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Cycles And Symmetric Division Of The Octave In The Works Of John Coltrane 

By Jeff Pifher 

Musically adventurous and always evolving, John Coltrane’s breadth of 

contributions to the jazz community as well as the world of music is astounding.  

Coltrane's infatuation with the symmetric division of the octave is one of the most 

commonly identified elements of his compositional and improvisational style. Perhaps 

one of Coltrane's most influential musical explorations was his compositional and 

improvisational work involving sequences of major thirds.  This technique was the 

subject of two of his most influential compositions, "Giant Steps" and "Countdown." 

Background 

Coltrane was drawn to the angular and rapid moving chord progressions 

characteristic of the bebop style.  He spent countless hours in his early years familiarizing 

himself with the required repertoire and practicing to master the bebop language at ever-

increasing tempos.  

Coltrane's earlier compositions, such as “Moments Notice” (1957) and "Lazy 

Bird" (1957), were typical of the bebop idiom of the period, featuring whole and half step 

II V sequences, modulations to the subdominant, as well as occasional third modulations 

to the key of III or bVI.  Pieces such as Tadd Dameron's "Lady Bird" (1947) and "If You 

Could See Me Now" (1946), as well as Dizzy Gillespie's "Woody'n You" (1943) and 

"Con Alma" (1956) were no doubt influential in this regard.  
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Coltrane soon progressed to pieces containing larger intervallic leaps utilizing 

sequential major and minor thirds, highlighted in original compositions including 

“Central Park West,” “Countdown,” and perhaps most famously, “Giant Steps.”  Coltrane 

also employed symmetric sequences to create "re-compositions"  based on existing 1

standards, such as “Fifth House” (“What is This Thing Called Love” ), “Satellite”  (“How 2

High the Moon” ) and “26-2” (“Confirmation” ), as well as re-harmonizations  of 3 4 5

common standards such as “Body and Soul,”  “But Not For Me”  and “Summertime.”  6 7 8

 Using an existing composition as the basis for a new work in which the basic form and harmonic direction 1

is maintained, but the melody and harmony are substantially altered. 

 What Is This Thing Called Love?, Cole Porter.  1930. 2

 How High The Moon, Morgan Lewis.  1940. 3

 Confirmation, Charlie Parker.  1953. 4

 Providing a new chordal accompaniment to an existing melody. 5

 Body and Soul, Johnny Green. 1930. 6

 But Not For Me, George Gershwin.  1930. 7

 Summertime, George Gershwin.  1935. 8
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Symmetric Division and Cycles 

 By the time of Coltrane's involvement in jazz, Tin Pan Alley standards had 

thoroughly established the III VI II V I progression of tonic resolutions moving down in 

whole steps.  Bop musicians were quick to exploit longer sequences, favoring standards 

and original compositions that added another step to the sequence by starting on the bV 

("Woody'n You,"  "Night and Day" ) or moving from VII down to IV ("Confirmation,"  9 10 11

"Blues For Alice" ).  Playing with Miles Davis early in Coltrane’s career enormously 12

influenced his exploration of whole step sequences.                  

The Miles Davis original composition “Tune Up” (1954), utilizes three whole step 

II-7 V7 I sequences each lasting four measures.  With his penchant for creating musical 

puzzles, Coltrane composed a song that took the sequence yet one step further.  In his 

composition “Straight Street”  he starts the progression on the bVI, moving down four 13

whole steps to the tonic Eb minor chord.  This was (and still is) a relatively uncommon 

progression, nearly completing the entire whole step cycle back to its starting point. 

 Woody’n You, Dizzy Gillespie.  1943. 9

 Night and Day, Cole Porter.  1932. 10

 Confirmation, Charlie Parker.  1953. 11

 Blues For Alice, Charlie Parker. 1956. 12

 Straight Street, John Coltrane, 1957.  Coltrane.  Original Jazz Classics.  1957.  13

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved 
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Example 1.1  Coltrane/Davis, “Straight Street”/”Tune Up.” mm. 1-8 

!  

Coltrane's “Moments Notice,”  recorded in 1957, also hints at his preoccupation with 1

symmetry and cycles.  The opening II-7 V7 progression ascends a half step and resolves, 

after which the sequence is repeated a whole step lower.  

