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The Contour Map 
 
When I was young (before there was electricity or even Pop-Tarts) I liked to look at contour maps of 
wilderness and mountain ranges. You know – those maps with the weird squiggly circles that showed 
what was up and what was down. 

Ups and Downs 
As you learn about musical contours, you learn to avoid the deadly “sine wave” of up-and-down 
predictability. But there is another key to developing interesting contours, and that is the ability to 
find new directions (or directions that don’t occur to you right away). Rather than wishing or hoping 
for new directions, you can actually find them in your practice with a few simple tips. 

Plotting and Altering Contours 
By plotting the contours of your improvised melodies after you play them, you can see where your 
“paths of least resistance” – where you are most likely to go with a melody. Although you can record 
yourself and listen to the playback, it’s not necessary to do that in order to plot your melodies. 
Instead, you can hum and finger a short improvisation and use that as a way to find new paths.  

Here are the steps to follow: 

1. Choose a chord, key, or easy standard tune. For more informal practice, limit yourself to just 
one chord. For more extended practice, use a progression in the MidiJam folder or a tune 
from 300 Standards. 

2. Hum and finger a short (one- or two-bar) improvised melody that comes easily to mind. 

3. Repeat the melody so you can clearly see the contour of the melody, including specific places 
where you decided to change directions or use skips. This becomes the “plotted” contour.  

4. Try the melody again and make different choices with the contour directions and skips. 

5. Think about the new melody you just played vs. the original one. Are there barriers or ruts 
you are falling into? Are the new choices harder to execute? What specific things do you 
need to practice to make the new directions come more easily? 

6. For more practice, repeat the above steps with a new improvised melody. 

Over time, you can quickly internalize this practice method to help you see new directions in your 
playing. And you can use it when you listen to recordings of other players – just visualize alternate 
choices in their melodies and see where they would take you.  

 


	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




