
Piano Voicings for Your Jazz Band 

Goals 

• Quickly Identify the notes of a chord—not the scale! 

• Different approaches for students with and without harmonic knowledge 

• Choose a shape or formula 

• Think numbers and shapes – not note names 

• Build the chord & LISTEN 

• Use what you already know to learn new things 

Chord Types 

• Major Scale Harmony 

o Major (I) 

o Minor (ii) 

o Dominant (V) 

 

 

• Melodic Minor Scale Harmony 

o Half-diminished (iio/) 

o Altered Dominant (Valt)  

o Minor Major (C- 7) 

 

 

 

• Most of the progressions you will see are based on: 

o ii-V-I progressions or pieces of them 

o Cyclical progressions (bass movement in 4th’s) 

o Blues based 12 or 16 bar patterns 

Shell Voicings  

• “A” Voicing: 1st & 7th in LH  

• “B” Shape: 1st & 3rd in LH 

• Also possible in 2 handed 

voicing 

 



Rootless Voicings  

• “A” Position 

o Start with 3rd on bottom 

o Stack up in 3rd’s (3-5-7-9) 

• “B” Position 

o Start with 7th on bottom 

o Stack up the same notes (7-9-3-5) 

• Rule of Thumb 

o In general, RH Thumb should stay between middle C and the C one octave higher 

3 – 7 – Pretty 

• LH plays 3-7 or 7-3 

• Add ANY NOTE with your LH thumb that sounds good 

• Context determines what “sounds good” 

• This encourages students to use their EARS 

 

 

 

Generic Major (Root on top) 

• 3 notes in RH, 2 notes in LH 

• Start with Root on top 

• Stack down in Perfect 4ths 

 

Generic Major (5
th

 on top)  

• 3 notes in RH, 2 notes in LH 

• Start with 5th on top 

• Stack down in Perfect 4ths 



Generic Minor (3
rd

 on top) 

• 3 notes in RH, 2 notes in LH 

• Start with minor 3rd on top 

• Stack down in Perfect 4ths 

 

Generic Dominant 

• Start on Root or 5th – both work! 

• LH plays 3rd & 7th 

 

 

 

 

 

Miracle Voicing 

• Pick any note… 

• Descend by: 

o Major 3rd 

o Perfect 4th 

o Perfect 4th 

o Perfect 4th 

Half-Diminished Chords 

• Learn these in 

all inversions 

• Drop 2 System 

 

• Students with Harmonic Knowledge 

o ii half-diminished – IV minor 6 (Dhalf dim 7 = Fm6) 

• Students without Harmonic Knowledge 

o Probably won’t need these chords anyway 

o Just play Shell Voicings (1-3, 1-7, 3-7, 1-3-7, etc) 

o Take the Generic Minor Voicings (Stacked 4th from the 

3rd on top) and flat the 5. 



Fully Diminished Chords 

• There are only 3 of them! 

• Any note can go up a whole step 

• Quick formula: 

o LH: Play any note of the diminished chord 

o RH: Go down ½ step, build a major chord 

• Easy analysis: where does a Diminished Chord come from? The 3rd of a Dominant b9 

chord 

• Some polychord voicings are interchangeable (Eb/E works for E, G, Bb, and C# 

diminished) 

 

 

 

 

Upper Structure Chords 

• Most useful for Altered Dominant Chords 

• Quick formulas that are easier to remember than trying to create voicings from scratch 

• Utilizes math concepts in the music classroom 

• RH plays a triad (in any inversion) 

according to the desired extensions 

• LH plays 3-7 or 7-3 of the dominant 

chord 

  



Tips 

• Rhythm is more important than notes 

• Keep a notebook (Voicing Inventory)  

• Practice Method: Cyclical Progressions 

o Descending 2nds 

o Perfect 4ths 

o Chromatically (Ascending & Descending) 

• Pick 1 voicing per week and have your pianists try to ONLY play them.  Once mastered, 

move to the next one. 

• Pianists will begin listening to whether their voicing choices fit with the chart or not. 

o Example: Using upper structures (polychord) won’t sound good if they are picking 

extensions the band isn’t playing (b9 vs. natural 9). 

• Which voicings fit with which textures? 

o Try to find the compositional techniques being used in the horn writing. 

o Make sure the pianist, guitarist, and bassist are TALKING.  (The piano should 

never play in the same register as the guitarist unless there is good reason to do 

this.) 

o If your guitarist can only play 3rd/7th, have your pianist play open 4th voicings 

o If your pianist understands tritone substitution, have them talk with the bass player 

and communicate when they try it. 

Resources 

• Books 

o Voicings for Jazz Keyboard (Frank Mantooth) 

o The Jazz Piano Book (Mark Levine) 

o Anything by Dan Haerle (published by Jamey Aebersold) 

• Online 

o Open Studio Jazz (www.openstudiojazz.com)  

o Chad LB / Jazz Lesson Videos (www.jazzlessonvideos.com)  

o Jeremy Siskand (www.jeremysiskind.com) 

o Noah Kellman (www.noahkellman.com) 

o Jens Larsen—great for guitarists, too! (www.youtube.com/jenslarsen) 

Contact Me 

Shawn Marren 

(941)716-5518 

SkippySounds@gmail.com 

www.SkippySounds.com 
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