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The Jazz Theory Book by Mark Levine: A Masterclass in Harmonic Language

When it comes to studying the language of jazz, few resources have earned the same level of respect as the Jazz 

Theory Book by Mark Levine. This tome is not merely a textbook; it is a living archive of over a century of

harmonic innovation, a roadmap for improvisers, and a foundational pillar for anyone serious about mastering jazz.

In this article we’ll dive deep into the book’s content, explore why it remains a staple in jazz education, and outline

practical ways to integrate its lessons into your own practice routine.

Who Is Mark Levine and Why His Book Matters

Mark Levine is a pianist, composer, and educator whose career spans more than forty years. He has taught at

Berklee College of Music, led workshops across the globe, and recorded numerous albums that showcase his

command of harmony and improvisation. His background in both classical and contemporary styles gives him a

unique perspective on the mechanics of jazz.

Levine’s Jazz Theory Book reflects his belief that a strong theoretical foundation is essential for expressive

improvisation. It distills complex concepts into clear, actionable lessons that have helped countless musicians—

beginners and professionals alike—navigate the intricacies of chord construction, voice leading, and modal

interchange.

What Makes This Book a Classic

•  Comprehensive Coverage: From the basics of chord symbols to advanced topics like altered dominants and 

quartal harmony.

•  Clear Explanations: Each chapter starts with a concise overview before delving into examples and exercises.

•  Illustrative Charts: The book includes thousands of chord progressions, scales, and arpeggios plotted on the 

staff.

•  Practical Application: Exercises are designed to reinforce theory through real-world playing scenarios.

These features combine to make the book a go-to reference for both students and seasoned players looking to

deepen their understanding of jazz harmony.

Key Concepts Covered in the Book

Chord Construction and Voicing

Levine starts with the fundamentals—major, minor, diminished, and augmented triads—before expanding into

seventh, ninth, eleventh, and thirteenth chords. He explains how to voice these chords on the piano, guitar, and

horn, providing practical guidance for each instrument’s unique timbral qualities.

Altered Dominants and Extensions

One of the book’s signature strengths is its treatment of altered dominant chords. Levine breaks down the theory

behind #5, b9, #9, and other alterations, and demonstrates how they function within ii–V–I progressions. He also

covers how to use extensions (9ths, 11ths, 13ths) to add color while maintaining harmonic integrity.



Modal Interchange and Borrowed Chords

Modal interchange is a staple of modern jazz, and Levine explains the mechanics of borrowing chords from parallel

modes. By illustrating how a minor ii–V–I can borrow a major III or a major vi, he shows how to create unexpected

harmonic twists without sacrificing voice leading.

Voice Leading and Counterpoint

Levine’s approach to voice leading emphasizes smooth, linear movement between chord tones. He demonstrates

how to use counterpoint to weave melodic lines that complement harmonic progressions, a technique that is

essential for both soloing and arranging.

Modal Jazz and Scale Relationships

The book covers modal jazz in depth, explaining how modes can be applied to chord changes and how to select

appropriate scales for improvisation. Levine also discusses the relationship between modes and chord extensions,

helping players navigate complex progressions like the “Coltrane changes.”

Arranging and Composition Techniques

Beyond soloing, Levine includes chapters on arranging for small combo settings. He covers orchestration,

reharmonization, and the use of call-and-response patterns, giving readers tools to create their own arrangements

from scratch.

How the Book Is Structured

The Jazz Theory Book is organized into 27 chapters, each focusing on a distinct aspect of jazz harmony. The

chapters are grouped into three sections: Foundations, Advanced Harmony, and Arranging & Improvisation. This

structure allows readers to progress logically from basic concepts to more sophisticated ideas.

1.  Introduction to Jazz Harmony

2.  Chord Symbols and Basic Voicings

3.  Seventh Chords and Beyond

4.  Extensions and Alterations

5.  Modal Interchange

6.  Voice Leading Basics

7.  Advanced Voice Leading

8.  Modal Jazz and Scale Theory

9.  Jazz Standards Analysis

10.  Reharmonization Techniques

11.  Arranging for Small Combos

12.  Improvisation Strategies

13.  And so on…

Each chapter contains a blend of theory, examples, and exercises, making the book both a reference guide and a

practical workbook.

Practical Ways to Use the Book in Your Practice Routine

Step 1: Build a Study Schedule

Allocate 30–45 minutes daily to read a chapter, work through the exercises, and apply the concepts to a piece of

music. Consistency is key, especially when mastering complex harmonic ideas.



Step 2: Apply Theory to Standards

Choose a jazz standard and analyze its chord changes using the book’s guidelines. Write out the chord symbols,

identify extensions, and practice voicings on your instrument.

