
how to play jazz guitar chords
how to play jazz guitar chords is the gateway to a world of sophisticated harmony and
improvisational freedom. This comprehensive guide will demystify the process, taking you from
fundamental concepts to advanced voicings and practical application. We will explore the essential
building blocks of jazz harmony, focusing on common chord types, their construction, and how they
function within progressions. You'll learn about essential jazz guitar chord shapes, including dominant
7ths, major 7ths, minor 7ths, and their many extensions and alterations. We'll also delve into the
practicalities of learning these voicings, including fingering techniques, common chord progressions,
and how to practice effectively to integrate them into your playing. Whether you're a beginner looking
to explore jazz or an intermediate guitarist seeking to deepen your understanding, this article will
provide the knowledge and tools you need to confidently navigate the rich harmonic landscape of jazz
guitar.

Understanding the Fundamentals of Jazz Harmony

Essential Jazz Guitar Chord Types

Learning Key Jazz Guitar Chord Shapes and Voicings

Practical Application and Practice Strategies

Understanding the Fundamentals of Jazz Harmony

Jazz harmony is built upon a foundation of extended and altered chords, moving beyond the basic
triads and seventh chords commonly found in earlier styles of music. At its core, jazz harmony
involves understanding how chords are constructed and how they relate to each other within a
musical context. This understanding is crucial for improvising melodies and creating authentic-
sounding jazz guitar arrangements.

The Role of Seventh Chords in Jazz

Seventh chords are the bedrock of jazz harmony. They add a layer of color and tension that is
characteristic of the genre. Unlike triads, which consist of a root, third, and fifth, seventh chords
include an additional note – the seventh. This seventh can be major or minor, significantly altering the
chord's quality and function. Mastering the construction and sound of major seventh, minor seventh,
and dominant seventh chords is the first step in learning how to play jazz guitar chords.

A major seventh chord (e.g., Cmaj7) is formed by a root, major third, perfect fifth, and major seventh.
It has a bright, sophisticated sound. A minor seventh chord (e.g., Cm7) is composed of a root, minor
third, perfect fifth, and minor seventh, offering a mellow and often melancholic tone. The dominant
seventh chord (e.g., C7) is perhaps the most vital in jazz, consisting of a root, major third, perfect



fifth, and minor seventh. Its inherent tension pulls towards resolution, driving the musical narrative
forward.

Beyond the Seventh: Chord Extensions and Alterations

Once you have a solid grasp of seventh chords, the next level in jazz guitar chord vocabulary involves
extensions and alterations. Extensions are notes added beyond the seventh, typically the ninth,
eleventh, and thirteenth. These add further richness and complexity to the harmonic palette. For
instance, a Cmaj9 chord includes the notes of a Cmaj7 chord plus a D (the ninth). A Cm11 adds an F
(the eleventh) to a Cm7 chord, and a C13 adds an A (the thirteenth) to a C7 chord.

Alterations involve modifying the quality of these extensions, most commonly the fifth and the ninth.
Common alterations include flat-ninth (b9), sharp-ninth (9), sharp-eleventh (11), and flat-thirteenth
(b13). These altered chords create even more dissonance and chromatic movement, which are
hallmarks of jazz improvisation. For example, a C7b9 chord has a C, E, G, Bb, and Db, creating a
bluesy and tense sound. Understanding how to incorporate these extensions and alterations into your
jazz guitar chord voicings is essential for authentic jazz playing.

Essential Jazz Guitar Chord Types

Jazz guitar features a wide array of chord types, each with its unique character and function. While
the basic seventh chords are fundamental, jazz musicians frequently employ more complex voicings
and harmonic devices. Familiarizing yourself with these essential chord types will significantly
broaden your ability to play jazz guitar chords authentically.

Major Seventh and Minor Seventh Chords

Major seventh chords (maj7) and minor seventh chords (m7) are ubiquitous in jazz. A Cmaj7, for
example, is built with the notes C-E-G-B. These chords provide a smooth, consonant sound, often used
in more lyrical or ballad-like jazz pieces. Similarly, Cm7 (C-Eb-G-Bb) offers a gentler, more reflective
quality.

Learning these basic seventh chords across the fretboard is paramount. Practicing them in all keys
and various positions ensures a strong foundational understanding. Focus on smooth transitions
between these chords, as this is key to fluid jazz guitar playing.

Dominant Seventh and Dominant Ninth Chords

Dominant seventh chords (7) are the workhorses of jazz harmony, providing the essential tension that
propels progressions forward. A C7 chord consists of C-E-G-Bb. Its characteristic sound comes from
the tritone interval between the third (E) and the seventh (Bb).



