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Qfestival review
Vision Festival at Tufts: Free Jazz/Social Justice, October 27, 2018

Matthias Mushinski 

Fig. 1 2019 Vision Festival Lifetime Achievement Honoree Andrew Cyrille performing in New York.

All of  us come together because there is a certain kind of  
life-giving ingredient that goes into the kind of  music that 
we make. Even the source of  it, it’s what the American 
situation is concerned, it has been African and the suffering 
that we’ve had… But what has happened as a result of  
what we have learned how to do is that we have provided 
people around the world another methodology to express 
themselves, to forgive (Cyrille and Parker 2015, 393).
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The terms are often set with familiar edicts, 
proclamations such as “the history of  cinema, and 
the concepts of  film theory, become the most 
productive contexts for defining the audiovisual-
ity of  our past and current centuries” (Rodowick 
2008, 393), or that “cinema and television, as the 
dominant media of  the twentieth century, shaped 
and reflected the cultural sensibilities of  the era” 
(Denson and Leyda 2016, 1). The effectiveness of  
such discipline-forging claims testifies to their dual 
purpose: they simultaneously acknowledge a debt 
to film history while cataloguing all audiovisual 
forms—of  past, present, and future—as genea-
logically present within cinema’s twentieth century 
embryo. The twentieth century was “the century 
of  cinema” (Badiou 2003, 92) and cinema is, there-
fore, the centre of  reference for determining what 
is and what ought to be. Cinema envelops every-
thing, cinema is everything—a sprawling pre- and 
post-cinematic enclosure that delineates possibility 
and designates cinema and moving image scholar-
ship as the axiomatic command of  the twenty-first 
century. 

But what if  that ain’t it? What does it mean 
to study dominance, and to be productive in doing so? 
To project it, compute it, and animate it? What 
if  our ideas were to take a Glissantian détour else-
where, as opposed to resting comfortably within 
the absolute facticity of  the moving image’s eternal 
dominance and epistemological productivity? Or, 
more specifically, what would it mean to nourish 
cinema scholarship with what Andrew Cyrille re-
fers to as free jazz’s life-giving ingredient, under the 
auspices of  Jean-Louis Comolli and Phillippe 
Carles’ insistence, in Free Jazz/Black Power, that 
“Everything that the Western idea of  Art censors 
in the arts lives in free jazz” (Comollli and Carles 
1971, 174; my emphasis)? As noted by Brent Hayes 
Edwards in Epistrophies: Jazz and the Literary Imagin-
ation, “one medium can be inspired, provoked, or 
extended by an attention to the specificities of  an-
other” (Edwards 2017, 9), yet the prospect of  such 
transmedial consonance insists upon the rejection 
of  all pre-existing sensory hierarchies—those fore-
warned by flautist Nicole Mitchell via Octavia But-
ler: “You are hierarchical… I think your people did 
not realize what a dangerous thing they were do-
ing” (Butler 1987, 39).

Let this review amplification of  Fred 
Moten’s first on-stage, ensemblic, free jazz per-
formance contribute to the celebration of  free 

jazz’s generative fugitivity—an impassioned com-
mitment to “another way of  thinking of  things that 
is offered in the social aesthetics of  black radicalism 
and its improvisatory protocols” (Universal 2018, 
10). I am focussing here on an ensemble featur-
ing Andrew Cyrille (drums), William Parker (bass), 
Rob Brown (saxophone), Steve Swell (trombone), 
and Moten (poetry). The lifting conclusion to an 
evening of  music at Tufts University that included 
performances by Matthew Shipp (piano) and Mi-
chael Bisio (bass), “Revolution/Resurrection” fea-
turing Patricia Nicholson (dance and text), Jason 
Kao Hwang (violin), Michael T.A. Thompson 
(drums) and Bill Mazza (live video painting), and a 
solo reading from Moten. Although the scope of  
these words is limited, my gratitude extends to all 
the event’s organizers and performers—for those 
and the many other sets I have attended in New 
York and Montréal—and for the records that ac-
company me now as I type. 

