
chords and progressions for jazz and popular
guitar
Chords and progressions for jazz and popular guitar are fundamental elements that shape the
sound and character of music in these genres. Understanding how to construct and utilize chords
and progressions not only enhances a guitarist's skill set but also opens up a world of creativity and
expression. In this article, we will explore various chord types, popular progressions, and practical
tips for incorporating them into your playing.

Understanding Chords

Chords are the building blocks of harmony in music. A chord is formed when two or more notes are
played simultaneously. In jazz and popular music, chords can vary widely in complexity, from simple
triads to intricate extended chords.

Types of Chords

1. Major Chords: Comprised of the root, major third, and perfect fifth. For example, a C major chord
consists of the notes C, E, and G.

2. Minor Chords: Formed with the root, minor third, and perfect fifth. A C minor chord includes C,
E♭, and G.

3. Seventh Chords: These add a seventh note to the basic triads. They can be major (Cmaj7), minor
(Cmin7), dominant (C7), or half-diminished (Cmin7♭5).

4. Extended Chords: These include ninths, elevenths, and thirteenths, which add more color and
complexity. For instance, a C9 chord includes C, E, G, B♭, and D.

5. Altered Chords: Common in jazz, these involve modifications to the chord tones, such as a C7♯9 or
C7♭5.

The Importance of Chord Progressions

Chord progressions are sequences of chords played in succession. They create the harmonic
foundation of a piece of music and guide the emotional journey of a song. In jazz and popular music,
certain progressions have become staples due to their versatility and appeal.

Common Chord Progressions



1. I-IV-V: This is one of the simplest and most widely used progressions in popular music. For
example, in the key of C, the chords would be C (I), F (IV), and G (V).

2. ii-V-I: A cornerstone of jazz harmony, this progression features a minor ii chord leading to a
dominant V chord and resolving to the I chord. In the key of C: Dm7 (ii) - G7 (V) - Cmaj7 (I).

3. I-vi-ii-V: Often referred to as the "turnaround" progression, it is commonly found in jazz standards.
In C: Cmaj7 (I) - Am7 (vi) - Dm7 (ii) - G7 (V).

4. I-IV-vi-V: This progression has been popularized in many pop songs and provides a bright,
uplifting sound. In C: C (I) - F (IV) - Am (vi) - G (V).

5. vi-IV-I-V: Known for its catchy and memorable structure, this progression has been used in
countless pop hits. In C: Am (vi) - F (IV) - C (I) - G (V).

Analyzing Jazz Chord Progressions

Jazz music often employs more complex chord progressions than popular music. These progressions
frequently utilize substitutions and alterations that add richness and depth to the sound.

Jazz Standard Progressions

1. The Circle of Fifths: This progression moves through chords that are a fifth apart, creating a sense
of movement and tension. An example in C: Cmaj7 - Fmaj7 - B♭maj7 - E♭maj7.

2. Modal Interchange: Borrowing chords from parallel modes can create unexpected colors. For
instance, one might use an A♭maj7 from C minor within a C major context.

3. Coltrane Changes: Named after the legendary saxophonist John Coltrane, this progression cycles
through major thirds. For example: Cmaj7 - E♭maj7 - A♭maj7 - Bmaj7.

Techniques for Playing Chords

Mastering chord voicings and transitions is crucial for achieving a smooth and engaging sound on
the guitar. Here are several techniques and tips to enhance your chord playing.

Voicing and Fingerings

1. Different Voicings: Explore various voicings for the same chord. For example, a Cmaj7 can be
played in multiple positions on the fretboard.

2. Inversions: Use inversions to create smoother transitions between chords. Playing the first
inversion of a chord can lead more naturally into the next chord.



3. Using Capo: A capo can help you explore different keys and voicings without changing your
fingerings drastically.

Incorporating Rhythm

1. Strumming Patterns: Experiment with different strumming patterns to add texture to your
playing. Syncopation can create a more jazzy feel.

2. Arpeggios: Instead of strumming whole chords, practice playing arpeggios to emphasize
individual notes within the chords. This adds melodic interest.

3. Swing Feel: In jazz, the swing feel is essential. Practice playing eighth notes with a swing rhythm
to capture the essence of jazz.

Improvisation with Chords

Improvisation is a significant part of both jazz and popular music. Understanding how to use chords
as a foundation for improvisation can elevate your playing to new heights.

Using Chord Tones for Improvisation

1. Targeting Chord Tones: When improvising, focus on the notes that make up the chords. This helps
create a strong melodic connection to the harmony.

2. Passing Tones: Incorporate passing tones between chord tones to create smoother lines and
interesting melodies.

3. Arpeggiating Chords: Play arpeggios of the chords being used in the progression to add depth to
your improvisation.

Conclusion

Chords and progressions for jazz and popular guitar are essential components that contribute to the
richness and diversity of these genres. By understanding the various types of chords, familiarizing
yourself with common progressions, and incorporating effective playing techniques, you can
enhance your musical expression and creativity. Whether you are strumming along to your favorite
pop songs or improvising in a jazz setting, mastering chords and progressions will undoubtedly
elevate your guitar playing experience. Embrace the journey of learning, experimenting, and
creating, and let the beauty of chords guide your musical exploration.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the basic types of chords used in jazz guitar?
The basic types of chords used in jazz guitar include major, minor, dominant 7th, minor 7th, major
7th, and diminished chords. Extended chords like 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths are also commonly used.

How do I create a jazz chord progression?
A common way to create a jazz chord progression is to use the ii-V-I progression, which consists of
the supertonic (ii), dominant (V), and tonic (I) chords. You can also incorporate variations and
substitutions for added interest.

What is a common jazz chord substitution?
One common jazz chord substitution is the tritone substitution, where the dominant chord is
replaced with another dominant chord a tritone away. For example, in a ii-V-I in C major, you might
substitute the G7 with Db7.

What role do extensions play in jazz chords?
Extensions add color and complexity to jazz chords. For example, adding a 9th, 11th, or 13th to a
chord can create a richer sound, allowing for more expressive playing and a wider harmonic palette.

How can I practice jazz chord progressions effectively?
To practice jazz chord progressions effectively, use a metronome, focus on smooth transitions
between chords, and practice with backing tracks. Additionally, try playing along with recordings of
jazz standards to develop your timing and feel.

What are some popular jazz standards to practice chord
progressions?
Some popular jazz standards for practicing chord progressions include 'Autumn Leaves,' 'Blue
Bossa,' 'All the Things You Are,' and 'Misty.' These songs feature classic progressions that are great
for developing your jazz guitar skills.

How does jazz guitar differ from popular guitar in terms of
chords?
Jazz guitar often uses more complex chords (like 7ths, 9ths, and altered chords) compared to
popular guitar, which typically relies on basic major and minor chords. Jazz also emphasizes chord
progressions and improvisation more heavily.

What techniques can I use to voice jazz chords on the guitar?
Techniques for voicing jazz chords on the guitar include using different fingerings for chord



extensions, playing inversions, and utilizing partial chords or 'shell voicings' to create a more open
sound while still implying the harmony.
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