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Learning the Blues: The 12-Bar Blues Form
Roxy DePue; Music Fellow

The 12-bar blues has become synonymous with blues music and is the basis
for an incredible repertoire of jazz, country, rock and roll, and other forms of
popular music. The 12-bar blues is a musical building block that can be used to

provide moving and exhaustive performances.

The elegant logic unique to the blues genre are the I, IV, and V chord
changes. When words are added and sung, they can acquire from these changes an
ironic inflection that can be humorous, sarcastic, or sad.

The I chord (measures 1-4) presents the initial melody, and the IV chord
(measures 5-6) resets it with some degree of harmonic tension before the I chord
reappears with sweet relief (measures 7-8). The V chord (measure 9) breathtakingly
caps the momentum and then the turnaround (measures 11-12) closes the chorus
while at the same time preparing for the next installment of twelve bars.
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