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About the book

Book Overview: "Coltrane: The Story of a Sound" by Ben Ratliff  

Author: Ben Ratliff  

Genre: Music Biography  

Key Figure: John Coltrane  

In his insightful book, Ben Ratliff, a renowned music critic, invites you to

explore the rich tapestry of John Coltrane’s life and his monumental impact

on jazz music. This narrative is not just a biography; it is an immersive

experience that chronicles Coltrane’s evolution from an emerging young

saxophonist to a revolutionary artist who pushed the boundaries of musical

expression.  

  

Ratliff meticulously traces Coltrane’s development, examining how his

innovative sound transformed the jazz landscape. He dives deep into the

technical aspects of Coltrane’s play, while also exploring the artist's

profound search for spiritual depth through music. This book paints a vivid

picture of a musician whose legacy continues to inspire and influence artists

long after his passing.  

  

Whether you're an experienced jazz lover or simply curious about the genre,

Ratliff’s masterful narrative will engage you and provide a richer
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understanding of John Coltrane’s genius.
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About the author

Profile: Ben Ratliff

Occupation: Music Journalist, Author, Critic  

Notable Work: Former music critic for The New York Times  

Education: Columbia University

Overview:

Ben Ratliff is a highly regarded figure in American music journalism,

celebrated for his compelling and thought-provoking writings focused on

jazz and popular music. With over 20 years at The New York Times, his

contributions to music criticism have positioned him as a prominent

authority in the field. 

Expertise:

Ratliff combines a sharp analytical perspective with an extensive

understanding of music's cultural and historical relevance, particularly in

jazz, which he explores with remarkable depth. 

Significant Publication:

His acclaimed book, "Coltrane: The Story of a Sound," showcases his

dedication to the art form by providing an insightful and heartfelt analysis of

jazz legend John Coltrane. The work resonates widely, appealing to both
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devoted jazz enthusiasts and casual readers alike.
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1. Introduction: Setting the Stage for Coltrane's
Musical Legacy

John Coltrane is not merely a name in jazz history; he is an emblem of

innovation, artistry, and profound expression. Born into a world of cultural

complexity and musical richness, Coltrane’s journey offers a glimpse into

the groundbreaking evolution of jazz throughout the 20th century. His

contributions transcended mere notes on a scale; they encapsulated

emotional and spiritual narratives that resonated with audiences globally. To

understand Coltrane’s musical legacy, one must first appreciate the tapestry

of influences, historical contexts, and personal experiences that forged his

distinctive sound.

Coltrane's early life in the segregated South created a rich backdrop that

shaped his worldview and artistic sensibilities. His exposure to gospel music

in church, the vibrant sounds of rhythm and blues, and the improvisational

nuances of jazz were all instrumental in building his musical vocabulary.

The saxophone, which became synonymous with his name, served as a

conduit for his innermost thoughts and feelings, infusing rhythm with blues,

sorrow with joy. Influential figures such as Charlie Parker and Miles Davis

would later guide his stylistic development, pushing him towards a more

avant-garde approach that would eventually fit within the broader narrative

of modern jazz.
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The historical context of Coltrane's ascent in the 1950s and 1960s is critical

to understanding his impact. The Civil Rights Movement was gaining

momentum during this time, and jazz became a voice of protest and

resilience. Coltrane's music mirrored this struggle and yearning for freedom;

compositions such as "Giant Steps" and "A Love Supreme" are not just

intricate works of musical genius, but statements of identity and spiritual

awakening. The sophistication of his harmonic explorations broke new

ground in the jazz genre, inviting musicians to think outside traditional

forms, and creating space for expression tied to both personal and collective

experiences.

At the crux of Coltrane's legacy is his relentless drive to push the boundaries

of music. His explorations into modal jazz suggested a new direction away

from the confines of bebop. Coltrane's approach to improvisation involved

complex chord changes and intricate melodic lines that stirred the listeners’

emotions, engaging them in the very act of creation. He sought not only to

entertain but to elevate, to inspire and to challenge both himself and those

who listened. The resonance of his music continued to expand far beyond

the confines of the jazz genre.

