
Before listening to Nina Simone’s voice, listen to her left hand. It often moves 
with the weight and independence of a second musician, building bass lines, 
striking repeated rhythms, or creating a pattern strong enough to carry the entire 
song. Her right hand may answer with chords, sharp accents, rolling classical 
figures, or melodies that sound as though Bach has entered a blues club. Then 
the voice arrives. It is dark, low, controlled, wounded, humorous, frightening, 
tender, and sometimes deliberately rough. She does not always try to make a 
note beautiful in the conventional sense. She may delay a word until the silence 
begins hurting, place a phrase slightly behind the beat, or repeat an ordinary 
sentence until it sounds like a warning. Calling her a singer leaves out the piano. 
Calling her a pianist leaves out the storytelling. Calling her a jazz artist leaves out 
gospel, folk, blues, classical music, Broadway, soul, African traditions, and 
political speech. Nina Simone did not fit into a category because her real 
instrument was the entire performance. 

She entered the world as Eunice Kathleen Waymon on February 21, 1933, in 
Tryon, North Carolina, the sixth of eight children. Her father, John Divine 
Waymon, worked in several occupations, including barbering, dry cleaning, and 
entertainment. Her mother, Mary Kate Waymon, was a Methodist minister who 
considered secular nightclub music spiritually dangerous. Eunice began playing 
piano around age three or four and soon accompanied worship services and 
community events. Church gave her more than religious songs. It taught her how 
music can change the emotional temperature of a room, how repetition can build 
intensity, and how a musician can support a speaker without competing against 
the message. Gospel harmony would remain inside her playing even when she 
performed songs having nothing to do with church. A local English piano teacher, 
Muriel Mazzanovich, recognized that Eunice possessed unusual ability and began 
training her in European classical music. The community established a fund to 
support her education, demonstrating that her talent was never developed by 
individual will alone. Families, teachers, neighbors, Black residents, and some 
white supporters invested in a child whose future they believed could become 
larger than their town. 

At a childhood recital, Eunice’s parents were ordered to leave their front-row 
seats so white people could sit there. She refused to begin playing until her 
parents were returned to the front. The incident reveals something that would 
remain inside her for life. She wanted the discipline and beauty of classical 
music, but she refused the idea that appreciation for European composers 
required submission to white people. A segregated audience was prepared to 
praise a gifted Black child while humiliating the Black parents who had helped 



produce her. That contradiction was not unusual. American society frequently 
enjoyed Black performance while denying Black performers and families equal 
education, housing, safety, payment, and respect. Eunice learned early that 
applause could exist beside contempt. Her refusal to play was not yet an 
organized civil-rights campaign, but it contained the structure of her later 
activism: she used the performance itself as leverage, interrupted the audience’s 
comfort, and demanded that dignity be restored before entertainment continued. 
The history of her childhood home and early recital confirms that she stopped the 
program rather than silently accepting her parents’ removal. The National Trust’s 
account of her childhood preserves this early confrontation with Jim Crow. 

Classical piano was not a hobby to Eunice. She intended to become a major 
concert pianist, and she practiced with the seriousness required to enter an 
extremely competitive profession. She studied at Allen High School for Girls in 
Asheville and graduated as valedictorian. Community scholarship money then 
helped her attend the Juilliard School in New York for a period of concentrated 
study. Juilliard did not represent the completion of her dream; it was preparation 
for an audition at the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia, one of the country’s 
most selective conservatories. Her family relocated to Philadelphia expecting that 
Curtis would become the next step. When the school rejected her, the decision 
damaged more than a college plan. It struck the identity around which she and 
her supporters had organized years of sacrifice. She had been trained to believe 
that exceptional preparation could open a door, only to discover that excellence 
does not always receive a fair hearing. 

Simone maintained throughout her life that Curtis rejected her because she was 
Black. The exact motive cannot now be proved with complete certainty. Curtis 
accepted only a tiny number of pianists that year, and the institution has pointed 
to Black musicians who studied there as evidence that race was not the official 
reason. Yet the existence of a few Black students does not prove that racial bias 
could never affect another decision. Simone knew how she had played, 
understood the racial environment, and experienced the rejection as part of a 
larger pattern. What can be established is that Curtis did not admit her, the 
decision redirected her life, and she continued studying privately with Curtis 
faculty member Vladimir Sokoloff while working to pay for lessons. She did not 
respond by abandoning the piano. She accompanied voice students, taught 
music, and continued the training she had expected to receive inside the 
institution. The Smithsonian carefully states the matter as Simone herself 
understood it: she believed that race caused the rejection, and that belief 
profoundly shaped her political consciousness. The National Museum of African 
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American History and Culture places the Curtis rejection within the formation of 
her identity and activism. 