Example 1.2  John Coltrane, “Moments Notice.” mm. 1-8 

!  

The Cycle Emerges  

By no means were third modulations rare when they first reached Coltrane’s ear.  

Beethoven used the modulation in his “Waldstein” Piano Sonata in C major, which 

moves from C major up to E major.  In Teddy Wilson’s arrangement of “China Boy” from 

1936, minor third root movement can be heard behind Benny Goodman’s solo when 

 Moment’s Notice, John Coltrane, 1957.  Blue Trane.  Blue Note.  1957. 1
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Wilson plays the chords A-flat, B7, E, E-flat and then returns to the home key of F 

major.   Jerome Kern exploited major third key relationships in “All the Things You 2

Are” (1939), a composition in the key of Ab major that also explores both C and E major, 

became a mainstay for jazz improvisers.  Jazz composer Tadd Dameron's  “Lady 

Bird”(1939), which Coltrane most likely knew from playing with Miles Davis, modulates 

at one point down to the bVI (Ab major).  It also ends with the turnaround of C, E-flat, A-

flat, D-flat and then resolves to the home key of C major.  It is easy to envision how the 

first three intervals of this sequence (up a minor third down a fifth) could be extended 

downward through two additional tonics (B7 to E and G7 to C), effectively returning to 

the starting point.  The bridge of the popular Richard Rogers and Lorenz Hart 

composition “Have You Met Miss Jones”  (1937) almost completes this cycle, working 16

its way downward through three tonics a major third apart (B-flat, G-flat, and D).  Rogers 

ascends back up a third instead of completing the cycle. 

Example 1.3  Rodgers/Hart, “Have You Met Miss Jones.” Bridge 

!  

 Lewis Porter, John Coltrane:  His life and his music (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1998), 2

146. 

 Have You Met Miss Jones, Richard Rodgers.  1937.  16
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Dizzy Gillespie’s “Con Alma”  (1956) also exploits third relationships and is 17

another example of possible inspiration for Coltrane. 

Example 1.4  Dizzy Gillespie, “Con Alma.” mm. 1-8     

!  

In the above example, the most striking aural recognition of the major third movement 

occurs when the final bar of the A section leads back to Emaj7 from Cmaj7.  The chords 

in measures one and five also display the upward major third movement that occurs when 

moving to the dominant of the relative minor.  The ensuing resolution concludes down a 

minor third from the tonic. 

Coltrane contemporaries McCoy Tyner and Wayne Shorter recall hearing Coltrane 

practice these root movement years before his groundbreaking album Giant Steps was 

released.  Tyner believes several compositions, including “Equinox,” “Giant Steps,” and 

“Like Sonny,” were being played as early as May of 1957.   In any regard, Coltrane's use 18

of third sequences superimposed over static harmonies had become a common feature in 

 Con Alma, Dizzy Gillespie.  1956. 17

 Lewis Porter, John Coltrane:  His life and his music (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1998), 18

148. 

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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his improvisations by the time he made his 1959 recording of "Giant Steps."  An example 

is his opening solo statement on “Limehouse Blues”  (1922), recorded in 1959: 19

Example 1.5  John Coltrane, “Limehouse Blues.” Solo mm. 1-4  20

!  

Here Coltrane superimposes the chords Cm7, D-flat7, G-flat, A7, D over F7, effectively 

starting and returning to the same place in the space of the four-measure F7 chord 

change.  This superimposed progression and the resulting delayed resolution presented a 

new and unique way of creating harmonic tension and release. 

"Countdown" and "Giant Steps" 

Coltrane's album Giant Steps  was released in 1959.  The compositions 21

"Countdown" and "Giant Steps" (the title track) were written by Coltrane specifically to 

exploit what now has become commonly known as the "Countdown," "Coltrane," or 

 Limehouse Blues, Phillip Braham, 1922.  Cannonball Adderley, John Coltrane: Quintet In Chicago.  19

Universal I.S.  1959. 

 Ibid, 148.20

 Giant Steps.  John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1959. 21

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved   
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"Giant Steps" cycle.  This progression quickly became the standard from which young 

bebop influenced players are still measured. 