Moreover, Coltrane’s spiritual journey deeply influenced his artistry. His

conversion to a more profound spiritual understanding, especially his

embrace of Eastern philosophies, altered his musical direction. The spiritual
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quest in his later works infused his improvisational solos with transcendental

qualities, making the music resonate on a higher plane. When he recorded

"A Love Supreme," it was not just a musical piece, but a poignant

expression of his belief in the divine and an affirmation of humanity that

continues to influence artists and resonate with fans.

As we delve deeper into Coltrane's life and musical legacy, we understand

that he was both a product of his time and a pioneering figure who redefined

the boundaries of jazz. Each note he played was more than sound; it drew

from his personal experiences and the world around him. His ability to

channel his spirit into his instrument created a legacy that lives on,

influencing generations of musicians and listeners alike. The journey that

began in his early years culminates in a profound and lasting impact on the

music world, establishing Coltrane not just as a maestro of jazz, but as a

timeless figure whose influence continues to echo in the fabric of modern

music.
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2. Exploring John Coltrane's Early Life and
Musical Influences

John Coltrane, one of the towering figures in the world of jazz, was born on

September 23, 1926, in Hamlet, North Carolina. His upbringing in a deeply

religious African American family would have a significant impact on his

music and artistic journey. Coltrane's early life was marked by a collection

of musical influences and experiences that shaped his understanding of jazz

and its possibilities. 

Coltrane was raised in a home where music was an integral part of everyday

life. His mother played the piano and his father was a music teacher; this

nurturing environment fostered in Coltrane a strong familiarity with musical

traditions. At around the age of 12, he picked up the saxophone, a decision

that would ultimately chart the course of his career. This selection of

instrument was not accidental, for the saxophone was emerging as a

prominent voice in jazz, serving as an expressive tool for many notable

musicians of the time.  

One of Coltrane’s earliest influences was the gospel music he heard in

church. The emotive power of the spirituals and hymns left an indelible

mark on his musical sensibilities. He later reflected that the feeling and

passion of gospel music infused his improvisations. The repetitive and

soulful melodies inherent in gospel would resonate throughout his career,
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echoing in the emotional depth of his compositions. Coltrane’s early

experiences with gospel provided a foundation for his later explorations of

spirituality and transcendence in his music.

As he grew older, Coltrane was exposed to various genres that further

enriched his musical landscape. The big band era was in full swing during

his teenage years, and he was particularly influenced by musicians such as

Duke Ellington and Count Basie. These bands not only showcased intricate

arrangements but also elevated the role of the soloist. Listening to the

improvisations of these bandleaders encouraged Coltrane to develop his

unique voice and to understand the concept of jazz as an evolving dialogue

rather than a fixed composition. The excitement of live performances from

these bands also ignited his desire to pursue a career on stage.

While attending high school in Philadelphia, Coltrane encountered a rich

jazz scene that would further shape his development. This bustling

environment was home to a roster of influential musicians, including Dizzy

Gillespie and Charlie Parker, whose innovative approaches to jazz

improvisation were groundbreaking. The bebop movement, characterized by

its complex chords and rapid tempos, captivated Coltrane and motivated him

to hone his technique. He embraced the challenge of advanced harmonic

structures, experimenting with different scales and developing an

improvisational style that would later be recognized for its depth and
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complexity.

In 1945, Coltrane enlisted in the U.S. Navy during World War II, serving as

a musician in a Navy band. This experience not only trained him in

discipline and collaborative play but also expanded his musical repertoire. It

was during this period that he crossed paths with other musicians globally,

broadening his understanding of various musical forms. One significant

encounter during his service was with the legendary pianist and composer,

McCoy Tyner, who would later influence Coltrane's work profoundly.

