     jONATHAN BROWN, essay, Coexistent Perspectives (ADAA7000)  
Abstract
This essay looks at jazz as a powerful way of remembering the past, making sense of the present, and imagining new futures. It focuses on the music and message of Nina Simone and John Coltrane, showing how jazz is more than entertainment—it is a kind of living archive. Jazz carries the stories of struggle, survival, and hope in Black communities. It does this through its unique use of rhythm, improvisation, and sound, which break away from straight timelines and help connect different generations.
By exploring Simone’s bold political songs and Coltrane’s deep spiritual music, the essay shows how jazz can be used for both protest and healing. It draws on Ashley Kahn’s writing about Coltrane’s spiritual journey, Eric Porter’s view of jazz musicians as historians and activists, and the legacy of Alice Coltrane, who used music to connect with the sacred and to continue John Coltrane’s vision.
The essay argues that jazz is still important today. It helps us remember painful histories but also gives us strength and creativity to face the future. Jazz is not stuck in the past—it grows, transforms, and stays alive. In the end, the essay sees jazz as a sound-based way of remembering, resisting, and imagining—a powerful force that links people across time and place



           

                                                       

    Jazz as a Vessel of Time and Memory


[bookmark: _Int_asyQoZeN]“An artist's duty, as far as I'm concerned, is to reflect the times in which we live.
[bookmark: _Int_fppTVFQy]                                                                                                                                                      Simone.N.(1969, p. 38)  Part 1: Introduction
Jazz is more than music. It is a vessel of history, a language of survival, and a vision of the future. Born from the deep struggles and soulful resilience of African American communities, jazz emerged as a form of resistance, storytelling, and spiritual affirmation. It is a music of memory—carrying the weight of slavery, segregation, migration, and protest—but it is also a music of becoming, constantly transforming as it bends time, space, and identity.
Through the works of artists like Nina Simone and John Coltrane, jazz operates not only as a cultural archive but as a medium of healing and transformation. This essay argues that jazz is a living archive and a spiritual technology through which cultural memory is preserved, reshaped, and projected into the future. Through its improvisational structure and transhistorical consciousness, jazz acts as both witness to the past and guide toward a shared human awakening—what we might call universal consciousness. In an interview with NPR’s “Day to Day,” Alice Coltrane describes the spiritual dimension of her music and how sound becomes a means to connect with higher consciousness. (Coltrane, 2006)
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Part 2: Jazz and the Concept of Time                                                                                                                                   
Jazz does not adhere to a linear historical narrative; instead, it bends time, blending past influences with present innovations. Improvisation, a core element of jazz, allows musicians to reinterpret melodies, rhythms, and harmonies in real time, creating a dynamic conversation between memory and the moment. In doing so, jazz embodies the idea that history is not fixed but constantly reimagined through sound.
Arjun Appadurai’s theory on the cyclic relationship between mass media and cultural memory highlights this. He argues that mass media “offer new resources and new disciplines for the construction of imagined selves and imagined worlds” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 3). As Simone and Coltrane shaped sonic narratives of resistance and spirituality, they also engaged with media that reshaped how stories were remembered. Jazz became not only a reflection of memory but a tool for the reinvention of self and community (Appadurai, 1996, p. 6).
During the Great Migration, the rise of radio, recordings, and film enabled jazz to circulate as both a personal and collective history. The movement of Black communities from the South to urban centres—combined with the broadcast of jazz in national and global media—allowed it to function as what Appadurai (1996, p. 4) might call “a new order of instability in the production of modern subjectivities.” Jazz thus became not only a reflection of memory but also a tool for the ongoing reinvention of self and community across time and place “(Gioia, 2011, pp. 88–92)
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Part 3: Jazz and the Oral Tradition
To understand jazz as a vessel of memory, one must trace its lineage to the African oral tradition. In many West African cultures, history and knowledge are passed down not through written texts, but through oral performance: in music, in the rhythm of speech, in collective storytelling. The griot, or praise-singer, played a significant role in maintaining the memory of the people through song and narrative. As Samuel A. Floyd Jr. argues, “African American music is fundamentally oral, and that orality is both expressive and archival” (Floyd, 1995, p. 12). Jazz, inheriting this oral ethos, functions as a continuation of the griot’s work—a living archive that encodes the experiences of a people.