Money forced her into the profession that made her famous. During the 1950s, 
she found work playing piano at the Midtown Bar & Grill in Atlantic City. She 
intended to perform instrumental music, but the owner told her that keeping the 
job required singing. She began combining classical piano with blues, folk songs, 
popular standards, and material learned from recordings. Because her mother 
would have disapproved of nightclub work, Eunice created a stage name. “Nina” 
came from a term of affection connected to the Spanish word niña, while 
“Simone” came from French actress Simone Signoret. Nina Simone was initially a 
disguise created to protect Eunice Waymon from discovery. The disguise 
eventually became more famous than the person it was designed to conceal. 
Singing began as an employment requirement, not a childhood dream. This 
matters because her vocal style was built by a pianist. She did not merely place 
chords behind a melody. She arranged the entire structure and used her voice as 
one line inside a larger musical design. 

Her debut album, Little Girl Blue, showed how fully developed that design had 
already become. Recorded in the late 1950s for Bethlehem Records, it included “I 
Loves You, Porgy,” “Love Me or Leave Me,” “My Baby Just Cares for Me,” and the 
spiritual “Sinnerman.” “I Loves You, Porgy” became her first major hit. She sings 
it quietly, without trying to overwhelm the listener, allowing vulnerability to 
emerge through restraint. In “Love Me or Leave Me,” the piano solo reveals the 
classical musician that commercial categories tried to hide. Her hands move 
through contrapuntal ideas associated with Bach, meaning that separate musical 
lines operate independently while still forming a unified structure. A listener 
expecting a simple popular song suddenly encounters formal architecture. She 
was proving that Black popular performance and European classical technique 
did not have to live in separate rooms. 

The album also introduced her to the brutal economics of the recording business. 
Simone sold the rights connected to the Bethlehem recording for a one-time 
payment of approximately three thousand dollars. She did not understand the 
long-term value of owning a successful recording. When “My Baby Just Cares for 
Me” became an international hit decades later after appearing in a Chanel 
perfume commercial, the old contract continued affecting who received the 
money. The song had aged into a valuable asset, but the young artist who created 
the performance had surrendered her future participation. Estimates suggest that 
the agreement cost her more than a million dollars in possible royalties. The 
lesson reaches beyond music. Payment for today’s labor and ownership of 
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tomorrow’s asset are different things. A person can receive a respectable check 
while signing away the part that becomes truly valuable. Simone’s musical 
education was advanced, but she had not received equal preparation in 
copyright, master ownership, royalties, publishing, licensing, and contract 
negotiation. 

Her ability to transform existing material became one of her greatest powers. Nina 
Simone could sing someone else’s composition and make it sound as though the 
song had been waiting for her. “Feeling Good” came from a British musical, yet 
her version turned it into a declaration of physical and spiritual rebirth. She 
begins with an exposed voice before the arrangement enters, creating the sense 
that freedom has been spoken into existence before the world catches up. “I Put 
a Spell on You,” associated with Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, becomes less novelty 
and more psychological possession. “Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood” carries 
the exhaustion of a person whose anger has been noticed while the injuries 
producing it have been ignored. “Sinnerman” grows for roughly ten minutes 
through percussion, repetition, piano patterns, and rising panic. Its religious 
subject concerns a person searching for refuge from judgment, but Simone 
makes the chase feel physical. The music does not describe fear from a safe 
distance; it places fear in the room. 

