MENTION ALVINLEETO ANY ROCK FAN AND MOST WILLFLASHONTEN YEARS
After’s legendary performance of “I'm Going Home” at the 1969 Woodstock Festival. But
Lee’s legacy with the band runs much deeper. Firmly ensconced at the forefront of the
late-’60s British blues boom, Ten Years After—Lee (guitar and vocals), Chick Churchill
(organ and piano), Leo Lyons (bass) and Ric Lee (drums)—stood out from the crowd
and created quite a stir with their innovative blend of traditional and jump blues, swing-

jazz, and rock and roll.

Particularly noteworthy, though slightly bewildering, was the band’s second album,
recorded live at Klook’s Kleek in London well over a year before Woodstock. Undead had
listeners wondering whether they were hearing a rock group or a jazz combo, primarily

due to the way the set list was edited to
fit the constraints of a vinyl LP, with two
swinging jump-blues tunes encompassing
the entirety of side one. The album certainly
displayed all of the hallmarks of a well-honed
jazz quartet—swinging ensemble figures,
extended improvised solos, tasty comping,
walking bass lines, and updated interpre-
tations of standards like “Summertime”
and Woody Herman’s “(At The) Wood-
chopper’s Ball”—but the expanded 2002
CD that contains the entire set will come
as a bit of a shock to those used to the LP
version. It’s all well played, but the inclu-
sion of “Rock Your Mama” and “Spoonful”
as openers, plus covers of “Standing at the
Crossroads” and a 17-minute version of
Al Kooper’s “I Can’t Keep From Crying,

Sometimes” creates a totally different vibe
from the original running order.
Nonetheless, you’ll find Lee’s inimitable
fretboard prowess front and center on both
versions. How did Lee come to adopt such
a high-velocity approach in the first place?
Because he could, that’s why. Weaned on
his father’s jazz records and ’50s rock and
roll, Lee developed a supersonic guitar style
that drew key elements from both genres,
and inspired many to follow suit. He was
rock’s first shredder, and the first to take
major flak for it, but that never fazed Lee.
“I was a young guy with young energy,
and that’s just the way I played,” Lee rem-
inisced to GP’s Mike Molenda in 2008. “I
decided to use my fast licks like a machine
gun, with the effect of devastation. I kind
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of enjoyed that, and it seemed to get the
audiences up.”

Photos of the Klook’s Kleek gig included
in the expanded edition of Undead show Lee
playing “Big Red”—the soon-to-be-iconic
Gibson ES-335 that he eventually retro-fit-
ted with a single-coil middle pickup and
its own dedicated Volume control, and
festooned with peace signs and other hip-
pie-era stickers—through what appears
to be an early Marshall or Park head and
four WEM 4x12 speaker cabs. (Gibson’s
Custom Shop honored Lee with a Wood-
stock tribute “Big Red” replica in 2003.)

“Captain Fingers” may have departed,
but his licks are alive and well. Let’s inves-
tigate Lee’s groundbreaking work on the
appropriately titled Undead album.

ALVIN COMES ALIVE

The first track on the album’s original run-
ning order, “I May Be Wrong, But ] Won’t Be
Wrong Always,” 1s a jazzy 12-bar bluesin C
that swings hard out of the gate with Lee’s
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opening chorus shown in Ex.1a. (Note that
this and other examples have been notated
in half-time, so each measure is equivalent
to two bars in a double-timed 12-bar pro-
gression.) Lee begins with partial I- and I'V-
chords (C6 and F9) approached by half-steps,
and two signature moves over the I and IV
chords: an ascending hammered chromatic
triplet and descent built from the root, 3,
3, 4, and b5, followed by a string of synco-
pated sliding sixth intervals. Ex.1b, which
covers the last four bars, provides a virtual
compendium of Lee licks, from the slip-
pery position shifts throughout the pickup
and bar 1, to his often-quoted, eighth-posi-
tion turnaround that wraps up this chorus.
(Remember, each measure here covers two
bars of the progression.) We’ll be seeing
much more of that [,3-5-6 hammered trip-
let (Ep-G-A) as we break down Lee’s lines
into more easily digestible bites, so let’s
get modular.