This process of revision is not only sonic but also deeply embodied. Jazz, like Black popular dance, lives within and through the body. It invites movement—whether in the tapping of a foot, the sway of a torso, or the burst of breath through a horn—and in doing so, transfers cultural memory into physical expression. As with dance, jazz resists being fragmented into technical or aesthetic components; its power lies not only in what is played but in how it is played—through gesture, timing, breath, and feel. This is not performance as decoration, but as a form of embodied thought, where memory, history, and emotion are carried in the movement of fingers across keys or in the phrasing of a melodic line. Just as the “dismembering” of Black dance into isolated body parts obscures the complexity and ideas embedded within movement (Drake & Henderson, 2020, p. 13), so too does the reduction of jazz to compositional form risk missing its deeply physical, memory-laden essence. In this way, jazz becomes a site of embodied resistance, where the act of revision is not just audible but also physical, echoing what Gates calls “signifying, "the Black cultural strategy of repetition with difference—a reanimation of memory through form, motion, and improvisation “(Gates, 1988, p. 52).
This embodied improvisation demands not only physical responsiveness, but also a psychological state of radical presence. As Bion argues in Notes on Memory and Desire, the most truthful creative acts—whether in psychoanalysis or jazz—require a letting go of what has come before and what might come after: “Every [song played] by the [musician] must have no history and no future” (Bion, 1992, p. 381). This call to be “without memory and desire” is not a rejection of knowledge, but rather an insistence that knowledge be internalised and then released, so that performance may arise from intuition and unconscious perception. Jazz, like clinical work, is not made truer by repetition, but by a sensitivity to what is happening now—how the past lives in the present body, not as a script to be followed but as a current to be felt and transformed.
In this view, memory does not obstruct improvisation by its presence, but by its rigidity—when the musician seeks comfort in the known rather than embracing “the terror of the moment and its possibilities” (Bion, 1992, p. 9). Practising scales, learning theory, and internalising repertoire are all vital, but they must give way to proprioceptive, intuitive response, in which improvisation becomes an act of sensing truth, not recalling form. The past, like theory, is not erased but metabolised held in the body and released in unrepeatable expressions that are alive, fleeting, and deeply felt. As with the dancer’s movement or the analyst’s interpretation, the jazz musician must trust in the body’s memory without being beholden to it (Ogden, 1997, p. 22; Monson, 1996, pp. 73–75).
[bookmark: _Int_BoxfL4hn]This openness to the unknown—to sensing rather than recalling—echoes in the music and philosophy of Alice Coltrane. Her performances and reflections reveal a profound belief that instruments themselves can hold and carry personal and ancestral memory. In a 2006 interview, she describes her practice not as simple expression but as communion: “There is a history in the instrument. The instrument has her history somewhere... she is playing something, and I’m just trying to meet it” (Coltrane. A, 2006). Here, Coltrane presents improvisation not as invention in isolation, but as attunement—a spiritual and bodily listening to something already moving through the instrument, the self, and time. The act of playing becomes a gesture of trust in what emerges intuitively, echoing Bion’s (1992) call to work “without memory and desire.” Coltrane’s music is thus a form of embodied knowledge, where memory lives not in conscious recall, but in vibration, breath, and touch—an echo of what has been lived and what is still unfolding.
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Jazz’s call-and-response structure further reinforces its roots in oral tradition. It mirrors African communal musical forms, in which the line between performer and audience is fluid. In early New Orleans jazz, this dialogic structure was central—each instrument responded to the others, creating a web of collective memory. As Ingrid Monson notes, this interactivity “makes memory a group effort… and improvisation an act of collective negotiation” (Monson, 1996, p. 73). The jazz ensemble, then, becomes a miniature society in motion—simultaneously remembering and inventing its shared history.
