good jazz songs to harmonize

Good Jazz Songs to Harmonize: A Guide to Perfect Vocal Blends

Good jazz songs to harmonize can transform any musical gathering into an unforgettable
experience. Whether you're a seasoned vocalist, a budding musician, or simply a jazz enthusiast
looking to explore the rich textures of harmony, choosing the right tunes to harmonize is key. Jazz,
with its intricate melodies, soulful chords, and expressive phrasing, offers a treasure trove of songs
that lend themselves beautifully to vocal harmonization. In this article, we’ll explore some of the best
jazz classics for harmonizing, delve into why certain songs are ideal for vocal arrangements, and
share tips on how to approach harmonization in jazz contexts.

Why Choose Good Jazz Songs to Harmonize?

Jazz music is known for its improvisational nature and complex chord progressions, which might
initially seem challenging for harmonizing. However, many jazz standards have melodies that are
straightforward enough to support beautiful vocal harmonies while still offering enough complexity
to keep the arrangement interesting. Harmonizing jazz songs allows singers to explore extended
chords, rich voicings, and dynamic interaction between melody and harmony, making the experience
both educational and deeply satisfying.

Additionally, harmonizing jazz tunes hones your ear for jazz chords such as 7ths, 9ths, and 13ths,

and helps you become comfortable with modal interchange and chromatic passing tones. This skill
can greatly improve your overall musicianship and improvisation ability.

Top Good Jazz Songs to Harmonize

Certain jazz standards have stood the test of time as favorites for vocal harmony groups, choirs, and
jazz ensembles. Below are some notable examples that are widely loved for their harmonization
potential.

1. “Autumn Leaves”

A timeless jazz standard, “Autumn Leaves” features a cyclical chord progression and a memorable
melody that lend themselves beautifully to harmonizing. The tune’s minor key shifts and ii-V-I
progressions create ample opportunities to experiment with different harmonic colors. Vocal groups
often enjoy layering rich three- or four-part harmonies to evoke a warm, nostalgic feeling.

2. “Misty” by Erroll Garner

“Misty” is a lush ballad that is ideal for harmonization because of its slow tempo and romantic



melody. The chord changes invite singers to explore extended harmonies like major 7ths and 9ths,
adding a dreamy texture to the vocal blend. This song works wonderfully for duets or small
ensembles looking to showcase emotional expression through vocal interplay.

3. “Take Five” by Dave Brubeck

While “Take Five” is famous for its unusual 5/4 time signature, it remains a fantastic choice for vocal
harmonies. The repetitive motifs and catchy melody can be adapted into layered harmonies that
highlight the rhythmic uniqueness of the tune. Groups harmonizing “Take Five” often experiment
with syncopation and call-and-response arrangements to keep the energy lively.

4. “Fly Me to the Moon”

This classic tune, popularized by Frank Sinatra, is a favorite for vocal harmonies due to its smooth
chord progressions and romantic lyrics. The song’s structure allows singers to explore close
harmonies, parallel thirds, and sixths, creating a lush vocal texture that’s both accessible and
satisfying to perform.

5. “Blue Skies” by Irving Berlin

A bright and upbeat jazz standard, “Blue Skies” is perfect for groups looking to inject some swing
and joy into their harmonies. The melody’s simplicity combined with the song’s rhythmic drive
makes it a good canvas for experimenting with three-part harmonies, scat singing, and vocal riffs
that complement the main tune.

Tips for Harmonizing Jazz Songs

Harmonizing jazz songs isn’t just about stacking notes; it’s about capturing the spirit of jazz through
interaction, phrasing, and emotion. Here are some practical tips to help you get the most out of your
harmonization sessions.

Understand the Chord Progressions

Jazz harmony can be complex, so having a solid understanding of the underlying chord changes is
essential. Knowing when the progression moves through ii-V-I sequences or features diminished
chords will guide your harmony choices and help you avoid dissonances that don’t serve the
arrangement.



