
	  

Weekly Bass Lessons: Week 5 
Learning Hiromi’s “XYZ” 

 
In this lesson we will be looking at the amazing Hiromi composition “XYZ”. If you haven’t heard this track, I 
recommend you check it out.   
 
Click here for an Itunes link to XYZ 
Click here for the Trio playing XYZ live 
 
This tune was so much fun to play live. It’s such a challenging and interesting piece of music -- there’s a Time 
Signature change at almost every bar. 
 
In this track, during Hiromi’s solo, I would have to play an ostinato while her and Martin would really go at it, 
pushing the limits, and I hung on for dear life J.  A drum solo would follow the piano solo where the 
ostinato would continue.  
 
In this lesson we’ll be focusing on a few things. How to play the ostinato line, some ideas on how to solo 
over the line, and the differences and pit falls of playing in the studio vs. live. This tune is the perfect 
example for discussing these topics. 
 
First, we’ll get into learning and playing the 9/8 ostinato. Learning how to articulate this line takes some 
work, so you’ll have to develop a strong focus and ear for the other guys in order to feel confident and 
comfortable, taking as many chances as they want knowing you will be right there as an anchor for them to 
rely on. Also, it’s so important to stay relaxed and get into a kind of meditation while playing, as you could 
be playing this line for a long time. Some nights when Hiromi and Martin were on, they would stretch out 
their solos with me having to keep the line really tight and steady. 
 
Learning The XYZ Ostinato  
 
The Time Signature during Hiromi’s solo is in 9/8. Here is the tab and notation for the ostinato. 
 

 
 
When you listen to the line along with the drum groove you will hear it is divided up into 5/8 and 4/8. 



	  

It’s easier when working on this line to work on both parts individually  
 
Here is the 1st part of the ostinato  
 

 
 
Don’t worry about using a metronome for now, just make sure you can play this 5/8 (Part 1) section before 
you move on to the 2nd part. Notice the use of open strings. 
 
In the video demonstration you can see clearly how I’m playing this. 
 
I’m hammering on the 3rd note (E) after the open D String. Just take it slow and be patient. Playing this line 
for a long time requires you to be really comfortable with it, so make sure you can play it slowly with no 
effort before you speed up the tempo and add the 2nd part. 
 
Here is 2nd part of the ostinato  
 

 
 
Again, like Part 1 -- take your time learning this and make sure you are comfortable flowing through the part 
before you either speed up the tempo or add Part 1 together with it. In the Video demonstration I am clearly 
showing you the technique I am using to play this line. 
 
Remember to take your time when learning this, be patient and stay relaxed. If you feel pain take a break 
and breathe. Once you have this line smooth, really focus and work on your time feel. Make it funky and 
articulate. 
 
 
 
 



	  

Soloing over the Ostinato  
 
Soloing over the ostinato can be tricky, but it’s a lot of fun. The Time Signature is in 9/8 but once you learn 
the line and understand how the Time Signature is broken up into 5/8 and 4/8 it becomes a lot easier. There 
is no need to count as you are playing; you just have to learn how to feel it.  
 
The great Jazz Guitarist, John McLaughlin, taught me that the best way to play over an Odd Time Signature 
is to hear these subdivisions and really pay attention to how the groove turns around back to the 1st 
downbeat. Once I learned how to hear this stuff, the mystery of playing Odd Time Signatures disappeared. 
 
In this lesson we will focus on one Scale you can use over this Ostinato. The Scale we will look in-depth at is 
the Symmetrical Diminished. 
 
I feel this is a good opportunity to talk about the Symmetrical Diminished Scale as part of this lesson. 
 
The Chord I’m playing off in the demonstration over this line is the A7(b9) and a great Scale for playing over 
this is the A Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished. 
 
The Symmetrical Diminished Scale is an 8-note scale where all the notes are divided up equally over one 
octave. The Scale is made up of a sequence of a Half Step interval, followed by a Whole Step interval, 
repeated until you reach the octave.  
 
There are 2 types of Symmetrical Diminished Scales; the Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished and the 
Whole/Half Symmetrical Diminished. Here is the A Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 
Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
When we analyze this Scale Related to the A7(b9) you can see it contains all the Chord Tones along with 
some Altered Tensions. 
 



	  

 
 
The Chord Tones are marked underneath the scale in parentheses and the available tensions are b9, #9, #11 
and 13. These tensions give the scale a real dark and tense sound. 
 
Because of the symmetric nature of this scale we can find 3 more Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished scales 
inside this one. If we start his scale from the note C, D#/Eb and F# we will see the exact same results. If we 
look closely at the A Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale we will find the Chord Tones and Tensions 
b9, #9, #11 and 13 for the C7(b9), Eb(b9) and the F#(b9).  
 
Here are the other 3 Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scales and Dominant 7(b9) Chords found within 
the A Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale. 
 
C Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
Eb Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

F# Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
These 4 Scales and Chords are all interchangeable.  
 
Here are the Dominant 7(b9) Chords built of this A Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale. 
 

 
 
The most common use for these Half/Whole Diminished Scales are to play over these Dominant 7(b9) 
Chords however you will also notice these notes A, C, Eb and F# actually spell out a Diminished Chord and if 
you look closely you will notice you can actually build a Diminished 7 Chord off each degree of this scale. 
 

 
 
Whole/ Half Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 
The Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale is great for playing over Dominant 7(b9) Chords. The 
Whole/Half Symmetrical Scale is great for playing over Diminished Chords. 
 
