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Process Paper 
I chose John Coltrane because I wanted a topic that was both musically rich and 

historically significant. As a musician myself, I was drawn to how his work connects technical 
innovation and cultural upheaval. The theme of Revolution, Reaction, and Reform fit Coltrane 
perfectly, as his career sparked a musical revolution, and ultimately reformed how jazz was 
understood as an art form. 

My research began broadly. I first researched the historical context of jazz, and studied 
Coltrane’s early work with Miles Davis. At this stage, my goal was to answer a foundational 
question: what exactly did Coltrane Change? As I moved into his solo career, I analyzed records 
like Blue Train, Giant Steps, and My Favorite Things, comparing their improvisational 
approaches. A major challenge I faced was translating very complex music theory topics, such as 
the “Coltrane changes”, into explanations accessible to a general audience. To address this, I 
conducted an interview with Evan Grunwald, a Berklee-trained musician and music theory 
educator. Grunwald’s clear breakdown of Coltrane’s harmonic systems helped me refine my own 
understanding. I also relied heavily on Lewis Porter’s John Coltrane: His Life and Music and 
Leonard Brown’s John Coltrane and Black America’s Quest for Freedom, which helped me 
connect Coltrane’s technical innovation to cultural movements. As my research progressed, I 
noticed a shift in Coltrane’s focus from technical mastery to spiritual expression, leading me to 
analyze his liner notes for A Love Supreme as a primary source. This discovery reframed my 
thesis, allowing me to explore how Coltrane’s revolution was not only musical, but 
philosophical. Tracing this evolution chronologically allowed me to see how each stage of his 
career built from the last, which strengthened my claim that Coltrane’s work reformed within a 
tradition of jazz. 

I built a my documentary structured in four sections: jazz origins and bebop, Coltrane’s 
musical innovations, his spiritual expansion, and his legacy. The structure moves chronologically 
through Coltrane’s career while building toward a single argument unified argument. 
​ John Coltrane sparked a jazz revolution that permanently reformed both it's sound and it's 
cultural meaning. Having mastered bebop, he introduced a new harmonic system, while 
developing a modal approach that transformed improvisation and explicitly framing it as an act 
of devotion. This was reform from within the tradition, showing how Coltrane took the 
expressive, identity-centered roots of jazz and pushed them into new territory. 

Coltrane's revolution reshaped jazz at every level. His harmonic innovations permanently 
raised expectations for musicians, and his modal work reformed how improvisation was taught 
for generations. His influence spread far beyond jazz. For example, the Grateful Dead adopted 
his model of long-form collective improvisation, and Carlos Santana and John McLaughlin 
recorded an entire album in tribute to his compositions. Additionally Contemporary saxophonist 
Kamasi Washington continues to cite him as the defining influence on his approach to music. 
Coltrane demonstrated that music could function as cultural identity, spiritual practice, and social 
expression, creating a reform of what art is for that extended well beyond jazz. 


