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THE PIANO PRODIGY’S GROUNDBREAKING

COMPOSITIONS AND SINGULAR VOICE CREATED WORK

THAT WAS A VITAL FORCE FOR SOCIAL CHANGE.

ina could sing anything, period,” Mary J.
Blige told Rolling Stone when the maga-
zine named Nina Simone one of the 100
Greatest Singers of All Time. And in some
ways, that astonishing, unclassifiable
range has made it especially difficult to as-
sess Simone’s legacy — she was often con-
sidered a jazz singer (particularly because
B of her masterful piano playing), but it was
a label she deeply resented, seeing it only as a racial clas-
sification. She was classically trained, yet her nickname
was “The High Priestess of Soul.”

If anything, she claimed that she was a folk singer, and
her dazzling repertoire — Israeli folk tunes; compositions
by Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill; songs by the Bee Gees,
Leonard Cohen, and George Harrison; traditional bal-
lads; spirituals; children’s songs — remains unparalleled.
“She didn’t copy anybody, she was an original artist,” said
George Wein, promoter of the Newport Jazz and Folk
Festivals, “and there are very few that are original artists.”

“She is loved or feared, adored or disliked, but few who
have met her music or glimpsed her soul react with mod-
eration. She is an extremist, extremely realized.” This was
Maya Angelou’s description of Nine Simone in a 1970 pro-
file for Redbook magazine. If it feels a bit overstated now, it
seems to be an accurate representation of Simone’s standing
at the height of her powers. Her commercial success may
have been slight next to that of the pop giants who emerged
during the same era (“I've only got four very famous songs,”
she would later say), but her impact was profound.




“ANGER HAS ITS PLACE,
AND FIRE MOVES
- THINGS. BUT | SING
FROM INTELLIGENCE.”
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needed to start singing or get oft the bandstand. She discov-
ered that her piano training allowed her to accompany her-
selt with more elaborate lines than the usual comping; later,
the likes of Miles Davis would marvel at Simone’s ability to
play and sing different melodic lines simultaneously.

Her first album, Little Girl Blue (1958) contained
her defining, biggest-ever hit, an unsentimental version
of “I Loves You Porgy” from George and Ira Gershwin’s
Porgy and Bess. After moving to New York, she was em-
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braced by the new black intellectual scene that included
such figures as James Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, and
Langston Hughes. Following the 1964 church bombing
that killed four young girls in Birmingham, Alabama, she
was inspired to write the landmark protest song “Missis-
sippt Goddam,” articulating the kind of direct rage that
folksingers like Bob Dylan and Joan Baez had expressed,
but marking new territory for black music. “You can’t
help it,” she later said. “An artist’s duty, as far as I'm con-
cerned, is to reflect the times.” She played benefits and
demonstrations, including the historic march from Selma
to Montgomery, but she made her own sensibility clear
— the first time she met Martin Luther King Jr., she im-
mediately told him, “I'm not nonviolent.”

Simone recorded nearly forty albums between 1958
and 1973, exploring an incomparable variety of styles,
and cutting unforgettable interpretations of “I Put a
Spell on You,” “Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood” “Feeling
Good,” and “Ain’t Got No/I Got Life.” along with writing
classic examinations of African-American life including
“Four Women” and “To Be Young, Gifted and Black.”

“"Nina Simone’s music helped us to navigate the contra-
dictions that propelled the black struggle forward,” said
the activist and professor Angela Davis. “Her phenome-
nal voice beckoned us toward the battle to come.”

She was also championed by such artists as Elton John
and David Bowie (who befriended her in the seventies
and once told her, “Where youre coming from, there are
very tew of us out there . . . your genius overshadows the
money ). Though she never had a pop hit after “Porgy,” her
music continued to find an audience. In 1987, the original
1958 recording of “My Baby Just Cares for Me” was used in

a commercial for Chanel No. 5 perfume in Britain, and the
song climbed to Number Five on the U.K. singles chart. A
recent resurgence of interest in her life and work has pro-
duced documentary and feature films, stage plays, and nu-
merous musical tributes. Following the murder of Freddie
Gray 1n 2015, her version of Randy Newman’s “Baltimore”
(“Oh, Baltimore/Ain’t it hard just to live”) went viral.

From her earliest days onstage, Simone’s live perform-
ances offered their own kind of drama. She could never fully
let go of her classical training, or her sense that her music
required a certain level of respect — that she was an artist,
not just an entertainer. She was always quick to cut a con-
cert short or scold an audience if they were not giving her
their full attention, and those tendencies were exacerbated
as her career went on. Her shows could be scattershot, and
she sometimes didn’t bother to show up. “White people had
Judy Garland,” Richard Pryor once said. “We had Nina.”

Simone recorded only three albums between 1973 and
her death in 2003, as she bounced between continents, ex-
pressed disappointment with the state of black protest, and
struggled with emotional issues that today would likely be
labeled as bipolar disorder. For decades, she believed that
she was being ripped off and bootlegged by her record com-
panies, and being targeted and harassed by the government.

But Simone would never allow her work to be reduced
to a product of anger, a push-button reaction to white
racism that could be dismissed without an acknowledg-
ment of the music’s layers. “I sing from intelligence,” she
said. “I sing from letting them know that I know who they
are, and what they have done to my people around the
world. That’s not anger — anger has its place, and fire
moves things. But I sing from intelligence.”
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 Inperformance with bassist Lisle
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