Matt Hooks

Music 49S

Paper #4

Nina Simone

1 What were the formative musical experiences of the musician's youth?  Was there a main musical mentor? What was transmitted through that mentoring? Did the musician learn notation-when, to what extent?  Was the teaching systematic (an organized and progressive method) or was it casual?  What language was used to articulate musical issues or issues surrounding music (e.g. Oliver's warning to Armstrong not to abandon "beautiful melody")?

Nina Simone’s childhood was filled with music and the learning of it.  As she very frankly states, “everything that happened to me as a child involved music.”
  Her father used to sing and dance in a professional way while her mother played the piano.  Although by the time Nina was born her mother had become a preacher and renounced what she considered her “sinful” playing, Nina says her first memory was “of [her] mother’s singing.”
  Nina never got as close to her mother as she did with her father, with whom she became “buddies, inseparable.”
  He became to her a mentor in life as well as in music.


From the very first time Nina heard music as a baby, people knew that she was destined to become a great musician.  When she was still in a crib, her mother took her to church and everyone noticed that she was “not just waving [her] hands, but clapping in time to the music.”
  When she was two-and-a-half years old, she climbed up to her family’s organ and played one of her mother’s favorite hymns without a single mistake.  Her self-taught musical knowledge continued to grow as she listened to the church’s music and continued practicing on her family’s organ.


Nina was so talented that she actually became the regular pianist at her church by the time she was six years old.  She often played for hours and found herself playing “as many different styles as possible.”
  However, she remarks that she learns both rhythm that “came straight out of Africa” and improvisation, which involved shaping “the mood of the audience,” from Gospel music.


Mrs. Miller, Nina’s mother’s employer, heard Nina’s amazing ability on the piano and decided to help her family pay for a tutor.  She hired Mrs. Massinovitch, or “Miz Mazzy” for short, to teach Nina the rigor and structure of classical music as well as its notation and technique.  From day one Nina saw the beauty and technical prowess of classical music.  She had “set out on a journey which became more… thrilling each week.”
  As their relationship grew, Mrs. Massinovitch became a mother figure to Nina.  She came to think of her as her “white momma.”

Nina spent the next few years of her life at Allen High where she continued her studies of “Mozart and Beethoven, Czerny and Liszt, and [her] beloved Bach.”  After she graduated as Valedictorian of her class, she studied at Julliard under a year of scholarship.  Here, her tutor was Dr. Carl Friedberg where Nina “learned something new each time [she] sat down to play for him.”
  His tutelage served as an emery board that refined Nina’s playing to masterful levels.  Friedberg also instilled in her the idea that she wanted to play the classical concert stage.


When Nina was rejected from the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia, her dreams were hurt.  Her view of race and racism was drastically changed and she quickly became a full-fledged adult.  She had no idea, however, that the job she then took playing in the seedy Midtown bar in order to continue her classical training would turn into a career that touched millions of lives.

2 Does the author have a firm sense of genre-i.e. this kind of music is different from that kind of music, and in these specific ways?  Does this sense of genre extend to a sense of difference between white music and black music?  Or is the genre in which this musician specializes described as different from other, related genres (for example, jazz, blues, popular song)?

From the very beginning, Nina Simone tried her best to play and listen “as many different styles [of music] as possible.”
  Of course, she had to do so when her mother wasn’t around – she didn’t want Nina playing “any of those real songs” that didn’t have to do with religion.  Of course, that wasn’t to say that she hated holy music, she just differentiated it from the other styles of music.  Her father was interested in jazz, and he often had her play some of the old songs he knew when his wife wasn’t around.

When Nina began her tutelage under “Miz Mazzy” she learned of a whole new style of music: classical.  She was quick to judge this style of music (and more specifically Bach) as, “technically perfect.”
  Compared to popular music, where you “didn’t have to work as hard” and “the audiences were too easily pleased,” classical music was an outlet that allowed Nina to add “depth and quality” to her music.  In fact, Nina considered herself a classical musician.  For a while, she eyed all jazz musicians with suspicion.  However, when she met Al Shackman, a guitarist, that view changed.  She had an impressive improvisational gig with him and she realized how much she enjoyed creating music.


