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 On July 17, 1967, tenor saxophonist John Coltrane died of liver cancer at Huntington 

Hopsital in Huntington, New York. He was forty years old. Coltrane was arguably the central 

figure of the rapidly-evolving New York jazz scene at the time, and his death came as a shock to 

the musical community. Trumpeter Miles Davis, one of Coltrane’s former bandleaders, said, 

"Coltrane's death… took everyone by surprise. I knew he hadn't looked too good... But I didn't 

know he was that sick—or even sick at all.”1 Coltrane’s funeral would be held four days later at 

St. Peter’s Lutheran Church on Lexington Avenue and 54th street in Manhattan. St. Peter’s was 

an ideal setting for the funeral, as under the leadership of pastor John Garcia Gensel, the church 

had embraced New York’s diverse jazz community through a “jazz ministry” founded in 1964.2 

Reporters estimated that nearly one thousand people filled the church for the service, including a 

who’s who of New York jazz musicians: Dizzy Gillespie, Max Roach, Gerry Mulligan, Archie 

Shepp, Milt Jackson, and Nina Simone, to name a few.3 

 The service featured readings, including friend and trumpeter Calvin Massey reciting 

Coltrane’s poem “A Love Supreme,” and musical performances by Coltrane’s saxophonist-peers 

Albert Ayler and Ornette Coleman.4 Ayler’s quartet, featuring Donald Ayler on trumpet, Richard 

Davis on bass, and Milford Graves on drums, opened the ceremony, while Coleman’s quartet, 

featuring David Izenson and Charlie Haden on bass, and Charles Moffett on drums, played just 

                                                
1 Qtd in. Lewis Porter, John Coltrane: His Life in Music, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1999, p. 290. 
2 St. Peter’s commitment to serving the jazz community in New York has continued to the 
present day, as it continually hosts jazz vespers and jazz memorial services. See 
http://saintpeters.org/your-church/story/ for more information. 
3 Ben Ratliff, Coltrane: The Story of a Sound, New York: MacMillan, 2008, p. 175. 
4 Program from John Coltrane’s funeral, July 21, 1967. A digital copy can be found at 
http://illogicalcontraption.blogspot.com/2010/11/albert-ayler-at-john-coltranes-funeral.html. 



before the benediction.5 Both of these incendiary performances were captured on portable 

recording equipment—albeit with fairly low fidelity—and were eventually released on record.6 

 Befitting his overarching influence on the direction of jazz in the 1960s, Coltrane’s 

funeral was the largest public memorial service for a jazz musician to date.7 As evidenced by the 

range of musicians who came to the service, Coltrane played a major role in shaping several 

strains of modern jazz—bop (as on his 1959 album Giant Steps), modal jazz (as on his 1961 

album My Favorite Things and 1965 album A Love Supreme), and free jazz (on his later albums 

like 1966’s Ascension). His influence could be heard in players from across the stylistic 

spectrum, and yet he was still in arguably the prime of his career. Egged on by Coltrane’s 

inveterate searching for new ways of playing, jazz was quickly becoming an accepted form of art 

and experimental music.8 How could one properly and publicly memorialize such a central figure 

in the jazz world—a task with very few prior antecedents? 

 Because of Coltrane’s musical stature and the public nature of his funeral, the 

performances by Albert Ayler and Ornette Coleman have the power to establish the conventions 

of a modern jazz requiem. In this paper, I will show how these performances do in fact set 

conventions for a proper modern jazz memorial, articulating how the jazz community should 

both honor the dead and console the living. Through a process of musical integration, Coleman’s 

                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 Ayler’s performance can be found on the compilation Holy Ghost: Rare & unissued recordings 
(1962-1970), released by Revenant Records in 2004, while Coleman’s performance was 
originally released under the title “Holiday for a Graveyard,” on the album Head Start by the 
Bob Thiele Emergency on Flying Dutchman Records in 1969. Thiele was a close personal friend 
of Coltrane and had produced many of Coltrane’s albums for Impulse Records. See 
http://destination-out.com/?p=2372. 
7 While Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington would receive larger public displays of mourning, 
they lived until 1971 and 1974, respectively. 
8 New England Conservatory would create the first degree-granting jazz program at a major 
classical conservatory just two years later in 1969. See http://necmusic.edu/archives/gunther-
schuller. 