1ZZAT JAZZ?

“I May Be Wrong...” continues with four
verses during which Lee answers his
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two-bar vocal phrases in bars 1 and 2, 5
and 6, and 9 and 10 with amazingly fluid
lines that often recall jazz greats like Char-
lie Christian and Barney Kessel. Ex.2a fea-
tures Lee’s pull-offs applied to one of his
typically swinging rhythmic motifs built
from the C Dorian mode (C-D-Ej-F-G-A-
Bb), plus an added 3 (E). Drop this line or
any of the next five into bars 3 and 4 or
7 and 8 of the 12-bar form and follow up
with the appropriate anticipated IV (F9) or
V (G9) chord (or I chord [C6] when used
inbars 11 and 12 as a turnaround.) Again,
each half-time measure covers two bars.
Ex. 2b shows a similar run with a ham-
mer-on preceding each double pull-off
before we target a very Christian-like A,
the 6. The first half of Ex. 2c takes us out
of the eighth-position C Dorian/blues box
with another move we’ll be seeing more
of, while the second half employs a pair of
quirky slides to return to home base. Ex.
2d combines Ex. 1b’s bluesy chromatics
with the targeted 6 from Ex. 2b. Ex. 2e, set
to another swinging triplet rhythm, pro-
vides an alternative way to hammer from
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and pull-off to the #4/),5 (F#/G})) by relo-
cating it to the second string, and you’ll
find the same moves incorporated into
the flurry of hammered chromatic triplets
illustrated in Ex. 2f, albeit one beat later.

CAPTAIN FINGERS

One important element of Lee’s style (and
one source of his speed) was his use of
repetition. Lee frequently employed osti-
natos—one- or two-bar motifs that can be
repeated over the course of an entire 12-bar
blues progression—as well as hemiola, in
which a three-against-four motif of some
sort is repeated until it recycles every three
measures. (Note that all of the following
hemiola-based examples are notated at their
full tempo, not in half-time. Play each one
four times to form a full 12-bar chorus.)
Sometimes there’s a matter of adjusting
a motif to fit each chord, as is the case in
the sliding-sixths fest portrayed in Ex. 3a.
Check out how in Ex.3b we simply lower
the bottom note of the first sixth and the
top note of the third sixth one half-step to
adapt to the IV chord, and how the same
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figure raised a whole step covers the V chord
in the first half of Ex. 3c. Play in sequence
Ex. 3a, Ex. 3b, the first half of Ex. 3a, Ex.
3¢, and the second half of Ex. 3a to form a
full 12-bar chorus a la “I May Be Wrong...”
Pure repetition is the name of the game in
Ex. 3d as Lee’s zippy hammered triplets
function differently over each chord, while
Ex.3e’s 3/4-against-4/4 hemiola utilizes a
move from Ex. 1b’s turnaround. Play ’em
all ’til the cows come home.

GO FASTER

Ten Years After’s version of Woody Her-
man’s “Woodchopper’s Ball” (also from

Undead) jacks the tempo up quite a few
notches, but remains in the key of C and
adheres to a 12-bar blues format, making
the following examples compatible with all
previous ones. Ex. 4a, which Lee rides for
four full choruses (!), displays his alternate
picking prowess, and dispels any theory that
Lee’s speedy technique was solely reliant on
hammer-ons, pull-offs, and slides. Exam-
ples 4b and 4c show two more half-time
motifs that make great repetitive ostina-
tos. The first combines a partially ham-
mered-and-pulled #9-9-#9-9-root-6 with
Chuck Berry-style root-over-5 double stops,
and the second features highly syncopated