Upon returning from the war, Coltrane pursued formal music education at

the Juilliard School of Music. Although initially focused on classical music,

he continued absorbing the lessons of jazz from prominent players in New

York City’s difficult scenes. Clubs in Harlem and national broadcasts

exposed him to numerous influences, allowing him to amalgamate formal

training with jazz’s improvisational ethos.

Moreover, the teachings and philosophies of jazz legends, particularly those

of Thelonious Monk and Miles Davis, would also inform his approach to the

saxophone. While working with Davis, who was known for his ethereal

approach to jazz, Coltrane began to experiment with modal jazz, a watershed

moment that paved the way for his groundbreaking later works.  
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As Coltrane navigated through these formative years, it became clear that his

early life was a tapestry woven with diverse musical influences—ranging

from gospel to bebop to modal jazz. This eclectic mixture not only formed

the basis of his artistic identity but also set the groundwork for the

innovative style he would later become famous for. Through his

experiences, Coltrane would evolve into a musician capable of transcending

the boundaries of jazz, ushering in new sounds and forms that would change

the genre forever.
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3. The Evolution of Coltrane's Sound and
Stylistic Innovations

John Coltrane’s evolution as a musician is one of the most significant

narratives in the history of jazz. His trajectory illustrates how an artist can

transform their approach to sound and expression throughout their career,

leaving an indelible mark on the genre. Coltrane's exploration of tone,

technique, and thematic depth not only advanced his own music but also

impacted countless artists who followed in his footsteps.

Initially, Coltrane's sound was anchored in the bebop tradition, heavily

influenced by the likes of Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie. His early

recordings as a sideman—such as with Miles Davis on the seminal album

"Kind of Blue"—showcase a fierce commitment to complex harmonies and

intricate improvisation. Yet, even in these formative years, Coltrane

exhibited a rare ability to blend vulnerability with technical mastery,

establishing a strong foundation for his future innovations.

As Coltrane’s confidence grew, so too did his willingness to experiment.

The release of "Giant Steps" in 1960 marked a pivotal moment not just for

Coltrane, but for jazz as a whole. The album is notable for its unprecedented

harmonic structure, famously known as Coltrane changes. This innovative

chord progression challenged the norms of jazz improvisation, forcing

musicians to rethink how they approached composition and performance
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under rapid harmonic shifts. The title track, with its challenging sequence of

major thirds, exemplifies this shift. Musicians were no longer simply

improvising over standard chord changes; they were required to engage in a

more intellectually demanding interaction with the music.

Coltrane's sound continued to evolve through the exploration of modal

jazz—a departure from traditional chord progressions, enabling him to delve

deeper into improvisation. His collaboration with Miles Davis during the

late 1950s opened his eyes to the modal scene, notably in tracks like "So

What" which utilizes a simple two-chord structure allowing for extensive

improvisational freedom. This shift towards modal music, as demonstrated

in his own compositions like "My Favorite Things"—which redefined the

standard of the song into a meditative exploration of sound—allowed

Coltrane to infuse a broader emotional spectrum into his music.

The 1960s ushered in a period of profound transformation for Coltrane

where his explorations turned spiritual. His album "A Love Supreme"

became a cornerstone of avant-garde jazz, reflecting a fusion of complex

rhythms, deep grooves, and spiritual overtones. Through the use of

repetitions and motifs, Coltrane created an emotional landscape that

transcended the physical limitations of music. The suite consists of four

parts—"Acknowledgement," "Resolution," "Pursuance," and "Psalm"—each

piece representing a further immersion into Coltrane’s spiritual odyssey.
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This record not only solidified Coltrane’s status as a visionary artist but also

signaled a broader trend in jazz where artists began to seek deeper meaning

through their music.

Coltrane's later works showcased his experimentation with avant-garde

elements. Albums such as "Ascension" incorporated free jazz, embracing

atonality and collective improvisation. The aggressive rhythms and

dissonance of tracks like "Ascension" marked a departure from structured

melody and harmony, further showcasing his fearless exploration into

uncharted territories. His willingness to challenge conventional musical

forms inspired many contemporaries and established a new path for

generations of jazz musicians.