Moreover, the migration of African oral culture into the context of American slavery transformed these musical strategies into tools of survival. Work songs, field hollers, and spirituals—forms that would later birth the blues and jazz—were mechanisms not just of endurance but of coded resistance (Baraka, 1963, p. 17; Levine, 1977, pp. 3–6). Through rhythm, repetition, and communal participation, these oral forms allowed enslaved peoples to retain fragments of their culture, defy erasure, and pass on historical consciousness without written records (Thompson, 1983, pp. 22–25).
Part 4: Nina Simone's Lyrical Boldness
It would be impossible to analyse Nina Simone’s life without acknowledging her unwavering commitment to the civil rights movement and the profound impact it had on her music. From
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[bookmark: _Int_8EhFah9J] early childhood, Simone witnessed the brutality of racism in the American South and quickly understood that the colour of her skin placed her within a societal underclass. This awareness sparked a lifelong devotion to racial justice, and she refused to silence her beliefs, regardless of professional or personal cost. Growing up in North Carolina, she lived under the shadow of segregation, where lynchings were still a terrifyingly common form of racial terror — public executions by white mobs without trial, often in response to alleged, and frequently fabricated, crimes. This violent social landscape deeply shaped her worldview. It was not until Simone was 21 that racial segregation in American public schools was outlawed by the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), meaning she spent her formative years under Jim Crow law. Reflecting on this, Simone writes, “I had seen how it started, how the small things grew into big things, and how hate grew like a weed, choking everything in its path” (Simone, 1991, p. 64). These experiences did not merely inform her politics; they were inseparable from her music. For Simone, the stage was not only a space for performance but a platform for resistance, truth-telling, and remembrance.

Nina Simone's "Mississippi Goddam" (1964) stands as a searing indictment of racial violence and systemic oppression. Written in response to the assassination of Medgar Evers and the 16th Street Baptist Church bombing, the song juxtaposes an upbeat, show-tune melody with biting lyrics that convey deep frustration and anger. 

Nina Simone’s performance at Carnegie Hall revealed the unsettling power of her music, as her candid expression of Black rage forced audiences to confront uncomfortable truths (PBS, 2019).
Simone’s performances occupy a unique space in the cultural memory of the twentieth century, where improvisation serves not merely as musical invention, but as a reclamation of lived Black experience. Her declaration that “an artist’s duty… is to reflect the times in which we live” situates her work as both testimonial and archive (Simone, 1969, p. 38). She does not separate the emotional present from historical trauma; rather, she channels memory into performance with unflinching immediacy.
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Her rendition of Mississippi Goddam, written in response to the 1963 bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church, weaponizes rhythm and irony to convey grief, rage, and political urgency — revealing how jazz improvisation can carry compressed historical weight. Her autobiography furthers this, describing music as a container for unresolved psychic burdens: “Every note had to be true, every line delivered with feeling, or it meant nothing” (Simone, 1991, p. 92). This demand for emotional authenticity resonates with Wilfred Bion’s notion that psychic work depends on surrendering to experience “without memory or desire” (Bion, 1967, p. 309). Yet Simone revises this: her music clings to memory, reanimating it. In this way, her voice becomes not just musical, but memorial — a site where personal and collective grief are relived and reshaped in the present tense.
In Four Women (Simone, 1966), Simone offers a poignant narrative of four African American women, each embodying several aspects of Black womanhood. Through vivid storytelling and emotive vocals, she exposes the enduring legacy of slavery and the identities shaped by race and gender. Each character — Aunt Sarah, Saffronia, Sweet Thing, and Peaches — embodies a layer of racialised trauma, from slavery to colourism to commodified sexuality to political rage. The song’s structural repetition builds tension with each verse, simulating how generational memory compounds rather than fades.
