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Introduction

When you hear the opening notes of “My Favorite Things,” you can’t help but feel a rush of excitement and 

anticipation. The song, originally written for the Broadway musical The Sound of Music, was transformed into a jazz

masterpiece by the legendary saxophonist John Coltrane. His 1960 rendition turned a simple melodic line into a

soaring, modal exploration that has become a staple of jazz repertoire. For pianists, Coltrane’s version offers a

thrilling challenge: the chance to capture the spirit of the saxophone on the keys while navigating a complex

harmonic landscape.

This article is your ultimate guide to mastering the Coltrane “My Favorite Things” piano solo. We’ll dive into the

history of the piece, explore the nuances of the original recording, discuss how to approach a piano arrangement,

and provide practical tips for practicing and performing. Whether you’re a seasoned jazz pianist or a beginner eager

to tackle a new challenge, you’ll find the information you need to bring this iconic tune to life on your instrument.

The Evolution of “My Favorite Things”

John Coltrane’s 1960 rendition of “My Favorite Things” is one of the most celebrated jazz recordings of all time. The 

track is notable for its modal structure, rapid tempo, and Coltrane’s signature saxophone improvisation. The original 

version, however, was written by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II for the 1959 Broadway musical The 

Sound of Music. It began as a simple, lyrical piece that highlighted the protagonist’s favorite items—rain, snow,

wind, and others.

Coltrane’s transformation involved a shift from the standard chord changes to a modal framework based on the key

of E-flat major. By doing so, he created a platform that allowed for extensive improvisation, a hallmark of his style.

The result was a piece that feels both familiar and entirely new, blending the melodic charm of the original with the

adventurous spirit of jazz.

Why Pianists Love the Coltrane Arrangement

Several factors make Coltrane’s “My Favorite Things” an attractive piece for piano soloists:

•  Dynamic Harmonic Language: The modal structure offers a rich canvas for harmonic exploration.

•  Technical Challenge: The piece requires advanced chord voicings, rhythmic precision, and melodic fluency.

•  Expressive Possibilities: Pianists can interpret the melody in various ways, adding their own voice to the 

arrangement.

•  Audience Appeal: The tune is instantly recognizable, making it a crowd-pleaser at concerts and jam sessions.

Understanding the Original Recording

Before you dive into the sheet music, it’s essential to listen to Coltrane’s original recording multiple times. Pay

attention to:

1.  The tempo and how it accelerates during the solo sections.

2.  The phrasing of the saxophone lines and how they translate into melodic motifs.



3.  The harmonic progression, especially how Coltrane shifts between E-flat major and the dominant E-flat7.

4.  The rhythmic feel—notice the swing and the subtle syncopations that give the piece its drive.

By internalizing these elements, you’ll be better equipped to create an arrangement that feels authentic and

engaging.

Approaching the Sheet Music for Piano Solo

Finding the right sheet music is the first step. There are several options available, ranging from faithful

transcriptions to more interpretive arrangements. Below are key considerations for selecting and using sheet music:

1. Choosing the Right Edition

•  Transcriptions: Look for editions that capture Coltrane’s harmonic changes and melodic lines accurately.

•  Arrangements: Some publishers offer piano arrangements that incorporate additional voicings, 

embellishments, and rhythmic variations.

•  Quality of Print: Ensure the notation is clear, with proper spacing and legible symbols.

2. Analyzing the Structure

Coltrane’s version follows a standard AABA form, but with a modal twist. Break down the piece into sections:

1.  A (Intro): The iconic opening phrase, repeated twice.

2.  B (Bridge): A contrasting section that introduces new harmonic ideas.

3.  A (Return): The melody returns with added intensity.

4.  B (Solo): Extended improvisation, often the most challenging part.

3. Mapping the Harmonies

The chord changes are essential for a faithful rendition. A typical harmonic progression might look like this (in E-flat

major):

•  Em7 – A7 – D7 – G7 – C7 – F7 – Bb7 – E&m7

•  Each chord can be voiced in various ways to suit the piano’s range.

