Transcription and Analysis of Wes Montgomery’s

and Johnny Griffin’s Improvised Solo on “SOS”


In the summer of 1962, guitarist Wes Montgomery assembled an all-star rhythm section to record a live album for the Riverside label. The session was located in a small coffeehouse in Berkeley, California named Tsubo-across the bay from San Francisco’s Black Hawk, where the Miles Davis sextet was appearing. The sextet included pianist Wynton Kelly, bassist Paul Chambers, and Jimmy Cobb on drums. Wes’ producer managed to secure the highly regarded, seasoned rhythm section on their “off night”, as well as the renowned tenor man Johnny Griffin. The resulting album “Full House” represents some of Wes Montgomery’s best playing, obviously inspired by his stellar sidemen.

 Of the selected tunes, which include three originals, a ballad, blues and a Mercer-Arlen standard, one track stands out in particular, Montgomery’s “SOS”.  The tune is an up-tempo 32 bar AABA form in C minor.  The A sections are identical, with major and minor key ii-V-I progressions that foreshadows Bobby Hebb’s “Sunny” and Freddie Hubbard’s “Red Clay”.  The B section starts with ii-V’s a whole step apart (G-7 C7, F- Bb7), then moves through a series of chromatically descending 7th #11 chords.  The melody features an eight bar extension, that is not used on the solos. 

 
I had intended to transcribe two of Wes’ solos on the changes (one from the originally issued Take 3, as well as an alternate Take 2 included on the CD re-issue). After discovering a transcription of the “Take 3” solo in Downbeat’s December 1993 magazine, I decided it would be interesting to compare the solo transcribed by Ron Jackson, with my transcription of Wes’ solo on the alternate take, as well as Johnny Griffin’s tenor sax solo from the original version. My intent was to see if Wes resorted to similar ideas/cliches in both versions, to gain experience transcribing tenor sax (an instrument other than my own), and to compare/contrast how each musician approached the changes from a melodic, rhythmic and dynamic perspective.


After the melody, Johnny Griffin’s blazing solo keeps the tempo at a breakneck pace for two choruses. Griffin seems to be at ease with 286 bpm, playing long rhythmically inventive phrases.  He sticks mainly to the C harmonic minor scale over the A sections’ ii-V-I’s. He favors chord tone arpeggios with the occasional enclosure thrown in to add some chromaticism.  His use of short syncopated sequences (meas. 9-10) defines his phrasing on the horn. Common bebop elements such as the bebop scale (3 instances), 7-3 resolutions (6) and enclosures (8) are found throughout the solo. He plays some great phrases over the ii- V progressions on the bridge, ending his line on the 7th of the V7 chord the first time , then the 3rd the 2nd time.  The descending V7b5 chords pose no threat as he blows right through them. In meas. 22 and 54 he might be thinking ii-V over the A7b5, as he uses the 7-3 resolution. He plays a diminished whole tone idea in a similar lick in both cases (meas. 22 and 54). He uses the chromatic scale to great effect in meas. 21 and 49. There is a common longer digital pattern that outlines Bb major (1235-7653) over G minor 7 in meas. 17.  My favorite part of the solo is in the bridge of the second chorus (meas. 49-53), where Griffin plays an amazing line with two distinct sequential rhythmic patterns that overlap. This is definitely a phrase I’m going to incorporate into my playing.


After reviewing Jackson’s transcription note for note and making some changes, I began analyzing the solo. Listening to Wes Montgomery always makes me smile! His melodic sensibility is unparalleled, his tone is never harsh, his rhythmic concept is like a boxer with a surprise punch, and his technique is astounding. On Take 3 of  “SOS” he responds to Griffin’s flash with a simple phrase placed in the pocket. He uses the whole tone scale in meas. 9, followed by a diminished scale idea a few measures later.  He plays a Db major 7th arpeggio over C minor for a great sound in meas. 13.  Wes is a master or the sequence as the bridge of the first chorus demonstrates. The fast tempo necessitates this type of playing, but he always makes sense with the direction of his line. Over the descending V7b5 chords he plays another sequential blues lick that does the trick. His rhythmic displacement of 3 against 4 in meas. 25 gives the line forward momentum. I must mention the “shout” background riff that happens in the 2nd chorus of all solos on the first two measures of the A sections. In most cases the soloist plays the figure with the rest of the band, but in Wes’Take 3 solo he modifies it rhythmically against the others. The next time the bridge comes up (meas. 49), Wes again plays a great sequential pattern over the ii-V’s. He starts the next four bars on the #5 of the first chord (Bb7) and ends a complex line on the b5 of the last chord (G7b5). From here on out he’s playing in octaves off the riff pattern.  


Listening to the alternate take (which was recorded before the originally issued Take 3), one can hear common ideas to the other solo as well as completely fresh material. Wes again starts simply, with basically a three note motif. Measure 4 foreshadows a riff he will use in sequence later on (in Take 3’s first chorus bridge). In measure 6-7 he plays the same scalar pattern starting on a different chord tone than later (3rd as opposed to root in Take 3). He uses the whole tone scale in the same place (meas. 9). There is a sly rhythmic call and response (a four note motif) that catches your ear in meas.12-13.  He revisits the scalar material from meas. 6-7 in meas. 14-15. This pattern is played in both solos at the same time (displaced by a fifth). He starts the bridge with the same arpeggio, this time extending the range, but not sequencing it. He does sequence the next idea over the descending V7b5 chords. The second chorus (with the exception of meas. 38-40) is played in octaves. The bridge is again covered in sequences, Wes’ ideas building in intensity as the final shout riff comes back.. The octave pattern shifting between root and fifth signals the ending of his solo, but not before he manages to play another interesting rhythmic idea in the last two measures.


Both Wes Montgomery and Johnny Griffin used the stellar rhythm section to their advantage playing off of Jimmy Cobb’s accents. While Griffin plays more notes and leaves less space, he also simplifies after the shout pattern, much like Wes does.  Both players favor sequences over the bridge, especially in their second chorus. I like how the tune is arranged with each soloist taking two choruses only and the interplay of trading fours which happens later. Wynton Kelly does seem to play better on Take 3, which might be why that version was issued. It would be interesting to transcribe Griffin’s other solo; I know he starts with the same phrase. Unfortunately, to my knowledge this is the only recorded version of these two giants playing this tune. This classic recording is one of my all-time favorites and I thoroughly enjoyed exploring it deeper. 
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