Simone’s performance becomes more than storytelling; it is ritualistic remembrance. Repetition functions as ceremony—not to resolve pain, but to inhabit it (Gilroy, 1993, p. 74; Moten, 2003, p. 210). Through this sonic ritual, she channels historical memory into the present, invoking the past not as a closed chapter, but as a living force carried in the body and the voice (Taylor, 2003, pp. 81–83)
This approach offers a striking counterpoint to Bion’s psychoanalytic view in Notes on Memory and Desire, where he argues that genuine emotional insight requires working “without memory and desire” — that is, without clinging to past meaning (Bion, 1967, p. 309). For Bion, this openness allows unconscious truths to surface undistorted. Simone, however, resists this model. She does not relinquish memory; she floods the present with it. In the final verse of Four Women, she breaks from melody and shouts, “My name is Peaches!” — an improvised rupture that becomes a psychic scream, refusing containment (Simone, 1991, p. 103). This is not the absence of memory, but its insistence — a refusal to forget. Her improvisation does not transcend history; it drags it to the surface, forcing it to be seen and felt anew.

PART 5 John Coltrane and On Kawara – Ritual and the Structure of Time
Where Nina Simone’s work foregrounds history as eruption and remembrance, John Coltrane’s later compositions — particularly A Love Supreme (1965) and Interstellar Space (1974) — explore time as ritual and transcendence, aligning more closely with the meditative temporality of the Japanese conceptual artist On Kawara. Active from the 1960s onward, Kawara is best known for his Today Series (1966–2014), a body of work comprising over 3,000 “Date Paintings,” each meticulously hand-painted with the date of its creation in the language and format of the country he was in. These works are deceptively minimal: their repetition and formal constraints enact a kind of daily ritual, marking existence without narrative. As Jeffrey Weiss notes, Kawara's paintings offer "evidence of ritual, the series, a testament to self-discipline even as it transcends both the human hand and our ineluctable condition" (Weiss, 2015, p. 45). This approach mirrors Coltrane’s use of repetitive, modal structures and spiritual improvisation AND discipline, to stretch the present moment into sacred time Eric Nisenson in his book Ascension comments on Coltrane ‘s use of  long exhausting improvised solos ,”time seemed to stop or at least become irrelevant, Coltrane seemed not to be in this world, and I as well as most of the audience ,that we long left it behind too”,(Nisenson.e,1993p,17) Both artists are less concerned with what is remembered than with how time is held, marked, and experienced — Coltrane through sound, Kawara through silence. In this light, Wilfred Bion’s psychoanalytic notion that insight emerges only when one encounters experience “without memory and desire” (Bion, 1967, p. 309) resonates with their practices: neither imposes meaning, but rather creates a space of disciplined presence, allowing transformation to unfold. Unlike Simone, whose improvisations reignite collective memory, Coltrane and Kawara enact a different kind of ritual — one in which time becomes not a container of the past, but a medium of spiritual continuity and transcendence.
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Part 6: John Coltrane’s Instrumental Transcendence
 John Coltrane’s approach was rooted in instrumental exploration, seeking to convey spiritual and emotional depth without words. His composition "Alabama" (1963), inspired by the same church bombing that moved Simone, utilizes somber melodies and modal improvisation to evoke mourning and resilience. Coltrane’s "sheets of sound" technique, characterized by rapid sequences of notes, allowed him to express complex emotions and transcend traditional musical boundaries (MasterClass, n.d.).
Coltrane’s "A Love Supreme" (1965) epitomizes his spiritual quest, blending jazz with elements of Eastern philosophy and African musical traditions. The suite’s four movements—"Acknowledgement," "Resolution," "Pursuance," and "Psalm"—reflect a journey toward
 enlightenment and universal consciousness, achieved through instrumental mastery rather than lyrical content (NPR, 2000). Coltrane believed that music was a force capable of purifying the soul and connecting people to a divine order (Porter, 1998, p. 220).