If you build the Half/Whole Symmetrical Diminished Scale off the 2nd degree you will find the Whole/Half 
Symmetrical Scale.  
 
 
 
 



	  

Bb Whole/Half Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
This Scale contains all of the same notes as the A Half/Whole Symmetrical Scale, the only difference here is 
that I’ve just enharmonically changed the note name.  
 
For example Db is the same note as C#.  
 
Db is more appropriate here as it is the b3rd of the Bb Diminished Chord. And for the A7(b9) Chord C# is 
more appropriate as it is the 3rd of the Chord. 
 
There are 3 more Whole/Half Symmetrical Scales found inside the Bb Whole/Half Symmetrical Diminished 
here.  
 
Db Whole/Half Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
E Whole/Half Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
G Whole/Half Symmetrical Diminished Scale 
 

 
 
 
 



	  

Recap 
 

• The Half/Whole Diminished Scale is good for Dominant 7(b9) Chords for example: A, C, Eb and F# 
Half/Whole Diminished are good for the A7(b9), C7(b9), Eb(b9) and the F#(b9). They are all 
interchangeable. 

 
• The Half/Whole Diminished Scale is good for Diminished Chords for example: Bb, Db, E and G 

Whole/Half Diminished are good for the Bbo7, Co7, Eo7 and the Go7. They are all interchangeable. 
 
Because of the symmetry within these 8 notes there are so many fluency patterns you can create to use in 
your solos. In the Tony Grey Bass Academy we go into a lot of detail breaking down these different 
patterns and finding creative ways of using them so you can build vocabulary for your improvisations. 
 
Hiromi’s music was a challenge to play and required me to have so many elements of my playing together.  
 
Playing Live And In The Studio 
 
Playing music either live or in the studio is such an exhilarating experience and I’m so grateful to have had 
the opportunity over the years to play in all the big festivals, Jazz clubs and in some amazing studios all over 
the world. Playing live requires a different kind of skill and focus from playing in the studio and is worth 
looking at. 
 
The Focus 
 
Live: It’s so easy to lose focus on the music and play to the audience when there is so much adrenaline and 
excitement going on. You really need to watch your ego, as it’s so easy to overplay or play too loud. 
However it’s important to feed off the energy and to play for the crowd but always let the music guide you. 
 
Studio: Playing in the studio is a different animal. There is a lot of pressure in the studio and it can be a very 
frustrating experience if you are unprepared. You don’t have the audience to feed off and the energy can 
turn from excitement to nervous energy. It’s so important to be prepared and have confidence going into a 
recording session. If you are prepared you don’t have to overthink too much; however, being prepared and 
having an idea of how you will play is not always the same thing. Especially if you are playing improvised 
music and you understand the music then you don’t really have to worry about how you will approach the 
music. Always let the moment guide you and never force it.  
 
The Sound 
 
Live: On tour you can literally play one night in a hall with terrible acoustics, and the next night in a small 
club, followed by a big stage at an outdoor festival in 3 different countries and time zones. This is why it’s so 



	  

important to work on your sound and your touch in your practice time. It’s so important to understand 
dynamics and to understand how your sound is projecting from the stage to the audience. In a hall the 
lightest touch could be projected so loudly and on a big stage you feel like you need to dig in so much just 
to hear yourself. You have to develop trust in your sound even when you are having a hard time hearing 
yourself and the other musicians. Eye contact is a huge part of performing live. It helps to give the other 
musicians trust in you and themselves. If you stay relaxed and in communication with the other band 
members you can get yourself through some very tough gigs. 
 
Studio: The studio can be very challenging especially for a bass player because 90% of the time you will be 
asked to wear headphones while your amp is mic’d up in an isolation booth. Again this is where the trust 
you have in yourself and your sound is so important. In your practice time it’s so vital to really work on your 
touch and sound. It may see trivial but in the moments where it matters most you will really have to rely on 
it. 
 
Gear Live and Studio 
 
Having the right gear for you and your music is so important. 
 

• Amps: Having gear that you are familiar with is also so important. I’m so lucky to have Aguilar 
support my touring needs. This amp gives me such a balanced sound so I can really control the 
dynamics with my fingers. 

•  Bass: It’s so important to be comfortable with your Bass from the weight to which notes project best 
from which frets. My bass has become an extension of myself and I’m so comfortable no matter 
where I am. You can check out my Tony Grey Signature 4 String Fodera Bass here for all the specs.  

• Strings: Knowing your strings is so important, how long do they last? What is the tone like when you 
first change them? Should I change them right before a recording session or a live show? I love DR 
Strings they have been a huge part of my sound now for many many years. Check them out here. 

• Effects: Your effects can really shape your individual voice as a musician. It’s really important to know 
how they react in different settings for example a reverb or delay will sound a lot different in a big 
hall. What effects have a buzz or a noisy sound in the studio? It’s really important when recording in 
the studio to keep the effects down to the essential ones. For practice purposes try recording 
yourself at home practicing with different effects. Really get to know your sound. The effects I use 
and trust the most are by TC Electronic. They are so clean sounding, easy to use and very durable on 
the road. You can check them out here. 

 
I hope you enjoyed this mini course on Hiromi’s tune XYZ I hope you found the content useful. I look 
forward to seeing you again in Week 6 for more lessons. 
 
Stay Inspired, 
Tony Grey 


