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INTRODUCTION: THE LEGACY OF
TED GREENE AND CHORD
CHEMISTRY

For guitarists seeking to move beyond
basic open chords and barre shapes, few
resources are as revered as Ted
Greene's Chord Chemistry. First
published in 1971, this seminal work has
become a cornerstone for jazz, blues,
and even rock players who want to
unlock the full harmonic potential of the

fretboard. Ted Greene, a legendary
guitarist and teacher from Los Angeles,
was known for his deep understanding of
harmony, his gentle teaching style, and
his ability to demystify complex chord
voicings. Chord Chemistry is not just a
chord dictionary; it is a philosophy of
how to think about chords, voice leading,
and musical movement. In this article,
we will explore what makes this book so
special, the core concepts it teaches,
and how you can use it to transform your
playing. Whether you are a beginner
weary of the same old shapes or an
advanced player seeking deeper
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harmonic knowledge, the principles
found in Ted Greene's Chord
Chemistry offer an inexhaustible well of
inspiration.

WHO WAS TED GREENE?

Ted Greene (1946-2005) was a guitarist,
composer, and educator widely regarded
as one of the most musical and
thoughtful voices in guitar education. He
taught privately in the San Fernando
Valley and later in Los Angeles,
cultivating a following of devoted
students that included professional
session players and aspiring hobbyists.
Greene's approach was holistic: he
emphasized not just finger placement
but also the emotional and theoretical
reasons behind every voicing. His books
Chord Chemistry and Modern Chord

Progressions are considered classics.
Greene's playing was lyrical and deeply
harmonic, a style that blended jazz,
classical, and gospel influences. The
term Chord Chemistry captures his
belief that chords interact like
molecules—their arrangement and order
create entirely new reactions. He passed
away in 2005, but his instructional
materials continue to inspire new
generations of guitarists.

WHAT IS CHORD CHEMISTRY? A
DEEPER LOOK

At its heart, Chord Chemistry is a
comprehensive system for
understanding and voicing chords on the
guitar. The book is organized into
sections that cover major, minor,
dominant, diminished, and augmented
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families, as well as altered chords,
suspensions, and extended harmonies.
But what sets it apart from a typical
chord encyclopedia is Greene's
emphasis on voice leading—the
smooth movement of individual notes
from one chord to the next. He shows
how to play chord progressions in a way
that sounds connected and musical,
rather than jumpy or choppy. The book
is famously dense: every page is filled
with fretboard diagrams, musical
examples, and handwritten insights from
Greene himself. It is not a "quick fix"
book; it demands study and practice. But
for those willing to invest the time,
Chord Chemistry becomes a lifelong
companion.

Core Philosophy:
The Importance
of Voicing

Traditional guitar methods often teach
chord shapes in one position (e.g., first
position open chords or standard barre
forms). Greene argued that this limits
the instrument's expressive potential. He
encouraged guitarists to think of every
chord as having multiple possible
voicings—different arrangements of the
same notes on the fretboard. Chord
Chemistry systematically presents
hundreds of these voicings, organized by
string sets and intervals. By learning
several voicings for the same chord type



(e.g., Cmaj7), you gain the flexibility to
choose the one that best fits the melodic
line or the previous chord's notes. This is
the essence of "chemistry": the
interaction between chords in a
progression.

Key Concepts Iin
the Book

1. Chord Families and
Substitutions - Greene explains
how chords within the same family
(e.g., tonic, subdominant,
dominant) can be substituted or
altered to create tension and
release. Chord Chemistry treats
each chord type as a palette of

colors.

. Voice Leading on the Guitar - A

major focus is moving from one
voicing to another with minimal
finger movement. Greene
demonstrates how to keep
common tones and move other
notes stepwise, a technique
borrowed from classical and jazz
harmony.

. Inversions and String Sets -

The book emphasizes inversions
(root position, first, second, third)
across different string groups (e.g.,
top four strings, middle four,
bottom four). This allows you to
harmonize melodies in any
register.

. Chord Melody Arranging - One

of the most practical outcomes of
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studying Chord Chemistry is the
ability to combine chords and
single-note lines into a solo guitar
arrangement. Greene provides
examples of how to apply voicings
to familiar standards.

5. Altered Dominants and
Extensions - For jazz players, the
book offers a thorough treatment
of altered dominants: chords with
b9, #9, b5, #5, and their
combinations. These are essential
for creating sophisticated tension
before a resolution.