Part 7: Converging Paths and Post memory
While Simone's forthright lyrics directly addressed social injustices, Coltrane's instrumental compositions invited listeners to engage in introspection and spiritual reflection. Early describes his music in his article “Ode to John Coltrane: “he com­bined artistic innovation with therapeutic, redemptive spirituality. And the interest in therapeutic spirituality has always been a particular obsession in the United States from the days of the Great Awakening in the eighteenth century” (Early.E.1999) Both artists, shared a commitment to using jazz as a means of confronting oppression and inspiring change. Their divergent styles underscore the genre's versatility in conveying profound messages, whether through the spoken word or the expressive power of music alone.
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Marianne Hirsch’s concept of post memory—defined as the transmission of trauma from one generation to the next—offers a powerful lens to view their work. According to Hirsch, post Memory is “the relationship that the ‘generation after’ bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before” (Hirsch, 2008, p. 106). Jazz becomes a vessel for post memory, reinterpreting ancestral pain through contemporary sound. Coltrane’s "Alabama" and Simone’s "Four Women" both enact this inheritance—bridging past trauma and present consciousness through performance.

Part 8: Contemporary Legacy
The influence of Nina Simone and John Coltrane extends far beyond their lifetimes, shaping the landscape of jazz and the broader world of music, activism, and spiritual expression. Contemporary artists such as Kamasi Washington, Esperanza Spalding, Robert Glasper, and Kendrick Lamar reflect the enduring legacy of these jazz pioneers in their efforts to use music as a platform for social commentary and cultural reflection.
Kamasi Washington’s "The Epic" (2015), for instance, draws heavily on Coltrane’s expansive and spiritual approach to jazz. Much like Coltrane, Washington blends modal improvisation with orchestral arrangements and gospel influences, creating a sonic space where personal identity, Black heritage, and cosmic imagination intersect. As jazz critic Nate Chinen (Chinen.N,2018, p. 198) writes, “Washington isn’t merely channelling Coltrane—he’s continuing a project of transcendent Black creativity.”
Similarly, Esperanza Spalding’s genre-blurring work weaves jazz, soul, poetry, and classical elements into politically charged and spiritually inquisitive compositions. Her project "12 Little Spells" (2018) invokes themes of bodily awareness and healing, much like Simone’s blend of vulnerability and confrontation in "Four Women." Spalding, like Simone, resists genre confinement and uses voice as a vehicle for transformation and resistance.
Robert Glasper has spoken openly about Coltrane’s and Simone’s influence on his political and musical philosophy. His album "Black Radio" (2012) combines jazz with hip hop and R&B, placing historical and present-day Black voices in conversation. Glasper’s collaborations with artists like Erykah Badu, Yasiin Bey, and Jill Scott continue the tradition of jazz as a living form of cultural critique and empowerment.
Even in contemporary hip hop, the fingerprints of Simone and Coltrane are evident. Kendrick Lamar’s "To Pimp a Butterfly" (2015) is steeped in jazz motifs and includes spoken word, improvisation, and themes of racial injustice and transcendence. As A.D. Carson (Carson,2017, p. 497) notes, “Lamar’s work is a sonic archive, steeped in the lineage of Black music that has always been about memory, resistance, and prophecy.” In the digital age, music has transcended borders, becoming a force capable of uniting massive congregations across time and space. Jazz — once rooted in underground clubs and segregated streets — now reverberates through streaming platforms, virtual performances, and transnational collaborations. This global reach transforms jazz from a genre into a spiritual infrastructure: a distributed network of memory, emotion, and improvisational resistance. As Arjun Appadurai writes, “the electronic media create new communities of sentiment and solidarity” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 8). Whether in Ferguson or Gaza, Johannesburg or São Paulo, jazz and its diasporic descendants form the sonic bedrock of resistance movements — carrying messages of grief, resilience, and hope.
Part 9 Conclusion: Jazz as a Future Memory of Liberation
In a world where racism has evolved into both visible and systemic forms—surveyed borders, racialized policing, economic exclusion, and cultural appropriation—jazz remains a radical and necessary practice. It is not only a genre of music but a vessel of lived memory, a structure of feeling, and a methodology of freedom (Gilroy, 1993, p. 73; DeVeaux, 1991, p. 526). From the spiritual yearning of Coltrane to the searing protest of Nina Simone, jazz has never merely reflected history—it has reshaped it (Porter, 1998, p. 200; Simone, 1991, p. 103).