Ultimately, Coltrane’s sound was not solely defined by his technique but by

his deep emotional expression and spiritual quest. Every phase of his

evolution contributed to a mosaic of styles, from bebop and modal jazz to

free jazz, reflecting his persistent desire to seek truth and liberation through

music. His distinct approach to improvisation, characterized by intense

emotionality and technical prowess, transformed the way the saxophone was

played, influencing not just jazz, but the broader spectrum of music.

The legacy of Coltrane’s stylistic innovations continues to resonate within

the jazz community and beyond, reminding musicians that the journey of
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personal discovery through art can lead to infinite possibilities.
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4. Coltrane's Spiritual Journey and its Impact
on His Music

John Coltrane's spiritual journey profoundly affected his artistic expression

and the trajectory of his music. His evolution as a musician closely

intertwines with his quest for deeper meaning, which shaped his

compositional style, improvisational techniques, and overall approach to

jazz. This important period in Coltrane's life began to take root in the late

1950s, influenced initially by his exposure to various musical traditions,

philosophical explorations, and personal experiences.

At the time, Coltrane was already recognized as a brilliant saxophonist,

having played alongside giants like Miles Davis and Thelonious Monk. Yet,

it was the inner transformations he underwent after these formative years

that truly defined his path. One significant catalyst for his spiritual

awakening was his struggle with addiction. Coltrane was candid about his

battles with substance abuse, and he recounted a moment on the road in

1957 when he experienced a profound epiphany—he made a vow to refrain

from drugs and alcohol and devoted himself to music as a higher calling.

This turning point initiated a quest for clarity and purpose that deeply

permeated his artistry.

Coltrane's spiritual influences were vast and varied, drawing from mystical

philosophies, the teachings of Eastern religions, and African musical
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traditions. His interest in these philosophies prompted him to explore not

just entertainment in his music, but rather a vehicle for transcendence and

experience. The 1959 album, "Giant Steps," exemplifies this shift, where

Coltrane integrated complex chord progressions and rapid changes to evoke

a sense of motion and spiritual elevation. The album showcases not only his

technical prowess but also hints at a larger narrative of striving for the divine

through music.

As his spiritual journey deepened, Coltrane increasingly infused his

compositions with themes of searching for truth and connectivity. His

seminal work "A Love Supreme," created in 1964, epitomizes this

convergence of spirituality and sound. This four-part suite serves as a

musical prayer, addressing Coltrane's understanding of God and his gratitude

for life's gifts. Each movement reflects his inner turmoil, his quest for

redemption, and finally, his realization of love as an all-encompassing force.

The passionate, cascading melodies and the deliberate improvisational

sections create an auditory representation of his spiritual quest—inviting

listeners not just to hear but to feel and reflect on their own journeys.

In moments of improvisation, Coltrane ventured beyond traditional jazz

forms, letting his saxophone speak in what could be described as a spiritual

language. For instance, his use of modal jazz during live performances

allowed for extended improvisation, thus providing a platform for
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spontaneous expression and communion with the audience. This approach

was heavily inspired by Eastern music traditions, where the focus on a single

note or drone can lead to transcendent experiences, further illustrating how

deeply intertwined his spiritual facets were with his musical creations.

Coltrane’s impact on jazz and beyond can be traced through the way he

melded his explorations of spirituality with new forms of sound. His

dedication to personal growth and understanding resonated with musicians

and listeners alike, nurturing an environment of exploration and innovation.

The raw emotional power observable in his performances often left

audiences in a cathartic state, reiterating that jazz could be more than just

music—it could serve as a spiritual conduit for healing and understanding.

