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The evolution of modern jazz piano is inextricably linked to the harmonic and rhythmic innovations of Bill Evans. As 

one of the most influential figures in the history of the genre, Evans redefined the role of the piano within the jazz 

trio and as a solo instrument. The publication of the Jazz Piano Solos Series Volume 19: Bill Evans Songbook,

featuring arrangements by the esteemed Brent Edstrom, represents a critical pedagogical resource for

intermediate to advanced pianists seeking to internalize the 'Evans sound.' This technical analysis explores the

theoretical frameworks, harmonic complexities, and stylistic nuances captured within this specific collection of 24

essential standards.

The Bill Evans Aesthetic: A Theoretical Overview

To understand the technical demands of the Volume 19 songbook, one must first deconstruct the core components 

of Bill Evans' architectural approach to the keyboard. His style is characterized by a unique synthesis of 

impressionist classical influences—notably Debussy and Ravel—and the swinging, improvisational language of 

post-bebop jazz. Key elements include rootless voicings, rhythmic displacement, and a focus on inner-voice 

movement.

The Concept of Rootless Voicings

Before Evans, many jazz pianists relied heavily on 'shell voicings' (Root, 3rd, and 7th) in the left hand. Evans

pioneered the use of rootless voicings, typically played in the middle register of the piano. By omitting the root

(often left to the bassist) and focusing on the 3rd, 5th, 7th, 9th, 11th, or 13th, Evans created a transparent yet lush

harmonic texture. In a solo piano context, as seen in this songbook, the challenge is to imply the root through voice

leading or occasional bass-note anchoring without losing that signature 'open' quality.

Impressionism and Quartal Harmony

Evans frequently utilized quartal harmony(chords built in fourths) to create an ambiguous, floating sensation. This

technique, prominently featured in tracks like 'So What' and reflected in the arrangements within Volume 19, allows

the pianist to move away from the traditional tension-and-release cycles of functional diatonic harmony toward a

more modal, atmospheric approach.

Technical Breakdown of Volume 19 Arrangements

The arrangements in this volume, crafted by Brent Edstrom, serve a specific purpose: they bridge the gap between

literal transcriptions and playable solo piano versions. While a literal transcription of an Evans trio performance

often sounds 'empty' without a bassist and drummer, these arrangements integrate the essential melodic

counterpoint and bass lines necessary for a standalone performance.

Core Mechanics of the Brent Edstrom Arrangements

Edstrom utilizes several specific techniques to preserve the Evans 'vibe' while ensuring the arrangements are

technically accessible for the solo performer:

•  Linear Bass Lines: Instead of simple 'stride' patterns, the left hand often mimics a walking bass or a melodic 



counter-theme, mirroring how Evans interacted with bassist Scott LaFaro.

•  Upper Structure Triads: The use of major triads over a different root (e.g., a D major triad over a C7 chord to 

create a C13#11 sound) is a staple of the Evans lexicon found throughout this book.

•  Rhythmic Displacement: Many melodies are written 'across the bar line,' a technique Evans used to create a 

sense of forward motion and rhythmic tension.

Comparative Analysis of Featured Standards

The following table outlines the technical focus of three pivotal arrangements included in the Bill Evans Songbook: 

Jazz Piano Solos Series Volume 19.



Standard Title Primary Harmonic 
Difficulty

Rhythmic Character Technical Focus

Alice in Wonderland Frequent modulation and 
secondary dominants.

Jazz Waltz (3/4 time) with 
syncopation.

Achieving a lyrical, 'singing' 
melody while maintaining a 
steady waltz pulse in the 
left hand.

Autumn Leaves Managing ii-V-I cycles with 
altered extensions (b9, 
#11).

Medium Swing with 
melodic anticipation.

Effective use of rootless 
voicings in a standard 
AABB structure.

But Beautiful Slow ballad tempo 
requiring precise voice 
leading.

Rubato-like phrasing within 
strict time.

Dynamic control and the 
use of 'inner-voice' 
movements to create 
motion.

Harmonic Formulae and Voicing Strategies

For the student of this songbook, mastering the specific voicing types is essential. Evans did not view chords as

static blocks but as moving voices. This section breaks down the mathematical and structural logic behind the

voicings found in Volume 19.

The 3-5-7-9 and 7-9-3-13 Templates

Most of the rootless voicings in the Bill Evans style follow two main configurations, often referred to as 'A' and 'B'

form voicings:

1.  A Form (3-5-7-9): For a Cmaj9 chord, this would be E-G-B-D. This puts the 3rd at the bottom, providing a 

warm, grounded sound.

2.  B Form (7-9-3-13): For a Cmaj13 chord, this would be B-D-E-A. This puts the 7th at the bottom, creating a 

more 'modern' and tense sound.

In the Jazz Piano Solos Series, Edstrom expertly weaves these forms into the arrangements, often alternating

between them to ensure smooth voice leading (the principle of moving each note of a chord to the nearest note of

the next chord).

Mathematical Models for Voice Leading

Consider the standard ii-V-I progression in C Major: Dm7 - G7 - Cmaj7. The voice leading efficiency can be

modeled as follows:

•  Dm7 (F-A-C-E): 3rd, 5th, 7th, 9th.