Her classical training explains part of this authority. Bach taught her how 
independent lines can move together. Beethoven supplied drama, tension, and 
scale. Chopin offered color and emotional shading. Gospel taught repetition and 
spiritual intensity. Blues taught that a small number of notes can carry 
generations of experience. Folk music showed how a story can survive without 
expensive production. Jazz gave her room to reshape time and harmony in the 
moment. She combined these traditions without treating one as naturally 
superior. When the music industry called her a jazz singer or the “High Priestess 
of Soul,” the labels helped sell records but reduced the range of her knowledge. 
Simone preferred to think in terms such as Black classical music. She was not 
claiming that European concert music was Black. She was insisting that Black 
musicians possessed classical traditions of their own and had the right to absorb 
European forms without surrendering cultural identity. The Rock & Roll Hall of 
Fame eventually honored precisely this boundary-crossing ability, describing her 
as a classically trained virtuoso who fused music with activism. The Rock Hall’s 
account of her work recognizes that her sound cannot be contained inside one 
commercial genre. 

Her stage presence came from the same demand for seriousness. Simone 
expected an audience to listen. People talking loudly, arriving carelessly, making 
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requests at the wrong moment, or treating the performance as background noise 
could feel her anger. Sometimes she stopped, corrected the room, or left the 
stage. Part of this came from classical recital culture, where silence and 
concentration are expected. Part came from her understanding that the music 
was carrying something more important than a nightclub atmosphere. Part also 
came from insecurity, exhaustion, illness, and an intense need to control a space 
in which she had often been treated as a product. Her concerts could become 
transcendent when performer and audience met at the same level of attention. 
They could also become uncomfortable or collapse when she felt disrespected. 
“Difficult” became a word frequently attached to her, as it has been attached to 
many women—especially Black women—who refuse constant pleasantness. Yet 
not every outburst was a misunderstood act of strength. Some behavior was 
genuinely harmful, and separating justified demands from destructive conduct is 
necessary for understanding her honestly. 

In 1961, Simone married Andrew Stroud, a New York police detective who became 
her manager. Their daughter, Lisa Celeste Stroud, was born in 1962. Stroud 
brought business organization to Simone’s career, pushed her toward constant 
work, and helped turn her into a highly productive recording and touring artist. 
He was also physically and psychologically abusive. Simone later described 
being beaten, controlled, and worked as though her value rested in continuous 
performance. The relationship joined financial management, marriage, artistic 
direction, and physical power in one man, making escape more complicated. 
When the person arranging the contracts and income is also the spouse causing 
fear, professional and personal dependence reinforce each other. Simone’s 
growing fame did not protect her inside the home. Public power and private 
safety are not the same possession. 

During this period she entered a circle of Black writers, organizers, musicians, 
and thinkers who sharpened her political consciousness. James Baldwin, 
Langston Hughes, Lorraine Hansberry, Stokely Carmichael, Miriam Makeba, 
Malcolm X’s family, and other figures existed within or near her social world. 
Hansberry became especially important. Their conversations concerned history, 
colonialism, revolution, race, freedom, and the condition of Black people. 
Hansberry had written A Raisin in the Sun, but she was not satisfied with being 
remembered merely as a successful playwright. She was a serious political 
thinker who challenged racism, sexism, colonialism, and economic exploitation. 
Simone had already experienced segregation and discrimination, but these 
relationships gave her a broader language for connecting personal wounds to 
political systems. The artist who had once tried to remain outside organized 
politics began asking whether silence was itself a political choice. 



The breaking point came in 1963. White supremacist violence killed civil-rights 
organizer Medgar Evers in Mississippi. Months later, members of the Ku Klux 
Klan bombed Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, killing Addie Mae 
Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia Wesley. Simone’s first 
impulse was reportedly to build a weapon. Her husband redirected her toward 
music, telling her that she was a musician. She sat at the piano and wrote 
“Mississippi Goddam” in a rush. The title violated the polite language expected 
from Black entertainers, especially a Black woman performing before mixed 
audiences. The word was not used for cheap shock. It communicated that 
ordinary language had become inadequate for murdered children, assassinated 
organizers, bombed churches, and demands that Black people continue waiting 
patiently. 

The musical design makes “Mississippi Goddam” more dangerous than a slow 
funeral song would have been. It begins with the brightness and forward motion 
of a Broadway show tune. The audience can initially smile and settle into the 
rhythm. Simone then uses that comfortable form to carry an accusation. She 
attacks the repeated command to move gradually, exposing “go slow” as a 
demand that Black people continue suffering so white people will not feel rushed. 
The cheerful surface prevents listeners from placing racial violence safely in the 
category of distant tragedy. The music moves, jokes, and entertains while the 
words remove every hiding place. Southern radio stations refused to play it; 
promotional records were reportedly returned broken. Simone understood that 
the song hurt her commercial career, but she continued performing and updating 
it as new racial violence occurred. The Library of Congress later called it one of 
the most vital recordings to emerge from the Civil Rights era and selected it for 
the National Recording Registry. The Library of Congress’ recording history 
connects the song directly to Evers’s murder and the Birmingham bombing. 