Dominant ninth chords (9) add further depth and color. A C9 chord is C-E-G-Bb-D. The added ninth
creates a richer, fuller sound. Dominant seventh chords with altered ninths, such as C7b9 (C-E-G-Bb-
Db) or C79 (C-E-G-Bb-D), are extremely common in jazz, offering distinctive bluesy and dissonant
flavors that are crucial for improvising over jazz changes.

Half-Diminished and Diminished Seventh Chords

Half-diminished chords, also known as minor seventh flat five (m7b5), are vital in many jazz contexts,
particularly in ii-V-i progressions in minor keys. A Cm7b5 chord is built with C-Eb-Gb-Bb. They possess
a unique, somewhat dissonant quality that adds a touch of melancholy or unease.

Diminished seventh chords (dim7) are symmetrical and can function in various ways, often used as
passing chords or to create chromatic movement. A Cdim7 chord is C-Eb-Gb-Bbb (which is A). Their
characteristic sound is one of heightened tension and instability, making them effective for creating
dramatic effect or smooth voice leading.

Other Important Chord Types

Beyond the core seventh, ninth, and diminished chords, jazz guitarists also utilize a variety of other
voicings and chord qualities. These include:

Major sixth chords (maj6): For example, Cmaj6 (C-E-G-A).

Minor sixth chords (m6): For example, Cm6 (C-Eb-G-A).

Major ninth chords (maj9): For example, Cmaj9 (C-E-G-B-D).

Minor eleventh chords (m11): For example, Cm11 (C-Eb-G-Bb-F).

Minor thirteenth chords (m13): For example, Cm13 (C-Eb-G-Bb-F-A).

Suspended chords (sus4, sus2): These can be incorporated to alter the harmonic feel.

Altered dominant chords: Such as C7b5, C75, C79b13, etc.

Learning to recognize and voice these different chord types will significantly expand your jazz guitar
chord vocabulary and your ability to interpret and play jazz standards.

Learning Key Jazz Guitar Chord Shapes and Voicings



Understanding how to physically form these jazz chords on the guitar fretboard is a critical step. Jazz
guitar voicings are often different from those used in other genres, prioritizing clarity, smooth voice
leading, and the ability to navigate complex changes. The goal is not just to know the notes but to
have them readily available in practical fingering patterns.

Rootless Voicings

Rootless voicings are a cornerstone of modern jazz guitar playing. These voicings omit the root of the
chord, allowing for greater flexibility in harmonizing melodies and creating richer sonic textures. For
example, a Cmaj7 chord can be voiced as E-G-B-D, relying on the bass player or the overall ensemble
to provide the root. Similarly, a C7 can be voiced as E-G-Bb-D.

Learning rootless voicings in all inversions and across the neck is incredibly beneficial. They simplify
complex chord changes and facilitate smooth melodic lines. These voicings are often built around
specific intervallic relationships, making them easier to remember and transpose.

Drop 2 and Drop 3 Voicings

Drop 2 and Drop 3 are systematic approaches to creating chord voicings from basic seventh chords.
These methods involve "dropping" certain notes of a four-note chord (root, 3rd, 5th, 7th) to a lower
string. These techniques result in chord voicings that are particularly well-suited for guitar, offering
excellent playable shapes and good voice leading.

Drop 2 voicings are typically formed by taking a seventh chord in root position or an inversion, and
then dropping the second-highest note an octave down. This usually results in a four-note voicing
spread across four strings. Drop 3 voicings involve dropping the third-highest note an octave down.
Both Drop 2 and Drop 3 voicings provide essential building blocks for a comprehensive jazz guitar
chord vocabulary.

Shell Voicings

Shell voicings are simplified jazz guitar chords that typically consist of only the root, third, and
seventh of a chord. These minimal voicings are incredibly effective for comping, especially when
playing with a bass player or in a small ensemble. They provide essential harmonic information
without cluttering the texture.

For instance, a Cmaj7 shell voicing might be C-B-E. A C7 shell voicing could be C-E-Bb. The advantage
of shell voicings is their efficiency; they allow the guitarist to outline the harmony clearly while leaving
space for melodic improvisation or interaction with other musicians. Learning shell voicings in
common jazz progressions is a highly practical approach to developing your jazz guitar comping skills.



