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What is the significance of the II-V-I chord progression in jazz harmony, and how is it 

commonly utilized within jazz compositions? 

Chord progressions serve as a background for proper understanding and feel of jazz 

music. Jazz patterns are formed by the application of these chord progressions which are 

common standards within the genre. That is why a good knowledge and flexibility of these chord 

progressions is fundamental to ones study as a jazz player or musician. 

One of these chord progressions that catches the eye is the amazing II-V-I progression. 

This II-V-I progression can be regarded as one of the most important progressions in jazz music. 

Though being is a household name as far as jazz music is concerned, it is widely applied on other 

genres of music such as rock music, R&B, country, rock, and also pop music. 

A chord progression is a series of chords played in sequence. These progressions set a 

song’s harmonic structure, and when combined with a melody, they create lead sheets for jazz 

standards (Walsh). 

The Significance of the II-V-I progression in jazz harmony can be seen in various ways. 

The 2-5-1 chord progression lets you know the harmonic function of each chord in the 

progression. This chord progression starts on the II chord, moves to the V chord, and then 

resolves to the I chord. This is the essence of the chord progression (Melton). 

An important feature of the II-V-I is the movement of the song towards the tonic – 

indicating the presence of a V-I cadence which is the most popular resolution of a chord 

progression. This movement from dominant to tonic gives the completeness and fulfillment that 

other chord progressions may not offer. 

There are many other ways the II-V-I progression can be applied in jazz compositions. 

The II-V-I chord progression is utilized as Schema. Schema is a useful concept in music theory. 
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Put simply, schemas are common patterns our brains can recognize, even when variations are 

altering a specific presentation of that schema. The II-V-I progression is an example of a schema. 

It happens so frequently that informed listeners can recognize the schema in many formats 

(Lavengood). 

The II-V-I is also utilized in what is known as the Turnaround. The Turnaround is the 

most popular application of the II-V-I chord progression in jazz music and other musical genres. 

Basically, a turnaround is perceived as the last two bars at the end of a musical section. It moves 

towards the tonic and transits smoothly from one section to the next, like the bridge back to the 

top of a song. These transitions move the song forward. The II-V-I chord progression achieves 

that because of its harmonic strength and strong pull towards to tonic (Young). 

Conclusively, a deep understanding and training to recognize chord progressions is a 

necessary skill that will help one to find similarities between common songs, comprehend their 

harmonic prowess, and use them in writing a new piece of music. 

Jazz is a complex genre of music with a harmonic structure having a cyclical undertone. 

Practicing and mastering the major cycles like the II-V-I and others, is the key to becoming 

furnished as a jazz player. This explains why jazz composers and songwriters use the II-V-I 

chord progression so much; because it offers many features and applications. For example, it 

serves as an easy way to move to a new key – the new tonic is all set up for you! 

But fundamentally, the II-V-I chord progression is a must for any jazz player to get 

acquainted with. Its importance cannot be over emphasized. Its significance in the music 

harmony is a joy giver. And when utilized correctly, it offers a wide range of applications to the 

musical piece; even as far as harnessing ones songwriting skills. 
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