Maiden Voyage Nomenclature

Problem: How does an improviser tackle the first chord in this song? The notation of the first chord can be confusing to an improviser.

I’ve seen a number of ways to notate the first chord in the song:

1. Aebersold: A-/D

2. Real Book vol. 5: D7sus4

3. Mark Levine in The Jazz Piano Book : Dsus

4. Steve Khan in a George Coleman Transcription: Am7(sus)/D

5. Barry Kernfeld’s What to Listen for in Jazz : Ami7/D

Let us take Herbie Hancock’s explanation of the chord: “You start with a 7th chord with the 11th on the bottom – a 7th chord with a suspended 4th – and then that chord moves up a minor third … It doesn’t have any cadences; it just keeps moving around in a circle.” Taken from Barry Kernfeld’s What to Listen for in Jazz, p. 68.
So…….. we’re looking at an Amin11 chord which is: ACEGD. 

OR You could see it functioning as some type of D chord.

In this case it’d be a D9sus; a Ddom9 that is suspended.

So… .what are the actual notes that Hancock plays for the first chord? DAGCEG
1. If you look at it as a “D” chord you have the 1,5,4,b7,9 and 4. 

2. If you look at it as an “A” chord you have the 11,1,b7,b3,5,b7.

Secondary Problem: Since there are numerous ways to notate the chord, an improviser may be confused. Is it an “A” chord or a “D” chord?
Solution: If we take Hancock at his word, the first chord should be seen as an Amin11 chord with a D in the bass. So, in my opinion the chord should be notated: Amin11/D. I think that clearly signals to the improviser that we’re dealing with an Amin11 chord, but the D happens to be in the bass.

