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When a guitarist sets foot on a stage or sits down at home, the first thing that often comes to mind is the sound of a 

familiar chord. Yet, the world of guitar harmony extends far beyond the simple major and minor triads that dominate 

beginner lessons. For those who crave the lush voicings of jazz and the infectious hooks of popular music, 

mastering chords and progressions for jazz and popular guitaris a gateway to endless creative possibilities.

This guide will walk you through the essential theory, practical voicings, and real �world applications that will elevate

your playing from routine to memorable.

Understanding the Foundations of Jazz Chords

Jazz harmony is built on the idea of extended and altered chords. While the basic triad (root, third, fifth) is a solid

foundation, jazz musicians add color tones—sevenths, ninths, elevenths, and thirteenths—to enrich the sound.

These extensions create tension and resolution that give jazz its unmistakable voice.

On the guitar, voicing these extended chords often means trading a single note for a cluster of tones that span a 

few frets. Because the guitar’s fretboard is linear, you must learn to move these shapes up and down the neck, 

keeping the chord’s internal voice leading intact. A good starting point is to master the major 7th, minor 7th, 

dominant 7th and half �diminished 7thshapes in all positions. Once you can comfortably shift these shapes, you’ll

have the building blocks for any jazz progression.

Common Jazz Chord Types and Their Functions

1.  Major 7th (maj7) – The quintessential “smooth” sound. Used in ii �V �I progressions as the tonic.

2.  Minor 7th (m7) – Adds a subtle melancholy. Often appears on the ii chord of a major key.

3.  Dominant 7th (7) – Creates a strong pull toward resolution. The backbone of the ii �V �I.

4.  Half �Diminished 7th (m7&m5) – Adds tension and is common on the ii chord of minor keys.

5.  Fully Diminished 7th (dim7) – Very tense; used for chromatic passing or as a substitute for the leading tone.

6.  Altered Dominant (7&m9, 7&o9, 7&m13, 7&o13) – Adds dissonance that resolves powerfully to the tonic.

7.  Extended chords (9, 11, 13) – Provide color; often omitted or substituted for simpler voicings in the mix.

Each of these chords carries a specific voice �leading role. Understanding why a particular chord appears in a

progression will help you choose the right voicing and anticipate the next harmonic movement.

Essential Jazz Progressions for the Guitarist

ii �V �I

Perhaps the most famous progression in jazz, ii �V �I establishes a sense of direction. In the key of C major, the

progression would be Dm7 – G7 – Cmaj7. On the guitar, a common voicing for Dm7 is xx0212, G7 as 320001, and

Cmaj7 as x32000. Notice how the root notes are in the open strings, giving the progression a bright, resonant

quality.

iii �vi �ii �V

Also known as the “circle of fifths” progression, this sequence creates a smooth, circular motion. In C major: Em7 –

Am7 – Dm7 – G7. Each chord steps up a fourth (or down a fifth). This progression is a staple in both ballads and



up �tempo tunes.

ii �V �I �vi

Adding the vi chord at the end gives the progression a slightly unexpected twist. In C major: Dm7 – G7 – Cmaj7 –

Am7. This variation is common in pop standards and can be used as a bridge or turnaround.

Modal Interchange Progressions

Borrowing chords from parallel modes adds color. For example, in C major, using the iv chord from C minor (F

minor) instead of F major creates a dramatic shift. A simple progression: Dm7 – G7 – Cmaj7 – Fm7.

Turnarounds and Substitutions

Jazz guitarists often replace the V chord with a tritone substitution (e.g., Db7 for G7). This creates a chromatic bass

line that resolves back to the tonic. Experimenting with substitutions keeps progressions fresh.

Transposing Jazz Chords on the Guitar: Practical Tips

Because the guitar’s neck is a repeating pattern, learning to move chord shapes up and down is essential. Here are

some strategies:

•  Use movable shapes: Start with a basic major 7th shape and add or subtract the seventh to create dominant 

or minor 7th chords.

•  Keep the bass note in the same position: This preserves the root movement and maintains a strong harmonic 

foundation.

•  Employ open strings when possible: Open strings give natural resonance and can simplify complex voicings.

•  Practice voice leading: Move one finger at a time between chords to keep the progression smooth.

Integrating Jazz Progressions into Pop Songs

Pop music thrives on memorable hooks and simple progressions. However, infusing subtle jazz harmony can

elevate a track. Here are ways to do it:

•  Replace the standard I �IV �V with ii �V �I: In a pop ballad, swapping the common chords for a jazz turnaround adds 

sophistication.

•  Use extended chords sparingly: A simple Cmaj9 or G13 can replace a G7 in a chorus, giving the song a 

richer texture without overcomplicating the arrangement.

•  Introduce chromatic passing chords: Adding a #9 or b13 on the dominant creates tension that resolves 

beautifully.

•  Employ modal interchange: Borrowing a bII or bVI chord from a parallel key can surprise listeners and add 

emotional depth.

Popular Guitar Chord Progressions That Borrow Jazz Ideas

Many contemporary pop songs subtly incorporate jazz harmony. Below are some recognizable examples and how

they work:

The verses feature a repeating ii �V �I (Em7 – A7 – Dmaj7) in the key of D, giving the track a subtle jazz feel.

The bridge uses a iii �vi �ii �V (B&mm7 – E&mm7 – A&mm7 – D&m7) to create a haunting, jazzy atmosphere.

The funk groove relies on dominant 7th chords (F7 – B&m7 – E&m7) with added 9ths, a classic funk �jazz blend.



Common Pop Songs with Jazz-Influenced Progressions

Beyond the examples above, many hit songs weave jazz harmony into their structure. Understanding these

patterns can inspire your own songwriting.

•  “Thinking Out Loud” – Ed Sheeran – Uses a ii �V �I turnaround in the bridge.

•  “All of Me” – John Legend – Features a ii �V �I progression with a dominant 7th that resolves to the tonic.

•  “Hello” – Adele – The chorus includes a major 7th chord that adds warmth.

•  “Say So” – Doja Cat – Uses a ii �V �I in the verse, creating a smooth, jazzy feel.

Advanced Techniques: Modal Interchange, Tritone Substitution, and More

Once you’re comfortable with basic progressions, you can explore more sophisticated harmonic tools.

Modal Interchange

Borrowing chords from parallel modes (major, minor, Dorian, Mixolydian) introduces unexpected colors. For

example, in the key of C major, using a bVII (B&m major) or a iv (F minor) can create a dramatic shift. On the guitar,

this often means altering a single finger to change the chord quality.

Tritone Substitution

Replacing a dominant chord with another dominant that is a tritone away (e.g., G7 !’ Db7) creates a chromatic bass

line that resolves naturally to the tonic. This substitution is a staple in jazz but works beautifully in pop ballads and

ballads with a soulful vibe.

Altered Dominants

Adding alterations such as &m9, &o9, &m13, or &o13 to a dominant chord intensifies the tension before resolving. On the

guitar, altered voicings often involve adding a single finger on the 7th or 13th string. For instance, a G7&m9 can be

played as 3x0001 with the 3rd string muted.

Voice Leading with Quartal Harmony

Quartal harmony, built on fourths instead of thirds, offers a modern, open sound. Using quartal voicings for the ii

and V chords can give a fresh twist to the classic ii �V �I progression.

Practice Routines for Mastering Jazz and Pop Chords

Consistent practice is the key to fluency. Here’s a structured routine you can follow:

1.  Warm �up (10 minutes): Finger stretches, chromatic scales, and basic chord inversions.
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