sSS GUITARPLAYER.COM/HOLIDAY 2013

broken flatted-fifth intervals. The ostinato
in Ex. 4d takes one of Lee’s most famous
licks—a sweep-picked |, 3-to-3 slide, fol-
lowed by a hammered 5-to-6 and upper-
octave root—and replaces the C root with
Ep, the #9, interspersing another Berry-ism
halfway through. And check out how the
groovy figure illustrated in Ex. 4e consists
of nothing more than a descending, double-
picked C blues scale. Ex. 4f may look like
a finger exercise, but Lee turned it into an
off-kilter run that works perfectly in this
context. (Tip: Try following it with Ex. 4c
or Ex. 4e.) Examples 4g and 4h present
another pair of up-tempo 3/4-against-4/4
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hemiolas perfect for riding over all 12 bars.
The former utilizes a bluesy flat-fifth based
motif similar to the one in Ex. 2e, while the
latter consists of an alternate-picked chro-
matic 5-§5-6 motif (G-G#A) played twice.
See how long you can keep it up. (Tip: You
can start it on any of the three notes, with
or without the pickup.)

SLOW DOWN

Side two of Undead commences with “Spider
in My Web,” the album’s only slow 12-bar
blues, and its opening chorus, which dis-
plays Lee’s knack for beautiful phrasing
and melodic development, shows that
his playing wasn’t all about sheer veloc-
ity (although he does rev it up later in the

song). Still in the key of C, the song begins
deceptively with what sounds like an intro
consisting of three bars of low-level, dou-
ble-chromatic approaches to sustained C7,
F9, and C7 chords played for one bar each.
(They’re not notated, so use your imagi-
nation.) When Lee enters with Ex. 5, he
creates the impression that it’s the top of
an oddball nine-bar progression, but he’s
actually coming in on bar 4. Lee’s pickup
alone is worth the price of admission as
he hammers and trills ,7-over-hb5-to-5 and
5-over-h3-to-3 double-stops respectively,
and then chromatically targets key chord
tones, all valuable blues tools. The next
eight measures read like a blues primer a
la Lee and present a golden opportunity

FO(IV)

to decode many of Lee’s signature licks in
relative slo-mo.

THE LEGACY

As much as it melded with the Woodstock
vibe, “I'm Going Home” seemed oddly out
of place on the original version of Undead.
But even though it was the least jazzy tune
of the lot—it’s built on a 12-bar, Chuck
Berry-style rhythm figure—Lee and com-
pany turned the song into an album-closing
rave-up and, eventually, a festival favorite.
Ex.6a documents Lee’s signature two-bar
chorus response lick as played at Wood-
stock. (The earlier Undead version omitted
the first E and last A in bar 1 and replaced
the gradual bend with a grace-note bend.
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Try it both ways.) Examples 6b and 6¢c show
a pair of identically fingered ostinato riffs
in two octaves—the former uses a |,5-)3-
4-b3-root-hp3 motif, while the latter com-
prises a hb3-root-2-root-6-root lick. Note
how both riffs function differently as you
ride them over each chord. Finally, Ex. 6d
presents what may well be the most diffi-
cult of all Alvin Lee licks to master, but also
the most satisfying once you grok the slide-
and-hammer strategy behind this sweep-
picked 3/8 hemiola. For another variation,

3

0=ca.246 (00 o o)

try lowering the first two notes a half-step
and playing them with a first-finger slide.
(Tip: Transpose any of the previous “I May
Be Wrong...” and “Woodchopper’s Ball”
licks to the key of A, and you can easily
apply them to “I’'m Going Home.”)

One of the hardest working bands in
rock and roll, Ten Years After ultimately
toured the U.S. 28 times in seven years (!),
more than any other U.K. act. Lee made
a total of 17 studio and live albums with

T.Y.A.—check out Ten Years After (1967),

Stonedhenge and Ssssh (1969), Cricklewood
Green and Watt (1970), A Space in Time
(1971), and Rock & Roll Music to the World
(1972)—plus another fourteen as a solo
artist, from On the Road to Freedom (1973),
to his final studio recording, Still on the
Road to Freedom (2012). So what are you
waiting for?

I’d like to dedicate this month’s U.I.
to the late, great Mr. Lee (1944 - 2013),
and to my step-mom, Virginia Gress, who
passed away as I was writing it. '¥
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