
Music Theory  

From the viewpoint of a blues and rock musician 

Philip Candela 

© Philip A. Candela 2017 

I try to spend at least a little time each week studying music theory, but some folks might ask, “Why do I 
bother”? After all, some musicians think of music theory as useless at best, or as a set of rules that 
inhibit their musical creativity at worst. For me, as both a student of music and a performing musician, I 
see theory as expanding my universe of musical possibilities. So let me back up, and address the 
question: what is music theory anyway? Generally speaking, a theory is a system of ideas or statements 
held as an explanation or account of a group of facts or phenomena; it is an explanation of the way 
things are.  Traditionally, in music theory classes aimed at specific genre, aspects of theory have been 
presented as rules, but these are not a set of rules that must be followed generally. Rather, music theory 
is better seen as encompassing “what has generally worked” in music composition and performance 
regarding melody, scales, tunings, harmony, and rhythm. It also includes studies of song forms, 
orchestration, composing, standard musical notation, music history, as well as acoustics, the science of 
music, and sound reproduction. Although obviously related, understanding theory is distinct from the 
ability to sight read music.  

For me, music theory is a framework in which to better understand why some combinations of musical 
tones and their durations (i.e., notes), silences, and their rhythms might sound better in some pieces of 
music. That is, it helps inform me as to why, for example, a given riff or chord change might work better 
than another in a particular musical composition, and why some melodies (i.e., sequences of notes 
perceived as a whole) may sound better than others in a particular musical piece, phrase, or passage. 
Theory can help guitarists and bassists understand how to construct chords and arpeggios; it can also 
shed light on the principles underlying the patterns that are taught to help students learn their way 
around the fretboard.  By understanding music theory, I can organize my knowledge of melody (which 
may be a part of a riff, lick, or solo, for example) by thinking about the notes as a part of a major scale, 
or a natural minor, harmonic minor, major pentatonic, Mixolydian, or another scale. That is, my 
knowledge of scales allows me to organize my knowledge of melody. Further, understanding intervals at 
an even deeper level, I can understand how various degrees of consonance and dissonance are at work 
in melodies, chords, and arpeggios. As in scientific theories, there are exceptions: i.e., all theories are 
incomplete. This includes theories that relate to artistic expression and appreciation, which can and do 
change over time. Thus, theory allows me to organize my knowledge of what might “sound better” in a 
given musical situation, and even provides me with a way to organize or think about the exceptions to 
what generally works. 

Music theory also provides me with a framework for the generation of musical ideas during 
improvisation. I am not limited to those ideas: rather, theory may suggest a range of improvisations that 
I would not have thought of otherwise. I might use cadences or arpeggios that I learned by studying 



music theory on my own, or that I learned by studying bass under the direction of a teacher, to expand 
what I play.  As a practicing bassist, I might improvise by taking advantage of theory in one instance, and 
ignoring theory in another, all within the span of a few minutes during band rehearsal. In one case, I 
might experiment with playing a chromatic walking bass line for a chord that is the V chord of the V 
chord that I am approaching in a chord progression. That particular idea would be suggested by my 
knowledge of jazz harmony, a part of music theory. It may work; it may not. In another case, the 
guitarist and drummer might start playing a song I am not familiar with, and look to me to join in with a 
bass line; in that case I might elect to let my fingers move almost automatically, as if they have a mind of 
their own: now, I might be mimicking their rhythm, and my finger placement on the fretboard might 
simply be dominated by root - fifth - octave sequences, but it is not something I planned based on music 
theory: I might make decisions like that on the spur of the moment. In these cases, music theory might 
be seen as adding improvisational or compositional tools to my “musical tool belt”.  

Further, music theory provides a means of communication among musicians.  During band practice I 
might discuss with bandmates whether to include a flat seven in a IV chord, whether to try a triplet 
feel1over a particular chord sequence, or to use a I-VI-II-V-I cadence in a turn around. Band members 
might discuss using chordal vs a minor pentatonic scale approach to creating a bassline, or substituting a 
minor, inverted, or six chord in a guitar chord progression. Music theory thus provides band mates with 
a common language to be used while composing, rehearsing, or even while performing music.  

Lastly, when I am listening to music, I can appreciate it not only on an aesthetic and emotional level, but 
also on an intellectual, or sheerly musical level2; I can understand the music, and the nature of the 
performance, from a theoretical point of view if I know some music theory.  In summary, the experience 
of playing, improvising, composing, performing, and indeed, even listening to music can be enhanced by 
learning music theory. 

                                                           
1 Here is a YouTube video with an example of a triplet feel.  
2 After Aaron Copland, in his book of 1957 entitled, "What to Listen for in Music". 


