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Phatograshy by Justin Borucki

hat’s a dominant chord?”
said Biréli Lagrene, the
Gypsy jazz virtuoso, when I
asked him to play something
over a dominant chord. “Are
you kidding?” I asked. “No, seriously,
what'’s a dominant chord?” he said.
Thisreactionis probablysurprising,
as we guitarists
tend to obsess
over labels and
rules—what
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chord is that, and what scale can 1
play over it?—often to the point
where we're not being mindful of
what’s most important: how some-
thing sounds. You see, when theory
dictates practice, at least in bluesy
idioms like jazz and rock, bad things
happen. Namely, people make unex-
citing music.

On the other hand, exciting
music often gets made without
regard to theory. Robert Johnson,

Paul McCartney,
Nigel Tufnel: none
even read music.
And Lagréne, who
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learned how to play guitar from listening
to Django Reinhardt records and play-
ing with other musicians, developed his
flashy modern style unencumbered by
the rigidity of theory.

After he mastered Reinhardt’s style—
which he did by age 10—Lagréne
switched from acoustic guitar to electric
and got into fusion, which he also learned
by ear. But lately he’s been reexamining
his acoustic roots. On his most recent
recording, Move (Dreyfus), Lagrene, with
his Gipsy Project—co-guitarist Hono
Winterstein, saxophonist Franck Wolf,
and bassist Diego Imbert—plays some
tunes made popular by Reinhardt in the
1930s. Throughout, Lagréne plays impos-
sibly nimble lines governed not by strict
adherence to modes or scales but by ear
and intuition, as evidenced by his confu-
sion over the term “dominant chord.”

“Oh, that,” said Lagrene after I played him
an A7 chord. Then he busted outalick of sur-
passing grace and agility, Whenlearning that
lick and others here, pay attention more to
the sound than to the ncrdy nomenclature.
Oh, and do your best to keep up.

Let's start off with some of your chords. A
lot of Gypsy chords come from Django
Reinhardt, who had to use special grips
since his fret-hand fingers were injured
in a fire. So, a lot of my chords use only
two or three fret-hand fingers. Here are
some of my typical voicings in the key of
G major [Fig. 1].

Guitars like this [a Maccaferri-style steel-
string acoustic—Ed.] demand to be played
strongly, so I use alot of power in my right
hand and strum with my wrist bent slight-
ly. A forceful attack is needed to make the
guitar sound good. Of course, I tend to
break a lot of strings.

Do those sort of voicings work in a variety
of contexts? Yes. Here’s a blues example
in C. [Bars 1-8 are shown in Fig.2.]

How about a single-note blues example?
Here's one that’s also in C, with both sin-
gle notes and chords [Fig. 3].

How would you explain your picking tech-
nique? I don't have really a system—it
depends mostly on the context. When
I play slowly, 1 use a lot of downstrokes;
that makes for a really good, confident
sound. When I play faster, I do whatever
feels natural, often with both upstrokes
and downstrokes.

Can you show us some Django-style lines?
Here’s a nice one with arpeggios, in the
key of G, that has a G chord going up and
an A minor chord going down [Fig. 4]. A
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