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In the vast landscape of the Great American Songbook, few compositions have attained the status

of a foundational archetype as effectively as "Autumn Leaves." Originally titled "Les Feuilles

mortes," this 1945 composition by French-Hungarian composer Joseph Kosma has transcended

its origins in French cinema to become the quintessential pedagogical and performance vehicle for

jazz musicians worldwide. For music educators, professional arrangers, and students, the work

represents a masterclass in functional harmony, relative key relationships, and the utilization of the

circle of fifths.

This article provides a comprehensive technical breakdown of the song's structural mechanics, its

historical trajectory, and a specific analytical focus on the John Berry arrangement published by 

Hal Leonard and distributed via J.W. Pepper. By examining the arrangement's accessibility for

developing ensembles and its fidelity to the harmonic intentions of Kosma, we can better

understand why this specific piece remains a cornerstone of the "Editors' Choice" selections for

jazz bands across the globe.

The Historical and Theoretical Genesis of 'Autumn Leaves'

To understand the technical brilliance of "Autumn Leaves," one must first examine its origins.

Joseph Kosma, a student of Béla Bartók, brought a sophisticated European harmonic sensibility to

the piece. Originally featuring lyrics by the poet Jacques Prévert, the song was introduced by

Yves Montand in the 1946 film Les Portes de la nuit. However, its transformation into a jazz

standard was solidified by Johnny Mercer, who penned the English lyrics in 1947.

Core Harmonic Framework

At its technical core, "Autumn Leaves" is an exercise in diatonic sequence. The primary reason

for its popularity in jazz education is that it utilizes a series of ii-V-I-IV progressions in a major key

followed by a ii-V-i progression in the relative minor key. If we analyze the song in the common

jazz key of G minor (concert), the structure unfolds as follows:

- C-7 (ii7) to F7 (V7) to Bbmaj7 (Imaj7): A standard ii-V-I in the relative major (Bb Major).

Page 1 of 7



TECHNICAL GUIDE | TECHNICAL PAPER

- Ebmaj7 (IVmaj7): The fourth degree, serving as a bridge between the major and minor

sections.

- A-7b5 (iiø7) to D7b9 (V7) to G- (i): A definitive ii-V-i in the tonic minor (G Minor).

This seamless transition between Relative Major and Natural Minor provides a symmetrical

32-bar form (typically AABC or AABB depending on the arrangement style) that is mathematically

balanced and aesthetically satisfying. The technical execution of these changes requires a deep

understanding of the Dorian, Mixolydian, and Lydian modes for the major section, and the Locri

an #2 and Altered scales for the minor section.

Technical Analysis of the John Berry Arrangement

John Berry's arrangement, often found in the Discovery Jazz Series or similar entry-level jazz

ensemble catalogs, is designed to introduce these sophisticated concepts to young musicians

without overwhelming them with extreme ranges or rhythmic complexity. As noted in descriptions

from J.W. Pepper, Berry's version typically employs an easy swing feel, which is essential for

developing the "internal clock" of a jazz ensemble.

Instrumentation and Voicing Strategies

Berry utilizes specific orchestration techniques to ensure a full sound even with limited

instrumentation. In technical writing for jazz ensembles, this is often referred to as block voicing

or four-way close writing. Key technical features of the Berry arrangement include:

1. Reduced Brass Ranges: The 1st Trumpet rarely exceeds a written G5, and the Trombones

remain within the comfortable tessitura of the staff. This prevents embatutre fatigue and allows

the focus to remain on intonation and swing feel.

2. Written and Ad Lib Solos: The arrangement provides written-out solos for Alto Sax, Tenor Sax,

or Trumpet. This acts as a bridge for students who are beginning to learn improvisational

theory, allowing them to play a stylistically correct solo while they study the underlying chord

tones.

3. Saxophone Section Soli: Often, the saxes are featured in a melodic soli, which teaches section

blending and unified articulation-critical skills in the jazz idiom.

Mathematical Model of the Arrangement's Pacing

The pacing of a pedagogical arrangement like this can be modeled by its Harmonic Rhythm (the

rate at which chords change). In "Autumn Leaves," the harmonic rhythm is generally one chord per

two beats or one chord per measure. Berry maintains this predictability to help the rhythm section

(Piano, Bass, Drums, Guitar) maintain a stable "walking" feel. For a drummer, this arrangement

serves as an introduction to the ride cymbal pattern and the hi-hat on beats 2 and 4, which are
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the heartbeat of the swing genre.

Comparison of Jazz Standards: "Autumn Leaves" vs. "The Girl
from Ipanema"

While the provided data mentions "The Girl from Ipanema" by Antonio Carlos Jobim, it serves as a

crucial technical counterpoint. While "Autumn Leaves" is built on the Cycle of Fifths and diatonic

movements, "The Girl from Ipanema" introduces Bossa Nova rhythms and chromatic mediant or 

sub-V (tritone substitution) harmonies. The following table compares these two staples of the jazz

repertoire from a technical perspective.
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Feature Autumn Leaves (Kosma/Berry) The Girl from Ipanema (Jobim)

Primary Harmonic Motion Diatonic ii-V-I (Circle of Fifths) Chromatic/Non-functional (II7 to

bIImaj7)

Rhythmic Foundation Swing (4/4 time, triplet feel) Bossa Nova (Straight 8th,

syncopated)

Modal Center Aeolian/Dorian shift Lydian/Ionian with Mixolydian shifts

Pedagogical Level Beginner to Intermediate (Grade

1.5-2)

Intermediate (Grade 3+)

Key Structural Element Relative Major/Minor Pivot Tritone Substitution (SubV)
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Practical Implementation: Teaching the "Autumn Leaves"
Sequence

For an educator or a band director, implementing the John Berry arrangement involves more

than just reading notes. It requires a systematic approach to the Aural-Oral-Visual learning cycle.

