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Welcome to the session.


I know so many choir conductors who love the music of jazz but feel very hesitant to attempt it - they feel like they don’t have the skills or knowledge to interpret it 
properly.


We’re going to outline the approach that a jazz musician might take to looking at vocal jazz repertoire, and give you the tools to feel comfortable interpreting this vital 
music.



The  
Next  

session
I found myself in multiple sessions saying “I could say more, but we don’t have time - that’s for the next session.” That’s what this is.


Like this Ella picture. Backstory - Dizzy Gillespie, Ray Brown.



Fundamental Harmonic Language

TriadsSeventh ChordsTriads

The first thing to do is address the fundamental harmonic language. Instead of triads, the basic structure of jazz harmony is the seventh chord.


There are still only three notes we care about: the root, the third, and the seventh. (the 5th doesn’t affect the sonority in most cases.)



Five Seventh Chords
• Major Seventh Chord 
• Dominant Seventh Chord 
• Minor Seventh Chord 
• Half-Diminished Seventh Chord 
• Diminished Seventh Chord

= mi7(Ñ5) 

= 7(Ñ9)

Refresher: there are basic types of seventh chords. (There’s a sixth, but it’s a special case)

We’re going to focus almost exclusively on the first three.

The other two become sub-types of the first three.



ii-V-I
minor seventh 

dominant seventh 

major seventh

Those three chords usually function in this order.

The roots follow the circle of fifths, so we end up with a progression like Dmi7 - G7 - Cma7

This is the three-chord progression that’s at the root of jazz harmony. We’ll come back to ii-V-I’s in a few minutes, but for now let’s talk about one of my favorite topics: 
nomenclature.



Nomenclature
JAZZ AT MSVMA?

There…fixed it.



Nomenclature
chord type acceptable Preferred unacceptable

minor min7, -7 mi7 m7, 7

dominant 7 Mm7

major maj7, ∆7 MA7 M7

You should know ALL of these, but I strongly urge you to use the preferred in all of your own work.


With one exception, any time you have just a number it means it’s a dominant-type seventh chord.


Why should you know them all? While in grad school in Miami I worked as a copyist for an old-school Hollywood orchestrator, writing band parts for a new musical based 
on Harry Warren tunes. He used the crossed style of 7 and I would have copied all the chords wrong if I hadn’t known. I personally use crossed sevens 100% of the time 
EXCEPT when I’m writing out chord changes.



Extensions

• Numbers below seven = structural 
• Numbers above seven = color

In all cases, if you use a number below seven, it is structural to the function of the chord.

If you use a number above seven, it adds color to the chord but doesn’t alter its primary function.



Extensions - Dominant

chord type Alterations 
of the ROOT

Alterations 
of the FIFTH Other

Diatonic G9 G13

Chromatic
G7(Ñ9) 
G7(#9)

G7(Ñ13) 
G7(#11)

G7alt

We’ll start with dominant extensions because they have the most expansive options.


Note - this means that a dominant seventh chord can include ten of the twelve chromatic notes.

(Only exceptions - FA and TI). We can easily structure chords with as many as seven distinct notes.



Extensions - Dominant
Numbers imply all lower diatonic  
chord tones and extensions  

• G13 implies a 9 
• G9 does not imply a 13

So now you know what the difference is between a G6 and a G13 - and why you would use one or the other! Or a G9 and a G2.



Extensions - Dominant
use highest unaltered extension as number for 
chord  

• G9(Ñ13) 

• G13(#11) 

• G13(Ñ9)



Extensions - Dominant
Extensions can be combined for maximum fun! 

• G9(Ñ13) 

• G13(#11) 

• G13(Ñ9) 

• G7 (    ) 

• G7alt (Ñ9, #9, #11, Ñ13)

#9 
Ñ9



Dominant - tritone substitution

• functional notes: 3rd and seventh 
• root: 2 possible 
• Tritone sub: coooool 
• alt chord = diatonic tritone sub

What is the 3rd and seventh of a C7 chord? (E, Bb)

What other dominant chord has those notes as 3rd and 7th, enharmonically? (Gb)

So we can substitute the root a tritone away for any dominant seventh chord, ever.

Note: the TT sub of a diatonic 13 chord is an alt chord. 

(C13 includes R, 9, 5,13. With Gb root they become #11, b13, b9, #9)



Extensions - Minor

chord type Alterations 
of the ROOT

Alterations 
of the FIFTH Other

Diatonic Dmi9 Dmi13 Dmi6 
Dmi11

Chromatic
Dmi7(Ñ5) 
Dmi(ma7)

Minor seventh chord extensions


Note - our minor scale is not Aeolian but Dorian (think ii chord - built on RE) so the Dmi6 chord has a major 6th. Dmi(b6) is not commonly used in functional jazz harmony.