The only time Nina ever mentions “white” music is when she talks about folk music and how it had such a close connection to her protest songs in the Village in New York.  She enjoyed the Village, even if it was overwhelming, because “the whole thing was multi-racial and integrated.”  Along those same lines, everyone who was doing their own thing loved to hear what everyone else was doing – “in the words of the time they ‘dug’ [her] – they gave [her] respect.”

3 What social experiences, positive or negative, shaped this musician's experience of music?  How does the musician see himself or herself in relation to "his" or "her" people?  How does he or she negotiate power relations with whites?  Social experiences might also involve the role of music to bring the social group together (a role, as we have seen, typical of many African traditions and much non-commercial African-American music).  Or, social experiences might be those determined by racist laws of Jim Crow oppression, with music of a certain type, performed in a certain way, in a certain context, being expected of African Americans.  These are matters of what is permitted, what is fostered, what is stereotyped, and what is forbidden.


The first ten years of Nina Simone’s life were relatively innocent.  She lived in a town where “black and whites took part in all sorts of activities together long before segregation.”
  She also had many white teachers who fostered her love of music.  She even considered “Miz Mazzy” to be her white mother.  However, when Nina was eleven years old she began to see racism in full effect when she was giving a piano recital and her parents were moved to the back of the theatre to seat a white family.  She also saw racism at its worst when she was rejected from the Curtis Institute on racist grounds.  During her career, Nina saw racism again when she was considered a “jazz singer” which “diminished [her], exactly like Langston Hughes was diminished when people called him a ‘great black poet.’”


This racism caused Nina to rise up in support of the civil rights movement that happened during the 60’s and 70’s.  She wrote many protests songs (one of the most poignant being “Mississippi Goddam”) and was involved in many concerts held to further the civil rights movement.  She did this because she “didn’t care that much about a career as a popular singer”
 and felt she had nothing to lose when she fought against those who she believed oppressed her.


Although she was incredibly influential on her race, Nina felt like she was different from all the people who were really suffering.  The best she felt she could do was sing about the hate and the racism and hope that it affected people.  In that way, she always felt inferior and doubted her own abilities as a musician.
4 What does the musician say about musical value?  This may be matter of highlighting certain points of distinction about other musicians.  Or it may be a matter of spelling out a personal set of values about what is good music and what isn't.  Does the musician create a sort of mystical aura around jazz (something that can't be expressed in words, something that can't be learned, something that is achieved only by the very great) or is the attitude more universal (e.g. Armstrong's recognition of great music coming out of the horns of even amateurs, and his looking through the musician to see his mentor, the great Joe Oliver).

On the whole, Nina Simone is like Armstrong in that she recognizes good music in any and everyone, but she speaks briefly about what she believes to be the best music.  She believes that European classical is the very height of music.  It has both quality, tone, and depth.  At the same time, she loves Gospel music because it instilled in her a sense of rhythm and improvisation that she believed could only come from Africa.


Although she plays popular songs often, Nina Simone believe that in comparison to classical music, “the world of popular music is nothing.”  She often tried her best to put her classical background into her arrangements of classical songs so that they would have “depth and quality.”

5 How do issues of gender surface in the musical environment described in your autobiography?  Is this a musical-social world with highly regimented gender roles?  Is a certain kind of masculine identity articulated through music?

Nina Simone is very hesitant to talk about gender.  She often skirts the issue by simply not bringing up the issues that a woman, more specifically a black woman, faced during her time.  However, she does mention how she wrote a song called “Four Women” that was about the black woman’s struggle.  It did not get very much airtime on the radio because the bureaucracy at the radio stations believed that it told the public something they didn’t want to know.  The song describes how “black women didn’t know what the hell they wanted because they were defined by things they didn’t control.”  While Nina Simone knew that women’s liberation ran very parallel to the civil rights movement, she felt that her “needs were the same as any woman’s, and the questions that female radicals were asking had no relevance” to her as a woman.

