
All About Rhythm Changes

The term “Rhythm changes” refers to a chord progression that derives from George Gershwin’s song “I Got Rhythm”
(1930). Gershwin was an American composer and pianist who is credited as the composer for many famous jazz

compositions.

History of Rhythm Changes

"I Got Rhythm" was a popular jazz standard during the ‘30s. During the ‘40s and ‘50s, early Bebop musicians began
using the chord progression from “I Got Rhythm” to compose their own melodies over the chord changes. Today,

there are countless tunes and melodies that have been composed over rhythm changes. In fact, rhythm changes is one
of the most common chord progression found in jazz, second only to the 12 bar blues!

The Progression

Rhythm changes is a 32-bar AABA form. This means that the progression consists of a twice-repeated A section,
followed by a contrasting bridge or B section, followed by another repetition of the initial A section. In this case,

each section is eight bars long.

The A Sections

The eight bar A section, which is repeated three times, looks like this.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPRiM5JvYx8


The B Section

The eight bar B section, which happens once after the first two A sections, looks like this.

Roman Numerals

Roman numerals are often used to analyze and label chord progressions. Roman numerals identify the scale degree of
the chord's root. Scale degrees are the number label that we give to each note in an ascending scale. The roman

numerals for each of the triads in the key of C major are given below.

Roman Numerals are helpful when it comes to analyzing harmony, transposing and improvising over progressions
like rhythm changes. The entire rhythm changes progression, with roman numeral analysis, looks like this.



Common Rhythm Changes Heads

As the rhythm changes chord progression grew in popularity, many jazz musicians began writing new melodies over
its chord changes. This type of composition is sometimes called a contrafact. In jazz, the definition of a contrafact is a

tune that uses the chords from a previously written tune, but introduces a new melody.

There are too many rhythm changes heads to list, but start by checking out this selection of the most commonly
played heads.

I Got Rhythm - George Gershwin
Recording
Lead Sheet

Anthropology - Charlie Parker
Recording
Lead Sheet

Oleo - Sonny Rollins
Recording
Lead Sheet

Moose the Mooche - Charlie Parker
Recording
Lead Sheet

Lester Leaps In - Lester Young
Recording
Lead Sheet

Rhythm-A-Ning - Thelonious Monk
Recording
Lead Sheet

Steeple Chase - Charlie Parker
Recording
Lead Sheet

The Eternal Triangle - Sonny Stitt
Recording
Lead Sheet

Dexterity - Charlie Parker
Recording
Lead Sheet

Cotton Tail - Duke Ellington
Recording
Lead Sheet

Improvising over the Rhythm Changes Progression

Taking a solo on a rhythm changes tune can be challenging. To practice improvising on this
form, let’s work with one section at a time.

Improvising over the A Section

The first four bars of the A section is a repeated progression, in scale degrees, we refer to this
progression as: I VI ii V. These scale degrees translate to Bbmaj7, Gm7, Cm7, and F7. This

happens twice.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPRiM5JvYx8&pp=ygUMaSBnb3Qgcmh5dGht
http://flipcamp.org/engagingstudents4/images/michaelsen11.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AMuItUv9xZc&pp=ygUbYW50aHJvcG9sb2d5IGNoYXJsaWUgcGFya2Vy
http://therealbook.info/view/index/24/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9IY29EZb1pI&pp=ygUEb2xlbw%3D%3D
http://therealbook.info/view/index/247/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HOoZ6zo8HAQ&pp=ygUPbW9vc2UgdGhlIG1vb2No
http://therealbook.info/view/index/739/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f60JYoHdfVM&pp=ygUPbGVzdGVyIGxlYXBzIGlu
http://therealbook.info/view/index/701/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8piShQZXIY8&pp=ygUNcmh5aHRtIGEgbmluZw%3D%3D
http://therealbook.info/view/index/800/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6RJoyufXa5M&pp=ygURc3RlZXBsZWNoYXNlIGpheno%3D
http://therealbook.info/view/index/1130/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4aqUVtl3g8s&pp=ygUgdGhlIGV0ZXJuYWwgdHJpYW5nbGUgc29ubnkgc3RpdHQ%3D
https://music.utah.edu/documents/ensemble-audition-excerpts/jazz/2021/eternal-triangle-ls.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iz-9_4H7DJA&pp=ygUYZGV4dGVyaXR5IGNoYXJsaWUgcGFya2Vy
http://therealbook.info/view/index/93/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bq5LRQIJx3k&pp=ygUaY290dG9udGFpbCBkdWtlIGVsbGluZ3RvbiA%3D
http://therealbook.info/view/index/78/


The ii V I is a commonly used progression in jazz. The VI is often added after the I as a turn
around chord. To practice playing over this part of the progression, start by outlining the chords'

arpeggios.

Once you master this first exercise, add other chord tones to your arpeggios, for example the 9th.

Once you feel comfortable on this progression, start to work on the second four bars of the A
section. This part of the progression includes a dominant chord leading to the IV chord, Eb,

followed by a I VI ii V in the home key. Practice similar arpeggio patterns over this progression.

Practice adding the 9th.



Improvising Over the B Section

The B section of rhythm changes is a series of dominant chords. Each dominant chord is a fifth
away from its previous chord.

Playing over these dominant chords can be approached by using arpeggios or scales that work
over dominant chords.

Three scales that sound excellent over dominant chords are the Diminished scale, the Whole
Tone Scale, and the Altered scale. Each of these scales is used over the rhythm changes bridge in

the example below.

Diminished Scale

Whole Tone Scale



Altered Scale

Backing Tracks

As you practice improvising over rhythm changes, practice playing to a metronome and to backing tracks. Some
selected backing tracks can be found below.

120 BPM in Bb 150 BPM in Bb 190 BPM in Bb 230 BPM in Bb
190 BPM in F 160 BPM in C 140 BPM in Eb 110 BPM in G

Rhythm Changes in All 12 Keys

Once you become comfortable with the rhythm changes in Bb, start to explore learning this progression in other keys.
Using roman numerals is a quick way to transpose the progression! To master the A sections in all 12, try to identify
what a I VI ii V is in each key. Rhythm changes is a great form to learn in all 12 because it encourages the player to

master ii V I’s and dominant chords in all 12 keys.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrVG9Mj0kEs&pp=ygUhcmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjayBzbG93
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=odDD1f-iymc&pp=ygUccmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjaw%3D%3D
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WdVjyZg0W64&t=45s&pp=ygUccmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjaw%3D%3D
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6uulHDJKCH8&t=70s&pp=ygUccmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjaw%3D%3D
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h7JetVir28o&pp=ygUecmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjayBm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E_YoCnesMNc&pp=ygUecmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjayBj
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dUA3Fyrttos&pp=ygUfcmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjayBFYg%3D%3D
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cgti-onEcEw&pp=ygUecmh5aHRtIGNoYW5nZXMgYmFja2luZyB0cmFjayBn

