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DuRINGMYFIRSTYEARINCoLLEGE,AFELLoWSTUDENTsHowEDMEFoURTH
voicings on the piano. These are commonly used by iazz pianists like Mccoy Tyner'

HerbieHancock,andChickCorea.Thiswasarevelationforme,as|,dbeenhearing
themonrecordingsforages,andsuddenlylcouldSeeonthekeyboardjusthow
theywereconstructed.,.oh,that,sthesound,,,lexclaimed'Fourthvoicingscanbe
integratedintomanystylesofmodernmusic,andoftenworkwelloninstruments
frompianotqRhodestottam,.nondorgan.Herearesomefundamentalsforgetting
fourths into Your ears and hands'

McCoy TYner's name is almost
synonymous with the creative
use of fourths in iazz-

&et Medlev*[
"TherewasaperiodintheMiddleAgesaroundthelsthcentury'when
parallelfourthsandfifthswereconsideredconsonantandresolved,while
thirds were considered dissonant and unresolved' Now we tend to think

the exact opposite," explains George Colligan' who has worked with

Cassandra Wilson, Buster Williams' and Ravi Coltrane' Most recently' he

joined drummer Jack DeJohnette's new quintet and released Pride and

Jay asa leader on the Piloo label' Colligan is also Assistant Professor in

Jazz Studies at Portland State University'
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'!. Fourth Basics
A fourth refers to an interval (distance) between two notes. A half-step is the interval between F and Ffi, for example. A perfect fourth is five half-step

between two notes, which, from F, would be B[, as shown in Ex. 1a, An augmented fourth is six half steps, so in this case, F to B as in Ex. lb. Fourths

alone have a "suspended" sound (Ex. 1c), and perfect fourths impart a solid quality when you stack them as in Ex. 1d. What's interesting is that once yol

start adding augmented fourths (Exs. le and 1f), they take on a more unresolved quality. Whether you have perfect or augmented fourths, you can movr

these voicings around to create new key centers within your solos'

Ex.la. Ex.1b. Ex.lc.

Ex. ld. Ex.le. Ex. If.

2. Function and Resolution
Let's examine the functional application of fourths. In Ex. 2a the perfect fourth resolves to the third. In Ex. 2b the augmented fourth (F and B) frrnction

as the seventh and third of a G7 chord, which then resolves to a C chord. The cool thing about stacked perfect fourths in jazz (as well as in impressionistic

music from composers like Debussy and Ravel), is that stacked fourths are not "functioning" rigidly-they're just sounds which can be moved (Ex. 2c).

Each chord has a color, and as long as you like the co1or, you can bend the rules at will.

Ex.2a. Ex. 2b. Ex.2c,

3. Favorite Fourth Voicings
Measure 1 of Ex. 3a has both an augmented fourth and a perfect fourth. This is the go-to left hand voicing for an F7 chord. It contains the flat seventh,

the third, and the 13th. What's great about this voicing is that if you put a B in the bass, it becom es a B7$9 chord. Furthermore, if you put a C in the bass

the chord beco mes a Cmin13. The next bar contains two voicings with perfect fourths, which can add a sense of flow to the left hand. Ex. 3b is also an

example of moving left-hand chords that could be used over Cmin7 or F7. Ex. 3c is what jazzpianist Mark Levine calls the "So What" voicing, referring tt

the famous tune by Miles Davis. It's a great minor seventh chord voicing consisting of three fourths plus a major third. This voicing contains, from the bc

tom up, the root, 11th, seventh, third, and fifth, and sounds great when moved in whole steps. Ex. 3d is a fourths sequence typical of what jazz pianists :

the 1960s might have played.

Ex.3a. Ex.3b.
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*.:jffi::?;i.tj::Jil,?,"r., ii;-v7-rmaj7 progressions. Notice that the first chord is a "so what" voicing with the root plaved bv the lert

pinky. The second chord is built on forrrth, from the flat seventh of the chord-all perfect except for the augmented fourth much like we saw in Ex' 2b' Tl

third chord is also a 
,,so what,, voicing, this time built on the third of the .hord. Try chanting to yourself, "So what from the root' fourths from the sev

enth, so what from the third,, to remember this useful sequence. Ex. 4b is an exampie of using an upper structure to create an altered dominant sound

In this case, you have the root, third, and flat seventh in the left hand, and you have perfect fourths from the sharp ninth of the chord in the right hanc

which gives you a great voicing for a C7fi9fr5 chotd'

Ex.3c.

Ex.4a.

Ex.3d.
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Ex.4b.
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Ex.5b.

Dmin7 G 13 Cmaji3

5" Solo Lines
Exs. 5a through 5d all illustrate right-hand lines using fourths. Just like fourth-based chords, right-hand lines containing fourths are very moveable'

while they often create dissonance, they have a built ii structure which gives them weight and a strong sonic identity' Try creating your own lines' mo

them up and down by whole-steps, hali-steps, and other interval combinations' The sky's the limit with fourths!

Ex.5a.

Ex.5d.
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