Horace Tapscott

1 What were the formative musical experiences of the musician's youth?  Was there a main musical mentor? What was transmitted through that mentoring? Did the musician learn notation-when, to what extent?  Was the teaching systematic (an organized and progressive method) or was it casual?  What language was used to articulate musical issues or issues surrounding music (e.g. Oliver's warning to Armstrong not to abandon "beautiful melody")?


Horace Tapscott’s learning of “music started at home with [his] mother” where he learned to play their “big old stand-up piano”
  Much like Nina Simone, “from day one it was music.”
  Horace had his first band when he was approximately six years old.  Although they were only banging on pots and pans and blowing on anything that resembled a horn, Horace and his friends really “thought [they] were playing music” when they performed for their families.


One of Horace’s most memorable musical moments is when he went to see a concert where the William Tell Overture by Rossini was performed.  As he watched and listened to a section where the brass was “real majestic and real macho,” Horace realized that he wanted to play the trombone.  It wasn’t long before his mother “gave him [his] first instrument, a trombone.”


Horace Tapscott’s mother was his first teacher and mentor and she instilled in him a sense of discipline.  Most of this teaching was by ear – his mother would play a tune on the piano, then he would also play it.  However, Horace’s mother hired a tutor when she bought him the trombone.  The first thing his tutor Professor Hogan did was “put a sheet of music in front of [Horace].”  This forced him to learn to read music at an early age, for which Horace was grateful.  The attitude of Professor Hogan was never very strict.  According to Horace, there were “no boundaries” when he played.


When Horace moved to California his mother had already set up another tutor for him.  His new tutor, Harry Southard, was “one of the first jazz band leaders in Los Angeles.”
  Horace’s community was also filled with up and coming musicians.  He used to play children’s games with Jamesetta Rogers, who later became a renowned singer.


During this time, Horace was always practicing.  He often practiced for hours and hours each day because he knew he would have to face his mother – she always wanted to hear the new songs he could play and would chastise him if he hadn’t been keeping up with his work.
  Horace soon went to Lafayette Junior High where he was encouraged to write his own music under the tutelage of Samuel Browne, who he also worked under in High School.  The first song Horace ever wrote, “Bongo Bill,” was critiqued by Browne and when Horace saw Browne smiling after he had played it, “[he] knew it was cool.”


Another place that greatly influenced Horace’s playing was the musician’s union situated on Central Avenue.  He would spend his time “sitting on the stoop, and every cat touched [him] on the head… and told [him] something.”
  He gained so much musical knowledge there that the “number of mentors you’d have in a day was impossible to count.”
  Of course, he didn’t realize until afterward the amazing information he had gleaned from the musicians at the union.


When Horace was fourteen Gerald Wilson heard him play and asked him to try out a new piece that Melba Liston had just written called “Delusions.”  Horace had never seen such a well-written and difficult song and he was unable to play, but it inspired him to continue his work.  The incident gave him to “You can do it” attitude and Gerald’s mentorship really pushed Horace in the right direction.


When Horace graduated from High School, he didn’t go to Julliard or any of the renowned music conservatories.  He believed that the university he did go to – “Sidewalk University” – was the best atmosphere for his playing.  He got the best information and musical techniques from all the musicians he was around.  Gerald Wilson and Red Kelley actually drove him to school and rehearsal.  Horace was never want for tutelage and mentors.  He would have the official strict “important private teacher” during the day, then at night he would hob knob with all of the active musicians.  He had so many mentors, “[he] couldn’t have gone wrong if [he] tried.”