and Ayler’s performances establish a unique mode of jazz mourning that is situated between 

traditional and modernist notions of mourning. Ayler and Coleman memorialize Coltrane not 

through imitation or pale attempts at resurrection, but by organically integrating aspects of 

Coltrane’s playing into their own distinct styles. In addition, both performances simultaneously 

console the audience and acknowledge the impossibility of true and complete consolation by 

integrating both traditional hymn-like materials and conventions of New Orleans jazz funerals 

into a more abstract, avant-garde milieu. 

Analyzing Ayler’s and Coleman’s performances 

 Because of the lack of scholarly attention paid to these performances, it is important to 

start with a basic musical analysis of each. These analyses will establish the basis for my 

discussion of the modes of mourning that the performances suggest. 

 By the summer of 1967, Albert Ayler had established himself as an enfant terrible of 

New York’s burgeoning avant-garde jazz scene. He had a big, burly sound on tenor saxophone 

that was evocative of bluesy swing-era players like Coleman Hawkins, but with an intensity 

turned up to eleven. His broad vibrato went beyond the confines of good taste into the territory of 

a buzz saw. He was interested in simple, hummable melodies, but would stretch them to their 

breaking point, rarely playing against a solid, swinging beat. With this controversial approach to 

music, Ayler had a difficult time finding opportunities to perform and record. However, his 

music caught the ear of John Coltrane, who would become Ayler’s most prominent artistic 

supporter—Coltrane helped Ayler sign a recording contract with Coltrane’s label, Impulse. Ayler 

would in turn influence Coltrane’s later moves toward free improvisation and emphasizing tone 

quality over melodic syntax. 



 To open Coltrane’s funeral, Ayler would play a short medley of three original tunes. The 

first tune—“Love Cry”—was a relatively new tune that Ayler would record later that summer for 

Impulse.9 The next two, “Truth is Marching In” and “Our Prayer” (the latter composed by his 

trumpet-playing brother Donald), were standards in the Ayler repertoire. Both tunes had been 

recorded live at the Village Vanguard in Greenwich Village that previous December and released 

by Impulse earlier in 1967.10 “Love Cry” takes up the first minute and forty-four seconds of the 

recorded medley. Ayler plays a somber, searching melody in B-flat major over a bass drone and 

frenetic cymbal textures. At the ends of phrases, Donald Ayler adds little cadential 

ornamentations. The music is reminiscent of a spiritual, or a Muslim call to prayer, helping bring 

those present into a state of meditation. However, the rhythmic energy of the drums and Ayler’s 

own pleading tone subvert the calmness typically associated with these musical styles, creating a 

surprisingly unsettling ambience.  

 At the 1:44 mark, the key shifts to D major, marking the transition to the second number 

of the medley, “Truth is Marching In.” The droning, meditative feel is replaced by traditional 

hymn-like contours and harmonies. Both Albert and Donald Ayler play a sort of messy chorale at 

a dirge tempo. While Donald holds onto the central melody, Albert flits around the trumpet line, 

sometimes playing straight harmonies in rhythmic unison, sometimes adding contrapuntal fills 

and commentary. Milford Graves raises the piece’s energy to a new level from the drums while 

maintaining the shimmering, unsettled feel of the opening section. At the 3:09 mark, Donald 

Ayler begins the melody of “Our Prayer,” which has the same hymn-like feel as “Truth is 

Marching In,” and is in the same key of D major. However, in this tune, there are fewer melodic 

                                                
9 “Albert Ayler—Love Cry,” AllMusic Guide, http://www.allmusic.com/album/love-cry-
mw0000273769 
10 “Albert Ayler—In Greenwich Village,” AllMusic Guide, http://www.allmusic.com/album/in-
greenwich-village-mw0000653878. John Coltrane was in the audience for this concert. 



notes held for longer periods of time, creating more space for Albert to comment on the melody. 