Start Simple and Build Complexity

If you're new to jazz harmonizing, begin with simple intervals such as thirds and sixths. Once
comfortable, experiment with adding sevenths, ninths, or suspensions to enrich your harmonies.
Layering these intervals gradually will make the arrangement sound fuller without overwhelming
the melody.

Listen to Vocal Jazz Groups

Groups like The Manhattan Transfer, Take 6, and New York Voices are masters of jazz harmony.
Listening closely to their recordings can provide inspiration for voicings, rhythmic phrasing, and
blending techniques. Try to transcribe some of their harmonies to better understand how they
construct their vocal arrangements.

Focus on Dynamics and Expression

Jazz is as much about feel as it is about notes. When harmonizing, pay attention to dynamic contrast,
phrasing, and articulation. Harmonies that ebb and flow with the melody’s emotion will sound more
natural and engaging than static, rigid parts.

Practice Scat Singing in Harmony

Scat singing is a hallmark of jazz vocal performance. Incorporating scat harmonies can add an
exciting improvisational element to your arrangements. Start by harmonizing simple scat phrases
and gradually build up to more intricate vocal improvisations with your group.

Exploring Arrangements and Vocal Techniques

Good jazz songs to harmonize often benefit from creative arrangements that highlight each vocalist’s
strengths. Experimenting with different vocal techniques can add texture and interest to your
harmonies.

Close Harmony vs. Open Harmony

Close harmony involves voices singing notes that are close together in pitch, creating a dense, rich
sound. This works well for ballads and slower tunes like “Misty.” Open harmony spaces the voices
further apart, giving a more airy and expansive feel, suitable for upbeat songs like “Blue Skies.”



Use of Counterpoint

Incorporating counterpoint—where different vocal lines move independently yet harmonically—can
add complexity and sophistication to your arrangement. Songs like “Autumn Leaves” allow for
counter-melodic lines that weave around the main melody, enriching the listening experience.

Incorporate Vocal Percussion

Adding light vocal percussion or rhythmic syllables can enhance the groove in swing tunes. For
example, “Take Five” benefits from subtle percussive vocals that emphasize its unique meter while
maintaining harmonic integrity.

How to Choose Jazz Songs for Your Group

When selecting good jazz songs to harmonize, consider the vocal range, skill level, and stylistic
preferences of your group. Some tunes may be too complex harmonically or rhythmically for certain
ensembles, while others offer more straightforward opportunities to shine.

» Assess Vocal Ranges: Choose songs that fit comfortably within the lowest and highest notes
of your singers.

e Match Skill Levels: Start with simpler harmonies if your group is new to jazz, then progress
to more challenging arrangements.

e Consider Mood and Style: Think about whether you want a ballad, an upbeat swing tune, or
something more experimental.

¢ Experiment with Arrangements: Don’t be afraid to rearrange standards to suit your group’s
unique sound.

Exploring different songs and arrangements will keep your rehearsals fresh and exciting, helping
your group develop its own signature style within the jazz tradition.

Jazz harmonization is a joyful and rewarding pursuit that deepens your appreciation of this rich
musical genre. By selecting good jazz songs to harmonize and embracing the nuances of jazz
harmony, you can create beautiful vocal blends that captivate audiences and enrich your own
musical journey. Whether performing classic standards or experimenting with modern compositions,
the art of jazz harmonization offers endless possibilities for creativity and expression.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are some good jazz songs to harmonize with beginners?

For beginners looking to harmonize in jazz, songs like "Autumn Leaves," "Blue Bossa," and "All of
Me" are great choices due to their straightforward chord progressions and memorable melodies.

Which classic jazz standards are ideal for vocal
harmonization?

Classic jazz standards such as "Take Five," "Fly Me to the Moon," and "Summertime" are ideal for
vocal harmonization because of their rich melodic lines and harmonic structures that allow for
creative harmonies.

Can you recommend upbeat jazz songs suitable for
harmonizing in a group?

Upbeat jazz songs like "Sing, Sing, Sing," "It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t Got That Swing)," and
"Moanin’ work well for group harmonizing, providing energetic rhythms and opportunities for
intricate vocal arrangements.