Ultimately, Coltrane’s spiritual journey reshaped not only his music but also

how future generations approached jazz. His legacy encourages musicians to

delve into their own spiritual narratives, seeking deeper meanings and

connection through their craft. Coltrane’s work continues to inspire,

reminding us that at its core, music has the capacity to transcend the

mundane and elevate the soul.
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5. Conclusion: Reflecting on Coltrane's
Enduring Influence in Jazz

The impact of John Coltrane on the landscape of jazz is both profound and

lasting, transcending his lifetime and resonating through generations of

musicians and fans alike. Coltrane was not merely a beacon of innovation

during his brief career; he emerged as an institution, rewriting the modal jazz

movement and delving into spiritual realms that would influence countless

artists beyond mere stylistic imitation. His work continues to serve as a

touchstone for what is musically possible in jazz, blending complexity with

a deep emotional resonance.

Coltrane's influence is particularly notable for his ability to redefine the

boundaries of jazz improvisation. His landmark album "A Love Supreme"

stands as a testament to this transformation, showcasing how jazz could

convey profound spiritual themes while pushing harmonic and technical

limits. It is more than an album; it is a cultural artifact that encapsulates a

moment in musical history where art became a vehicle for transcendent

expression. The four-part suite opens with a powerful invocation that is both

personal and universal, the improvisation throughout displays a fervent

emotionality that captures Coltrane’s internal struggles and triumphs. Many

contemporary artists cite "A Love Supreme" as a pivotal inspiration, from

musicians in genres that intersect with jazz, to those who might not

traditionally associate their work with a jazz background. Artists like
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Kamasi Washington and Esperanza Spalding echo Coltrane's spiritual quest

in their productions, melding jazz with other genres while maintaining an

essence of soulful expression.

Moreover, Coltrane's innovation in structure and harmony continues to

inspire not just jazz musicians but also artists across a variety of genres. His

exploration of modal jazz—where the focus shifts from traditional chord

progressions to modes as the foundation for improvisation—has been

evident in the works of genres ranging from fusion to rock. Bands like The

Grateful Dead and even progressive rock artists have adopted modal

approaches, illustrating how Coltrane's whisperings can be heard in musical

realms far removed from traditional jazz.

Perhaps one of the most significant elements of Coltrane’s enduring

influence is his embodiment of the artist's journey—his incessant quest for

knowledge, growth, and authenticity resonates with creators everywhere.

This is vividly captured in his later works, where he incorporated

avant-garde elements and unusual time signatures, such as in the complex

compositions found in his recording "Ascension.” This willingness to

embrace risk has inspired countless musicians to expand their horizons,

pursue their individual voices, and explore their artistic convictions without

fear of judgment.
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In educational circles, Coltrane's approach has prompted new curricula

focusing on improvisational techniques that highlight the expressive

capabilities of music, creating a lineage of musicians informed by his

teachings and stylistic breakthroughs. As a result, jazz education today often

includes the study of Coltrane’s technique and compositions, emphasizing

not only the technical aspects of music but also the emotional depth and

storytelling potential it holds.

Coltrane also remains relevant in discussions about the socio-political

implications of music. His works address themes of justice, peace, and the

human condition, making them timeless. During the civil rights movement,

his music became reflective of the struggles and hopes of many African

Americans, echoing sentiments of freedom and spirituality that continue to

resonate in today’s socio-political climate. Contemporary musicians like

Kendrick Lamar draw inspiration from Coltrane’s thematic depth, presenting

messages laden with social commentary intertwined with musical

complexity, thus keeping Coltrane's legacy alive in cultural discussions.

In conclusion, John Coltrane’s influence in jazz is not relegated to his era.

His pioneering spirit and profound explorations have left an indelible mark

on the musical landscape, continually urging those who follow to seek

deeper understanding, emotional authenticity, and fearless experimentation.

His music is a reminder that jazz is not just about technique or sound; it is a
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profound language that speaks to the soul and connects with the human

experience. As we listen to Coltrane today, we hear not just a reflection of

his life but an ongoing dialogue that inspires musicians around the world to

explore, innovate, and express their truths.
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