Upon his arrival at Jefferson High School, Horace Tapscott’s musical advancement went wild.  There were so many “opportunities that weren’t available to [him]” before.  He took “two harmony classes, a counterpoint class, a music reading class, and a solfége class.”
  After the concerts Horace would perform for the High School, Samuel Browne introduced him to some of the great jazz and swing artists of the time.  Horace met Fletcher Henderson, Shelly Manne and Lionel Hampton.  He even told Hampton that he was “going to be in [his] band one day,” to which Lionel replied, “Okay, baby, I’ll look for you.”


Dr. Browne was one of Horace’s greatest influences on the piano.  He played like “Teddy Wilson, Duke Ellington” and he was totally active in his own community.  This provided influence later for Horace’s Arkestra as well as his piano playing.  Dr. Browne was also a general mentor for Horace and all of the other youngsters.  He was always “telling [them] how to survive” and they always “knew what he was talking about.”


Samuel Browne eventually sent Horace to Lloyd Reese, who was “the highest paid private teacher in the area” and also the most talented.
  Since Horace didn’t have enough money to pay him, he would clean up his apartment in exchange for a lesson.  Reese made Horace realize that there was more than one way to obtain a sound and his approach “opened a lot of creativity” in Horace.  Reese was also Horace’s “last [official] teacher.”


It was not, however, Horace’s last mentor.  Horace eventually went to a local college and the conductor of the symphony orchestra, Dominic DiSarro, taught Horace how to conduct and gave him more hints and tips on music.  Dominic was a “European master” but he knew that there were “no boundaries” to music and this made Horace respect him very much.


Central Avenue was similar to the musician’s union for Horace.  It “brought a lot of people together musically, artistically.”  One of the stories Horace tells the readers about this seemingly mythical place is how you could “walk down Central [and] by the time you got to the end of the block, you’d have heard a whole new melody.”  This environment was absolutely one of the most musically shaping aspects of Horace’s life.  The musicians he saw every day “more or less… raised me on the avenue.”


Horace played his first professional gig when he was fifteen years old
, ending what I would consider his childhood.  Despite the fact that he had so many mentors, Horace never really looked up to one mentor in particular.  He describes his influences as “everyone and no one.”
  What Horace really means is that he has so many influences that his music became his own, and not just a riff of what someone else did.


Horace often uses two words to describe music.  The first, “cool” is defined exactly as we define it today.  If music is cool, it is great, awesome, good, well-played, or even catchy.  The other word that Horace uses to describe music – “out” – is a little more tricky to define.  He uses it to often to describe new and upcoming musicians (“There were a lot of out cats in town”
), but he also uses it to describe activities that were a little racy and probably shouldn’t have been going down.  In particular to music, he used it often to describe the “race music” associated with the civil rights activists/musicians during his time.  It also has a connection to his foundation, U.G.M.A., because he uses “out” to describe the underground music he plays and hears played.  “Underground” describes anything that the mainstream population and the government would mostly frown upon, like interracial relationships or “race music.”

2 Does the author have a firm sense of genre-i.e. this kind of music is different from that kind of music, and in these specific ways?  Does this sense of genre extend to a sense of difference between white music and black music?  Or is the genre in which this musician specializes described as different from other, related genres (for example, jazz, blues, popular song)?


Horace Tapscott shies away from speaking about specific genres but it is apparent he is knowledgeable about them.  He identifies blues music, spirituals, and “European” music early on in his autobiography
, but it isn’t until later in the autobiography that he actually differentiates between “white” and “black” music.  Even then, he doesn’t specifically say “This type of music is white music and this type of music is black music.”  Horace attacks the idea of genre indirectly by saying that he fosters African and African-American music and traditions through his Arkestra project.  So, in a sense, he identifies this genre, but doesn’t do much in the way of describing it.


An interesting anecdote about Horace’s knowledge of genre happened during the 1950s when bebop was really taking off in New York.  People would ask him what kind of music these musicians were playing and he (and all the other artists) could only answer, “Avant-garde,” even though “they had no idea what it really meant at the time.”