Movable Chord Shapes

The beauty of the guitar lies in its ability to play the same chord quality in different positions using
movable shapes. For jazz guitar chords, this means learning major 7, minor 7, dominant 7, and half-
diminished shapes that can be shifted up and down the fretboard based on the root note.
Familiarizing yourself with these shapes, often based on the "CAGED" system but adapted for seventh
chords, is essential for playing in all keys.

For example, learning a dominant 7 shape with the root on the 6th string and then the equivalent
shape with the root on the 5th string allows you to play any dominant 7 chord. Mastering these
movable shapes is key to efficiently navigating jazz standards and understanding chord function
across the entire fretboard.

Practical Application and Practice Strategies

Knowing the chords is only half the battle; the real skill lies in applying them musically. Effective
practice strategies are crucial for internalizing jazz guitar chords and integrating them into your
playing smoothly and expressively.

Learning Common Jazz Chord Progressions

Jazz music is characterized by recurring chord progressions that form the backbone of many tunes.
The most fundamental is the ii-V-I progression, which in C major would be Dm7-G7-Cmaj7. In minor
keys, a common progression is iiø7-V7-i (e.g., Dm7b5-G7-Cm).

Another essential progression is the I-vi-ii-V (e.g., Cmaj7-Am7-Dm7-G7). Practicing these progressions
in all keys, using various voicings and incorporating extensions and alterations, will build your
familiarity and fluency. Pay close attention to the smooth voice leading between chords in these
progressions.

Chord-Melody Playing

Chord-melody is a style where the guitarist plays both the melody of a song and the accompanying
chords simultaneously. This requires a deep understanding of chord voicings and how to adapt them
to fit the melody notes. Practicing chord-melody is an excellent way to solidify your jazz guitar chord
knowledge and develop your musicality.

Start with simple melodies and basic chord voicings, gradually increasing the complexity. Focus on
making the melody clear while the chords provide harmonic support. This often involves creating
chord voicings that contain the melody note on a higher string.



Comping and Rhythm Guitar

Comping, or accompanying, is the guitarist's role in providing harmonic and rhythmic support to
soloists or vocalists. This involves using a variety of chord voicings and rhythmic patterns to create an
engaging and dynamic musical backdrop. Developing a strong sense of rhythm and a diverse
vocabulary of comping patterns is vital.

Experiment with different rhythmic subdivisions and syncopation. Practice playing along with
recordings of jazz guitarists to absorb their rhythmic feel and chordal approaches. Focus on
interacting with the music, listening to what other instruments are playing and adjusting your
comping accordingly.

Transcription and Ear Training

Transcribing solos and chord changes from recordings of jazz guitarists is an invaluable practice
method. It allows you to learn new voicings, harmonic ideas, and rhythmic approaches directly from
the masters. Ear training, the ability to recognize intervals, chords, and progressions by ear, is equally
important.

Start by transcribing simple chord progressions and then move on to more complex sections. This
process helps you develop an intuitive understanding of jazz harmony and how chords are voiced and
used in practice. It also reinforces the theoretical knowledge you are acquiring.

Regular, focused practice is the key to mastering how to play jazz guitar chords. Consistent effort in
learning new voicings, practicing progressions, and applying these concepts musically will lead to
significant progress and a deeper appreciation for the rich harmonic world of jazz guitar.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the fundamental jazz guitar chord shapes I should
learn first?
Start with the basic major 7th, dominant 7th, minor 7th, and minor 7th flat 5 (half-diminished) shapes.
Focus on movable shapes that can be played in different keys, often starting with root notes on the
6th and 5th strings.

How do I understand and apply jazz chord voicings?
Jazz voicings prioritize clarity and color over full strumming. Learn about rootless voicings (omitting
the root), drop voicings, and quartal voicings (built on intervals of fourths). Experiment with different
inversions and string sets to find pleasing sounds.



What's the significance of extensions and alterations in jazz
chords?
Extensions (9ths, 11ths, 13ths) and alterations (flat 9ths, sharp 9ths, sharp 11ths, flat 5ths) add richer
harmonic color and tension to jazz chords. They create the characteristic 'jazzy' sound and are crucial
for improvising over chord changes.

How can I practice comping with jazz guitar chords?
Comping involves rhythmically accompanying a melody or other musicians. Practice playing chord
progressions with different rhythmic patterns, syncopation, and dynamic variations. Listen to jazz
recordings and try to emulate the comping styles you hear.

What are some common jazz chord progressions I should
study?
The ii-V-I progression is the cornerstone of jazz harmony. Also, explore turnaround progressions (like
I-VI-ii-V), blues progressions (both standard and jazz variations), and common jazz standards like
'Autumn Leaves' or 'Blue Bossa'.

