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the Society for American Music 3, no. 1 (February 2009): 47–66; Ryan Bañagale, Arranging 
Gershwin: Rhapsody in Blue and the Creation of an American Icon (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014).

 3. Jack Gottlieb, Bernstein’s longtime personal assistant and later a highly regarded Bern-
stein scholar, first identified the “faith motive.” See Jack Gottlieb, “Symbols of Faith in 
the Music of Leonard Bernstein,” Musical Quarterly 66, no. 2 (April 1980): 287–295.

 4. This piece began life as East Side Story, about the love affair between a Jewish Juliet and a 
Catholic Romeo during the intersection of Passover and Easter.

Ornette Coleman: The Territory and the Adventure. By Maria Golia. London: Reak-
tion Books, 2020.

In the wake of Ornette Coleman’s death on June 11, 2015, obituaries and tributes 
streamed in not just from the usual jazz-affiliated outlets, but from across the geo-
graphic and cultural spectrum: from Sweden’s Svenska Dagbladet and Japan’s Yomiuri 
Shimbun, from Le Monde and Libération in France, and from visual artists, punk 
icons, critics, and intellectuals of every stripe. Among the speakers and performers 
at Coleman’s funeral service later that month were sculptor Melvin Edwards, poets 
Steve Dalachinsky and Felipe Luciano, Yoko Ono, tap dancer Savion Glover, the 
Master Musicians of Jajouka, and an array of luminaries from jazz and creative music 
including Cecil Taylor, Pharoah Sanders, Henry Threadgill, and Jack DeJohnette, 
to name just a few. Coleman’s influence has extended beyond the boundaries of the 
free jazz genre to which he helped give name and shape. Even in a milieu where 
genre was regarded skeptically and cross-media collaboration was the norm, Cole-
man maintained a singular commitment to challenging any limitations of medium, 
category, or identity imposed upon him.
 Coleman’s status as a larger-than-life icon has tended to eclipse the soft-spoken, 
often enigmatic artist himself. Opposing this tendency is Maria Golia’s wide-ranging 
new biography, Ornette Coleman: The Territory and the Adventure. One of the book’s 
virtues lies in its foregrounding of Coleman’s own voice and the voices of his con-
temporaries, with ample quotations throughout, many drawn from the author’s own 
interviews. From the outset, Golia tells us that the book represents “more a compendium 
than a comprehensive biography or technical analysis.” This is just as well, as the two 
most substantial precedents to Golia’s project, John Litweiler’s Ornette Coleman: A 
Harmolodic Life (1992) and Peter Niklas Wilson’s Ornette Coleman: His Life and Music 
(1999), cover that terrain fairly well. Neither of those earlier books, however, has much 
to say about Coleman’s career after 1980, a thirty-five-year span encompassing some 
of his richest recorded output, including Song X, In All Languages, and the live album 
Sound Grammar, for which he won the Pulitzer Prize. The omission of what (now) 
constitutes half of Coleman’s career is reason enough for a new Coleman biography.
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 By now, the basic arc of Coleman’s career has cohered into a well-worn narra-
tive: his journey from Texas to the Five Spot in New York City by way of Los Angeles 
and New Orleans; his perseverance in the face of the hostile and sometimes violent 
reactions his music elicited from critics, audience members, and other musicians; and 
his eventual globe-spanning success as an icon of the jazz avant-garde. Golia’s account 
more or less conforms to this chronology, and she divides the book into four sections. 
The first examines Coleman’s early years in Fort Worth, Texas; the second focuses on 
his 1959 Five Spot residency as both a career- and genre-defining event; the third traces 
his subsequent trajectory and the many collaborators he worked with along the way; 
the fourth delves into Coleman’s later career, giving particular attention to his ongoing 
engagement with the arts venue Caravan of Dreams in his hometown of Fort Worth. 
Golia herself worked at Caravan of Dreams, which provided part of the impetus for 
writing the book. The text is richest at the points where Coleman’s life intersects with 
Golia’s own, though Golia refrains from inserting herself into the narrative until the 
epilogue.
 Throughout the book, Golia invokes the notion of “scenius,” a portmanteau 
(“scene” combined with “genius”) coined by Brian Eno to describe an understanding 
of genius that is communal rather than individual. The result of this approach is a book 
that is as much prosopography as biography, drawing extensively from Coleman’s many 
collaborators, and in the process making a claim about the fundamentally community-
oriented nature of Coleman’s practice. We hear from a wide array of Coleman’s contem-
poraries, especially those with roots in Fort Worth, including Dewey Redman, Ronald 
Shannon Jackson, Charles Moffet, and Bobby Bradford. Golia quotes liberally from 
the press as well, drawing upon numerous accounts of the controversy surrounding 
Coleman’s Five Spot debut. The cumulative effect is that of a chorus of stichomythi-
cally interwoven voices, all testifying to Coleman’s influence while also complicating 
received narratives with their own overlapping or conflicting remembrances.
 This collectivist approach allows Golia to pay overdue attention to several 
important women in Coleman’s life, among them such collaborators as pianist Geri 
Allen, filmmaker Shirley Clarke, and artists Kathelin Gray and Yoko Ono, as well as 
his older sister Trudenza, who shaped his early career in music. Most central to the 
book is the poet, theater director, and civil rights activist Jayne Cortez, Coleman’s 
former partner and continual interlocutor, with whom he had a son, Denardo. 
Denardo Coleman features prominently both as a musician in his own right and as 
the foremost living steward of his father’s legacy and estate.
 In her attempt to capture the context out of which Coleman emerged, Golia also 
emphasizes the importance of place, particularly Fort Worth. It is here that the author’s 
background in travel writing becomes apparent (her previous books include Cairo: City 
of Sand and Photography and Egypt). The first chapter begins not with Coleman’s birth, 
