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Progressions

The song "Autumn Leaves" (originally "Les Feuilles Mortes") stands as one of the most significant

benchmarks in the Great American Songbook and a foundational rite of passage for jazz guitarists.

While popularized by instrumentalists like Cannonball Adderley and vocalists like Nat King Cole,

the rendition by Barbra Streisand offers a unique intersection of theatrical phrasing, sophisticated

orchestral arrangement, and rigorous harmonic discipline. For the technical guitarist or

musicologist, analyzing Streisand's approach provides a masterclass in how to bridge the gap

between melodic vocal delivery and complex chordal accompaniment.

Theoretical Framework: The Harmonic Structure of Autumn
Leaves

To understand the chords and tabs associated with Streisand's version, one must first deconstruct

the harmonic engine of the composition. "Autumn Leaves" is renowned for its use of the cycle of

fourths (or fifths, depending on the direction of analysis). The progression moves through a series

of ii-V-I sequences in both the relative major and the natural minor keys. This duality is what gives

the piece its characteristic emotional weight-shifting between the brightness of the major key and

the melancholy of the minor key.

The Dual-Key Relationship

Most arrangements, including those tailored for Streisand's vocal range, pivot between a Major key

and its Relative Minor. For instance, if the song begins in the key of G Major, it will inevitably

modulate to or emphasize E Minor. In the specific data provided, we see a progression centered

around B Minor and its relative major, D Major. This choice of key often facilitates a richer

lower-register resonance on the guitar, particularly for the C#m7(5-) and F#7 chords.

- Major ii-V-I Progression: Em7 - A7 - Dmaj7

- Minor ii-V-I Progression: C#m7(5-) - F#7 - Bm

- The Pivot Chord: Gmaj7 (acting as the IV in the major sequence and the VI in the minor

sequence)
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Technical Analysis: Breakdown of Chord Voicings and Mechanics

The transition from basic open chords to professional jazz voicings is critical for capturing the

"Streisand" sound. In professional technical writing for guitarists, we categorize these voicings by

their structural integrity and their ability to facilitate voice leading-the art of moving from one chord

to the next with minimal finger movement and maximum melodic continuity.

Core Chord Anatomy

In the provided JSON data, the progression Bm - Em7 - A7 - D7M - G7M - C#m7(5-) - F#7 is

highlighted. Let us analyze the technical composition of these specific chords:
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Chord Symbol Technical Name Interval Structure Harmonic Function

Em7 E Minor 7th 1, b3, 5, b7 ii chord in D Major

A7 A Dominant 7th 1, 3, 5, b7 V chord (Dominant)

D7M D Major 7th 1, 3, 5, 7 I chord (Resolution)

G7M G Major 7th 1, 3, 5, 7 IV chord / Minor VI

C#m7(5-) C# Half-Diminished 1, b3, b5, b7 ii chord in B Minor

F#7 F# Dominant 7th 1, 3, 5, b7 V chord in B Minor
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The C#m7(5-) / Half-Diminished Challenge

The m7b5 chord is the "engine room" of the minor ii-V-I. Technically known as the half-diminishe

d seventh, it consists of a root, minor third, diminished fifth, and minor seventh. On the guitar, this

requires a specific finger geometry. A common technical error is substituting a standard m7 chord,

which destroys the pull toward the dominant F#7. The diminished fifth (G natural in the case of

C#m7b5) provides the necessary dissonance that characterizes the "autumnal" tension found in

Streisand's orchestral backups.

Step-by-Step Practical Implementation Guide

To perform "Autumn Leaves" at a professional level, follow this systematic workflow designed to

integrate theory with physical execution.

Phase 1: Shell Voicings for Rhythm

Begin by stripping the chords down to their essential elements: The Root, the 3rd, and the 7th.

These are called shell voicings. By removing the 5th (unless it is diminished), you create a cleaner

sonic space that allows a vocalist like Barbra Streisand to explore melodic nuances without

harmonic clutter.

1. Identify the root on the 6th or 5th string.

2. Locate the 3rd and 7th on the middle strings (4 and 3).

3. Practice transitioning from the Em7 shell to the A7 shell using common tones (the G in Em7

stays as the 7th of A7).

Phase 2: Integrating Leading Tones

In the Streisand arrangement, the bass lines often provide a descending chromatic feel. On guitar,

you can emulate this by focusing on Voice Leading. Ensure the 7th of the current chord resolves

downward by a half-step to become the 3rd of the subsequent chord. This mathematical regularity

is what makes the jazz standard sound "correct" to the human ear.

