HPHI5006 – Routes and Roots of the Black Atlantic: Cultural Histories of the African Diaspora
Biographical Study: John Coltrane

John Coltrane is undeniably one of the greatest African American jazz musicians in history. Despite being an influential artist in the 1960s he remained unusually silent on political matters regarding racial inequality. Some of his most notable work includes Alabama (1963) and A Love Supreme (1964). Despite not being overtly political, one can garner a sense of his influences through his music: his spirituality, his connection to African music, and even the atrocities that many African Americans were experiencing. Coltrane’s life has various connections to Paul Gilroy’s analysis in The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. For example, Gilroy’s theory of a double consciousness is supported through Coltrane’s use of African influences within his music and spiritual expression. John Coltrane represents only one of many influential African American jazz musicians, however, and it would be amiss not to acknowledge their prevalence and how they were successful despite having differing approaches to politics.

Coltrane was born John William Coltrane on 23rd September 1926 in North Carolina. He learnt saxophone and clarinet as a teenager and played in school and community bands, as well as the navy band. After his stint in the navy, Coltrane moved east to Pennsylvania in 1946 to play professionally in a nightclub. While he played as a member to various bands, throughout they early 1950s Coltrane was primarily a freelance musician but from 1955 to 1960 he was a part of Miles Davis’ quintet. During a brief hiatus, Coltrane spend some time with Thelonious Monk’s band and experienced ‘spiritual awakening’ (Jaynes, 2005). Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Coltrane developed his personal style of saxophone and developed the ability to play ‘two or more pitches simultaneously on an instrument designed to produce only one tone at a time’ (Jaynes, 2005). The period before his death in 1967 was one of intense creativity and some of Coltrane’s most notable work was released. For example, the 1963 release of Alabama was in response to a racially motivated bombing; and his best-selling album A Love Supreme released in 1964 reflected his increasing spirituality. John Coltrane died of liver cancer on 17th July 1967. Nevertheless, Coltrane held incredible influence and continues to inspire musicians to this day (Jaynes, 2005).

Coltrane found his spirituality again in 1957 when he was at his lowest point. His spiritual awakening helped him get clean from heroin and alcohol and motivated some of his greatest music to come (Jaynes, 2005). [image: John Coltrane - A Love Supreme [Full Album] (1965)]From then on, his music would always be intrinsically entwined with spirituality. While recognisable as his best-selling album, A Love Supreme also has a reputation for being deeply spiritual. Coltrane’s four-part suite was released in 1965. It has been described as ‘transcendent, revelatory, and transformative’ (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 187). Hamilton-Poore notes that these terms are typically used to describe a religious experience and supports this with a quote from the quartet’s drummer, ‘The spirit of God is in all of us and […] that’s what came out’ (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 187). While he had already begun incorporating elements of other cultures into his music, it was as the Civil Rights Movement increased that he began to explore the roots of jazz in blues and American-black church aesthetics (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 190). Coltrane named the four parts of the album: Acknowledgement, Resolution, Pursuance, and Psalm, respectively. He explains that the final movement is ‘a musical narration of the theme’ and that the suite as a whole is a ‘humble offering to Him [God]’ (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 193).
A Love Supreme also links to Pan-Africanism which is the belief that people of African decent have common interests and should be unified.  Coltrane’s success was deemed a ‘cultural triumph’ (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 201). Not only among African American crowds, but he also became a jazz symbol to those that were not ‘colour blind’. After his spiritual awakening in 1957, Coltrane began to filter comments about race and freedom through his music. For example, the Broadway tune My favourite Things was reimagined and performed as a Middle Eastern Arabesque and became a best-selling hit, cross-racially (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 201). The release of A Love Supreme could not have come at a better time as it became somewhat of a bridge among the political dissonance between King’s integrationists and Malcom X’s separatists (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 202). African American first generation listeners found themselves inspired to embrace their identity and assert themselves as black and beloved by God. 
Ultimately, A Love Supreme expresses black consciousness and universalism, assertive cultural resistance, and the redemptive power of God’s love (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 204). Many of the primary listeners may have yearned for the messages of hope that Coltrane evokes as the contextual dynamics of the time are progressively more tumultuous.
[image: Alabama]
Alabama is another of Coltrane’s greatest compositions, but the enormity of the piece cannot be understood without being aware of the events that inspired it. In Birmingham, Alabama on 15th September 1963, a member of the KKK (Ku Klux Klan) detonated sticks of dynamite in a church during Sunday morning services (Feinstein, 1996). While several were injured, four were murdered: Addie Mae Collins (14), Cynthia Wesley (14), Carole Robertson (14) and Carol Denise McNair (11). Just two months later, Coltrane had recorded Alabama. Coltrane, while speaking on Alabama said, ‘something I saw down there translated into music from inside me’ (Salamon, 2017, p. 92). While you only have to listen to it to determine the emotion and mourning that Coltrane put into the piece, it is also said to include the rhythms of the eulogy that Martin Luther King delivered (Feinstein, 1966).  A series of radio programmes dedicated to John Coltrane included a superimposed version of King’s speech over the melody of Coltrane’s Alabama. The results showed that the saxophone was perfectly in tune with King’s voice and demonstrates how deeply inspired Coltrane was by his eulogy (Nicholson, 2003). Coltrane proceeded to play eight benefit concerts in support of King and the Civil Rights Movement (Verity, 2018). This is about as overtly political as Coltrane gets, he never made any direct statements about his affiliation with the Civil Rights Movement but on occasions such as this, with records such as this, the standpoint is clear. The tone throughout shifts from one of mourning and memorial to the victims, to one of ‘renewed determination for the struggle against racially motivated crimes (Micucci, 2016).
[image: GRAND ARMY 1x09 | ENDING SCENE (SERIES FINALE)]Micuuci ends their article with the declarative: ‘It still feels as powerful today as it did back then.’ This is undoubtedly true as Alabama is still used in contemporary media to demonstrate inequality and refusing to be silent. The Netflix show Grand Army used Coltrane’s music as part of the storyline for Jayson, a black student and saxophonist. His grandfather initially shows him the track and explains the motivations behind it. This sparks Jayson’s inner activist to show support and protest the treatment of his friend and fellow saxophonist, Owen. Jayson, given the opportunity of a prestigious solo, chooses instead to tape his mouth and raise his fist in the black power salute rather than perform. Two of the storylines conflict to contribute to this scene: Owen lost the opportunity of a lifetime for a prank that he rectified and apologised for, while two white rapists were still able to attend school and live unhindered despite forcing their victim to transfer to another school. Audience response to this as the closing scene of the finale of the season was immense, with people feeling the power and the injustice through their screen. Coltrane’s Alabama was able to sum up an entire season, an entire cast of individual storylines, and issues that are too commonly seen in our society, over 50 years after it was released. This not only demonstrates the longevity of his music but also draws attention that the motivations under which it was written are still prevalent today.