What jazz ballads are good choices for harmonizing?

Jazz ballads such as "Misty," "My Funny Valentine," and "Body and Soul" are excellent for
harmonizing due to their emotive melodies and lush chord changes that support expressive vocal
blends.

Are there any modern jazz songs recommended for
harmonizing?

Modern jazz songs like Esperanza Spalding’s "Good Lava," Robert Glasper’s "Calls," and Kamasi
Washington’s "Street Fighter Mas" offer fresh harmonic textures and contemporary grooves ideal for
experimenting with harmonies.

How can I harmonize the song 'Autumn Leaves' effectively?

To harmonize "Autumn Leaves," focus on its chord changes moving through minor and major
tonalities. Use thirds and sixths above or below the melody, and explore passing tones to enrich the
harmonic texture.

What techniques are useful for harmonizing in jazz songs?

Useful techniques include using close and open harmony intervals like thirds, sixths, and sevenths,
employing counterpoint, incorporating chord tones and extensions, and practicing call-and-response
patterns with other singers or instruments.



Is it better to harmonize jazz songs vocally or instrumentally?

Both vocal and instrumental harmonization have unique benefits. Vocally, harmonizing jazz songs
can highlight the lyrical content and emotional expression, while instrumental harmonization allows
for complex arrangements and improvisation.

Which jazz songs have simple melodies that are good for
practicing harmonization?

Songs like "Cantaloupe Island," "So What," and "Blue Monk" have relatively simple melodies and
blues-based structures, making them excellent for practicing harmonization techniques.

What role does chord progression play in harmonizing jazz
songs?

Chord progressions provide the harmonic framework for jazz songs and guide the choice of
harmonizing notes. Understanding the progression helps singers and musicians select
complementary intervals and create harmonies that enhance the melody.

Additional Resources

Good Jazz Songs to Harmonize: Exploring the Art of Vocal Jazz Harmony

Good jazz songs to harmonize offer vocalists and instrumentalists alike a unique opportunity to
delve into complex chord structures, rich melodies, and intricate rhythms. Jazz harmony,
distinguished by its sophisticated chord progressions and improvisational nature, challenges
musicians to explore layers of sound that create depth and emotional resonance. For those seeking
to refine their harmonic skills or simply enjoy the beauty of collective vocal or instrumental blending,
selecting the right repertoire is crucial.

This article investigates some of the best jazz standards and compositions that lend themselves well
to harmonization. It also examines why these pieces are particularly suited for ensemble work, the
harmonic features that make them stand out, and practical considerations for musicians aiming to
master jazz harmony.

What Makes a Jazz Song Ideal for Harmonization?

Before diving into specific titles, it’s important to understand the characteristics that define good
jazz songs to harmonize. Jazz harmony often involves extended chords, altered tones, and modal
interchange, which create rich textures. Songs that allow for dynamic interplay between voices or
instruments tend to be favored for harmonization.

Key traits include:

¢ Clear melodic lines: Melodies that are memorable yet flexible provide a solid foundation for



harmonizing without becoming overly complex.

e Rich chord progressions: Songs with ii-V-I progressions, modal shifts, and chromaticism
offer opportunities for inventive harmonic layering.

e Adaptability: Pieces that can be arranged in various voicings or styles make them versatile
for different ensemble sizes and skill levels.

These elements ensure that harmonizing a jazz song is both challenging and rewarding, enabling
performers to explore new harmonic territories while maintaining the piece’s original character.

Classic Jazz Standards for Harmonization

Certain jazz standards have become staples in vocal ensembles and instrumental groups due to their
harmonic richness and melodic appeal. Below are some exemplary pieces that consistently serve as
excellent vehicles for harmonization.

“Autumn Leaves”

One of the most popular jazz standards worldwide, “Autumn Leaves” features a hauntingly beautiful
melody and a classic chord progression rooted in the ii-V-I sequence. The song’s harmonic structure
naturally supports counterpoint and close harmonies, making it a favorite among vocal jazz groups.
Its minor to major tonal shifts provide ample room for harmonic exploration, including the use of
suspensions and passing tones.