3 What social experiences, positive or negative, shaped this musician's experience of music?  How does the musician see himself or herself in relation to "his" or "her" people?  How does he or she negotiate power relations with whites?  Social experiences might also involve the role of music to bring the social group together (a role, as we have seen, typical of many African traditions and much non-commercial African-American music).  Or, social experiences might be those determined by racist laws of Jim Crow oppression, with music of a certain type, performed in a certain way, in a certain context, being expected of African Americans.  These are matters of what is permitted, what is fostered, what is stereotyped, and what is forbidden.


One frightful racist experience that stayed with Horace for most of his childhood happened when he was very young.  A white policeman broke into his house and pointed a gun to his mother’s head, demanding she tell him where Horace’s Uncle Willie was.  It was Horace’s “first experience with racism” and the “first time” that he had ever seen a white person.
  Of course, this lead to problems in kindergarten, but Horace soon learned that racism goes both ways.  When Horace heard some of the great European music for the first time, he had no choice but to let go of his own racism.  He had to “erase this other part of [himself] and open up to” the beauty that he saw in Bach and Beethoven.


By the time he arrived at Jefferson High School, Horace was used to living in a multi-racial environment.  He also got to hear and experience many different kinds of music.  While at “Jeff,” Dr. Browne, his tutor and mentor, told him that to overcome racism by learning “how to read and write and count and comprehend … [and] think.”  Although this was general advice, Horace applied it to his music.  He strove to master his instruments and write music that made everyone, including staunch racists, say “Wow!”


As Horace grew he was faced with the idea of narcotics.  Luckily, his mentors had seen what narcotics did to musicians and told him that just because a doper is great at music doesn’t mean it was the dope that made him that way.  Horace also believed that his race was already “in jail” – why would anyone want to get caught and be “in jail in jail?”


When Horace signed up for the Air Force he knew he might be in for another bout of racism.  However, he had many good experiences that stemmed from his great ability to play.  First, he surprised the auditors for the Air Force band by being able to read music flawlessly.  They couldn’t believe a “jazz player” could ever read as well as Horace did.
  Then, the bass player in the Air Force band apologized to Horace for being brought up to think that African-Americans were “nothing.”
  Horace became good friends with the bass player after that.  Lastly, Horace’s sergeant had a real “turnaround” moment where he realized that he had been wrong in being racist.  This turnaround made Horace very hopeful for humanity because he never would have thought such a “staunch racist” would have ever changed his mind.


During the 1950s Horace became aware that the artistic African-American community was virtually nonexistent.  The beautiful amalgamation of culture he used to see in places like Central Avenue had disappeared and nothing had taken its place.  Horace was very careful about letting black culture wither away into nothingness.  This is why he began the Pan Afrikan Peoples Arkestra – a musical group dedicated to African-American music.  Horace wanted to preserve everything that the black arts gave to America.


As the Arkestra grew, Horace’s views widened.  He didn’t want to force his views upon people, but he did want to provide a platform for showing people exactly what African-Americans brought to the community in the form of art.  The Arkestra, in some ways, became U.G.M.A (Underground Musicians Association).  While many people thought the Arkestra was just “racist cats playing hate music,” Horace knew his mission had “nothing to do with hate.”
  U.G.M.A. and the Ark became such a strong pillar of the community that it was impossible for people to ignore.  Many people, including higher-ups in the government, were wary of its ties with the radical thinkers of America, but Horace made sure everything about his organization was clean and pure even when his own life was threatened by a policeman during a race riot.


The insurrections that went on only fueled Horace’s music.  He began to put “[his] heart” into the music that he was writing and he settled down a lot of people just by “playing, talking, by just being there” for them.
  Horace advocated putting your feelings down on paper rather than letting them get out of hand – he wanted beauty rather than more destruction.


Horace Tapscott knew that he greatly influenced the national African-American community.  He “gave a lot; [he] added a lot.”  He fostered children and “put a lot of … seeds out there” that gave people a better chance at living by creating the Arkestra.  However, Horace knows that his job isn’t complete.  He “still sees racism” and a lack of respect.  Horace certainly isn’t bitter about his life.  He knows that he “found [his] part to play and [he] fit in.”  He knows that someone will pick up in his footsteps and break the bars off of our society and one day everyone will give their neighbors “respect as a person, as a race, as a country.”  Overall, Horace Tapscott “loved people and [he] learned to love life.”

