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Jazz as Utopian Resistance: The Ecological and Social Vision of Sumi Tonooka and Sarah 
Wilson 

In a *me of intersec*ng crises, star*ng from the economic crisis and worsening social 
fragmenta*on, the need to adapt to climate change, the pandemic and the extreme 
capitaliza*on of art, the crea*ve process some*mes goes through its own crisis of 
introversion. And this despite the con*nuous development of technological musical 
applica*ons of networking, streaming, etc. which has led to unprecedented levels of 
produc*vity. Of course, denuncia*on and an*-systemicity have always been at the core of 
musical thema*cs, clearly where there is resigna*on, solidarity usually develops by contrast, 
but the transla*on of the climate of pessimism into ever-increasing cynicism and narcissism 
is at the same *me heartbreaking. 

In this context, jazz's .. smurf village of spontaneous collabora*ons and par*cipatory 
improvisa*on can perhaps be seen as the necessary counterpoint to nega*vity. Even the 
anarchic paratonalisms of the "apocalyp*c" sound of Keiji Haino, Peter Brötzmann, etc. as a 
vehicle for expressing human aliena*on, or the hazy marching purposes of the Dale Cooper 
Quartet & The Dictaphones, to take the darkest and most introspec*ve cases, look more like 
prac*ces of libera*on and balancing forces of destruc*on - crea*on than withdrawal, much 
less defea*sm. Keeping the propor*ons in mind, jazz does listen to today's challenges, 
ponders and reacts, but it does not give up. 

In an overextension of this (comfor*ng) assump*on, two American composers, pianist Sumi 
Tonooka and trumpeter Sarah Wilson, propose a reformula*on of jazz’s role of 
“responsibility” in the face of generalized despair. With their albums this year, Under the 
Surface and Incandescence respec*vely, they take it to the extreme and adopt approaches of 
utopian resistance to the difficulty of the *mes. Through ecological interdependence 
(Tonooka) and collec*ve joy (Wilson), the two composers see jazz beyond an aesthe*c 
proposi*on as a moral prac*ce. The observa*ons that follow for each album are not aimed 
so much at an ar*s*c evalua*on in the form of a record review, as at highligh*ng this 
common theme; a crea*ve rebellion that transforms jazz into a tool for vision. 

Sumi Tonooka, Alchemy Sound Project - “Under The Surface”: The Ecological Jazz of 
Mutualism 

With Under the Surface, Sumi Tonooka adopts an anthropocentric view of ecosystem 
degrada*on, which nevertheless presupposes the mutual support of all species, transla*ng 
ecological values into music. In the album notes, she refers to the “communica*on” of trees 
through their mycorrhizal networks, a reference to Suzanne Simard’s “Wood Wide Web” 
research and the theory of “intelligent” self-preserva*on of forests through mutual support. 
Obviously, Tonooka does not take a posi*on on Simard’s scien*fic validity, but uses it as a 
metaphor for human symbiosis in the logic that “people need each other and must 
cooperate to survive and prosper, like trees.” 

And that's exactly how the Alchemy Sound Project works, an intergenera*onal community of 
musicians based on individual ini*a*ve and shared values. Tonooka is joined by Erica Lindsay 
(tenor saxophone), Samantha Boshnack (saxophone), Michael Ventoso (trombone) and Salim 



Washington (tenor saxophone, clarinet, flute) as well as Gregg August (double bass) and 
Johnathan Blake (drums). The philosophy of the emo*onal intelligence of forests is also 
applied to the composi*ons of the album, with circular logic mo*fs on the piano intertwining 
to mimic the mycorrhizal connec*vity of trees and fluctua*ons in harmonic intensi*es to 
refer to the fragility of threatened ecosystems. The mood shics in the 11-minute “Interval 
Haiku” are characteris*c, for example, where the opening brass discords give way to lively, 
almost swing-like, piano parts. 

Aligned with contemporary cri*cal readings of jazz, such as ethnomusicologist David Borgo’s 
“Sync Or Swarm,” Sumi Tonooka proposes a new approach to improvisa*on and composi*on 
as metaphors for the symbio*c resilience of humans and ecosystems as the only solu*on for 
survival. 

Sarah Wilson - “Incandescence”: The incandescent jazz of collec*vity and joy 

While Tonooka draws inspira*on from the forests, Wilson focuses on mobilizing human 
solidarity. Moving across a broad expressive spectrum between blinding polish and absolute 
roughness, the trumpeter draws inspira*on from the visual arts (especially the work of 
Thomas Reinhold) and tradi*onal New Orleans brass bands of the early 20th century to 
reintroduce us to the general principle that music can be primarily joy. Beyond the self-
explanatory “Music Appears To Stand S*ll,” her trumpet ocen leads musical lines that seem 
to defy gravity, such as the “ascending” mo*fs of the literally fully unfolding “Fully 
Unfolding.” 

The album seems to explore the quality of “fiery glow” both literally, by placing the bright 
sound frequencies of brass instruments in the foreground, and metaphorically as a hea*ng 
source and driving force of communi*es and collec*ves. All of this does not move within a 
theore*cal interpre*ve framework of Incandescence. On the contrary, they are expressed as 
a poli*cal choice by Wilson, who also runs Brass Tonic, a sextet with women at the forefront 
of the wind instruments, a par*cularly rare condi*on in the male-dominated environment of 
brass bands. Of course, Wilson has a long history of poli*cal and social ac*on. The 
founda*ons for Brass Tonic date back twenty years ago when she collaborated with 
Himalayas, the musical protest plaiorm of drummer Kenny Wollesen, or even earlier when 
she toured with the poli*cally radical community theater Bread & Puppet Theater. 

Here we hear her on trumpet alongside Kasey Knudsen (alto saxophone), Mara Fox 
(trombone), John Schoj (guitar), Lisa Mezzacappa (double bass), Jon Arkin and Tim Bulkley 
both on drums. By challenging the gender imbalances of the jazz hierarchy in an idiom that is 
among the most guarded by tradi*onal patriarchal structures, Sarah Wilson’s work also 
func*ons as a complement to the work of musicologist and historian Sherrie Tucker, who has 
studied feminist perspec*ves on New Orleans jazz in depth, and proposes the utopian 
resistance of euphoric brilliance as a neutralizing force of contemporary nega*vity. 

Intersec*ons: Jazz’s Utopian Impulse through Ecocri*cism and Collec*ve Solidarity 

Despite their seemingly different star*ng points, the perspec*ves of Sumi Tonooka and Sarah 
Wilson converge in proposing altruis*c approaches as a resistance to contemporary 
neoliberal individualist doctrine. Through Tonooka’s tree-centric metaphors and Wilson’s 
poli*cs of communalism, a unified sonic vision of coexistence is developed not as a 
theore*cal desire and hope but prac*cally speaking as a survival strategy. This trend is also 
observed more generally in feminist pockets of contemporary jazz, e.g. with the problema*c 
of environmental and social jus*ce of Nicole Mitchell and Terri Lyne Carrington or the 
collabora*on of Angel Bat Dawid and Naima Nefertari. In this sense, the associa*on of 



Tonooka and Wilson is also made as a response to the usual simplis*c narra*ves about 
women in jazz without any other contribu*on than the gender dimension itself. Having 
fortunately avoided the trap of wishful thinking and the easy solu*on of apoli*cal euphoria, 
Sumi Tonooka and Sarah Wilson, with their work this year, take on the roles of sound 
theorists and use jazz as a tool for analyzing contemporary social crises. Two carriers of 
ra*onal op*mism, evidence of jazz's unique ability to sound reality and its unimaginable 
alterna*ves. 