During the 2015 edition of  the Arts for 
Art Vision Festival in in Brooklyn, Moten referred 
to Amiri Baraka as a “kind of  spiritual and intel-
lectual father,” and as he took the stage at Tufts’ 
Distler Performance Hall I couldn’t help but ap-
proach the event as yet another embodiment of  
this dedication. Not only did the performance in-
clude musicians who have performed with Baraka 
in various settings, but for Moten—whose writing 
continually posits free jazz as both an object and 
method of  study—one has to imagine the event 
carried a symbolic resonance beyond the many 
lectures and readings he has shared over the years. 
George Lewis refers to “improvisation as a know-
ledge-producing, indeed, a knowledge-finding ac-
tivity—a journey of  discovery” (Lewis 1998, 79) 
and if  you’ve ever attended a live, improvised per-
formance, you know the feeling: the feeling that 
anything can happen, the rhythmic beckoning of  
the “tone world” (Parker 2007, 78).

So, what happened? If  to describe a per-
formance is, as Moten suggests, to “violate[] that 
performance’s ontological integrity” (Points 2017, 
107)—to move away from its “absolutely fugitive 
punctum” (The Universal, 34)—the task of  “re-
viewing” live, improvised music presents a unique 
set of  challenges; or, as William Parker puts it 
in Who Owns Music?, “the task of  the critic is to 
become a poet” (Parker 2007, 83). At the risk of  
running against these notions I will say that Moten 
was seated behind a glass podium, stage-right. In 
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front of  him laid an assortment of  notebooks, 
along with a copy of  his The Feel Trio, a finalist for 
the 2014 National Book Award for Poetry. Moten 
plays, Cyrille plays, Parker plays, Brown plays, and 
Swell plays. Moten flips through his notes with the 
same, aberrative rhythm imparted by his writing 
as he intermittently transfers his gaze from the 
podium to his collaborators. He speaks it out, he 
feels it out: “They killed every single one of  us… 
the music is why they couldn’t kill us all.” A riff, 
perhaps, on Baraka’s conclusion to “New Black 
Music”: “New Black Music is this: Find the self, 
then kill it” (Baraka 1967, 176).

If  practicing improvisation is the practice 
of  improvisation, Vision Festival at Tufts inaugur-
ates a new futurity. Forgive me for disavowing a 
grade-like evaluation, though I will say that Moten’s 
performance felt like a rehearsal, and I mean this 
in the best possible way—in prophetic passage. 
Improvisation operates within “a seemingly un-
bridgeable chasm between feeling and reflection, 
disarmament and preparation, speech and writing” 
(In the Break 2003, 65). For sure there is an element 
of  extemporaneity, but not in pursuit of  some 
naïve denomination of  non-thinking ineffability. It 
asks: what if  there’s thought outside, the thought 

Fig 2 Fred Moten performing at Tufts University with William Parker (bass), Rob Brown (saxo-
phone), Steve Swell (trombone) and Andrew Cyrille (drums).

Fig 3 Women with an Axe to Grind” performing at the 2018 Arts for Art Vision Festival: Nicole 
Mitchell (flute), Joëlle Léandre (bass), Patricia Nicholson (dance) and Melanie Dyer (viola).
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of  going outside, an outer side of  thought? It ex-
ceeds the discursive limits of  our conceptual uni-
verse in order to step to it again, to do it again. 
During the performance, we find Moten listening, 
bobbing his head, gauging the volume of  his voice 
within the acoustics of  the concert hall. Brown and 
Swell grip their horns with what I perceive as com-
passioned hesitancy, perhaps uncertain whether to 
jump in or to let Moten do his thing. 