Albert’s lines have a strong sense of directionality, moving gradually upward note-by-note, 

rather than circling around a single pitch, or jumping across the range of his horn. His tone has 

an increasingly lamenting quality; his melodic phrases become literal embodiments of sighs. 

 Suddenly at the 5:26 mark, Albert Ayler moves back to playing melodic material in B-

flat major, very much in the vein of the “Love Cry” melody. Donald responds with a line that 

jumps between tonic and dominant, re-establishing the meditative mode of the opening section. 

Over this line, Albert begins to scream-sing, sometimes hitting discernible notes, other times 

unleashing more complex noise. Ayler’s vocalizations simultaneously evoke both terror and joy, 

inspiring the rest of the band to bring their improvisations to a fever pitch. Ayler then brings the 

saxophone back to his mouth and cues the band to fade with a plaintive “Amen” melodic 

resolution at 6:15. The recording itself fades out completely over the next ten seconds. 

 While Coltrane had a closer personal relationship with Ayler, he was also deeply 

influenced by Ornette Coleman’s music. When Coleman brought his quartet to the Five Spot 

club in the East Village for a two-week residency in November 1959, he seemingly turned the 

jazz world on its head. While Coleman’s tunes had roots in the blues and bebop, the 

improvisational structures were much looser, sometimes bordering on non-existent. Coleman 

himself was less concerned with playing harmonically-complex lines in the vein of Charlie 

Parker than playing with as vocal a tone quality as he could. In a 1963 interview, John Coltrane 

noted: 

I feel indebted to [Coleman], myself. Because actually, when he came along, I was so far 
in this thing [the "harmonic structures"], I didn't know where I was going to go next. 
And, I didn't know if I would have thought about just abandoning the chord system or 



not. I probably wouldn't have thought of that at all. And he came along doing it, and I 
heard it, I said, "Well, that - that must be the answer."11 
 

Coltrane would record a series of Coleman tunes with the members of Coleman’s working 

quartet—Don Cherry on trumpet, Charlie Haden on bass, and Ed Blackwell on drums—in 1960 

under the Atlantic Records imprint, though the recordings wouldn’t be released until 1966. 

 While Ayler’s funeral performance drew from traditional religious musical forms to 

create a meditative atmosphere, Coleman’s freely-improvised performance was bluesy and hard-

swinging. Underpinned by two bassists, Coleman engages in a great deal of call and response 

with drummer Charles Moffett. For the first forty seconds, the performance is classic Coleman, 

featuring his clear sense of melody and reedy, imploring tone. However, at about the 40-second 

mark, Coleman plays a series of dense streams of notes, quickly moving up and down the horn. 

At the 1:06 mark, Moffett lays into a Charleston-type figure on the drums, illuminating a fleeting 

danceable quality in the music, before moving to more abstract rhythmic figures. 

 Throughout the first two minutes of the performance, Coleman explores a C-sharp minor 

blues scale, particularly emphasizing the minor third interval between C-sharp and E natural. 

However, at the two-minute mark, Coleman begins to juxtapose both the minor and major third 

above C-sharp, suffusing the contrasting emotional connotations of each interval, before moving 

toward an emphasis on the major third. But like Moffett’s emphasis of the Charleston figure a 

minute earlier, this move to the parallel major key is short-lived, as Coleman moves back to the 

minor blues scale by the 2:49 mark. About twenty seconds later, Coleman unleashes a dense 

phrase that single-mindedly develops a short melodic motive, moving the starting note and 

metric placement of the motive around, but retaining its original contour. 

                                                
11 Qtd. in Carl Woideck, The John Coltrane Companion: Five Decades of Commentary, New 
York: Schirmer Books, 1998, p. 123. 



 At the 3:25 mark, the performance moves from the original swing feel to an even-eighth-

note Latin feel. Coleman slows down his melodic phrasing, floating on top of rhythmic activity 

for about 20 seconds before returning to another phrase that methodically develops a single 

motive. By the 3:58 mark, the rhythmic feel has devolved to a dirge and the harmonic backing 

has become a drone. The music takes on a hymn-like quality in the vein of Albert Ayler, but with 

Coleman’s trademark phrasing taking center stage. This solemn and soulful dirge continues for a 

little over a minute, and the recording fades. 