Step 3: Record Yourself

Use a simple recording setup to capture your playing. Listen back to assess how well you’re applying voice leading

and harmonic substitutions. The book’s exercises often include “transcribe this line” prompts—use them to refine

your ear.

Step 4: Teach Others

Explaining concepts to peers or students reinforces your own understanding. Use the book’s clear diagrams to

illustrate ideas during jam sessions or study groups.

Step 5: Integrate with Other Resources

Complement the book with recordings of jazz masters—Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Bill Evans—to hear theory in

action. Watching live performances helps contextualize the harmonic language Levine explains.

Comparison with Other Jazz Theory Resources

Mark Levine vs. Dan Haerle

Dan Haerle’s Jazz Theory: A Comprehensive Guidefocuses more on the theoretical underpinnings of harmony,

while Levine’s book is praised for its practical application. If you prefer a “hands-on” approach, Levine’s text is often

recommended.

Mark Levine vs. David Baker

David Baker’s Jazz Theory for the Modern Musicianoffers a broader historical perspective. Levine’s book, however,

excels in detailed chord voicing charts and real-world improvisation exercises.

Mark Levine vs. Online Courses

While many online platforms provide video tutorials, the tactile nature of the book—its charts and written exercises

—offers a depth that video alone cannot match. That said, pairing the book with interactive apps (e.g., iReal Pro or

Yousician) can enhance learning.

Student and Professional Reviews

•  Jazz Educators: “Levine’s book is the backbone of my curriculum. Its clarity and breadth are unmatched.”

•  Emerging Pianists: “I went from playing simple chords to navigating complex changes thanks to the step-by-

step guidance.”

•  Professional Saxophonists: “The voice-leading sections helped me develop a smoother, more melodic 

approach.”

•  Composers: “The arranging chapters gave me fresh ideas for reharmonizing my own pieces.”

Exercises to Practice After Each Chapter

Levine’s book includes a set of exercises at the end of each chapter. Here are some sample exercises that capture

the essence of the book’s methodology:

1.  Chord Symbol Conversion: Write the chord symbols for a given progression and then convert them into full 

voicings.



2.  Altered Dominant Practice: Create a ii–V–I progression using a different altered dominant each time (e.g., 

#5, b9, #9).

3.  Voice Leading Drill: Start with a major triad, move to its relative minor, and then to the dominant, ensuring 

each voice moves by the smallest interval.

4.  Modal Interchange Application: Take a minor ii–V–I progression and substitute the ii chord with a major ii 

from the parallel major key.

5.  Reharmonization Challenge: Reharmonize the bridge of a standard using the techniques learned in the book.

Consistent practice with these exercises solidifies your theoretical knowledge and translates it into real playing.

How the Book Supports Advanced Jazz Concepts

Understanding the Coltrane Changes

Levine breaks down the famous “Coltrane changes,” illustrating how to navigate the cycle of major thirds and the

complex voice-leading involved. This section is invaluable for players who want to tackle high-level improvisation.

Quartal and Quintal Harmony

While many jazz resources focus on tertian harmony, Levine includes chapters on quartal and quintal structures.

He explains how to build chords from fourths and fifths, and how these harmonies can be integrated into modern

jazz compositions.

Advanced Voice Leading Techniques

The book explores concepts like pedal points, chromatic approach chords, and the use of non-chord tones to

create tension and resolution. These techniques are essential for creating sophisticated melodic lines.

Integrating the Book into Your Arranging Projects

Levine’s arranging chapters teach you how to write for various instrumentations, including piano, guitar, horns, and

rhythm sections. He covers topics such as:

•  Creating effective countermelodies.

•  Using call-and-response patterns.

•  Reharmonizing standard progressions to make them fresh.

•  Balancing harmonic density with clarity.

By applying these principles, you can produce arrangements that are both intellectually engaging and musically

satisfying.

Leveraging the Book for Improvisation Mastery

Improvisation is the heart of jazz, and Levine’s book offers a structured approach to developing your soloing skills:

•  Scale Selection: Choose the appropriate scale based on chord extensions and alterations.

•  Motivic Development: Create small motifs and develop them across the progression.

•  Target Notes: Identify chord tones as targets for melodic emphasis.

•  Rhythmic Variation: Use syncopation and rhythmic displacement to add interest.

By combining these strategies with the book’s exercises, you’ll be able to craft solos that are both coherent and

expressive.

How the Book Stays Relevant in Today’s Jazz Scene



Jazz is an evolving art form, and the Jazz Theory Book by Mark Levine remains relevant because of its focus on

core principles that transcend stylistic shifts. Whether you’re exploring neo-bop, fusion, or avant-garde jazz, the

harmonic concepts taught in the book provide a solid foundation. Moreover, the book’s emphasis on ear training

and real-world application ensures that readers can adapt the theory to contemporary contexts.
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