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INTRODUCTION: A
CORNERSTONE OF
JAZZ EDUCATION

For decades, aspiring
jazz pianists have
sought a definitive
guide to unlock the
mysteries of harmony,
improvisation, and
voicing. Among the
vast library of
instructional materials,
few titles have
achieved the legendary
status of Mark Levine
The Jazz Piano Book.
Since its first
publication in 1989,
this comprehensive
volume has become a

rite of passage for
musicians transitioning
from classical training
to the fluid, expressive
world of jazz. Whether
you are a beginner
fumbling through your
first ii-V-l progression
or a seasoned player
refining your left-hand
voicings, Levine’s
magnum opus offers a
structured yet deeply
musical pathway. This
article explores the
book's enduring
impact, its core
content, and why it
remains an
indispensable resource
for jazz pianists
worldwide.
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LEVINE?

Understanding the
credibility behind Mark
Levine The Jazz
Piano Book begins
with the author
himself. Mark Levine
was not merely a
pedagogue; he was a
working jazz pianist,
composer, and
educator who
performed with iconic
figures such as Freddie
Hubbard, Joe
Henderson, and Woody
Shaw. His practical
experience on the
bandstand informs
every page of the
book. Levine had a gift
for distilling complex
harmonic concepts into
digestible, playable
examples. He
understood that jazz
theory is meaningless
unless it can be
executed in real time,
under the pressure of a

live perforrdHGe ISHMARK

real-world perspective
is what separates his
book from dry,
academic texts.

WHAT MAKES THE
BOOK UNIQUE?

The jazz piano
pedagogy landscape
has evolved

significantly since the
late 1980s, yet Mark
Levine The Jazz
Piano Book remains
remarkably relevant.
Several key features
contribute to its lasting
appeal.

A
Systemati
C
Approach
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to
Harmony

Levine builds the book
around the concept of
chord-scale theory.
Instead of presenting
scales and chords as
separate entities, he
demonstrates how they
are intrinsically linked.
This approach helps
pianists think vertically
(harmony) and
horizontally (melody)
simultaneously. The
book systematically
progresses from basic
triads and seventh
chords through
complex altered
dominants, diminished
scales, and
pentatonics. Each
chapter builds logically
on the previous one,
ensuring that the
reader develops a solid
foundation before
tackling advanced

concepts.

Emphasis
on
Voicings

Perhaps the most
celebrated section of
Mark Levine The Jazz
Piano Book is its
exhaustive treatment
of voicings. Levine
categorizes voicings
into rootless voicings,
guide-tone voicings,
Bill Evans-style four-
note voicings, and left-
hand voicings for solo
piano. He explains why
rootless voicings are
essential for modern
jazz piano, freeing the
left hand from playing
the root and allowing
for more colorful
harmonic textures. The
book includes
hundreds of written
examples, encouraging



the student to
internalize these
shapes across all
twelve keys.

Practical
Applicatio
n Over
Abstract
Theory

Levine rarely delves
into theoretical
discussions without
immediately providing
a musical context.
Each concept is
accompanied by
etudes, transcribed
phrases, and
suggested listening. He
consistently references
recordings by jazz
masters, turning the
book into a roadmap
for deeper exploration.
This pragmatic focus

ensures that readers
are not just learning
rules but developing
musical instincts.

CORE CONTENT
AND STRUCTURE

Mark Levine The Jazz
Piano Book s
organized into twenty-
one chapters, each
addressing a critical
aspect of jazz piano
performance. Below is
an overview of the
major sections.

Chapter 1
to 5:
Foundatio
ns

The opening chapters
cover essential theory:
intervals, triads, and
seventh chords. Levine
introduces the major
scale and its modes,
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explaining how each
mode generates a
specific chord quality.
He also covers the all-
important i-V-1
progression in major
and minor keys. For
many readers, these
chapters alone are
worth the price of the
book, as they clarify
concepts that other
resources often
obscure.