Transcribing the Saxophone Lines

Transcribing Coltrane’s saxophone solos into a piano arrangement is a rewarding exercise. Here’s a step-by-step

guide:

1.  Listen Carefully: Use a slow-down feature or a transcription app to isolate the solo.

2.  Identify Motifs: Look for recurring phrases and rhythmic patterns.

3.  Notate the Melody: Write the notes in the treble clef, ensuring you capture the correct pitch and rhythm.

4.  Add Harmonic Support: Provide left-hand accompaniment that reflects the chord changes.

5.  Polish the Arrangement: Adjust voicings for smooth voice leading and dynamic contrast.

Technical Tips for Practicing

Mastering the Coltrane “My Favorite Things” piano solo requires focused practice. Below are practical strategies to

help you progress:

1. Warm-Up Routine

•  Begin with scales and arpeggios in E-flat major to build finger strength.

•  Practice chord voicings that will be used in the piece.



2. Slow-Down Method

Start at a tempo that allows you to play the piece accurately. Gradually increase the speed as you gain confidence.

3. Focus on Rhythm

The swing feel is crucial. Use a metronome set to a relaxed tempo and practice playing in both straight and swung

patterns.

4. Break Down Sections

Practice each section separately before stitching them together. This helps isolate technical challenges.

5. Record Yourself

Listening to recordings of your practice sessions can reveal subtle issues that you might miss while playing.

Recommended Editions and Resources

Below is a curated list of resources that provide high-quality sheet music and additional learning materials:

1. Musicnotes.com

Offers a variety of “My Favorite Things” arrangements, from simple transcriptions to advanced jazz voicings. The

site also provides audio samples to help you hear how each arrangement should sound.

2. SheetMusicPlus.com

Features a range of piano solo arrangements, many of which include detailed chord charts and suggested

improvisation techniques.

3. IMSLP.org

While not always the most modern arrangement, IMSLP offers free public domain scores that can be adapted for a

jazz context.

4. YouTube Tutorials

Channels such as Jazz Piano Lessons and Learn Jazz Pianoprovide step-by-step tutorials on how to play

Coltrane’s version.

Incorporating Improvisation

One of the joys of playing a piano solo version of “My Favorite Things” is the opportunity to improvise. Here’s how

to get started:

1.  Learn the Scale: The piece primarily uses the E-flat major scale and its relative modes.

2.  Practice Motif Development: Take a short melodic phrase and develop it through variation and repetition.

3.  Use Jazz Licks: Incorporate common jazz licks that fit the harmonic structure.

4.  Record and Review: Experiment with different improvisational ideas and refine them over time.

Performance Tips for Live Settings

When playing “My Favorite Things” in front of an audience, consider the following:

•  Dynamic Control: Use crescendos and decrescendos to add emotional depth.

•  Interaction with the Listener: Pause for a beat or two to let the melody resonate.

•  Stage Presence: Keep eye contact with your audience to create a connection.



•  Use of Pedal: Master the sustain pedal to balance clarity and resonance.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

Every pianist faces obstacles when tackling a complex piece. Here are some common issues and solutions:

1. Hand Coordination

Solution: Practice hand independence exercises and slow the piece until both hands move smoothly.

2. Voice Leading

Solution: Use chord progressions that naturally flow from one to the next, ensuring smooth transitions.

3. Maintaining Tempo

Solution: Use a metronome and practice with a backing track to stay on beat.

4. Balancing Melody and Harmony

Solution: Emphasize the melody with a lighter touch or higher register while keeping the accompaniment supportive.

Conclusion

John Coltrane’s “My Favorite Things” is more than a jazz standard; it’s an invitation to explore the depths of musical

expression. By understanding the history of the piece, mastering the sheet music, and applying disciplined practice

techniques, you can bring this iconic tune to life on the piano. Whether you’re performing for an audience or simply

enjoying the piece in your personal practice, the journey through Coltrane’s modal landscape offers endless

opportunities for growth and creativity. Embrace the challenge, let the music guide you, and enjoy the process of

turning a beloved saxophone solo into a dynamic piano solo that resonates with listeners around the world.
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