Robert G. O’Meally, the director of  Col-
umbia University’s Center for Jazz Studies, has 
introduced Moten under the premise of  an aesthet-
ics and politics of  generosity, and there is perhaps no 
better heading under which to describe the mission 
of  Arts for Art, a New York-based organization 
“dedicated to the promotion and advancement of  
Free Jazz” with year-round concerts, conferences, 
symposiums and community events, as well as the 
Vision Festival which is held at Roulette Inter-
medium in Brooklyn every summer. Their social, 
educational, political, and aesthetic initiatives em-
blematize Moten’s outlining of  study as something 
that we “do with other people. It’s talking and 
walking around with other people, working, dan-
cing, suffering, some irreducible convergence of  
all three, held under the name of  speculative prac-
tice” (Moten and Harney 2012). And although Vi-
sion Festival at Tufts was free to the public, it was 
difficult not to approach the “official” concert hall 
setting housed within the university as warm up for 
a later date. After all, as Moten remarked during 
a symposium held prior to the music, “the ideal 
situation for the playing of  this music—which is to 
say, black music—is communism.” 

I have been wondering lately, how is it 
possible, or what is potentiated, by the fact that 
Moten’s books are piled on the tables at Book Cul-
ture at the same moment he is seated behind a table 
at the Vision festival, as a volunteer/board mem-
ber, collecting raffle tickets and providing general 
information? How is it possible, or what is potenti-
ated, by the fact that Moten continues to rack up 
accolades from academia and “the art world,” yet 
even the greatest free jazz musicians endure their 
struggle to make ends meet? Don’t they hear the 
music in his writing? There is a life-giving secret to 
impart and Vision Festival is it! The movement of  
black radical praxis as the tapping in/to an onto-
logical tonality. 

There is a familiar refrain in cinema schol-
arship brought forward by Solanas and Getino’s 

landmark essay “Towards a Third Cinema,” “that 
every image that documents, bears witness to, re-
futes or deepens the truth of  a situation is some-
thing more than a film image or purely artistic 
fact, it becomes something which the System finds 
indigestible” (Solanas and Getino 1965, 241). With 
this in mind, we may then proceed by asking what, 
if  any, filmmaking practices and complementary 
discursive frameworks have maintained their revo-
lutionary indigestibility? Does the supposed dom-
inance and productivity of  cinema obstruct it? Is all 
of  cinema eventually assimilated within the inten-
sification of  “second cinema” and its elusive cor-
porate outposts? If  it is necessary, as Solanas and 
Getino suggest, “to transform time, energy, and work 
into freedom-giving energy” (Solanas and Getino 1965, 
248; emphasis in original) perhaps the social, aes-
thetic, and spiritual resources of  free jazz and the 
black radical tradition—by virtue of  their perpet-
ual indigestibility and coinciding marginalization—
point to galvanizing modes of  improvised sociality, 
methods of  assembly, and intellectual practice. 

Moten writes that “really listening, when 
it goes bone-deep into the sunken art of  bones, 
is something other than itself. It doesn’t alternate 
with but is seeing; it’s the sense that it excludes” 
(In the Break 2003, 67; emphasis in original). In 
resonance, Julie Reid writes in Cinema Journal that 
“It is in the interest of  dominant and colonial 
power to leave ‘listening’ out of  the communica-
tion theoretical model that we have been teaching 
for so long” (Reid 2018, 138). Free jazz embod-
ies a tension between the abstraction of  art music 
and the desired functionality of  folk music. It en-
compasses collective improvisations, networks 
of  unpredictability, and scatterings of  sound that 
merge together familiar rhythms, found objects 
and disassembled instruments. If  listening, as Reid 
suggests, can “reasonably be envisaged as the first 
step” towards denaturalizing cinema scholarship’s 
privileging of  “voices from the ruling quarters of  
the vox populi” (Reid 2018, 138), forging solidarity 
with free jazz and the ideas surrounding it enacts 
a much-needed transgression of  disciplinary bor-
ders. An uplifting path towards a true ensemble of  
the senses—an Arthur Jafa-esque “cinema like the 
music” (Jafa 2017)—and a new thought environ-
ment for mobilizing the conversion between aes-
thetic and political insurgency. 
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Fig 4 Fred Moten performing at the 2017 Arts for Art Vision Festival


