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In the pantheon of jazz standards, few compositions hold as much pedagogical and performance-based weight as 

Autumn Leaves. Originally composed by Joseph Kosma in 1945 with French lyrics by Jacques Prévert (as "Les 

Feuilles mortes") and later popularized in the English-speaking world by Johnny Mercer, the tune has become the 

quintessential gateway into the world of jazz improvisation. For players of Bb instruments—such as the trumpet, 

tenor saxophone, and clarinet—the technical requirements for mastering this piece extend beyond simple

melody reproduction. It requires a deep understanding of transposition, harmonic cycling, and the specific

ergonomic challenges of the instrument in relation to the concert key.

This technical guide serves as an exhaustive resource for musicians seeking to master the Autumn Leaves Bb 

lead sheet. We will dissect the harmonic framework, provide a step-by-step approach to transposition, and analyze

the specific chordal structures provided in technical data sets, ensuring a professional-level grasp of both the

theoretical and practical aspects of the composition.

1. The Theoretical Framework of Transposition for Bb Instruments

To understand the Autumn Leaves Bb part, one must first master the physics and theory of transposing

instruments. A Bb instrument is so-named because its fundamental pitch (written C) sounds as a concert Bb. This

creates a major second interval discrepancy between the written score and the sounding pitch.

The Mathematical Transposition Formula

When converting a concert lead sheet to a Bb lead sheet, the following mathematical model is applied:

•  Interval Shift: Up one Major 2nd (+2 semitones).

•  Key Signature Adjustment: Add two sharps (or subtract two flats) from the concert key signature.

•  Frequency Ratio: The fundamental frequency ratio between a concert C (approx. 261.63 Hz) and a Bb 

instrument's C (approx. 233.08 Hz) necessitates this shift for orchestral and ensemble alignment.

For example, if "Autumn Leaves" is played in its standard concert key of G minor / Bb Major, the Bb instrument 

must perform in A minor / C Major. If the ensemble shifts to concert E minor (as often seen in vocal 

arrangements), the Bb instrument must navigate the technically demanding key of F# minor.

2. Harmonic Analysis of the Bb Lead Sheet

The beauty of "Autumn Leaves" lies in its symmetrical harmonic structure. It is one of the clearest examples of a 

diatonic cycle of fourths. Below, we analyze the chord progression as it appears on a standard Bb lead sheet in

the key of A minor (corresponding to G minor concert).

The Major ii-V-I-IV Sequence

The first eight bars of the composition typically follow a sequence that establishes the relative major key (C Major

for Bb instruments):

1.  Bm7: The ii7 chord in A minor (or often played as Am7 in the A minor section).



2.  E7: The V7 dominant chord, frequently altered to E7(b13) or E7(+9) as indicated in the data.

3.  Amaj7 (or A6): The I chord, providing momentary tonic resolution.

4.  Dmaj7 (or D6): The IV chord, which functions as the bridge to the minor cycle.

The Minor ii-V-i Sequence

The second half of the phrase pivots to the relative minor key (A minor for Bb instruments):

•  G#m7(b5): The half-diminished ii chord.

•  C#7: The altered dominant V chord, leading to the tonic minor.

•  F#m6 (or F#m7): The minor tonic.

3. Technical Comparison: Concert vs. Bb Pitch Standards

The following table provides a side-by-side technical comparison of the harmonic mapping for "Autumn Leaves."

This is essential for arrangers and performers working with mixed ensembles.



Section/Function Concert Instrument (C) Bb Instrument (Trumpet/
Tenor)

Eb Instrument (Alto Sax)

Key Signature Bb Major / G Minor (2 Flats) C Major / A Minor (Open/0 
Flats)

G Major / E Minor (1 Sharp)

ii Chord (Major) Cm7 Dm7 Am7

V Chord (Major) F7 G7 D7

I Chord (Major) Bbmaj7 Cmaj7 Gmaj7

ii Chord (Minor) Am7(b5) Bm7(b5) F#m7(b5)

V Chord (Minor) D7(alt) E7(alt) B7(alt)

4. In-Depth Breakdown of Chord Voicings and Extensions

In the technical study data, specific extensions like E7(b13) and Ami6are mentioned. These are not merely

decorative; they define the "jazz" sound of the standard. For a Bb player, these extensions require specific

fingerings and an understanding of chord-scale theory.

The Importance of the Ami6 Chord

The Ami6(or F#m6 in some transpositions) is often used as the final resolution. Unlike a standard minor 7th chord,

the minor 6th contains the Dorian or Melodic Minor flavor. For a tenor saxophonist, the F# (the 6th of the A minor

scale) provides a brighter, more sophisticated resolution than the darker G natural found in an Am7 chord.

