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Supporting the Vocalist 
 
This article is for those who have occasion to improvise on tunes where there’s a vocalist. As a 
trumpet player, I’ve found this to be an intriguing experience. A few tips are in order here. 

The Balance 
I discovered that there is a fine balance to supporting a singer through improvisation. The vocalist is 
usually the “star of the show,” so you don’t want to upstage him or her. You need to find that zone 
where it sounds like you’re part of the same fabric in the tune. Sometimes you play at the same time, 
sometimes you fill in the blanks, and sometimes you trade solo ideas. 

Providing a Background 

•  Keep the density of your ideas low. Long notes that are well-harmonized are usually 
effective.  

•  Learn to “sneak in and out” so the singer feels you are there but isn’t distracted by your 
entrances. Try small, definite motifs at first, well-separated by rests. 

•  Keep the pitch range and intensity fairly low as well – don’t overshadow the singer. 

•  Learn to “un-match” the singer’s held notes; harmonize above or below, but don’t hang 
onto the same note. If that happens, gracefully move to a harmony note if possible. 

 

Filling in the Blanks 
Providing fills can be challenging from the timing standpoint, but with practice you can help generate 
a great sense of teamwork.  

•  Develop good phrase timing in the tune melody. You should be able to sense when the 
singer needs instrumental fills.  

•  Keep the solo fills somewhat conservative.  

•  Concentrate on great SHAPE, well-defined rhythms, and melodic color to make your fills 
interesting. 

 

Trading Solo Ideas 

•  Make your fills more supportive by developing small ideas you hear from the vocalist. This can 
grow into a great musical conversation.  

•  When the music feels like it should get more intense, help the singer. You can shift into 
background mode with higher-pitched long notes or riffs. 

 

When you come back to the tune melody, go back to the “background” ideas above. When you end, 
let the vocalist take the lead on the last note(s). Be ready to play a brief fill at the end to finish things 
off, but generally you should avoid launching into a cadenza. 

 


	About AOI
	Books
	Introduction
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3
	Level 4
	Level 5
	Vocal AOI

	Help
	AOI Help
	FAQ
	Glossary
	Quick Tips
	Review of Basics
	Visual Jazz Online

	Home
	Index
	More
	Arpeggio Studies
	BRIJJ Solos
	Demo Solos
	Insights
	3 Ilities
	1000 Degrees
	20-20 Hindsight
	Ala Mode
	Anchor Points
	AOI and Ear Training
	Art of Conversation
	Art of Copying
	"Art" of Improvisation
	Being Articulate
	Born Swinging
	Chart Overload
	Chicken or Egg
	Clean Up Your Act
	Contour Maps
	Developing with Effects
	Development Shifts
	Displacement Tricks
	Eyes, Ears & Fingers
	Jazz Sentences
	Keepin Up with Changes
	Left and Right
	Magic Markers
	Melodic/Rhythmic Color
	Numbers Game
	On the Record
	Original Dilemma
	Puns and Pivots
	Rhythm Banquet
	SHAPE, Sound, Technique
	Skills for 7 Elements
	Solo FIlls
	Static
	Surprise
	Tunes by Ear
	Warming Up the Mind
	Wrapping it Up

	Misc
	Art of the Artists
	Deft-initions
	Expressions


	Play
	300 Standards
	About
	Bb Book
	C Book
	Eb Book
	Practice Pages
	Book
	About SRCP
	SRCP - C
	SRCP - Bb
	SRCP - Eb

	Read Me
	Tutorials
	1A: Virtual Practice 
	1B: Chords & Scales
	1C: Melodic Color
	1D: Rhythmic Variety
	1E: Flexible Scale Levels 
	1F: Using Expression
	1G: Developing w/ Motifs
	1J: Chords, Keys, Prog
	2A: More Scales
	2B: Melodic Shapes
	2C: Swing Rhythms
	2D: Three and Four
	2E: Embellishments
	2F: Melodic Development
	2H: Tunes & Forms
	2K: Preparing Concert Material
	3A: More Melodic Color
	3B: Melodic Connections
	3E: Melodic Patterns
	3F: More About Patterns
	3H: Rhythmic Development
	3K: Dominant Alterations
	3L: Learning Standard Tunes
	4A: Soundscapes
	4B: Double-Time & Half-Time
	4D: More Development
	4F: Chord Substitutions
	4G: ii-V-I Variations
	4J: Group Interaction
	5A: Outside, Part 1
	5B: Outside, Part 2
	5C: Rhythmic Freedom, Part 1
	5D: Rhythmic Freedom, Part 2
	5E: Rhythmic Pulses
	5H: The Matrix