•  G7 (F-Ab-B-E): 7th, b9, 3rd, 13th (Note how the F and E stay the same, while A moves to Ab and C moves to 

B).

•  Cmaj7 (E-G-B-D): 3rd, 5th, 7th, 9th (Note how F moves to E and Ab moves to G).

This minimal movement is what creates the 'velvet' sound associated with Evans' playing and is a primary

pedagogical takeaway for anyone studying Volume 19.

Step-by-Step Practical Implementation Guide

To derive the maximum benefit from the Bill Evans Songbook: Jazz Piano Solos Series Volume 19, a structured

practice routine is required. Simply reading through the notes is insufficient to capture the stylistic nuance.



Phase 1: Harmonic Analysis

Before playing, identify the function of every chord. Mark the 3rd and 7th of each chord in the arrangement. Notice

how the arranger (Edstrom) handles the root. Is it played on the downbeat? Is it implied? Understanding the

'skeleton' of the harmony is the first step toward mastery.

Phase 2: The 'Ghost' Bass Line

Since these are solo piano arrangements, the left hand often has to do double duty—providing both harmonic

support and rhythmic drive. Practice the left-hand part in isolation. It should feel like a complete musical statement.

In pieces like 'Everything Happens to Me,' the left hand provides a counter-melody that must be balanced against

the right-hand melody.

Phase 3: Articulation and Phrasing

Evans was known for his 'touch'—the way he depressed the keys to create different tonal colors. To emulate this:

•  Legato Melodies: Use finger substitutions to keep melodic lines as smooth as possible.

•  Soft Attack: Avoid harsh, percussive attacks on the keys, especially in ballad arrangements like 'But Beautiful.'

•  Dynamic Independence: The melody should always be slightly louder than the accompanying voicings, even 

when both are played in the same hand.

Advanced Stylistic Techniques: Beyond the Page

While Volume 19 provides the notes, the 'soul' of Bill Evans' music lies in techniques that are difficult to notate

perfectly. Advanced players should consider the following when performing these arrangements:

The Use of the Sustain Pedal

Unlike classical music where the pedal is often used to blur harmonies, Evans used the sustain pedal with extreme 

precision. He often used it to 'catch' the resonance of a chord while changing hand positions, a technique known as 

legato pedaling. In the 24 standards provided in this book, the pedal should be used to enhance the richness of

the rootless voicings without muddying the linear bass lines.

Locked-Hands Style (Shearing Voicings)

Though synonymous with George Shearing, Evans often employed a variation of the 'locked-hands' style, where

the melody is doubled in the left hand with four-way close harmony in between. Look for moments in the Edstrom

arrangements where the melody is thick and chordal; these are opportunities to apply a more 'orchestral' touch to

the piano.

Case Study: Analyzing 'Autumn Leaves' in Volume 19

The arrangement of 'Autumn Leaves' in this series is a masterclass in jazz piano arranging. Rather than a simple

lead sheet approach, it incorporates the 'Evans-esque' intro—a series of descending chords that create a sense of

melancholy anticipation.

Failure Modes and Troubleshooting

When practicing 'Autumn Leaves,' students often encounter several common hurdles:

•  Problem: The swing feel sounds 'stiff' or 'robotic.'

Solution: Focus on the 'off-beat' eighth notes. In jazz, the 'and' of the beat is usually slightly emphasized and 

connected to the following beat.

•  Problem: The left-hand voicings overwhelm the melody.



Solution: Practice 'ghosting' the left hand—play the notes so softly they are barely audible, while the right hand 

plays at a mezzo-forte level. Slowly increase the left-hand volume until a perfect balance is achieved.

•  Problem: Losing the pulse during rubato sections.

Solution: Use a metronome on beats 2 and 4 only. This forces the pianist to internalize the 'inner clock' while 

allowing the melody to breathe.

The Significance of Volume 19 in Modern Pedagogy

The Jazz Piano Solos Series Volume 19is more than just a collection of sheet music; it is a bridge to an era of

piano playing that prioritized harmonic depth and lyrical expression over technical pyrotechnics for their own sake.

By studying these 24 standards, the pianist gains insight into the mind of an artist who viewed the piano as an

orchestra.

Integration with Other Study Materials

To maximize the educational value of this book, it should be used in conjunction with:

•  The Bill Evans Real Book: For comparing the arranged versions to the original 'lead sheet' skeletons.

•  Original Recordings: Listening to the albums Portrait in Jazz or Sunday at the Village Vanguard provides the 

necessary context for the arrangements in Volume 19.

•  The Jazz Theory Book by Mark Levine: To understand the formal names and functions of the complex chords 

Edstrom uses in the arrangements.

In summary, the Bill Evans Songbook (Volume 19) provides a rigorous and rewarding technical challenge. Through

its meticulous arrangements of 24 standards, it preserves the sophisticated harmonic language and rhythmic

nuances that define Evans' legacy. For the serious student of jazz, mastering these arrangements is a significant

milestone in developing a professional-grade solo piano vocabulary. The synthesis of Brent Edstrom's arranging

skills and Bill Evans' compositional genius makes this volume an indispensable component of any jazz pianist's

library. By focusing on the mechanics of rootless voicings, rhythmic displacement, and precise voice leading, the

performer can transcend the printed page and evoke the ethereal, timeless sound of one of jazz's greatest masters.
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