
Essential Jazz Scales 
Taught by Chris 

In this course, we’ll learn about the scales that separate great jazz musicians from 

good ones. By the end of this course, you’ll have 6 new scales under your fingers 

that unlock the door to jazz improvisation and hip chord voicings, and you’ll be 

ready to sit in at your local jam session! 
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Part 1: Major Bebop Scales 
To make any major scale a major bebop scale, add a #5! 

In C major, the #5 is G#. 

 

Adding the #5 gives us 8 total notes in our scale, which we can split up into two 4 

note chords. 

This is C6, the stable, resolved tonic chord built out of the major bebop scale. This 

is one of the classic chords of the Great American Songbook, it’s the first chord to 

“L-O-V-E,” “La Vie En Rose” and “I’ve Got Rhythm,” to name a few.  

 
C6 



This is Bdim7, the remaining 4 notes from a C major bebop scale. In any major 

scale, the diminished chord built off the 7th is a strong tension that needs to 

resolve home to 1. In this scale, Bdim7 is our tension that needs to resolve to C6! 

 
Bdim7 

Bdim7 always resolves to C6! 

 
If you move each of these notes up a step to the next highest notes in the major 

bebop scale, you get C6! As you continue stepping up the scale, you just alternate 

between C6 and Bdim7 in different inversions. 



Chord Voicings 

Block Chords 

To thicken up the sound of C6 and Bdim7, double the root down an octave in your 

left hand. These are called “block chords.” 

 

 



Drop 2 Voicings 

Next, try “drop 2” voicings, dropping the 2nd highest note in each chord down to 

the left hand. This is one of Oscar Peterson’s favorite chord voicings! 

 

 

 

 



Part 2: Dominant Bebop Scales 
Dominant bebop scales are a sound loved by everyone from Charlie Parker to 

Mozart to John Phillips Sousa.  

To make any major scale a dominant bebop scale, add a b7th between the 6th and 

7th of the scale. In C major, this b7 is Bb (starred). 

 

This scale clearly outlines a dominant chord, therefore we use it over dominant 

chords! C dominant bebop outlines C7. 

 



In a standard ii V I progression in C major, G7 is the dominant chord, so we’ll focus 

mostly on soloing with the G dominant bebop scale.  

The starred notes in the scale below are the chord tones of G7! 

 

Just like our major bebop scale, dominant bebop scales are 8 total notes that can 

be split up into two 4 note chords. In G dominant bebop, those 2 chords are G7, and 

F#half-diminished 7th. Just like a major bebop scale, the chord built off the 7th 

always wants to resolve home to 1! 

 



Part 3: Minor Bebop Scales 
To make any major bebop scale minor, simply lower the 3rd a half step!  

Here’s a C major bebop scale… 

 

…and here’s a G minor bebop scale 

 

C Minor Bebop clearly outlines a Cm6 chord, known as the “spy chord” for its 

ominous undertones. The remaining 4 notes in the scale still outline a Bdim7 chord, 

our 7th that needs to resolve home to 1! 



Every major scale has a relative minor scale: the same notes starting and ending on 

the 6th of the scale. The same is true for major bebop scales: start any of them on 

the 6th and you have a Minor 7th Bebop Scale! 

 

This scale is exactly the same notes as C major bebop. Therefore, the same 4 note 

chords: G# B D F and A C E G are voicings for the 7 and 1 chords! G# B D & F are also 

the chord tones of E7b9, the V chord in A minor. Any diminished seventh chord also 

gives you the chord tones of that key’s V7b9 chord. 

 
The G# diminished chord when played over the root E. 



Just like in our earlier examples, 7 diminished always resolves to 1. In this case, 1 is 

minor! 

 



Part 4: Diminished Scales 
The diminished scale is a fascinating sound that composers from all styles of music 

love. 

3 pieces that use the diminished scale 

• Just by Radiohead 
• Cool by Leonard Bernstein (From West Side Story) 
• La Colombe by Olivier Messaien 

To construct any diminished scale, step up the keyboard in alternating half and 

whole steps. Below is a C half whole diminished scale. 

 



Every diminished scale contains two diminished seventh chords a half step apart. 

In a C diminished scale, those two chords are C diminished 7 and C# diminished 7.  

 
C Diminished 7 

 
C# Diminished 7 

The diminished scale is perfect for soloing over dominant chords. The best way to 

make any dominant chord “funkier” is by adding the #9. It’s the driving sound in 

funk music! 

Moving this shape up in minor 3rds gives you all the notes in a C diminished scale. 

 
C7#9 Shape: The best chord for funk! 



Part 5: Diminished Scales Continued 
Any diminished 7th chord can also be the chord tones of 4 different dominant b9 

chords. Bdim7 contains the chord tones of E7b9, G7b9, Bb7b9 and Db7b9! Any one 

diminished chord can imply at least 4 different key centers. 

 

 

 

 



Part 6: Whole Tone Scales 
The whole tone scale is known as the “dream sequence” scale.  It’s entirely whole 

steps! There are only two possible note groupings for a whole tone scale: C D E F# 

G# A# or C# D# F G A B. Any whole tone scale will contain one of those two note 

groupings! 

 

 



Both types of whole tone scale are just two augmented triads, a whole step apart. 

In C whole tone, those triads are C augmented and D augmented. 

 

 

The whole tone scale gives us lots of upper extensions to play with over dominant 

chords. C whole tone contains the #11, (F#) b13 (Ab) and 9th (D) of a C7 chord. 

 F whole tone contains those same extensions but on a F7 chord! Same story for G7. 

Check out the course to hear how hip these extensions sound over a 12 simple 

blues progression.  


