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Exploring the 8-Bar Blues
By Jason Kokoszka

Can you feel the power of the blues? Since the 12-bar blues form is so prevalent in 
various blues-related styles of music, I thought it would be fun and informative to 
discuss one of the many variations on the 8-bar blues form in this issue of Licks and 
Tricks. Check out the current Theory Corner for a look at other common blues forms.

Please note that the chord symbols given for each bar re�ect the overall basic harmonic 
structure (when the examples for guitar, keyboard and bass are taken into account). Try 
these ideas out with your friends; complimentary parts for guitar, keyboard, bass and 
drums are included below. Dig in, and enjoy!

Guitar 
Let�s have some fun with an 8-bar blues in G. We want to swing the eighth notes through-
out this entire example. Also be sure to watch out for those triplets at the end of each bar.

The quick I–IV–aV–V progression in bar 8 is used in many turnarounds. The guitar and 
keyboard parts share melodic and harmonic duties in this example. Try playing these 
phrases in other songs you know. You can even transpose them to different keys to help 
get these licks into your ear.



Keyboard
In this blues, the left hand plays chords, while the right hand alternately plays licks and 
�lls out the chords. Notice that the root note is not always the lowest note in each chord, 
which helps make our chord changes as smooth as possible and prevents us from stepping 
on the bass player�s toes. Transpose this gem to other keys and be sure to try it on the 
bandstand!





Bass
This bassline really de�nes the rhythmic and harmonic movement of this blues. We�re 
playing plenty of root notes and other chords tones, giving the other parts a rock-solid 
foundation. The basic riff in this example is used in many blues tunes, and it can easily 
be altered for a different sound. Keep it swingin� and try this line out the next time you�re 
rockin� the local roadhouse!



Drums
Here we have a great bluesy pattern, with a slight variation starting in bar 5. The ride bell 
and the ride cymbal are very prevalent here. There are also �lls and embellishments in 
bars 4, 7 and 8. Be sure to swing the eighth notes throughout and count the triplets 
carefully. These patterns will feel right at home in many songs, so be sure to break them 
out at your next gig!

For a discussion of other blues forms, be sure to read this issue�s Theory Corner column. 
Because many styles of music are based on the blues, having an understanding of these 
basic forms is essential for the modern musician.

If you want to learn even more about these forms, check out our lessons too.

Guitarists will want to view (you guessed it) blues lessons taught by Alan Bennett, 
Scott A. Smith, Reggie Chavez, Jeff Bihlman, Dennis McCumber, Matt Smith, Mark 
Dziuba and Jonathan Barker, beginner and intermediate lessons in jazz taught by Tom 
Dempsey, Amanda Monaco, Jody Fisher and Mark Dziuba and intermediate lessons in 
acoustic taught by Tomas Cataldo and Lou Manzi. 

Not a guitar player? Don�t fret! (pun intended). Keyboard players will want to check out 
lessons on the blues in Absolute Beginner taught by Cathy Schane-Lydon, the Pianist�s 
Toolbox taught by David Pearl and Joe Rose and Adult Refresher taught by Leo Marchil-
don and Andrea Amos. 

Bassists will enjoy beginner and intermediate lessons on blues forms taught by Dave 
Overthrow, Tracy Walton and Sharon Ray.