 Now with the overall feel and salient gestures of each performance established, I can 

begin the discussion of how these performances in tandem establish a unique jazz mode of 

mourning. 

Memorializing, but not forgetting 

 In his 1996 book Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European 

Cultural History, Jay Winter explores the social purpose of commemorative monuments and 

rituals. Winter explains that funereal rituals “[are] a means of forgetting, as much as of 

commemoration,” noting that war memorials in particular, “with their material representation of 

names and losses, are there to help in the necessary art of forgetting.”12 In the wake of the world 

wars, however, this traditional mode of mourning was called into question by the many artists 

and thinkers who witnessed the wars’ unprecedented destruction firsthand. As poetry scholar 

Jahan Ramazani writes: 

If the traditional elegy was an art of saving, the modern elegy is what Elizabeth Bishop 
calls an “art of losing.” Instead of resurrecting the dead in some substitute, instead of 
curing themselves through displacement, modern elegists practice losing farther, losing 

                                                
12 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural 
History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 115. 



faster, so that the “One Art” of the modern elegy is not transcendence or redemption from 
loss but immersion in it.13 
 

For a modernist, the traditional mode of mourning as forgetting is offensive to the deceased, 

reducing him or her to a statue or symbol. The question then becomes whether it is at all possible 

to memorialize someone in a non-reductive way, a question that plagues many recent 

commemorative artworks, such as Benjamin Britten’s 1962 War Requiem.14 

 Before even considering a note of Albert Ayler’s and Ornette Coleman’s performances, it 

is clear that the participants in John Coltrane’s funeral are not interested in attempting to 

resurrect Coltrane by hollowly recreating his music. While Ayler and Coleman were both 

associated with Coltrane in the larger jazz scene, they never recorded with him. Tellingly, none 

of Coltrane’s closest collaborators—pianists McCoy Tyner and Alice Coltrane; bassist Jimmy 

Garrison; drummers Elvin Jones and Rasheed Ali; saxophonists Pharaoh Sanders and Archie 

Shepp—performed at the service, and neither Ayler nor Coleman performed a Coltrane 

composition. Both Ayler and Coleman are after a new and distinctly non-European form of 

memorialization, one that interacts with Coltrane’s legacy as a living agent. 

 To show how Coleman and Ayler honor Coltrane in their performances, it is important to 

find musical gestures that depart from their respective improvisational styles. In the case of 

Albert Ayler, we can compare his funereal performance of “Truth is Marching In” and “Our 

Prayer” to the versions he recorded that previous December. In the prior versions of both pieces, 

Ayler’s playing is dense and highly energetic. His lines are less rooted than in his funeral 

performance, jumping across the register of his horn. His phrases are more clipped, emphasizing 

                                                
13 Jahan Ramazani, Poetry in Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Haney, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994, p. 4. 
14 Heather Wiebe discusses these issues in relation to War Requiem in her book Britten’s Unquiet 
Pasts: Sound and Memory in Postwar Reconstruction, New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2012. 



harsh articulations rather than the quality of sustained tones. Motivically, Ayler focuses on little 

cambiata-like figures that ornament and circle a central note. These aspects are quite indicative 

of Ayler’s style, reflecting his desire to explore extreme timbral contrasts. 

 However, as mentioned earlier, Ayler’s lines in his funeral performance have a strong 

sense of directionality. Instead of jumping quickly between different ranges, he constructs lines 

that move up and down stepwise, and which slow as they reach their crest. The pointillistic 

quality of his typical improvisations are replaced with a new linear quality—a quality more 

associated with Coltrane’s improvisational style. Even as Coltrane moved from a dense, bop-

oriented harmonic language to a looser and eventually completely open one, the quality of his 

lines still retained their linear, bop-like character. The quality of his lines gave his music a 

searching quality that underscored the themes of spiritual pursuit present in much of his later 

music. While Ayler does not play phrases in his funeral performance that would be mistaken for 

Coltrane’s—they aren’t nearly as dense and traditionally virtuosic—the notable linear qualities 

of his improvisation show Ayler integrating the feel and character of Coltrane’s music into 

Ayler’s own style. 