“Countdown”  is essentially a re-harmonization of Miles Davis’ composition 22

“Tune Up.”  The chord progression, set by Coltrane to a blistering 286 beats per minute, 23

is a sequence superimposing a series of descending dominant/tonic resolutions (up a 

minor third, down a fifth) over the basic II-7 V7 I progression.  This sequence happens 

three times, once for each of the descending II-7 V7 I progressions that comprise "Tune 

Up."  It should be noted that the first and third occurrences fall within the same cycle; the 

second sequence is one of the four possible transpositions of the cycle. 

Example 1.6  Coltrane/Davis, “Tune Up”/“Countdown” progression  
superimposed  

!  

The composition “Giant Steps”  is based on a single Coltrane Cycle.  Although 24

through composed, the piece can be viewed as two separate sections.  The first section 

 Countdown, John Coltrane, 1959.  Giant Steps.  Atlantic.  1959. 22

 Tune Up, Miles Davis/Eddie Vinson, 1954.  Walking.  Miles Davis.  Concord Music.  1954. 23

 Giant Steps, John Coltrane, 1959.  Giant Steps.  Atlantic.  1959. 24

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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contains a shortened version of the Countdown cycle, connected by a II-7 V7 to the same 

cycle a major third lower. 

Example 1.7  John Coltrane, “Giants Steps.” First section mm. 1-8 

!  

The second section of "Giant Steps" partially overlaps the first.  Here a series of II-7 V7 I 

progressions ascending in major thirds outline the same three tonics, Eb, G, and B (an 

augmented triad). 

Example 1.8  John Coltrane, “Giant Steps.” Second section mm. 8-16 

!  

An interesting parallel can be drawn between Coltrane’s Giant Steps album and a 

series of related progressions found in Nicolas Slonimsky’s Thesaurus of Scales and 

Melodic Patterns (published in 1947).  By the mid 1950’s many jazz musicians were 

exploring the plethora of harmonic devices and patterns throughout its pages, Coltrane 

being no exception.   Robert Wason and David Demsey point out:  25

 Lewis Porter, John Coltrane:  His life and his music (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1998), 25

150. 

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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“…the second half of Giant Steps derives from this book.  One of 
Slonimsky’s ‘diatone progressions’ (dividing the octave into three parts by 
major thirds, or ditones) on the top of page 40 is Coltrane’s melody 
starting on C (Coltrane’s starts on G).  And right on page vi of the 
preface---the only part of the books---is basically the same melody 
(starting on E), this time with chords underneath that are practically the 
same as Coltrane’s.”   26

Example 1.9  Nicolas Slonimsky, “Tonal Harmonization of a 12-Tone Pattern” (see 
second voice from top) 

!  

The bass line in this progression outlines V to I, ascending in major thirds as the upper 

voices lead though the three ascending tonics, C, E and Ab.  Here Slonimsky provides a 

convincing display of major third modulation using a modern classical approach. 

  

Re-compositions 

On the album Coltrane’s Sound , Coltrane "re-composed" several jazz and swing 27

standards as a means to explore the cycle.   Such “re-compositions” (original melodies 

utilizing substitute chord changes based on a preexisting song) were common 

manifestations of the bebop composer/improviser's preoccupation with melody and 

 Ibid, 150. 26

 Coltrane’s Sound.  John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1960. 27

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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harmony.  “Satellite,”  recorded in October of 1960, is an example of Coltrane's use of 28

the Countdown cycle to recompose the standard “How High The Moon.”   He applies 29

two transpositions of the cycle, aligned with the descending whole step tonics of the 

original: 

Example 1.10  Coltrane/Lewis, “Satellite” /”How High The Moon.” mm. 1-8 30

!  

Also from the album Coltrane’s Sound , the composition “26-2”  is a re-composition of 31 32

Charlie Parker's jazz standard “Confirmation”:  33

 Satellite, John Coltrane, 1959.  Giant Steps.  Atlantic.  1959.  28

 How High The Moon, Morgan Lewis.  1940. 29

 Satellite, John Coltrane, 1959.  Giant Steps.  Atlantic.  1959. 30

 Coltrane’s Sound.  John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1960. 31

 26-2, John Coltrane, 1960.  Coltrane’s Sound.  Atlantic.  1960. 32

 Confirmation, Charlie Parker.  1953. 33

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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Example 1.11  Coltrane/Parker, “26-2”/”Confirmation.” mm. 1-8 

!  