Today, as racialized violence and cultural erasure persist—often masked by discourses of national security, economic anxiety, or “common sense” politics—figures like Nigel Farage embody a new form of right-wing populism that repackages xenophobia as patriotism (Jones, 2018, p. 147). Jazz, in this context, remains a form of resistance: not only to the historical wounds of slavery and segregation but to ongoing systems of exclusion and the rebranding of racism in polite, bureaucratic terms (Gilroy, 2000, p. 33). In contrast to Farage’s rhetoric of division and nostalgia, jazz improvises toward plurality, coexistence, and futures not yet colonized by fear (Heble, 2000, p. 105).
If racism persists, jazz continues to offer a framework for civil rights—not through nostalgic preservation, but through improvisation as a mode of resistance (Monson, 2007, p. 68). In jazz, the body remembers; the voice protests; the rhythm disrupts. The collective act of improvisation becomes a rehearsal for new ways of living together—tuned not to domination, but to deep listening, mutuality, and care (Ingram, 2010, p. 91).
Contemporary artists carry this lineage forward, using jazz to address climate injustice, Black liberation, gender fluidity, and diasporic identity (Lewis, 2008, p. 227). Their work affirms that jazz is not only a memory of what was lost, but a prophetic sound of what might yet be gained.
Thus, jazz remains an unfinished story—a constantly evolving archive of resistance that reaches beyond the moment. In it, we hear not only who we were, but who we might become.

The internet has collapsed the barriers between audience and performer, turning YouTube, TikTok, and livestreams into digital altars where collective consciousness gathers. In mass virtual spaces, spiritual performances like those of Kamasi Washington, Esperanza Spalding, and Jon Batiste become rituals of healing and defiance. As bell hooks argued, revolutionary art must “enact a movement of radical hope” (hooks, 2000, p. 109). These moments — livestreamed protests with jazz scores, global concerts for justice, improvised sound prayers — show how jazz, mediated through modern technologies, becomes a tool for shifting planetary vibration.
In this sense, the future of jazz lies not just in preserving tradition but in amplifying it into a new global order — one that values improvisation over domination, listening over control, and shared breath over sovereign borders. It becomes a spiritual politics — a way of gathering, attuning, and reshaping the world, not through violence, but through rhythm.

In a world fractured by nationalism, war, and ecological collapse, music remains one of the few truly universal languages — capable of bypassing ideology and reaching the emotional and spiritual core of human beings. When coupled with modern media infrastructure — global livestreaming, digital archives, participatory platforms — music becomes more than art: it becomes a distributed nervous system of collective feeling. Where politics builds walls, music builds resonance. In this resonance lies the possibility of universal attunement — a way to dissolve borders not through treaties or warfare, but through shared sound, ritual, and memory.
If infrastructure is what holds up a society — its roads, networks, and systems — then music is emerging as a form of emotional and spiritual infrastructure. Global gatherings such as Live Aid (1985), One Love Manchester (2017), or Beyoncé’s Renaissance World Tour (2023) show how music mobilises millions across continents, not to consume but to commune. Imagine this power not as entertainment, but as policy: orchestras instead of armies; collective listening instead of nuclear deterrence. In such a paradigm, sonic diplomacy replaces soft power — where the aim is not domination but harmony.
The very concept of atomic war depends on separation — the illusion that nations are independent, isolated, and opposed. But music reveals the opposite: that we are vibrating, breathing, listening beings, wired for empathy and improvisation. As philosopher Jacques Attali argued, “Music is prophecy... it makes audible the new world that will gradually become visible” (Attali, 1985, p. 11). With the right infrastructure — one that centres sonic ritual, shared breath, and emotional intelligence — music has the potential not just to comment on war, but to render it obsolete. It invites us to build a world tuned not to fear, but to mutual resonance.
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