Below is a step-by-step field guide for teaching this specific jazz standard.

Step 1: Chord Tone Isolation

Before playing the melody, the ensemble should isolate the 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 7th of each chord. In

the C-7 to F7 progression, students must hear the guide tone transition where the 7th of C-7 (Bb)

resolves downward by a half-step to the 3rd of F7 (A). This is the technical "glue" of jazz harmony.

Step 2: The Vertical vs. Horizontal Approach

In his arrangement, Berry writes melodies that are primarily horizontal (scalar). However, for

improvisation, students should be taught the vertical approach (arpeggios). A common exercise is

to have the brass play the shell voicings (Roots, 3rds, and 7ths) while the woodwinds improvise

using only notes from the Bb Major and G Natural Minor scales.

Step 3: Dynamic Nuance and Phrasing

Technical proficiency in jazz is often measured by articulation. The "Autumn Leaves" melody

requires legato-tonguing on the upbeats and staccato on the downbeats of certain phrases to

create the "lift" associated with swing. Berry's score includes specific markings that must be

followed to avoid a "square" or rigid performance.

The Role of Digital Sheet Music and Curation

The metadata highlights the importance of J.W. Pepper and Hal Leonard as distributors of digital

sheet music. The availability of Digital Sheet Music has revolutionized jazz pedagogy by allowing

for immediate transposition and score study. For a technical writer in the music industry, it is

important to note the shift toward SmartMusic and interactive PDFs which allow students to

practice with a professional backing track.

The "Editors' Choice" Designation

When an arrangement like John Berry's "Autumn Leaves" is labeled as Editors' Choice, it

indicates a high level of engraving quality, pedagogical value, and orchestral balance. These

selections are vetted for: 

Troubleshooting Common Performance Issues
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Even with a well-crafted arrangement by John Berry, certain technical challenges frequently arise

during rehearsals of "Autumn Leaves." Identifying these early is key to a successful performance.

1. Rushing the Half-Notes

The iconic opening motif (the three-note pickup) often leads to a long note on the downbeat. Young

players tend to rush these long notes. Solution: Implement a metronome on beats 2 and 4 only to

force the ensemble to internalize the backbeat.

2. Improper Tuning of the ii-V-i in Minor

The A-7b5 (half-diminished) chord is notoriously difficult for developing ears. The flatted 5th (Eb)

often sounds like a mistake to the uninitiated. Solution: Isolate the rhythm section and the 3rd/4th

parts (who often hold the harmony) and tune the Eb against the root A to ensure the interval of a

tritone is stable and intentional.

3. Lack of Dynamic Contrast

Standard arrangements can sometimes sound monotonous if played at a constant mezzo-forte. So

lution: Map out the 32-bar form. The first 16 bars (AA) should be played with a light, airy feel, while

the bridge (B) and final section (C or A) should build in intensity, utilizing the terrace dynamics

common in big band writing.

Advanced Theoretical Concepts: Beyond the Easy Swing

For more advanced players, the Kosma composition serves as a canvas for reharmonization.

While Berry's arrangement sticks to the core changes for pedagogical clarity, professional

renditions (such as those by Bill Evans or Keith Jarrett) often employ:

- Coltrane Changes: Inserting major third relationships into the ii-V sequences.

- Side-Slipping: Moving a chord up or down a half-step to create temporary tension.

- Pedal Points: Keeping a G in the bass while the chords move above it (often used in the intro

or the coda).

Understanding these advanced mechanics allows the student to appreciate the "Easy Version" as

a foundational step toward total harmonic mastery.

Synthesizing the Cultural and Technical Impact

The enduring legacy of "Autumn Leaves" is a testament to the intersection of compositional

simplicity and harmonic depth. Joseph Kosma provided the world with a perfect melodic

sequence, Johnny Mercer provided a relatable narrative of loss and transition, and arrangers like

John Berry provided the bridge for the next generation of musicians to enter the world of jazz. 
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From a technical standpoint, the song's reliance on the circle of fifths makes it an inescapable

study for anyone serious about Western music theory. Its inclusion in the Hal Leonard

Corporation's catalog and its status on J.W. Pepper's best-seller lists ensure that it remains the

primary gateway into the swing idiom. Whether analyzed through the lens of its French cinematic

roots or its application in a modern high school jazz band, "Autumn Leaves" continues to be an

essential masterwork that defines the technical standards of the genre.

By focusing on the structural integrity of the ii-V-I progression and the accessibility of modern

arrangements, musicians can develop a professional-grade understanding of how jazz standards

function. This knowledge not only facilitates better performances of "Autumn Leaves" but also

equips the performer with the tools needed to decode the thousands of other compositions that

make up the jazz canon. The arrangement by John Berry, with its strategic voicing and considerate

ranges, remains an exemplary model of how to translate high-level music theory into actionable,

educational content for the developing artist.
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