 “What Is This Thing Called Love?”  By Cole Porter provides the basis for the 34

composition “Fifth House."   In this piece only the melody statement is reworked using 35

the countdown cycle; solos are played over Porter's original progression.   

Example 1.12  Coltrane/Porter, “Fifth House”/”What Is This Thing Called Love.” B 
Section 

!  

Re-harmonization 

 Several Coltrane re-harmonizations of popular standard songs using the 

Countdown cycle have provided new additions to the jazz repertoire.  Recorded on the 

 What Is This Thing Called Love?, Cole Porter.  1930. 34

 Fifth House, John Coltrane, 1960.  Coltrane Jazz.  Atlantic.  1960 35

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved



!13

album Coltrane’s Sound , the composition “Body and Soul” is played not as a ballad 36 37

but rather a medium swing tempo piece.  The bridge incorporates the Countdown cycle.  

It should be noted that Coltrane applies slight changes to the melody (not shown below) 

to avoid clashes with the new chord changes. 

Example 1.13  Coltrane/Green, “Body And Soul.” Bridge 

!  

“Body and Soul”  was a popular jazz vehicle well before Coltrane recorded his version 38

of it in October of 1960.  However, since that time the Coltrane adaptation of the bridge 

has provided performers a popular alternative to the original harmony.  

 Coltrane’s Sound, John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1960. 36

 Body and Soul, Johnny Green, 1930.  Coltrane’s Sound.  John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1960.  Re-37

harmonization by John Coltrane.  

 Body and Soul, Johnny Green. 1930.  Coltrane’s Sound.  John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1960. 38

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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Coltrane’s treatment of Gershwin’s “But Not For Me”  provides another example 39

of adapting the Countdown cycle to an established standard song.  In this case, not only 

did Coltrane re-harmonize the first eight measures of the A section, he takes substantial 

liberties with the pitches and rhythm of the melody.  The whole step descending bass line 

also serves to smooth out the large intervals between chords. 

Example 1.14  George Gershwin, “But Not For Me.” A section mm. 1-8 

!  

Example 1.15  John Coltrane, “But Not For Me.”  Re-harmonization mm. 1-8 40

!  

 Coltrane’s treatment of George Gershwin’s “Summertime”  (recorded in 1960 on 41

the album My Favorite Things) heavily exploits the symmetry of the whole tone scale and 

  But Not For Me, George Gershwin.  1930.  My Favorite Things.  John Coltrane.  1960.   39

 But Not For Me, George Gershwin, 1930.  Coltrane’s Sound.  John Coltrane.  Atlantic.  1960.  Re-40

harmonization by John Coltrane. 

 Summertime, George Gershwin, 1935.  My Favorite Things.  John Coltrane.  Four Star.  1961. 41

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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the augmented triad, opening with shifting augmented triads over the V pedal in the first 

two measures and moving to bVI13#11 and V713#11 (both chords topped with 

augmented triads) in measures five and six.  His solo break demonstrates the 

superimposition of the Countdown cycle, this time over a minor tonality: 

Example 1.16  John Coltrane, “Summertime.” Solo break 

!  

 Although not based on the Countdown Cycle, one other example of Coltrane's 

compositional use of symmetric octave division bears mentioning.  One of his most 

beautiful ballads, “Central Park West,”  exploits the minor third and tri-tone division of 42

the octave, moving via II-7 V7 I through the tonics of B, D, Ab, and F major: 

Example 1.17  John Coltrane, “Central Park West.” mm. 1-6 

!  

 Central Park West, John Coltrane, 1960.  Atlantic.  1960. 42

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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 In summary, Coltrane's use of the symmetric division of the octave was one of his 

most identifiable and imitated techniques, both in composition and improvisation.  In 

particular, his unique method of superimposing his signature "Giant Steps" cycle over the 

dominant tonic resolution influenced many musicians to explore this complicated and 

challenging technique.  This device has since been applied to innumerable interpretations 

of standard songs and unique jazz compositions and has become a mainstay of the jazz 

lexicon. 

