters the realm of colorization of the 
harmony.  

The distinguishing tone  (DT) is the target note that best represents the harmonic 
change that is occurring.  Thus it is as determined as much by the current chord as it 
is by the new chord.  Unlike “guide tones”, DTs can be upper extension notes,  as 
long as they strongly reflect the difference between a chord and it’s preceeding chord.  
There may be multiple DTs.  If so the improviser can choose which one to use as a 
target note based on the natural direction of the line or a judgement as to the 
amount of tension desired.  For example, if the fifth and ninth of the new chord are 
foreign to the old chord and are determined to be DTs, then one may choose to 
move to the ninth, since the fifth often doesn’t say much about the quality of the 
chord, and in any case is often played by the accompanist.

DTs are a big part - a key -  to expressing a lot with a little.  They are about getting to 
the essence of harmony.  They are as essential for the chordal accompanist as for the 
soloist, for they focus one’s attention on the hierarchical importance of the notes of 
a chord, allowing one to efficiently maximize expression.

The following two pages demonstrate DTs on a fairly standard Bb blues.  
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It should be noted that the lydian dominant chords are not a "standard" feature of

a jazz blues.  They do, however, provide more harmonic variety and choices for

distinguishing tones.  Thelonious Monk, among countless others, employs these

harmonies.

i am not providing the actual chord changes because it is important to think in terms

of chord scales, not just chords.  to determine distinguishing tones it is necessary

to consider all the available notes of a given harmony, not just the lower structure

of the chord.
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