“Four Women” approached racism from inside Black womanhood. The song 
presents four characters: Aunt Sarah, Saffronia, Sweet Thing, and Peaches. They 
are not simply four individuals. Each carries a history imposed upon Black 
women. Aunt Sarah represents the dark-skinned woman expected to endure 
endless labor and pain. Saffronia, the light-skinned daughter of sexual violence 
by a white man, exists between racial categories without being protected by 
either. Sweet Thing survives through sexuality in a society that treats her body as 
available while condemning her for using what the society has already exploited. 
Peaches arrives with anger produced by generations of inherited injury. The 
names resemble stereotypes, but Simone uses them to expose what stereotypes 
hide. She shows how slavery, rape, colorism, labor, sexual exploitation, and the 
demand for obedience shape the identities available to Black women. The final 
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explosion of Peaches’s name does not create the “angry Black woman.” It reveals 
the history underneath the anger. 

Simone did not write only from rage. “To Be Young, Gifted and Black,” created 
with musician Weldon Irvine after Lorraine Hansberry’s death, spoke directly to 
Black children. It did not ask them to become gifted; it recognized gifts already 
present in children living under institutions that might refuse to see them. Aretha 
Franklin and Donny Hathaway later recorded versions, helping the song move 
through schools, homes, community programs, and the wider freedom 
movement. “Backlash Blues” used words by Langston Hughes to answer political 
reaction against Black advancement. Her performance of Billy Taylor’s “I Wish I 
Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free” made freedom sound both joyful and 
painfully unfinished. “Pirate Jenny,” taken from The Threepenny Opera, became 
in Simone’s hands a fantasy in which a disregarded servant watches power 
reverse itself. “Why? (The King of Love Is Dead),” written by her bassist Gene 
Taylor after Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, was performed only days after 
his death. Simone was not merely recording songs about historical events after 
the danger had passed. She was processing history while people were still 
bleeding from it. 

Her political position did not fit neatly inside the language of nonviolence. 
Simone respected Martin Luther King Jr.’s importance but felt closer to the 
militancy of Malcolm X and Black Power. She believed Black people had the right 
to defend themselves and sometimes spoke of revolution in language that 
frightened moderate supporters. Her anger was not an abstract hatred of every 
white individual. White teachers, musicians, collaborators, and supporters were 
part of her life, including guitarist Al Schackman, one of her most trusted musical 
partners. Her target was white supremacy, although her language could become 
sweeping and incendiary. She was unwilling to make oppression sound gentle so 
that outsiders could feel morally comfortable. This created a difficult question 
around political art: must an oppressed artist translate pain into language 
acceptable to the people benefiting from the system? Simone’s answer was 
usually no. 

That refusal carried a cost. Some stations boycotted her music, promoters 
viewed her as risky, and sections of the record industry treated her politics as an 
obstacle. Black entertainers were expected to be grateful for access, not use the 
stage to accuse the nation providing it. Simone rejected that bargain. She also 
withheld federal taxes, saying she would not help finance the Vietnam War, which 
contributed to legal and financial trouble. By the early 1970s, her marriage was 
ending, the organized freedom movement had been damaged by assassinations 



and government repression, and her career had become unstable. She left the 
United States and lived at different times in Barbados, Liberia, Switzerland, the 
Netherlands, and France. Leaving was partly escape from legal and financial 
problems, partly a search for freedom, and partly an attempt to live somewhere 
Blackness did not carry the exact American burden she had known. 

Liberia gave her a powerful experience of Africa, although it did not permanently 
solve her problems. She experienced social freedom, friendships, nightlife, and 
relief from the constant demand to represent Black America before white 
audiences. Yet she also faced financial disorder, career disruption, unstable 
relationships, and separation from her daughter. Europe later gave her smaller 
stages and periods of relative anonymity. The old recording “My Baby Just Cares 
for Me” unexpectedly revived her career in 1987 after its use in a Chanel 
advertisement. A light song recorded before her political transformation 
introduced her to a generation that might not have known the woman behind 
“Mississippi Goddam.” The revival was commercially valuable but also ironic. 
The industry could comfortably sell her elegant romance while remaining less 
eager to confront her political anger. 

