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COLTRANE’S MUSICAL EVOLUTION-THREE PERIODS

John Coltrane’s musical evolution spanned the years 1955—1967. During those twelve years there were three major
periods in which his playing and the material he used changed considerably.

The first stage was his recordings with Miles Davis on both the Prestige and Columbia record labels and the “Giant
Step” period on Atlantic Records. The music with Mites consisted mostly of standards and jazz originals with the usual
bebop chord changes. Of course, the famous ““Kind of Blue’ session (1959) with Miles, Cannonball Adderley and Bill Evans
was a major landmark in jazz, for it presaged the coming modal period which runs from the early 60's to the present time.
In Trane's case, he was to return to an exhaustive exploration of modal playing in his second stage.

But before doing that, he was still interested in chord changes and, in a spurt of creative energy, he created the “Giant

Step” cycle. This cycle was to become incorporated in a number of standards and originals in 1959—60.
The second period belonged to the famous quartet with McCoy Tyner, Elvin Jones and Jimmy Garrison in which modal
playing was extensively explored as never before. It is the general feeling among musicians of my age group that this music
which was played along the conventional standards of jazz up to that time (steady pulse and chord changes) was probably the
most intense small group jazz ever played, in terms of sheer energy. And, of course, the musical influences are still felt, much
like Charlie Parker’s music was on all musicians after him.

Coltrane’s final period from 1965 until his death in 1967 was generally considered avant-garde in approach and content.
He employed auxiliary horn and percussion players and the performances were punctuated with extensive use of the sax-
ophone’s screaming altissimo range and waves of multi-note lines employing overblown tones {harmonics). The music was
mostly “free-form” in both a rhythmical (no steady pulse) and harmonic sense (no ongoing chord or modal cycles). For me,
this music had a religious, primordial feeling paradoxically ahead of its time in a musical sense, but harking back to the
most primitive tribal music of all cultures.

COMPOSITIONS IN PLAY-A-LONG (VOLUMES 27 & 28)
FIRST PERIOD

Mr. P.C. was written for the great bassist Paul Chambers, who was with Miles Davis along with Trane in the 50’s, as well as the
main bassist on most of John's recordings as a leader during this period. It is a straight-forward minor blues with no sur-
prising harmonic twists.

Some Other Blues has a slightly different than usual set of changes for the head, but the blowing is, again, a straight-forward
F blues.




Mr. Day comes from an Atlantic album called “Coltrane Plays The Blues,” which features different compositional turns on
the standard blues form. [t’s obvious that Coltrane, as well as all great improvisors until that time, made an art of stylizing
the blues in his own way. In fact, blues playing is one of the “required”’ courses in learning jazz. This blues is unique in its
key (F sharp), its use of an ostinato bass vamp, and the usual 1V/V progression being changed to IV/Itl minor, Also, the
beauty of Trane’s solo on this is how diatonic he stays along the chords and yet never loses interest.

THE GIANT STEP CYCLE

Giant Steps was the title tune of that ground-breaking album in which Trane improvised on the cycle of up a minor third,
down a fifth, alternating dominant and major chord qualities. The speed at which he did this showed great practice and
diligence on what was, and still is, an extremely difficult challenge. Again, the ability to navigate these changes is a must for
all improvisors after Coltrane. Giant Steps itself is a straight rendering of the cycle,

But, not content to leave the cycle as a one-time event, Coltrane in a most clever creation superimposed the cycle over
the standard |1/V progression:

"0—7 I G7 l c lc Standard
"D—— Eb7 l Ab B7| E G7, c Coltrane

Countdown is actually the Miles Davis tune “Tune-up.” This is recorded on the original Giant Steps album and is done at
an incredible tempo, a feat in itself,

26—2 is the Charlie Parker tune “Confirmation’” with the Giant Step cycle instead of the usual changes. There were several
more tunes in this vein, including the “‘Fifth House” (“What Is This Thing Called Love”) and ‘‘Satellite’’ ("How High The
Moon®). All in all, this was a major harmonic creation, a kind of end-all to changes in a certain way, and in itself would have
assured Coltrane’s place as an innovator in jazz.

Naima belongs in a class by itself as a composition in its use of the two pedal points Eb and Bb throughout the tune, with
superimposed changes above. For many listeners this melody, written for Trane’s first wife, is his most lyrical and well-
known. The chailenge here is to improvise over the static pedal point,

Like Sonny was based on a phrase that Trane got from the other great tenor man of that period, Sonny Rollins. The tune is
a motif based on minor third harmonic movement,

COMPOSITIONS FROM THE MODAL PERIOD

Spiritual is based on a hymn in which, after a rubato statement of the melody, the blowing is based on a 11/V vamp, but is
treated as the dorian mode. The dorian was the most often explored minor mode for Trane, Again, as in Mr. Day, his solo on
this track is a study in scale tone usage, whereas later solos employ much more chromaticism.

The Promise was played on soprano and uses the dorian mode and two chord changes. The challenge here is not to slip
into bebop cliches on the F7, D7 part of the tune, but treat it modally as in the case of the G dorian.
Impressions is basically an exact copy of Miles Davis’ “So What,"’ except that there is more emphasis on the mixolydian

(G7) aspect of the mode rather than the dorian {Dmi 7). Impressions is the classic “*Coltrane Burnout Tune.”

A Love Supreme is the title tune from what is considered the seminal album of the quartet in 1965. After this recording,
Trane moved on to his final stage of expression. The composition itself is a simple melody based in F minor.

Blues Minor was recorded during Trane's transition period from changes to modal (1959-60). It is a minor blues of sorts
although there is no V chord. The form is tricky because of the eight bars of F minor in front of and in back of the v
chord.

Crescent is the title tune from my favorite Coltrane album recorded in 1964. The rubato melody is both modal and harmonic
with changes. The harmony for the blowing seems to come from an older period (I1/V), but the improvisation is a master-
piece of form, lyricism, harmonic and rhythmical daring.

THE PLAY-A—-LONG

My role in the recording was to provide the melody and the feel of Coltrane’s improvisations, so that this excellent rhythm
section could have something concrete to focus on during the recording session.

Harold Mabern is a long-time New York jazz man whose understanding of McCoy Tyner’s fourth voicings, as well as Wynton
Kelly’s comping on the earlier tunes, ranks among the top in jazz. Add to this his crisp attack and you have some great
comping to play with,

Ron Carter does what he has done countless times before . . . provides the rhythmic feel and harmonic lines which are per-
fect for the situation.

Adam Nussbaum is one of the best young drummers playing in the jazz tradition. After spending several years with me, he
now plays with the John Scofield Trio as well as with Stan Getz. He has a very mature understanding of what makes jazz
sounds authentic, as well as having learned the essence of Elvin Jones’ style, which was so essential to the middle period of
John Coltrane.

This play-a-long is essential to understanding the music of our last great jazz genius, John W. Coltrane,

David L iebman
December, 1982
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Impressions

Slow VersionJ=224, Play 9 Choruses

Faster Version =300, Play 12 Choruses
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Giant Steps A

Slow Version J =224, Play 14 Choruses

Faster Version J =308, Play 19 Choruses
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Play 7 Choruses
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Up Against The Wall

Play 12 Choruses
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(4] Dear Lord

PLAY 2 Choruses
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continued...

Dear Lord
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A Love Supreme
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