Chapter 6
to 10:
Voicings
and
Comping
This section is the
heart of the book.
Levine presents the
concept of the "A" and

"B" forms for rootless
voicings, a system that

has become standard
in jazz education. He
then expands into
gquartal voicings,
cluster voicings, and
upper-structure triads.
The comping chapter
provides invaluable
guidance on rhythmic
placement, voice
leading, and
interacting with a
soloist. Levine
emphasizes that
comping is not mere
accompaniment but an
active, conversational
role within the
ensemble.

Chapter
11 to 15:
Scales
and



Improvisa
tion

Here, Levine covers
the full spectrum of

jazz scales: bebop
scales, diminished
scales, whole-tone

scales, and the blues
scale. He explains how
to apply these scales
over specific chord
types and
demonstrates common
patterns and licks. The
improvisation chapters
encourage the reader
to develop melodic
fluency rather than
relying on mechanical
patterns. Levine
includes exercises for
building vocabulary
and for developing the
ability to hear and
respond in real time.

Chapter
16 to 21:
Advanced
Topics

The final chapters
tackle sophisticated
subjects such as
reharmonization,
Coltrane changes, and
free jazz. Levine also
provides a chapter on
Latin jazz piano,
covering montunos,
clave patterns, and the
unique voicings used in
salsa and bossa nova.
The book concludes
with a discussion of
practice routines and a
comprehensive
appendix of chord
symbols and scale
formulas.

WHY IT REMAINS A
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BESTSELLER becomes

AFTER 35 YEARS

The continued
popularity of Mark
Levine The Jazz
Piano Book can be
attributed to several
factors in an era of
online tutorials and
video courses.

e Depth and
Thoroughness:
No other single
book covers as
much ground in
such a
systematic way.
It is both a
textbook and a
reference work.

e Clarity of
Writing:
Levine's prose is
direct and
encouraging. He
anticipates
common
questions and
pitfalls,
addressing them
before the reader

frustrated.

e Musical
Authenticity:
The examples
sound like real
jazz, not
pedagogical
exercises. This
keeps students
motivated and
connected to the
tradition.

e Universal
Applicability:
While focused on
piano, the
harmonic
concepts are
valuable for any
instrumentalist.
Saxophonists,
guitarists, and
bassists also
study this book
to understand
jazz harmony.

HOW TO USE THE
BOOK
EFFECTIVELY

Owning Mark Levine



The Jazz Piano Book
is one thing; using it
productively is another.
Many students struggle
because they try to
absorb too much too
quickly. Here are some
strategies for getting
the most out of this
resource.

Work
Chronolo

gically
but Dip
Strategic

ally

The book is designed
to be studied in order,
but you can also use it
as a reference for
specific problems. If
you are struggling with
a particular chord

progression, sKkip
ahead to the relevant
chapter. However, for
foundational
understanding, start at
the beginning and
master each section
before moving on.

Internaliz
e
Through
Transposi
tion

Levine provides
examples in one or two
keys, but the real
learning happens when
you transpose them
into all twelve keys.
This is the single most
effective way to
internalize the voicings
and scales. Use a
metronome and
practice slowly,
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ensuring accuracy
before increasing
speed.

Listen
While You
Learn

The book references
numerous recordings
by Bud Powell,
Thelonious Monk, Bill
Evans, Herbie Hancock,

McCoy Tyner, and
others. Create a
playlist and listen

actively while studying
the corresponding
chapters. This
connection between
written notation and
recorded sound is
where deep learning
occurs.

Apply

Immediat
ely

Do not wait until you
have finished the book
to start playing. Every
chapter includes
exercises that can be
applied to standard
tunes. Take a simple
tune like "Autumn
Leaves" and try using
the voicings from
Chapter 6. Play the
scales from Chapter 11
over its changes.
Immediate application
solidifies abstract
concepts into muscle
memory.