The Dominant 7th Alterations

When the data mentions E7(+9), it refers to the "Hendrix Chord" or the sharpened ninth. For Bb instruments, this

creates a high-tension leading tone that resolves beautifully to the tonic. Technically, this involves:

•  Root: E

•  3rd: G#

•  7th: D

•  #9: G (creating a bluesy dissonance against the G#)

5. Procedural Guide: How to Practice the Bb Lead Sheet

To achieve professional mastery of "Autumn Leaves" on a Bb instrument, a structured practice regimen is required.

This workflow focuses on the muscle memory and cognitive mapping necessary for improvisation.

Step 1: Arpeggiation Mapping

Begin by playing the arpeggios of the Bb part (Dm7 - G7 - Cmaj7 - Fmaj7 - Bm7(b5) - E7 - Am6). Use a metronome 

at 60 BPM. Focus on the voice leading—the transition from the 7th of one chord to the 3rd of the next. This 7-3

resolution is the engine of the jazz sound.

Step 2: Scale Correlation

Apply the correct modes to the Bb progression:

1.  D Dorian: Over the Dm7.



2.  G Mixolydian: Over the G7.

3.  C Ionian: Over the Cmaj7.

4.  B Locrian: Over the Bm7(b5).

5.  E Altered Scale (or Phrygian Dominant): Over the E7 chord.

Step 3: Target Tones

Identify the melody's relationship to the chords. In "Autumn Leaves," the melody often lands on the 3rd or the 7th of 

the chord on downbeats. For example, in the Bb part, the first note of the melody (after the pickup) is a C, which is 

the 7th of the Dm7 chord. Understanding this chord-tone dependency is vital for expressive playing.

6. Case Study: Common Pitfalls in Bb Transposition and Performance

Even seasoned musicians encounter issues when reading from a Bb lead sheet PDF. Below are analyzed failure

modes and their technical solutions.

Failure Mode A: The "Key Signature Trap"

Issue: A trumpet player reads a C concert lead sheet and tries to transpose on the fly but forgets to adjust the 

accidentals for the minor ii-V-i.Solution:Always mentally add two sharps to the concert key. If the concert key is G

minor (2 flats), the Bb key is A minor (0 flats/sharps). The accidental for the leading tone (G# in the key of A minor)

must be consistently applied to the V chord (E7).

Failure Mode B: Range Constraints on Tenor Saxophone

Issue: The written Bb part may sometimes push the tenor saxophone into the altissimo register or too low into the 

"sub-tone" region (low Bb/B).Solution:Utilize octave displacement. While the lead sheet may specify a certain

register, professional Bb players often shift the bridge section (the "B" section of the AABA or AABC form) up an

octave to provide more sonic projection during a solo.

7. Structural Analysis of the Composition

The standard structure of "Autumn Leaves" is an AABB or AABC32-bar form. Understanding the macro-structure

allows the Bb player to pace their improvisation.

Section A: The Harmonic Cycle

The first 8 bars establish the cycle of fourths. It is repetitive and predictable, making it the ideal place for rhythmic

experimentation and thematic development.

Section B/C: The Emotional Peak

The latter half of the song often features a more melodic, descending sequence. Technically, for the Bb instrument, 

this often involves navigating the G#m7(b5) to C#7 progression (in the key of F# minor) or Bm7(b5) to E7(in the

key of A minor). These bars require more precise intonation as the half-diminished chord is notoriously difficult to

tune on brass and woodwind instruments.

8. Digital Resources and Technical Metadata

When searching for a free download of the Autumn Leaves Bb PDF, it is crucial to verify the source's technical

accuracy. Many online lead sheets contain errors in the bridge's harmonic rhythm.

•  JazzTutorial Databases: Often provide high-quality PDFs that include backing tracks in both C, Bb, and Eb.

•  Lead Sheet (BB) PDF Specs: Look for files that specify "Bb Instruments" in the header to avoid accidental use 



of Eb or C scores.

•  Sheet Music for Trumpet: These often include specific articulation marks (doits, falls, and shakes) that are not 

present in generic jazz lead sheets.

9. Summary of Practical Implications

Mastering "Autumn Leaves" on a Bb instrument is a multi-faceted endeavor that bridges the gap between basic 

music theory and advanced performance practice. By understanding that the Bb partis a transposition of a Major

2nd up from concert pitch, players can navigate any ensemble setting with confidence. The harmonic movement

from the Major ii-V-I to the relative minor ii-V-i remains one of the most effective tools for learning how to play

"through" changes rather than just "over" them.

Whether you are a student downloading your first Autumn Leaves Bb sheet music or a professional refining your 

soloing over E7(b13)chords, the technical breakdown provided here ensures a rigorous approach to this timeless

classic. By focusing on the target tones, harmonic cycles, and instrument-specific transposition, the performer

transforms a simple lead sheet into a sophisticated vehicle for musical expression.

The broader implications of this study extend to all transposing jazz standards. The logic applied to "Autumn

Leaves"—the transposition math, the modal mapping, and the structural awareness—is the same logic required for

the entire Great American Songbook. As you move forward, use these tables and procedural guides as a template

for every new piece added to your repertoire.
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