Phase 3: Tablature Execution (Key of B Minor)

The following technical tab snippet represents a sophisticated "Jazz Style" voicing for the first four

bars of the verse:

Comparative Analysis: Streisand vs. Contemporary
Interpretations

Page 4 of 8



TECHNICAL GUIDE | TECHNICAL PAPER

To properly contextualize the Streisand version, we must compare it against other industry

standards such as the Eric Clapton or Nat King Cole versions mentioned in the study data.
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Feature Barbra Streisand Eric Clapton Nat King Cole

Primary Key Orchestral/Vocal

Modulated

E Minor (Bm context) B Minor / G Major

Tempo/Feel Rubato / Ballad Steady Blues/Swing Mid-Tempo Swing

Chord Density High (9ths, 11ths) Moderate (Dominant 7ths) Standard Jazz 7ths

Guitar Role Ensemble Support Lead / Pentatonic Solo Rhythmic Comping
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The Original Rap Verse and Modern Fusion

The JSON data makes a fascinating mention of "Autumn Leaves with an original rap verse."

From a technical writing perspective, this represents a cross-genre modular integration. In such

a setup, the guitar chords must remain stable while the rhythmic subdivision of the vocal changes

from lyrical singing to percussive speech (rap). The chord progression of B7 - Em7 - D7 - Am7

noted in the rap-verse data suggests a simplified, looped progression designed to provide a steady

"pocket" for the rapper without the complex modulation found in the standard bridge.

Troubleshooting Rhythmic Syncopation

When playing behind a rap verse or a highly rubato vocalist like Streisand, guitarists often struggle

with timing. The solution lies in the "Comping" technique (short for accompanying or

complementing). Instead of strumming a constant 4/4 pattern, the guitarist should use Charleston

Rhythms (dotted quarter note followed by an eighth note) to create space for the vocal narrative.

Case Study: Failure Modes in Jazz Standards

Even experienced players encounter technical hurdles when approaching "Autumn Leaves." Below

are analyzed failure modes and their engineered solutions:

- The "Avoid Note" Error: Playing a natural 4th over a Major 7th chord. Solution: In the Dmaj7

chord, avoid emphasizing the G note. Use the F# (the 3rd) to anchor the melody.

- Harmonic Staticity: Staying in one position on the neck for too long. Solution: Map the ii-V-I

progression in at least three different neck positions (Caged System) to ensure tonal variety.

- Vocal Masking: Playing thick, 6-string barre chords that occupy the same frequency range as

the singer. Solution: Use inverted triads on the top four strings (D, G, B, E) to leave the bass

register open for the bassist and the mid-low register for the vocalist's fundamental

frequencies.

Mathematical Models of Harmony in Autumn Leaves

The beauty of this song lies in its mathematical symmetry. The movement of the roots follows a

consistent ratio of 4:3 (the perfect fourth). If we look at the frequency of the notes, each chord

change represents a predictable shift in the harmonic series. For example, moving from A7 to

Dmaj7 is a resolution of the tritone (the interval between the 3rd and 7th of the A7 chord-C# and

G). The resolution of these two notes inward to D and F# creates the biological sensation of "relief"

or "homecoming" that listeners associate with the end of a musical phrase.

Furthermore, the use of the Capo (mentioned as Capo 0 in the JSON) indicates that the

arrangement relies on the natural resonance of the guitar's open strings or standard jazz fingering
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positions. In Streisand's more complex live versions, transpositions are common to accommodate

her vocal shifts throughout her career, requiring guitarists to be adept at instantaneous

transposition via the Nashville Number System.

Advanced Performance Techniques: The Streisand Effect

To truly emulate the Streisand rendition, one must master Dynamics and Articulation. Streisand

is known for "crescendos" within a single phrase. On the guitar, this is achieved not just through

volume, but through Attack Density. Starting a verse with soft, fingerstyle thumb-plucking and

transitioning to a sharp plectrum attack for the bridge mimics the orchestral swell of a professional

studio recording.

Additionally, the integration of Tensions (9, 11, 13) is paramount. Instead of a simple Bm, use a B

m9 (B, D, F#, A, C#). The C# (the 9th) provides a shimmering, "cold" quality that fits the autumn

theme perfectly. Similarly, using an A13 chord instead of a standard A7 introduces a F# note,

which acts as a melodic bridge to the following Dmaj7 chord.

As the leaves drift by the window-metaphorically and lyrically-the harmonic journey from the ii-V-I

of the Major to the ii-V-I of the Minor provides a complete narrative arc. Whether you are using

Chordify to track a rap-fusion version or studying a PDF lead sheet of the original Streisand

Broadway-style arrangement, the technical requirements remain the same: a deep understanding

of diatonic functions, a mastery of half-diminished voicings, and the ability to maintain rhythmic

discipline amidst sophisticated vocal phrasing. By mastering these components, the guitarist

moves beyond mere "tabs" and into the realm of professional musical performance, honoring the

legacy of the song and the artists who have defined it for generations.
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