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Alain Derbez  
  
Biography  
Alain Derbez is a writer, journalist, radio broadcaster, conductor and musician  
who studied history at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. His  
books are El jazz en México, datos para una historia (Jazz in Mexico, Facts for a  
History, 2001), Datos para una historia aún no escrita (Facts for a not yet Written  
History, 1993), Hasta donde nos dé el tiempo, ensayos sobre blues, jazz y  free-jazz 
(Until  
time allows, essays on blues, jazz and  free jazz, 1988) and the  literature anthology  
Todo se escucha en el silencio (Everthing can be heard in silence, blues and jazz in  
Hispanoamerican literature); he has published fiction books like Los sesenta cumplen  
treinta, Los usos de la radio and Cuentos de la Región del Polvo y de la Región del Moho  
(with stories such as “My nights with Carla Bley”, “Lee Morgan”, “The lack of  
concentration of X”, “Last chance to listen to Gato”, “Cecilia in the kitchen is like  
Dolphy”) and poetry (El jazz segun don Juan, Amar en baños públicos, Desnudo con  
la idea de encontrarte). He recently published his first novel: Usted soy yo, winner of  
the 2008 Jorge Ibarguengoitia´s novel award. Derbez´s recordings include La  
cocina, música para bailar; Las cosas por algo son; Ya son horas con Sonora Onosón 
and  
El Codigo Postal: Privado-Público. He collaborates as correspondent in Mexico with  
the Spanish magazine Cuadernos de Jazz and he conducts and writes the  
televisionprogram Jazz Estacionario. As a musician and as a conferencist, he has  
participated in Guelph´s colloquium twice presenting his book and with jazz and  
poetry recitals. In 2007 he was invited as the only Hispano-American participant  
in the conference Jazz in the Global Imagination: Music, Journalism and Culture,  
organized by Columbia University and the Jazz Journalists Association. In 2008  
Derbez played saxophone in Toronto with such Canadian musicians as  Dave  
Clark, Rob Clutton, Steve Koven, Anthony Micheli, Tim Posgate, and Lewis  
Melville.  
  
Website: http://alainderbez.com/  
 
 
Tracey Nicholls  
  
Abstract  
Strange Roots: The Liberatory Pedagogy of the Protest Song  
I propose to explore the role that protest songs have played in challenging and  
changing people’s understanding of their society. I want to begin my exploration  
with a song widely recognized as paradigmatic of the genre, Billie Holliday’s  
Strange Fruit.  My analysis of the song and the circumstances of its performance  
will stress its value as a telling of popular history, a schooling of Holliday’s  



audiences about the realities of African-American lives (and deaths) in the parts  
of the United States that practiced lynching. Indeed I shall argue that protest  
songs as a locus of knowledge are a “strange telling” – they disrupt what we  
think we know about our societies and our histories by making aspects that are  
otherwise unacknowledged appear uncanny (in the Freudian sense of making  
the familiar appear strange).   
  
My opening example might seem to demonstrate my point about ‘strange  
tellings’ but fail to tell us anything of interest about musical improvisation.  
However, I shall argue that Strange Fruit occupies space on a spectrum of protest  
music that also includes the Civil Rights Movement anthem, We Shall Overcome,  
Jimi Hendrix’s legendary performance of the American anthem at Woodstock,  
and, most recently, Matt Rogalsky’s 2 minutes and 50 seconds silence (for the USA).”  
Each of these musical works has an improvisatory element that is the core of its  
protest message, and each accomplishes a retelling of history and the citizen’s  
relation to social forces. We Shall Overcome was an adaptation of an old African-  
American hymn (We Shall Overcome ) that became the theme song of African-  
American demands for social equality, and eventually the world-wide musical  
expression of the desire for social justice, only after its slightly revised lyrics were  
set to a more emotionally resonant tune. Hendrix’s performance of The Star-  
Spangled Banner was a masterful performance of an anthem whose lyrics valorize  
the resilience of a people under attack. Shifting between faithful rendition and  
strategic distortion, Hendrix forcefully showed his audience the moral  
inconsistency of a nation that sang this song as it dropped bombs on the people  
of other nations. Matt Rogalsky’s piece takes a 2003 recording of a speech by  
George W. Bush, giving Saddam Hussein forty-eight hours to surrender to  
American forces, and removes all of the words. What is left are ‘silences’,  
thundering reverberations that conjure up thoughts of the drums of war. The  
piece is understated in its pedagogy; one has to know its provenance to  
understand it as a critique of the infamous “Bush doctrine” but its emotional  
message of aggression, terror, and pain is so clear that one listener, not knowing  
the context, speculated it was a composition about the collapse of the World  
Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  
  
All of these works unsettle their audiences, and offer us the opportunity to  
rethink the contributions we make to the rifts and reconciliations that punctuate  
our social contexts. In essence, they offer us moments through which we can  
reflect upon the citizens we are, and the citizens we want to be.  
  