While one can look critically upon the life and work of John Coltrane and draw similarities to Gilroy’s concepts in The Black Atlantic, it is said, however, that he did not agree with the theory of ‘double consciousness’ (Anonymous, 2010). This article cites that while having a double consciousness could mean having two perspectives, it also implies the presence of a certain amount of ambivalence. This seemingly opposes Coltrane’s stance on the situation of black people. It is suggested that Coltrane believed there was not a need for Black culture to wait for appreciation from White society, but there was a need for Black people to show appreciation for their own culture (Anonymous, 2010). It was Coltrane’s opinion that playing in an authentic way meant living in an authentic way. This suggests that regardless of how overtly political and outspoken he may, his music carries the most authentic message.
However, Coltrane could be perceived as embracing his double consciousness as an American but also as of African descent through the influence of African music in his art and his spiritual journey that encompassed a variety of African and Middle Eastern beliefs. Despite growing up the grandson of a Christian reverend, Coltrane grew up to have a universalist belief and declared ‘I believe in all religions’ (Lavezzoli. 2006, p.286). By the time Coltrane had met his second wife, in 1963, he had already delved into Eastern religion and was very aware of the Vendantic (the basic teaching in which every being’s real nature is divine) and Hindi reincarnation among others (Robson, 2016). These themes are evident throughout his work and lifestyle and his refusal to be denied religious exploration and world music goes further than his immediate identity of both American and African descent.
Nevertheless, elements of themes presented in The Black Atlantic can be identified. Gilroy believes that Western history should no longer be perceived as white vs black but should look at the conjunction of them instead (Bookrags). Coltrane’s music impassioned and was beloved by the world over, making modern jazz popular and being revered by jazz artists across the planet. As mentioned previously, Coltrane’s success made him a jazz symbol even to those that were not ‘colour blind’ (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 201). In addition, Gilroy argues that the music of black cultures is used to express their pain, rage, oppression and fear in a way more easily than words (Gilroy, 1993). This can certainly be seen as the case with Coltrane’s Alabama as its mournful tune is a response to hate crimes against the black population of America. As already established, however, it also shows hope and determination for better treatment in the future. Whether politically outspoken of not, it is undeniable that Coltrane’s work is used as a tool of the Civil Rights Movement.