Nina Simone lived for years with serious mental-health problems that were not 
properly diagnosed until the 1980s. Bipolar disorder is now considered the 
strongest explanation for her periods of severe depression, agitation, grandiosity, 
impulsive behavior, and instability. Racism, professional exploitation, domestic 
violence, exhaustion, isolation, and financial conflict intensified the pressure, but 
none alone explains everything. Illness should not be romanticized as the secret 
source of her talent. Her musicianship came from ability, education, practice, 
intelligence, and artistic judgment. Mental illness disrupted that work as often as 
it fueled emotional intensity. Treatment helped create periods of stability, 
although medication also brought difficult side effects. The New Yorker’s 
examination of her life notes that the full history emerged slowly and that bipolar 
disorder remains the most persuasive modern understanding of her condition. 

The illness also cannot be used to erase people she harmed. Simone admitted 
firing a gun at a record executive whom she believed had stolen royalties. In 
France she injured a neighbor’s son with an air gun after being disturbed while 
practicing. Friends described threatening and destructive incidents. Most 
painfully, Lisa Simone has spoken about suffering physical and emotional abuse 
from her mother and eventually leaving to live with her father. Nina had been 
abused by Andrew Stroud, but being harmed does not grant permission to pass 
harm downward. Bipolar disorder supplies context, not innocence. Lisa’s 
testimony matters because famous parents are often protected by public 
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admiration while their children are expected to carry the private truth quietly. Lisa 
later reconciled with aspects of her mother’s memory and helped preserve her 
artistic legacy, but love does not require denying fear. Lisa Simone’s account 
confronts both the mother she loved and the abuse she survived. 

Simone’s influence continued expanding after her recording career slowed. 
Artists across rock, soul, R&B, folk, jazz, electronic music, and hip-hop 
discovered that her performances carried emotional material ready to be 
reinterpreted. Her recordings have been sampled by Kanye West, Jay-Z, 
Common, and many others. Sampling her voice is powerful because a few 
seconds can bring an entire historical atmosphere into a new record. When a 
producer uses Simone, the sample may carry civil-rights struggle, classical 
discipline, Black womanhood, exile, anger, elegance, and spiritual longing before 
the new artist says a word. Yet sampling also returns to the business questions 
that troubled her career. Who owns the master? Who controls publishing? Who 
approves the license? Who receives payment when a dead artist’s voice 
generates new money? Cultural respect must be joined to legal and financial 
respect or admiration becomes another form of extraction. 

Nina Simone died from breast cancer at her home in Carry-le-Rouet, France, on 
April 21, 2003. She was seventy. Just days before her death, she learned that the 
Curtis Institute would honor her for her contribution to music. The recognition 
carried obvious emotional weight, but it could not return the classical career she 
believed had been taken from her. An honorary award at the end of life is not 
equal to institutional access when a young person is prepared to use it. Curtis’s 
original motive remains disputed, so the later honor should not be falsely 
described as a proven confession of racial discrimination. It was still a 
remarkable acknowledgment that the rejected applicant had created an artistic 
body larger than the category into which any conservatory might have placed her. 
Her official estate records that the award recognized her contribution to the art of 
music. Nina Simone’s official history describes the Curtis honor and the fact that 
she learned of it shortly before her death. 

Her life resists the clean shape often imposed upon important people. The child 
prodigy became a nightclub singer because a conservatory door closed. The 
nightclub singer carried Bach into popular music. The successful artist signed 
away valuable rights. The abused wife became capable of abusing her own child. 
The woman living with mental illness produced work of extraordinary intellectual 
control. The freedom singer sometimes frightened allies with revolutionary 
language. The American artist had to leave America to find breathing room, yet 
American history never left her music. She could express Black beauty without 
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hiding Black rage, and she could sing tenderness without pretending tenderness 
was all she contained. Nina Simone’s greatness rests not in being easy to admire, 
but in making it impossible to hear freedom, pain, beauty, anger, and 
responsibility as separate subjects. 

 

 