 Like Ayler, Coleman’s performance exhibits subtle nods to Coltrane’s improvisational 

style. While Coleman focuses on playing with his trademark vocal tone quality through much of 

the performance, there are a few moments that notably contrast from this bluesy, singing quality. 

As mentioned above, at the 40-second mark of the performance, Coleman unleashes a flurry of 

notes, quickly moving up and down the range of his instrument. These sheets of sound are much 

more typical of Coltrane’s bop-rooted linear playing than Coleman’s vocal-oriented style. Later, 

at 3:08 and 3:45, Coleman takes a single, short melodic motive and develops it rhythmically in a 

methodical manner. This kind of improvisational technique is also more commonly associated 



with Coltrane—perhaps the most famous example is his extended solo on “Acknowledgement,” 

the first track off his seminal 1965 album A Love Supreme, that slowly and methodically builds 

off of a three-note melodic cell. But like in Ayler’s performance, these nods to Coltrane’s style 

are subtle and fleeting, organically integrated into Coleman’s passionate solo. 

 The ways that Ayler and Coleman obliquely reference and evoke John Coltrane’s musical 

style without becoming subservient to it reflects a two-way conversation between the living 

performers and the legacy of the deceased Coltrane—a form of virtual signifyin(g). As Henry 

Louis Gates describes in his book The Signifying Monkey, signifyin(g) is an African-American 

rhetorical trope that plays the denotative and connotative meanings of words off each other for a 

particular effect.15 In his article “Ring Shout! Literary Studies, Historical Studies, and Black 

Music Inquiry,” Samuel Floyd, Jr. shows how this rhetorical practice is carried out in jazz 

improvisations as well. Floyd writes that notable elements of jazz performance practice such as 

riffing and trading licks between soloists are musical forms of signifyin(g).16 “These musical 

figures… are used to comment (Signify) on other figures, on the performances themselves, on 

other performances of the same pieces, and on other and completely different works of music.”17 

The evocations of Coltrane’s musical style in Ayler’s and Coleman’s improvisations 

show not only how these soloists are commenting on Coltrane’s music, but how Coltrane is 

actively commenting back on them. In Coleman’s performance, for instance, the way in which he 

introduces the sheets-of-sound idea and the motivic development ideas seemingly out of nowhere 

creates the sense that Coleman and Coltrane are playing together and feeding off each other. 

                                                
15 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey: a Theory of African-American Literary 
Criticism, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988. 
16 Samuel Floyd. Jr., “Ring Shout! Literary Studies, Historical Studies, and Black Music 
Inquiry,” Black Music Research Journal, Vol. 22, Supplement: Best of BMRJ (2002), p. 55. 
17 Ibid. 



Both players are trading licks back and forth, constantly responding to and commenting on what 

has just been played. At the particularly Coltrane-esque moments of Coleman’s improvisation, 

one can imagine Coleman responding to a particularly potent Coltrane lick, attempting to fend 

off Coltrane’s musical barb and pull the group improvisation back toward his preferred blues-

inflected territory. 

As a mode of mourning, the virtual signifyin(g) that occurs in the performances at John 

Coltrane’s funeral acts as a new, modern form of prosopopeia. Instead of pretending to speak as 

Coltrane, they perform as if speaking with him. This form of communing with the departed has 

the impact of distancing Coltrane’s music from that of Ayler and Coleman—by signifyin(g) with 

Coltrane, they show just how different his music is from theirs. Through their performances, 

Ayler and Coleman acknowledge their inability to recreate Coltrane’s unique improvisational 

style while still remembering and cherishing Coltrane through their virtual musical interaction. 

In this way, Ayler and Coleman are able to memorialize the human Coltrane. Instead of reducing 

him to a repeatable, imitable riff, they preserve Coltrane’s spirit, a living legacy that continues to 

comment on new, modern music. 