Coltrane approached politics from a subtle and more reserved perspective, choosing to leave his messages in the subtext. This was an interesting take given that many African American artists and musicians at the time used their platform to support the Civil Rights Movement. Jazz music was being listened to by both white and black people and judged by ability, not by race, so the artists and musicians utilised the opportunity to spread the message of equality. 
Louis Armstrong, one of the most famous and prestigious musicians in the history of the world, was known for being critical of America. While he himself was criticised as performing for mainly white audiences, some of his lyrics when taken out of context and sung by him were risky for the period, ‘My only sin / Is in my skin / What did I do / To be so black and blue?’ (Armstrong, 1929). These lyrics, particularly when we consider he sang for a majority white audience, is particularly daring and the stark calling out nature of them was sure to contribute significantly to the commentary surrounding racial equality.
In 1939, Billie Holliday added a song about the 1930 lynching of two black people into her set list. The harrowing imagery of bodies hanging from a tree opposes the idyllic South description. The frequency and emotion with which it was performed made it an early anthem of the Civil Right Movement. ‘Southern trees bear strange fruit, / Blood on the leaves and blood at the root, / Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze, / Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees. / Pastoral scene of the gallant south, / The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth, / Scent of magnolias, sweet and fresh, / Then the sudden smell of burning flesh.’ (Holiday, 1939), the lyrics are inspired and adapted from a poem that a New York high school teacher wrote in protest to lynching (Verity, 2018).
Duke Ellington, much like John Coltrane, kept quiet on the issue of civil rights – even going as far to refuse to attend Martin Luther King’s march on Washington in 1963. However, he dealt with prejudice more subtly. For example, his ensured his contracts stipulated that he would refuse to play for segregated audiences and would avoid the Jim Crow laws when touring in the South by renting three train carriages for his band. Furthermore, he referred to jazz as ‘African American classical music’ (Verity, 2018) and aimed to convey the Black experience in America. One example of this can be found in his 1943 composure of ‘Black, Brown, and Beige’ which tells the history of the black American population.
In 1957, the Little Rock Nine incident occurred when Governor Faubus refused to let black students enter a desegregation high school. This promoted Charles Mingus, who is well known for being angry and outspoken, to compose Fables of Faubus and has become known as the harshest critique of Jim Crow in jazz. The lyrics were found to be so incendiary that Columbia Records refused to let them be recorded: ‘Oh, Lord, don't let 'em shoot us! / Oh, Lord, don't let 'em stab us! / Oh, Lord, don't let 'em tar and feather us! / Oh, Lord, no more swastikas! / Oh, Lord, no more Ku Klux Klan! / Name me someone who's ridiculous, Danny. / Governor Faubus! / Why is he so sick and ridiculous? / He won't permit integrated schools. / Then he's a fool! Oh Boo! / Boo! Nazi Fascist supremacists / Boo! Ku Klux Klan (with your Jim Crow plan)’ (Mingus, 1960). The audacity and bravery that Mingus had to not only call out a specific event but also name and shame the Governor in the title is immense. Don Heckman comments on the song in 1962 stating, ‘Faubus emerges in a glare of ridicule as a mock villain whom no-one really takes seriously. This kind of commentary, brimful of feeling, bitingly direct and harshly satiric, appears far too rarely in jazz’ (Heckman, 1962). While Mingus probably faced a variety of criticism for the piece, it demonstrates how satire can become a useful device when battling racial equality. This perhaps could not be further from the methods and style of John Coltrane but it cannot be denied that both have proven to be effective.

One of the best ways to sum up Coltrane and the influence his music has had is to consider him an interracial and intercultural bridge figure, attracting listeners who were white, black, liberal, radical, conservative, American, and international (Hamilton-Poore, 2013, p. 204). His fellows should also receive respect for the risk they took being outspoken about racial inequality. The Coltrane Poem has become an unmistakeable genre in black poetry and is still widely honoured today. His ability to connect and portray messages with his audience inconspicuously allowed him to reach a wide audience without the worry of alienation. His connection to spirituality furthered his ability to reach audiences and educate them as much of the population at the time was Christian but were given an opening into exploring wider religion. While there may be some conflict as to whether Coltrane would support the arguments that Gilroy presents in The Black Atlantic, there is evidence to connect the life of Coltrane to the text and much of that is up to the interpretation of contemporary analysers.  In conclusion, John Coltrane is a prominent voice of African diaspora and should be recognised and celebrated as such.
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