Biography:  
Dr. Tracey Nicholls is an assistant professor of Philosophy at Lewis University,  
and co-director of the Women’s Studies Program. She is currently on leave from  
Lewis in order to take up a postdoctoral fellowship with the Improvisation,  
Community, and Social Practice project. Her fellowship project brings together  
her interests in aesthetics and decolonization in an exploration of the ways that  
improvisatory musical practices can help to liberate and empower political  



communities deformed by imperialism. This is an extension of the work done in  
her doctoral dissertation, which explores connections between improvised music,  
human rights, and social justice, and considers how music-making can help build  
more responsive political communities.   
  
 
Devin Hurd  
  
Abstract  
A Glimpse of a World Beyond Worlds: The Voyage of Sun Ra Through  
Terrestrial Trials  
The Jim Crow era of Birmingham, Alabama could not contain Herman Poole  
Blount. The segregation and prejudice that attempted to place the black jazz  
musician “in his place” may have played a small role in the emergence of Sun Ra.  
Sun Ra, the musician and persona that transcended the ugly realities of racism in  
America. Sun Ra, the messenger of Afro-Futurism that cut a path from swing to  
the post-bebop avant-garde. An identity so thoroughly embraced by the man  
once known as “Sonny Blount” that border crossings became complicated by the  
man claiming Saturn as his country of origin.   
  
The story of the Arkestra itself is a story of persistence of a creative music  
realized communally despite the lack of public support for the astonishing body  
of work produced over decades. This lack of support continues to this day  
despite the loss of its leader and the clear sonic evidence of its historical value to  
the evolution of jazz. The ability to withstand almost universal indifference to  
bring a message “from the universe” continues to live on.   
  
The effect of Sun Ra as a band leader on the musicians he literally housed is  
unusual. The almost monastic – often lifelong – dedication to this “jazz from the  
space age” continues to exert strong gravity upon its practitioners. His vision of  
“making music sublime enough to elevate humanity beyond Earth, to transcend  
reality” offered an alternative – and a separation from – the harsh realities of  
being black and limited by American society. The persona, the invented origins,  
the spectacle of costumes, light shows and dancers created a complete,  
alternative existence entirely unlike the big-band as business arrangement.  
  
Some of the surviving members of the Sun Ra Arkestra continue to reside in the  
same Philadelphia house more than a decade after Sun Ra’s “ascension” in 1994.  
The Arkestra is now under the direction of Marshall Allen – now 85 years old –  
who manages to tour with this large ensemble while struggling to maintain both  
the legacy of Sun Ra and the crumbling three-story row house he left behind.  
Contained within this deteriorating abode is unfathomable treasure. Marshall  
Allen continues to actively compose and advance the aesthetic of Afro-Futurism  
and Space Jazz. Beyond these works are the many effects, memorabilia and  
possessions of Sun Ra. These include cabinets and suitcases filled with original  
manuscripts – many of them never performed.   



  
While transcendent, this decaying state of Sun Ra’s legacy cannot continue  
indefinitely. Where is the will to house and study this vast archive? If there is no  
army of musicologists pouring over these scores and preserving them there  
certainly will be as the magnitude of this body of music becomes understood.  
The public and academic support needs to materialize while there is still time to  
preserve these original manuscripts.   
  
Biography  
Devin Hurd writes about intonation and improvisation at HurdAudio. He  
recently relocated to San Rafael, California where he is active in the free  
improvisation community in the Bay Area. Prior to that he has been a composer  
and sound designer in the video game business for the past fifteen years in  
Seattle, Los Angeles, Baltimore and San Francisco.  
 
Website: http://hurdaudio.blogspot.com  
 
 