WHY CHORD CHEMISTRY
REMAINS ESSENTIAL TODAY

Decades after its publication, Chord
Chemistry still appears on the reading
lists of jazz guitar programs and is

frequently recommended in online
forums. Why? Because the fundamental
harmonic principles it teaches are
timeless. Unlike many modern
instructional materials that focus on
shortcuts or patterns, Greene’s method
encourages deep understanding. It also
forces the player to actively engage with
the material: there are no "easy"
diagrams without explanation. Each
voicing is presented with a specific
musical context in mind, often with a
suggested progression to try. This
hands-on approach builds both technical
and theoretical skills simultaneously.
Moreover, the book's
layout—handwritten tables and
diagrams—qgives it a personal, almost
meditative quality. Many guitarists
report that simply reading through the



pages inspires new musical ideas.

The Challenge of
the Book

It's worth acknowledging that Chord
Chemistry can be intimidating. The
sheer volume of information, the
sometimes cramped notation, and the
lack of clear "lesson plans" can
overwhelm new users. Greene assumed
that the reader had a basic
understanding of music theory (intervals,
chord construction) and was motivated
to explore. If you are a complete
beginner, it might be wise to start with a
simpler chord book or work under a
teacher who can guide you through
Greene's concepts. But for intermediate

to advanced players, the difficulty
becomes part of the reward. The process
of slowly deciphering each voicing,
playing it in multiple keys, and
integrating it into improvisation or chord
melody is deeply satisfying.

PRACTICAL WAYS TO STUDY TED
GREENE'S CHORD CHEMISTRY

To get the most out of Chord
Chemistry, consider an organized
approach rather than simply flipping
pages at random. Here are some
strategies that experienced players have
found effective:

* Focus on one chord family per
week. Start with major 7th
voicings. Find three or four shapes
that you like, learn them in all keys
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(move them up the fretboard), and
then practice common
progressions like I-1V-V or ii-V-I
using only those shapes.
Combine two voicings for a
progression. Choose one voicing
of Cmaj7 on the top strings and
one voicing of Fmaj7 that shares at
least one note (e.g., common tone
E). Practice moving between them
smoothly. This builds voice-leading
instincts.

Use the book as a reference
for arranging. Take a simple
song like "Autumn Leaves" and try
to harmonize the melody using
only voicings from Chord
Chemistry. Greene's own
examples in the book are a great
starting point.

e Record yourself and analyze.

Play a single chord progression
using standard barre chords, then
play the same progression using
voicings from the book. Compare
the richness and fluidity. You'll
hear the difference immediately.

* Join a community of learners.

Online forums (like the ones on
Reddit or the legendary Ted
Greene forum now archived) have
countless posts where players
share their insights and favorite
voicings from the book. Learning
from others' experiences can
accelerate your progress.

HOW CHORD CHEMISTRY HAS
INFLUENCED GUITARISTS

Many professional guitarists cite Chord



Chemistry as a major influence on their
harmonic conception. Jazz players like
Larry Carlton, who was also a student of
Greene's, have spoken about the book's
impact. Rock and fusion players have
used Greene's voicings to add color to
their rhythm playing. The idea of "chord
chemistry"—finding voice-led
connections between chords—has
become a standard concept in guitar
education, even if not always directly
credited. The book also paved the way
for other exhaustive chord references,
but few have matched its combination of
theory, practicality, and musicality.
Greene's handwritten annotations, often
humorous or philosophical, give the book
a soul that templated chord charts lack.

Beyond the
Book: Ted
Greene's Other
Contributions

While Chord Chemistry is his most
famous work, Ted Greene also published
Modern Chord Progressions (a more
advanced book on reharmonization) and
Single Note Soloing (which focuses on
melodic development). His legacy also
lives on through a wealth of
transcriptions and audio recordings that
have been released posthumously. For
those who fall in love with the ideas in
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Chord Chemistry, exploring these
other materials is a natural next step.
They continue Greene's mission of
helping guitarists think like complete
musicians, not just chord players.

CONCLUSION: A LIFELONG
JOURNEY WITH CHORD
CHEMISTRY

Ted Greene's Chord Chemistry is more
than a book; it is a mentor that
challenges you to hear and play
harmony in a deeper, more connected
way. Its pages contain a universe of
possibilities, from simple two-note
voicings to dense altered chords that

seem to shimmer. The effort required to
truly absorb its contents is significant,
but the reward is a profound expansion
of your musical vocabulary. Whether you
are a jazz enthusiast, a blues player, or a
songwriter seeking richer harmonic
textures, the principles laid out by
Greene will serve you for decades. As
you open the book, remember Greene's
own words: "Play the sounds, not the
shapes." Allow the Chord Chemistry to
transform how you think about the guitar
fretboard—not as a grid of frets and
strings, but as a living, breathing
harmonic landscape. Start today, be
patient with yourself, and let the
chemistry happen.