COMMON
CRITICISMS AND
LIMITATIONS

No book is perfect, and
Mark Levine The Jazz
Piano Book has its
critics. Some readers
find the dense layout
and small musical



notation  difficult to
read. Others argue that
the book relies too
heavily on chord-scale
theory, which can lead
to mechanical, non-
melodic improvisation
if followed
dogmatically.

Additionally, the book
does not cover digital

piano techniques,
synth textures, or
modern production

methods, which are
now relevant for many
contemporary jazz
pianists. Finally, the
absence of play-along
tracks or online media
is a drawback in an age
where integrated
audio-visual learning is
standard.

Despite these
limitations, the core
harmonic and voice-
leading principles
remain as valid today
as they were in 1989.
The book should be
supplemented with
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listening, transcription,
and preferably, lessons
with a knowledgeable
teacher.

IMPACT ON JAZZ
EDUCATION

The publication of
Mark Levine The Jazz
Piano Book helped
standardize jazz piano
pedagogy

internationally. Before
this book, jazz piano
was often taught
through oral tradition

and scattered
handouts. Levine
created a unified

curriculum that could
be used in universities,
conservatories, and
private studios alike. It
paved the way for
subsequent

educational materials
by authors such as
Jerry Coker, David
Baker, and John
Novello. Today, the
book is required
reading in countless
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jazz programs around
the world.

WHO SHOULD BUY
THIS BOOK?

This book is ideal for
pianists who already
have foundational
keyboard skills and a
basic understanding of
music theory. Absolute
beginners may find the
pace challenging
unless they are highly
motivated. The target
audience includes:

e Classically
trained pianists
seeking to
transition into
jazz

e Intermediate jazz
pianists who
want to
systematize their
knowledge

e College students
enrolled in jazz
piano courses

e Self-taught
musicians

looking for a
structured
curriculum

e Teachers who
need a reliable
textbook for their
students

COMPARISON
WITH OTHER JAZZ
PIANO METHODS

To appreciate the
unique position of
Mark Levine The Jazz
Piano Book, it is
helpful to compare it
with other popular
methods.

The Jazz
Plano

Book vs.
"The Jazz



Theory
Book"

Mark Levine also wrote
The Jazz Theory Book,
which covers similar
harmonic concepts but
is not instrument-
specific. The Jazz Piano
Book includes
fingerings, voicing
diagrams, and
techniques unique to
the piano, making it
more practical for
pianists. Many
musicians own both,
using the Theory Book
for deeper conceptual
study and the Piano
Book for hands-on
application.

The Jazz
Plano

12

Book vs.
"Explorin
g Jazz
Piano" by
Tim
Richards

Tim Richards' series is
more progressive and
includes play-along
CDs. It is excellent for
developing stylistic
vocabulary, but it lacks
the systematic,
encyclopedic approach
of Levine. Levine's
book is denser and
more suitable for
readers who want a
comprehensive
reference rather than a
lesson-by-lesson
course.
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The Jazz
Plano
Book vs.
"Jazz
Plano: A
Complete
Guide" by
John
Valerio

Valerio's book is more
concise and visually
modern, but it covers
less ground. Levine's
book remains the gold
standard for those who
want a truly in-depth
understanding of jazz
harmony at the
keyboard.
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CONCLUSION: THE
MODERN JAZZ
PIANIST'S BIBLE

In the three decades
since its first printing,
Mark Levine The Jazz
Piano Book has
earned its place as a
classic of music
education. It is not a
quick fix or a magic
formula; it is a
demanding, rewarding,
and profoundly musical
journey. Levine's gift
was his ability to
organize chaotic,
intuitive knowledge
into a clear, teachable
system without
draining the soul from
the music. For the
pianist willing to put in
the hours of disciplined
practice, this book
illuminates the path
from mechanical note-
reading to genuine

artistic expression.
Whether you are
looking to comp



convincingly behind a
soloist, improvise with
harmonic

sophistication, or
simply understand the
inner workings of jazz
harmony, this book
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remains an essential
companion. Pick it up,
sit down at the piano,
and prepare for a
transformative musical
education.
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