Consolation – A melancholic catharsis 

 Part of the difficulty of creating satisfying funereal music is the dual function that the 

music must carry out: it must not only memorialize the dead, but also console the living. The 

importance of the consolatory function in particular generally causes this from of music to have a 

conservative, relatable style. Even when attempting to create a modern work of mourning, like 

Benjamin Britten in his War Requiem, many composers still resort to conservative, recognizable 

gestures as a means of orienting the listener. As Malcolm Boyd writes of Britten’s requiem, “The 

Verdi-like passages serve as terms of reference for the listener, helping to form a familiar 



background against which certain disruptive elements in [Wilfred] Owen’s verses and in the 

music’s tritonal relationships may stand out more forcefully.”18 However, musicologist Heather 

Wiebe argues in her book on Britten’s post-World War II compositions that these musical 

juxtapositions call into the question the efficacy of traditional rituals—like the requiem mass—as 

a means of consoling its participants.19 By making sure to keep the horrible reality of war at the 

front of listeners’ minds, Britten undercuts his other purpose of creating a transcendent work of 

mourning that transforms the listeners’ grief. The question now becomes whether Ayler’s and 

Coleman’s performances—which certainly memorialize John Coltrane in a proper way—also 

console the living in a satisfying way. 

 Like Britten’s War Requiem and other significant music works of mourning, Ayler’s and 

Coleman’s performances utilize aspects of traditional Black musical styles—namely the 

conventions of the New Orleans Jazz Funeral and gospel hymns. However, Ayler and Coleman 

incorporate these traditional styles in a very different way than Britten does. Instead of 

juxtaposing traditional music temporally with more unsettling modern music, Coleman and 

Ayler integrate certain aspects of these traditional styles into the performances’ abstract and 

modern musical environment.  

When looked at together, the performances at Coltrane’s funeral follow the general 

conventions of a New Orleans Jazz Funeral. In these rituals, which date back to the 19th century, 

a band would play somber hymns and dirges to accompany the deceased and the grieving to the 

cemetery for burial. After the body was entombed and the grievers began to return home, the 

                                                
18 Malcolm Boyd, “Britten, Verdi and the Requiem,” Tempo 86 (1968), 6. 
19 Wiebe, pp. 225-226. 



band would strike up a joyous, danceable song, meant to celebrate the deceased’s life.20 As 

shown previously, Ayler’s opening music is made up slow-moving, hymn-like themes, while 

Coleman’s closing music swings at brisk tempo, even explicitly referencing dance rhythms like 

the Charleston at certain moments. However, Ayler plays the hymn-like themes with his 

trademark energetic sound, a sound that imbues the familiar contours with a new, painful color. 

The constantly fluxing rhythm provided by drummer Milford Graves further emphasizes a more 

complex emotional connotation to the music than a traditional dirge itself can provide. In his 

closing performance, Coleman consistently subverts the fully-joyful quality of New Orleans 

second line music. As shown earlier, Coleman suffuses the emotional qualities of major and 

minor scales from 2:00 to 2:49, playing both E-naturals and F-naturals over the C-sharp pedal 

point—joy and sorrow constantly coexist. And even though Charles Moffett’s drumming has a 

hard-swinging feel throughout, he plays over bar lines, emphasizing weak beats in each measure, 

constantly throwing the danceable groove into a more ambiguous state.  

Even beyond the musical syntax of these performances, both Coleman’s and Ayler’s 

individual sounds capture multiple conflicting emotions at once. In an interview with jazz critic 

Nat Hentoff, drummer Shelly Manne—one of the few older musicians to embrace Coleman’s 

musical innovations—noted, “Ornette sounds like a person crying or a person laughing when he 

plays. And he makes me want to laugh and cry.”21 Every melodic phrase that Coleman plays in 

his performance at John Coltrane’s funeral is imbued with the expressive contours of both 

emotions simultaneously. Even when Coleman plays a downward-moving, sighing phrase, it has 

                                                
20 One can find a brief overview of the history and conventions of New Orleans Jazz Funerals at 
the following site: http://www.neworleansonline.com/neworleans/multicultural/ 
multiculturaltraditions/jazzfuneral.html 
21 Qtd. in Grover Sales, Jazz: America’s Classical Music, Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1984, 
p. 187. 



an ecstatic energy to it that evokes joyful celebration. The simultaneous evocation of joy and 

sorrow is also present in the yawp that Albert Ayler unleashes at the 5:50 mark in his 

performance. Because of how the scream moves in and out of discernible pitch, the listener is 

continually confronted with the question of whether the vocalization is a scream of pain, or a 

song of joy. In the end, the only interpretation that makes sense is that the vocalization is both 

things simultaneously.  

