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A good way to improvise over the chord changes of a tune is to form a 
mental map of how the keys change. A key can be considered a generalization 
of a chord. It generally provides more notes than the chord itself, thus 
more material from which melodic lines can be constructed. Also, a single key 
may span several chords, allowing a simplified view of a tune. Sometimes this 
view might be over-simplified, other times not. The key map gives a “first 
approximation” to the harmonic flow of the tune. 
 
When we say “key” here, we are not referring to just key signature, although 
that is a useful concept. However, the same key signature may apply to more 
than one key. 
 
For starters, we use three essential types of key. Other types will be 
introduced later. 
 
Major key: key name shown without further annotation, e.g. C, based on the 
major scale. This key includes these sub-divisions: 

• I major chord, lumped with III minor and VI minor 
• II minor, lumped with IV major chord 
• V dominant 

 
For example, in the key of C we would have: 

• C, Em7, Am7 and variations on these 
• Dm7, FM7 
• G7 

 
Minor key: shown with a lower-case m suffixed, e.g. Cm, based on some kind 
of minor scale. Here we include the tonic minor as well as the dorian minor. 
Although these are different scales, we lump them for simplicity. The 
distinguishing feature is a minor third, rather than a major third. There is 
also an ambiguity, in that, say Dm7 could be considered part of C major or as 
a key in its own right. The context will usually determine the interpretation. 
We use this key for minor chords that are not obviously a part of some 
major key. 
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Dominant key: shown with a 7 suffixed, e.g. C7, based on the mixolydian 
scale. This is like the major scale, but with a minor seventh rather than a 
major seventh. It is also like a major scale started on the fifth degree 
instead of the first. We use this key for dominant chords that are not 
obviously a part of some major key. 
 
To show this view, let’s keymap the tune “Groovin’ High” by Dizzy Gillespie. 
Here is a representative chord progression: 
 

EbM7 | /    | Am7  | D7        |  
EbM7 | /    | Gm7  | C7        |  
F7   | /    | Fm7  | Bb7       |  
Gm7  | F#m7 | Fm7  | Bb7b9     |  
 
EbM7 | /    | Am7  | D7        |  
EbM7 | /    | Gm7  | C7        |  
F7   | /    | Fm7  | Bb7       |  
Fm7  | Db7  | EbM7 | Fm7 Bb7b9 | 
 

This is the notation used for Impro-Visor leadsheet files. The slash 
indicates use the previous chord. We’ll be referring back to this progression 
throughout this document. 
 
For a major-sounding tune, look for major chords, which are sections of most 
stability. We know that a major chord in a major key is either I or IV. The 
only major chord in the above tune is EbM7, so it is a good assumption that 
it is a I chord. Because it occurs first, this is a good indication that the 
“home key” is Eb major. However, not every tune starts or ends on a I chord, 
so we were lucky in this analysis. Looking for repeating patterns, we see that 
the EbM7 recurs in bars 5, 17, 22. 
 
Let’s represent our key map as a spreadsheet, one box per measure. 
Although a measure is sometimes split into two keys, this is a good first 
approximation. There are 32 bars, and the majority of tunes can be 
understood as groups of 4 bars, so we will use 4 bars per line in the 
spreadsheet.  
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Our key map in its first stage is now: 
 

Eb Eb   
Eb Eb   
    
    
Eb Eb   
Eb Eb   
    
  Eb  

 
Next consider bars 3 and 4, where there is Am7 D7. When there is a m7 – 7 
pattern with roots descending by a fifth, that is a clue that we have a II-V 
progression in a major key. Since D is the V of G, the key in this case is G. 
Note that the cadence to G is not complete, so we could call this a half-
cadence. It is also sometimes called a “turnaround”, which is another 
overloaded term in jazz. So now our key map is: 
 

Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb   
    
    
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb   
    
  Eb  

 
Now perform a similar analysis on bars 7 and 8: Gm7 C7. Can you recognize 
the pattern? In this case we have a half-cadence in the key of F. Also notice 
the parallelism between the first two lines: The second key in each steps 
down a whole step: 
 

Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
    
    
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
    
  Eb  
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The key of F nearly materializes, but instead of F major, we get F7. This 
could be regarded as either Bb major, or its own key of F dominant. Well 
choose the latter, and show it as F7. In listening to this tune, you will notice 
that this is one of the more striking transitions. The key map is now: 
 

Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7   
    
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7   
  Eb  

 
In bar 11, we have Fm7. Transtions from major or dominant to minor with the 
same root are very common in jazz and pop music, so we might think that we 
are entering F minor. However, the Bb7 which follows in bar 12 tells us that 
these two measures can be played in the key of Eb, which happens to be our 
home key. 
 

Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
    
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
  Eb  

 
Next in bar 13, we have Gm7. This could be regarded as the IIIm of Eb 
major. But since it is followed by a sequence of parallel minors descending in 
half steps, F#m7, Fm7, we treat it as its own minor key but note the 
connection on the map. 
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Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
Gm (or Eb)    
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
  Eb  

 
Fm7 is followed by Bb7 (with alteration), which is the V of Eb, so we’ll 
regard this as going back to the home key. The Fm could also be regarded as 
Eb. So we have: 
 

Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
Gm (or Eb) F#m Fm( or Eb) Eb 
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
  Eb  

 
To finish up, the last bar is also Bb7 (with alteration), which is the V of Eb, 
so we’ll also regard this as going back to the home key. Finally, in bars 29 and 
30, we have Fm7 Db7. We can lump the Fm7 with Eb. The Db7 is a little less 
usual. It turns out that there are more cadences than just V7 – I. In this 
case, we have bVII - I with I being Eb. This is probably the third most 
common kind of cadence in jazz (with tri-tone substitutions being second), 
known as a “back-door” cadence, or “minor-plagal cadence”. The tonality is 
the same as IV minor, so we’ll call this Abm, as Ab is the IV of Eb. Our map 
is now complete. 
 

Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
Gm (or Eb) F#m Fm( or Eb) Eb 
Eb Eb G G 
Eb Eb F F 
F7 F7 Eb Eb 
Eb Abm Eb Eb 
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For easier memory and visualization, we might consolidate some of the 
consecutive majors in the same key 
 

Eb G 
Eb F 
F7 Eb 
Gm (or Eb) F#m Fm ( or Eb) Eb 
Eb G 
Eb F 
F7 Eb 
Eb Abm Eb 

 
and even give them a color shading: 
 

Eb G 
Eb F 
F7 Eb 
Gm (or Eb) F#m Fm( or Eb) Eb 
Eb G 
Eb F 
F7 Eb 
Eb Abm Eb 

 
The exact choices for colors and their significance is to be worked out. 
 
For convenience, here is the keymap to Groovin’ High transposed for Bb and 
Eb  instruments: 
 
Bb: 

F A 
F G 
G7 F 
Am (or F) Abm Gm (or F) F 
F A 
F G 
G7 F 
F Bbm F 
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Eb: 
C E 
C D 
D7 C 
Em (or C) Ebm Dm (or C) C 
C E 
C D 
D7 C 
C Fm C 

 
Exercises Key-map as much as you can of the following tunes, noting any 
parallelism. 
 
1. The bridge to “A Night in Tunisia”: 
 

Am7b5 | D7b9    | Gm6 D7b9 | Gm6        |  
Gm7b5 | C7b9    | F6       | Em7b5 A7b9 |  
 

Note: Am7b5 D7b9 is to G minor as Am7 D7 is to G major. 
 

2. The “blowing changes” to “Manteca”: 
 

Bb Gm7 | Cm7 F7    | Dm7 G7  | Cm7 F7        |  
Bb7    | Eb Eo7    | Bb Gm7  | Cm7 F7        |  
 
Bb Gm7 | Cm7 F7    | Dm7 G7  | Cm7 F7        |  
Bb7    | Eb Eo7    | Bb Gm7  | Cm7 F7 Bb /   |  
 
Abm7   | Db7       | GbM7    | Cm7b5 F7b9    |  
Bb7    | Eb9 A7    | AbM7    |               |  
 
Abm7   | Db7       | GbM7    | F#m7 B7       |  
Fm7b5  | Bb7b9     | Cm7b5   | F7b9          |  
 
Bb Gm7 | Cm7 F7    | Dm7 G7  | Cm7 F7        |  
Bb7    | Eb Eo7    | Bb Gm7  | Cm7 F7 Bb /   |  
 

Notes: The A7 is a “tri-tone” substitution. It is bII7 of the key of Ab, 
which serves as a substitute for V7. 
 
The Eo7 is an E diminished seventh, which serves a passing function. It 
probably should be regarded as its own key: E diminished, with the scale 
being the “whole-half” scale: E F# G A Bb C Db D#. 