but with a rhapsodic evocation of Texas history and mythology, cataloging “the torpor 
of its blazing summers . . . the spare, languidly cadenced dialect, the parched brush 
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sprouting along roads, the wide-brimmed ten-gallon hats favored by inhabitants, the 
sound of crickets at night, the buzz of flies in the daytime.” Coleman himself hardly 
appears in the first fifty-five pages. She later quotes Coleman as saying, “When you hear 
me, you probably hear everything I’ve heard since I was a kid.” Golia appears to take 
this as a mandate, delivering an extensively researched account of the radio program-
ming and local music scene in the Fort Worth of Coleman’s youth. Though a casual 
reader may find all of this background excessive, it represents one of the most original 
components of the book and seems to me to represent an important contribution to 
Coleman scholarship, which remains largely New York centric.
 As the book progresses, Coleman himself comes increasingly to the fore, and 
we are (re)acquainted with his voice. The book is filled with Coleman’s alternately 
playful and obscure aphorisms, koan-like puzzles such as: “In a society where what 
you do becomes known and you become known as a celebrity, the male has two 
choices: to be a celebrity or to afford being with celebrities. The people in between 
only read a lot.” Golia draws out insights from Coleman’s statements while carefully 
refraining from claiming to speak for him. Nowhere is this more evident than in her 
portrayal of Coleman’s complex, seemingly mutable theory of harmolodics, which 
she treats with admirable clarity. This “singularly opaque” theory, for which Cole-
man invented a fluid and frequently shifting lexicon, has been the subject of much 
attention and controversy. Golia wisely demurs from trying to reduce harmolodics 
to a single definition, instead positioning it as part of Coleman’s ongoing practice 
of experimentation, an open and encompassing process rather than a closed system.
 The final chapter is dominated by the events surrounding Ornette Coleman’s 
1983 residency at Fort Worth’s Caravan of Dreams. Within the structure of the book, 
the Fort Worth residency is positioned as a kind of mid-career foil to the 1959 Five 
Spot residency, a chance for Coleman to return to his hometown, take stock of all 
he had accomplished, and engage in some much-deserved retrospection. The results 
of this residency were documented to interesting if eccentric effect in Ornette: Made 
in America, a documentary that attempts to filmically emulate Coleman’s musical 
grammar, replete with jump cuts and other avant-garde cinematic techniques. Golia’s 
account largely parallels what is documented there, but provides a measure of coher-
ence missing from the film.
 Golia’s book is scholarly and well researched, but it is not written exclusively 
or even primarily for academics and should be welcomed by fans and general reader-
ship. There is little that is technical or music-theoretical here. The book lacks musical 
transcriptions or the kinds of close engagement with particular works one might 
expect to find in a conventional musicological account.1 More curiously, Coleman’s 
recorded output is rarely referenced, with the emphasis placed almost exclusively on 
biography and live performance.
 Golia is clearly enamored of her subject, occasionally to a fault. Though her 
quotes from others are well chosen and show the reach of Coleman’s influence, at 
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times they become tedious in their repetitive extolling of Coleman’s genius. There 
are also times when one might wish for a deeper theoretical treatment of particular 
subjects. At one point, Golia describes Coleman’s sound as characterized by an “un-
mistakable authenticity,” a term that appears starkly naked without the scare quotes 
that most academics would reflexively affix to it. She rather cursorily mentions Cole-
man’s ambivalent relationship to prevailing gender norms and his professed desire 
to castrate himself, which would seem to merit further comment.2 Generally, she 
seems reluctant to wade into potential controversy, an uneasy task with a subject as 
controversial as Coleman.
 Most of these minor criticisms have in fact been preempted by the author 
herself, who sets out eloquently in the introduction not only what the book attempts 
to achieve but also what it does not: namely, to serve as a comprehensive scholarly 
reference. Whatever its omissions (inevitable in a book of such scope), Golia has 
given us a thoughtful and eminently readable account of a monumental artist.
 Ornette Coleman: The Territory and the Adventure contributes to an ever-growing 
body of scholarship and writing on a lionized but perpetually controversial figure 
and will hopefully catalyze further interest in Coleman, particularly the second half 
of his career. By virtue of the artist’s expansive artistic range and outsize influence, 
Coleman scholarship is now able to encompass or intersect with a broad range of 
fields, from performance studies to organization management.3 Golia, however, makes 
a persuasive case for not losing sight of the man himself, his music, his community, 
and his words, from which she derived the book’s title: “The theme you play at the 
start of the number is the territory. And what comes after, which may have very little 
to do with it, is the adventure.” Golia covers the territory well, but the adventure is 
ongoing.

MARK MAHONEY

Notes

 1. Coleman transcriptions can be found, among numerous other places, in Gunther 
Schuller’s A Collection of the Compositions of Ornette Coleman, Ekkehard Jost’s Free Jazz, 
Stephen Rush’s Free Jazz, Harmolodics, and Ornette Coleman, and P. N. Wilson’s Ornette 
Coleman: His Life and Music.

 2. On the topic of Coleman and gender, see David Ake, “Re-Masculating Jazz: Ornette 
Coleman, ‘Lonely Woman,’ and the New York Jazz Scene in the Late 1950s,” American 
Music 16, no. 1 (1998): 25–44.

 3. See Martyn Griffin, Michael Humphreys, and Mark Learmonth, “Doing Free Jazz and 
Free Organizations, ‘A Certain Experience of the Impossible’? Ornette Coleman Encoun-
ters Jacques Derrida,” Journal of Management Inquiry 24, no. 1 (2015): 25–35.
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