“Take Five”

Composed by Paul Desmond and made famous by the Dave Brubeck Quartet, “Take Five” stands out
for its unconventional 5/4 time signature and modal harmony. Harmonizing this piece challenges
ensembles to maintain rhythmic precision while layering harmonies. The modal nature of the tune
allows for creative voicings and modal harmonies that can highlight the unique textures of a group’s
sound.

“Blue Skies”

Irving Berlin’s “Blue Skies” is another excellent choice for harmonization due to its upbeat tempo
and easily recognizable melody. The song’s harmonic framework includes classic jazz changes that
encourage playful harmonic substitutions. Vocal groups often use this tune to practice tight
harmonies, particularly in scat singing or call-and-response sections.



Modern Jazz Compositions Suitable for Harmonizing

While classic standards dominate the jazz repertoire, contemporary compositions also offer fresh
challenges and opportunities for harmonization. Modern jazz often incorporates influences from
gospel, R&B, and even pop, expanding harmonic language and rhythmic feel.

“Spain” by Chick Corea

A vibrant and rhythmically complex piece, “Spain” is favored by instrumental groups looking to
showcase advanced harmonic skills. The piece incorporates modal interchange and shifting time
signatures, requiring harmonizers to be both technically proficient and adaptable. Its blending of
Latin jazz elements with traditional jazz harmony creates a dynamic soundscape for rich harmonic
layering.

“Cantaloupe Island” by Herbie Hancock

This tune’s funky, groove-oriented feel contrasts with more traditional jazz standards, yet it remains
harmonically interesting. The repetitive vamp structure allows vocalists and instrumentalists to
experiment with layered harmonies and rhythmic accents, making it a versatile piece for
contemporary jazz ensembles.

Techniques and Tips for Harmonizing Jazz Songs

Understanding the theory behind jazz harmony is essential, but practical application brings these
concepts to life. When approaching good jazz songs to harmonize, musicians should consider the
following techniques:

» Voice leading: Smooth transitions between notes in different harmony parts prevent
dissonance and create a cohesive sound.

e Chord extensions: Incorporating 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths enriches the harmonic texture and
conveys the jazz aesthetic.

e Use of substitutions: Reharmonizing sections with tritone substitutions or altered chords can
add interest without losing the song’s essence.

e Rhythmic variation: Jazz harmony is not only about pitch but also about timing; syncopation
and swing rhythms enhance the harmonic interplay.

Additionally, rehearsing with a focus on listening closely to each harmony line helps ensembles
achieve balance and blend, crucial in jazz performance.



Balancing Complexity and Accessibility

One of the challenges when selecting good jazz songs to harmonize is finding a balance between
harmonic complexity and accessibility. Highly complex pieces may showcase technical prowess but
can be daunting for less experienced groups. Conversely, overly simple tunes might not fully engage
musicians or audiences.

For educators and ensemble leaders, it’s often beneficial to start with standards like “Autumn
Leaves” or “Blue Skies,” which have straightforward progressions but plenty of room for creative
harmonization. As skill levels improve, groups can tackle more rhythmically or harmonically
demanding pieces like “Spain” or “Take Five.”

Conclusion: The Enduring Appeal of Jazz
Harmonization

Good jazz songs to harmonize continue to inspire musicians across generations, offering a fertile
ground for creative expression and technical development. Whether rooted in the Great American
Songbook or contemporary jazz compositions, these pieces present harmonic frameworks that
stimulate both individual artistry and collective synergy.

By carefully selecting songs that suit their ensemble’s strengths and exploring jazz harmony’s rich
vocabulary, musicians can unlock new dimensions of sound that celebrate the genre’s
improvisational spirit and emotional depth. The journey through jazz harmonization is not only a
study in musical theory but also an ongoing dialogue between performers, their instruments, and the
timeless repertoire that defines jazz music.
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