Practice Techniques 

The countdown cycle is symmetric.  There are four transpositions of the cycle 

before it repeats itself (albeit starting in a different place): 

Example 1.18  Four Cycle Permutations  

          (V7—I)     (V7—I)  (V7—I)        

1. C—Eb7—Ab—B7—E—G7— C           

2. Db—E7—A—C7—F—Ab7— Db  

3. D—F7—Bb—Db7—Gb—A7—D  

4. Eb—Gb7—B—D7—G—Bb7—Eb  

It is a common misconception that by practicing the four cycles one can master the cycle 

in all twelve keys.  In reality, is important to produce the cycle from all twelve possible 

starting notes to insure that one can execute the entire cycle or a portion of it as desired.   43

 Weiskopf, Walt and Ramon Ricker, The Giant Steps Cycle:  A players guide to Coltrane’s harmony for 43

all instruments (New Albany:  Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 1991), 25. 

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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Throughout his solo on "Countdown" Coltrane employs "melodic cells" to 

effectively outline the harmonies.  Cells in Coltrane’s arsenal include the four outlined 

below: 

Example 1.19  John Coltrane, “Countdown.” Common melodic cells  

!  

Coltrane relied heavily on such formulas to negotiate the cycle, along with such basic 

techniques as arpeggios and scales.  His repertoire within these formulas was varied 

enough to keep the solo interesting.  44

 The book Giant Steps, by Walt Weiskopf and Ramon Ricker provides numerous 

patterns to get players of all levels executing many of the devices Coltrane uses.  

Example 1.20 below demonstrates a specific rhythmic pattern applied to major triads: 

Example 1.20  Giant Steps, Weiskopf/Ricker. “Exercises”  45

!  

 Lewis Porter, John Coltrane:  His life and his music (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1998), 44

151. 

 Weiskopf, Walt and Ramon Ricker, The Giant Steps Cycle:  A players guide to Coltrane’s harmony for 45

all instruments (New Albany:  Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 1991), 26. 

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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Once this skeleton approach to tackling these root movements has been internalized, it is 

now up to the player to use such tools in his or her own way.  An easy way to start 

constructing more personal vocabulary from provided examples is to simply change the 

notes while retaining the same rhythms. 

Example 1.21  Same rhythm, different notes by way of combining scales and triads  

!  

The following melodic statement utilizes two patterns that smoothly voice lead 

through the entire “Giant Steps” cycle in C.  The half step voicing leading into each chord 

change is one possible example of a way to smoothly voice lead over the cycle.  Each 

“cell” of the pattern consists of four eighth notes, or two beats.  Two cells are combined 

to form a melodic statement, which is then transposed through the cycle. 

Example 1.22  Giant Steps, Weiskopf/Ricker. “Excersices”   46

!  

 Weiskopf, Walt and Ramon Ricker, The Giant Steps Cycle:  A players guide to Coltrane’s harmony for 46

all instruments (New Albany:  Jamey Aebersold Jazz, 1991), 27. 

© 2011 Jeff Pifher All Rights Reserved
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After significant practice with the previously outlined melodic cells and rhythmic 

devices, both can be combined as well as altered.  The example below illustrates a 

personal amalgamation of observed ideas: 

Example 1.23  Combined materials  

!  

This particular idea can be taken further by keeping the downward intent of the composed 

line and altering the notes to fit a more harmonically dissonant version of the cycle.  By 

making a few different note choices, the line will sound more dissonant and perhaps more 

modern.       

Example 1.24  Altered version of combined materials

!  

Coltrane showed great skill in altering his ideas slightly to make them sound fresh each 

time he played them.  Lewis Porter reinforces this when he writes about Coltrane 

pertaining to “Giant Steps”:  

…while he does utilize the same phrase for the first eight measures of 
several choruses, he varies it each time, only once presenting it in its  
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basic form.  These are true variations, not just simple repetitions or 
inversions of his basic formulas.  47

Coltrane undoubtedly spent countless hours over a period of several years 

practicing and mastering vocabulary that he could rapidly employ over his harmonically 

advanced cycle.  His techniques can be found not only on the many ground breaking 

compositions of the album Giant Steps, but in his re-harmonizations of the standard jazz 

repertoire, and innumerable musicians that have followed in his path.  While this 

progression is only one of his many contributions to the jazz language, it is arguably his 

most enduring. 

 Lewis Porter, John Coltrane:  His life and his music (Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press, 1998), 47

153.  
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