What makes Coleman’s and Ayler’s performances effective works of modern mourning 

is that all of the contrasting musical statements—the references to earlier styles, as well as the 

harmonic, timbral, and rhythmic abstractions—exist simultaneously. While the temporal 

juxtapositions in Britten’s War Requiem call into question the consolatory power of the 

requiem’s musical form as it tries to console, the musical integrations of Coleman and Ayler 

create a wholly-new consolatory form, one rooted in African-American musical traditions, but 

also able to speak to a modern perspective on consolation. The constant suffusing of joy and pain 

in Coleman’s and Ayler’s performances creates a sense of empathy between the performers and 

the grieving participants in the audience. The performers acknowledge both the listeners’ desire 

for a moment of transformation (evidenced by the use of traditional materials) and for a 

communicative gesture that does not belittle their sense of grief (evidenced by the musical 

complexity and abstraction). This acknowledgment of the simultaneous desire for consolation 

and admittance that true and complete consolation is impossible allows the music to offer a 

feeling of catharsis for the grieving, but not in a cheap, manipulative way. It is a complicated, 

knowing catharsis that stays with those in mourning after the service ends. 

 

 



Conclusion—Toward a jazz mode of mourning 

 In their dual performances at John Coltrane’s funeral, Albert Ayler and Ornette Coleman 

suggest through their performances a new means of remembering the dead and consoling the 

living in the modern world. By signifyin(g) with Coltrane in a virtual sense, Ayler and Coleman 

simultaneously acknowledge Coltrane’s living presence in all jazz music and their own inability 

to truly resurrect his musical personality. In addition, by integrating traditional music of African-

American mourning into an abstract and modern musical environment, the performers 

simultaneously acknowledge the need for emotional transformation of grief, and the 

impossibility of true and complete consolation. This internally contradictory approach to 

mourning is echoed in the work of French philosopher Jacques Derrida. Derrida argues that the 

means of forgetting that is such a vital part of traditional mourning is unethical, and offensive to 

the lost loved one’s memory.22 For Derrida, the only way to truly honor the dead is to create a 

relationship that sustains a sense of intimacy while acknowledging the finality of death.23 This 

relationship, he says, takes the form of prosopopeia, a “…fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, 

deceased or voiceless entity, which posits the possibility of the latter’s reply,” while still 

acknowledging that the other is “alone, outside, over there, in his death, outside of us.”24 

 While Derrida’s ethical mode of mourning shares a philosophical underpinning with the 

modern jazz mode of mourning offered by Ayler and Coleman, the major difference is that 

Derrida offers no form of praxis, no means of carrying out this mode of mourning. What makes 

the modern jazz mode of mourning so vital and important is that both articulates a strong 

philosophical underpinning that acknowledges the complexities of grieving in the modern world 

                                                
22 Jacques Derrida, Mémories: For Paul de Man, translated by Cecile Lindsay, Jonathan Culler, 
and Eduardo Cadava, New York: Columbia University Press, 1986, 21. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 27-29. 



while also creating a replicable form through which to carry out this mode of mourning. 

Coleman and Ayler do not just explain what an ethical mode of modern mourning is—they show 

how to mourn properly in musical form through virtual signifyin(g) and integration of traditional 

forms into a complex, abstract environment. The form of the jazz requiem that Albert Ayler and 

Ornette Coleman explicated at the funeral of John Coltrane in July 1967 is a robust ritual that is 

able to properly deal with the problem of mourning in an ever-changing world. 
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