How do I transition smoothly between different jazz chord
voicings?
Focus on voice leading, where individual notes move by small intervals (steps or common tones)
between chords. This creates a smoother, more melodic flow. Practice connecting your voicings with
minimal string muting or unnecessary finger movement.

What are shell voicings and why are they useful in jazz guitar?
Shell voicings typically consist of just the root, 3rd, and 7th of a chord. They are very common in jazz
rhythm playing because they leave space for other instruments, are easy to move, and provide a
clear harmonic foundation.

How can I learn to read and interpret jazz chord symbols?
Familiarize yourself with common chord symbols like Cmaj7, G7, Am7, Dm7b5, C79, etc. Understand
what each letter and number/symbol signifies regarding the chord's root, quality (major, minor,
dominant), and any extensions or alterations.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to playing jazz guitar chords, with descriptions:

1. Inside the Jazz Guitar Chord Voicings
This book dives deep into the fundamental voicings that form the backbone of jazz guitar harmony. It
systematically breaks down common chord shapes and their logical progressions, making complex
concepts accessible. You'll learn how to move smoothly through different harmonic situations with a



solid understanding of these essential structures. This is a must-have for anyone serious about jazz
guitar comping.

2. Illuminating Jazz Guitar Arpeggios and Scales
Beyond just chords, this guide explores how arpeggios and scales directly relate to chord voicings in
jazz. It demonstrates practical applications for improvising melodically over jazz standards by
connecting chord tones to their corresponding scale fragments. Understanding this relationship is
crucial for creating authentic jazz solos. The book provides clear diagrams and musical examples to
illustrate these connections.

3. Introducing Essential Jazz Guitar Chord Forms
This introductory text focuses on the most commonly used jazz guitar chord shapes, presented in an
easy-to-understand format. It breaks down the construction of major 7th, minor 7th, dominant 7th,
and other vital jazz chord qualities. The book emphasizes practical application, offering exercises to
help you integrate these forms into your playing immediately. It’s an ideal starting point for beginners
venturing into jazz harmony.

4. Implementing Advanced Jazz Guitar Chord Substitutions
Once you've mastered the basics, this book takes your chord vocabulary to the next level by
exploring sophisticated substitutions. It demystifies concepts like tritone substitutions, secondary
dominants, and diminished chords in a jazz context. You'll learn how to creatively alter standard chord
progressions to add color and interest to your arrangements. This resource is perfect for intermediate
to advanced players looking to expand their harmonic palette.

5. Inventing New Jazz Guitar Chord Textures
This book encourages creativity by guiding you through the process of constructing unique and
modern jazz guitar voicings. It explores altered voicings, polychords, and other advanced harmonic
devices that define contemporary jazz sounds. You’ll discover methods for developing your own chord
vocabulary and personalizing your comping style. It’s designed to spark innovation and help you
move beyond conventional jazz harmony.

6. Illustrating Jazz Guitar Chord-Melody Arrangements
This title focuses on the art of playing both the chords and the melody simultaneously on the guitar. It
provides step-by-step guidance on how to adapt jazz standards for solo guitar, integrating melody
notes within chord voicings. You'll learn techniques for harmonizing melodies and creating beautiful,
contrapuntal textures. This book is essential for anyone wanting to master the solo jazz guitar
approach.

7. Informing Your Jazz Guitar Soloing with Chord Knowledge
This book directly bridges the gap between understanding jazz guitar chords and effective soloing. It
illustrates how to construct compelling improvised lines by targeting chord tones, using passing
tones, and understanding chord-scale relationships. The author provides practical exercises and
analyses of iconic jazz solos. Mastering these concepts will significantly improve your melodic
improvisation over jazz changes.

8. Integrating Smooth Jazz Guitar Chord Transitions
Focusing on the practical side of playing, this guide provides strategies for executing fluid and
seamless chord changes in jazz. It addresses common challenges in jazz guitar comping, such as
finger dexterity and efficient voice leading between chords. You'll learn techniques to practice and
internalize common jazz progressions, ensuring a polished and professional sound. This book is
invaluable for developing a confident and dynamic comping ability.



9. Improvising with Jazz Guitar Chord Shapes
This book emphasizes the direct application of chord shapes for improvisational purposes. It explores
how different voicings can inspire melodic ideas and how to extract melodic content from the shapes
themselves. You’ll learn how to use your knowledge of chord fingerings as a springboard for creative
soloing. It offers a practical and visual approach to connecting harmony and melody.
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