4 What does the musician say about musical value?  This may be matter of highlighting certain points of distinction about other musicians.  Or it may be a matter of spelling out a personal set of values about what is good music and what isn't.  Does the musician create a sort of mystical aura around jazz (something that can't be expressed in words, something that can't be learned, something that is achieved only by the very great) or is the attitude more universal (e.g. Armstrong's recognition of great music coming out of the horns of even amateurs, and his looking through the musician to see his mentor, the great Joe Oliver).

Music to Horace Tapscott is something that has to come from feelings before it can be quantified.  He says, although he learned the European approach to music, he “made sure that everything that happened to [him] musically, happened from the heart with the feeling first.”
  He also used this method to teach his students.  Whether they knew it or not, they were learning advanced musical techniques while they were playing even the most simple songs.  Only once they identified the feeling themselves would Horace give it the European term.


Erroll Garner, one of the musicians that Horace loved to listen to, could never read music and Horace believed this gave him an advantage.  “How could any music come out more pure than it came out of Erroll Garner?”  Horace even went so far as to say that reading would have “ruined everything.”  This is similar to the primitivist myth that surrounds many jazz artists.  In some ways, it does serve to mystify jazz, even though he never comes out and calls Erroll’s music jazz.  In any case, Horace thought Erroll’s to be some of the very best music.


Horace also loved Duke Ellington’s music.  Some of this admiration came from the fact that Horace actually got to listen to Ellington and his musicians rehearse when he was younger.  He described his music as “strong, masterful” and “every note meant something.”
  A teacher at the local college tried to tell Horace that Ellington’s “music is wrong.  It’s written wrong.”  Horace got to the point where he couldn’t take this teacher’s admonishment of Ellington and he had to hold back his anger.  Horace walked out of the college and never returned.
  He knew he had learned all he could there.


While Horace was influenced on the piano by his mother, Dr. Browne and Lloyd Reese, one of his favorite artists was Art Tatum.  He knew that there were “no rules for [Art]; he made his own rules.”  He said that Art “didn’t influence [his] wanting to play piano,” but everything that he played sounded just right and he “loved Art Tatum.”


Horace believes that music is a “focal point” that “brings people together.”
  Music was also the way Horace “let someone else know how [he is] feeling.”
  This is why he chose to create his Arkestra, which eventually evolved into the U.G.M.A. and then the U.G.M.A.A.  As Horace grew, his ideas of good music widened as he saw people get highly involved with his organizations.  He saw that it became “their life’s work” and that they “got serious about it.”  Soon, Horace realized that music, and any art, that fostered community should be considered good.  The people that created such things were “people [he] wanted to be around.”

5 How do issues of gender surface in the musical environment described in your autobiography?  Is this a musical-social world with highly regimented gender roles?  Is a certain kind of masculine identity articulated through music?

Horace Tapscott began and lived his life with a lot of respect for women.  In fact, he believes that men “don’t mean nothing.  We drop our seed and that’s it.”
  Of course, this respect didn’t stop him from being affected by the opposite gender.  When he was teaching at University of California at Riverside he had to tell the girls in the front row with their “big naturals or perms and their short skirts” to lighten up on him so that he could teach without getting distracted.


In terms of music, Horace stopped playing piano in order to play the trombone partly because “that was just for girls, playing the piano.”
  However, he saw past this silly gender issue later in his life when he again took up the piano in his Arkestra.  He had actually been playing the piano “in secret” for a long time in order to hone his skills.


An interesting aspect of the gender issues in African-American culture back in the 1940s and 50s that Horace brings up is that it is more common for black females to go to college.  When Horace went to college it was really big for his family and for his community.  “A black male going to college, and he wasn’t an athlete, that was news.”
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