Here the mi6 is different than the mi13 because of what the 13 implies - the 7, especially.

the mi11 chord is different than the #11 in the dominant chord, because the 11 isn’t really an alteration of the fifth, it’s its own color.



Extensions - Major

chord type Alterations 
of the ROOT

Alterations 
of the FIFTH Other

Diatonic Cma9 Cma13 C6 (!!)

Chromatic Cma7(#11)

Major seventh chord extensions


Cma7(#11) typically functions as a bitonal chord - add the 9 and the 13 - Cma13(#11) and you have a D major triad over a Cma7.



Quickly
Sus Chords  
G7(sus4), Cma7 (sus4) 

Slash Chords  
G7/B, Cma7/E, F/G

suspended chords work just as you’d expect - fourth is by far the most common.


slash chords are mostly functional but they don’t have to be. You can have a non-chord tone under a functional chord.



ii-V-I Part 2

Harmonic Centers

We think of jazz standards as having multiple key centers. Jazz musicians look for ii-V’s and ii-V-I’s as ways to see the structure of the piece. It’s a sort of harmonic 
Schenkerian analysis.



Satin Doll

Duke Ellington &  

Billy Strayorn (1953)



1: ii-V in C 2: ii-V in C 3: ii-V in D
4: ii-V in D 5: ii-V in G 6: ii-V in G-flat
7: I in C 8: ii-V in D (return to measure 1)

1: ii7 - V7 2: ii7 - V7 3: iii7 - VI7

4: iii7 - VI7 5: vi7 - II7 6: bvi7 - bII7

7: Ima7 - ii7 8: iii7 - VI7 (return to measure 1)

First, here’s how we might analyze the A section in standard harmonic analysis. 


Now here’s how a jazzer is going to look at the A section of Satin Doll.

Be sure to note the overall analysis: ii-V-I in C, with much digression.


Note the second chord in m.6 - Db7. It’s a tritone substitution for what? G7, which is the V in the home key - finally getting us home in m.7.



How High 
The Moon
Morgan Lewis &  

Nancy Hamilton (1940)



1: I in G 2: I in G 3: ii in F 4: V in F
5: i in F 6: I in F 7: ii in E-flat 8: V in E-flat
9: i in E-flat 10: ii -V in G minor 11: 1 in G minor 12: ii-V in G minor
13: i in G (!) 14: ii-V in G 15: ii-V in A 16: ii-V in G

Here’s how a jazzer is going to look at the first section of “How High The Moon.”

Note: m.15 ii-V with a tritone substitution.

It’s worth mentioning that we haven’t looked at other the primary form you’ll see in jazz: the 12-bar blues. This doesn’t have the same functional harmonic approach - in 
its simplest form, it’s I, IV, V - but as early as the ‘40s, when Charlie Parker was writing blues tunes, he would rehearmonize those three basic chords to get extended 
strings of ii-Vs. (Known as Bird Blues).



Jazz Piano in One Slide

1. LH root, 2-note RH  
2. LH root, 4-note RH  
3. root/fifth bass line  
4. stepwise bass line

If you can master these four ii-V-I skills in all twelve keys, you’ll be able to effectively play easily 80% of the patterns you see in vocal jazz literature.



Swing Rhythm - the 3 U’s

• upbeat accent (macro) 
• uneven 8ths 
• Upbeat accent (micro)

umbrella, user-friendly, UGLY



Performance Practice

• Articulations 
• Solo vs Ensemble 
• Relative Freedom from score 
• Aural Tradition

1. articulations can be notated or not.

2. You’re going to have a different approach depending on the size of ensemble. Take 6 can be more individual, e.g.

3. Don’t feel like the score has all the answers. If you want to depart from the score for a stylistic addition, trust your musical instincts. Every arranger I know encourages 

that.

4. This is an aural tradition. Listen, listen, listen!



Resources
• Jazz Arranging Techniques (Gary Lindsay)  

     www.lindsdayjazz.com 
• Darcy James Argue’s Chord Symbol Guidelines  

     www.jedscott.com/arguechords/ 
• Jazz Piano Handbook (Michele Weir)  

     www.michmusic.com 
• The Jazz Harmony Retreat (Jeremy Fox) 

     www.thejazzharmonyretreat.com

http://www.lindsdayjazz.com
http://www.jedscott.com/arguechords/
http://www.michmusic.com
http://www.thejazzharmonyretreat.com


THANK YOU!  

YOU’RE OFFICIALLY NOW A VOCAL JAZZ NERD. 

QUESTIONS?

Jed Scott 
jed@jedscott.com 

TW: @jedscott | IG/FB: @jedscottmusic
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