
   

10. Solo Piano Improvisation 

a. Step 1 - Intro  

  Solo piano improvisation. This is one of the hardest skills to 

master in jazz piano because we are the one improvising and 

accompanying ourselves! But don’t let that stop you. If you have been 

diligently practicing the components this far, then adding 

improvisation should be quite easy. In fact, your LH foundation will 

stay completely the same while the RH begins to improvise. Now this 

situation alone will begin to give people anxiety because how could 

you possibly focus on improve in your RH while your LH is going? 

Well hopefully your LH will be on autopilot while you focus on your 

RH improvisation. Here’s how to start.  

 

b. How To Start  

viii. LH Bass Notes RH Improv 

 

The easiest way to start is going to be with your LH playing 

simple bass note harmonies while your RH is improvising with 

whatever level you are at. Remember, this is a solo piano 

course, so use whatever improvisation tools you currently have 

to start. Our goal is to be simple at first and just start the basics 

so we can get the hang of it.  

 

 



   

 

ix. Broken Stride with LH Components 

 

After we have gotten use to the act of improvising while your 

LH is accompanying ourselves, we will want to try to progress 

to using our LH components. The majority of solo piano 

improve will use this texture. After building this foundation 

anything is possible. 

 

 

x. How to practice Improv for Solo Piano 

 

When practicing your solo piano improv, the most important 

point I can make is to make sure your LH is on autopilot. 

Improvisation with our RH is hard enough without having to 

worry about what both hands are doing. When you have 

mastered your LH over a tune then you will find that 

improvising with your RH is much, much easier.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

c. Step 2 - Ballad  

1. LH Stride with pedal  

 

Playing ballads and improvising can be incredibly tough 

because your LH has to create a very soft and elegant 

palate below your RH improvisation. I probably sound 

like a broken record by now but all your LH is doing is 

playing LH components in a slow stride style with pedal 

to connect them. This provides our RH with all the 

support it needs to improvise however we feel.  

 

2. Double Time Feel 

 

Another texture we can use for ballads is a double time 

feel for the ballad. Now, this slightly defeats the purpose 

of learning how to play the ballad feel because you’re 

now playing in a medium style tempo. It is, however, a 

very nice texture to incorporate to switch back and forth 

between the two. It allows many different options for 

your improvisation and can break you out of the slow 

stride palate to give some added flavor. 

 

 

 

 



   

d. Step 3 - Slow Swing 

The slow and medium swing tempos are obviously going to lend 

themselves to more options because you have more time. At this 

tempo you really need to be patient and enjoy the swing and space. 

This is the best part of the slow swing tempo. Again, at this tempo 

our LH and RH can work very well together because there is so 

much space. I love comping in between the melody with both 

hands. I also love really utilizing my LH bass and chords to 

because of I have so much time to reharm, or add in some single 

note lines with my LH 

 

Either way, if you’re feeling the need to play lots in the space or 

any sort of anxiety, you should step back, breathe, and try again. 

This slow swing is meant for space and enjoyment.   

 

My favorite ways… 

 

1. Broken Stride 

2. Bass Notes 

3. All LH Components 

4. Erroll Garner Method. 

 

See Blues Example 

 

 



   

e. Step 4 - Medium Swing  

The medium swing tempo is really the basis of the solo piano 

system. This is essentially where all of our components can be 

utilized. We don’t have much time for big harmonization, but we 

can stick in some quick two hand comps or some small 

harmonizations below the melody in certain whole and half note 

spots.  

 

My favorite Improv Components 

1. LH Components 

2. Walking Bass 

3. The Oscar Peterson Bass 

4. Stride 

5. Erroll Garner Method 

 

 

     If I were a Bell Example 

 

 

f. Step 5 - Fast 

To play fast solo piano improve, everything starts with knowing 

the tune well at a slow tempo and isolating your LH components. 

This will allow your LH components to create a solid foundation 

on autopilot while your RH takes the melody and improv. Because 



   

of the fast tempos, you really don’t have time to do much besides 

spread out LH components during the melody. Remember you can 

also feel the tune in cut time to give it a 2 feel component. This is a 

great way to give some contrast to a tune and it will also help you 

feel more relaxed while playing. 

 

My favorite Improv Components 

1. The Oscar Peterson Bass 

2. LH Components 

3. Stride (Needs lots of practice) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


