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Foreword by Nas

Many musicians were born. Miles was lightning that hit the planet on May 26, 1926.
His sound—pure, harmonic human expression—is timeless. Since I first heard 

his name in someone’s mouth, wonder and admiration surrounded it. The first time 
his music hit my ears, it felt like it belonged in the background of my life. The first 
time I saw him in a picture or on TV, it made sense to me that he would seem 
perfectly as black as the solar system, with a clear December midnight skin tone.

Miles had won the world over before I got here. My mother and father shared 
a common appreciation for real music. My father, being a musician himself with a 
deep respect for Mr. Davis’s music, was most likely the one who introduced me to 
one of the world’s most fearless artists.

I later grew into all his music. It took me a while to understand what jazz was. 
I was too young, and my music of choice was hip-hop and popular eighties hits. 
But through the years I found Miles again, particularly his masterpiece album 
Kind of Blue.

Miles and hip-hop share the same blood, sweat, and tears. The same struggles 
and triumphs. Hip-hop is heavily influenced by jazz music. It’s our roots. So many 
of our biggest songs have jazz samples in them.

Hip-hop and Miles are both innovative and extremely bold. Learning about 
his personal life was a whole different experience. His journey reflected the times 
and different eras he lived through. He faced discrimination head-on. He got 
bloody and received scars, but he kicked his elegant shoes through racism like it 
was trash on the streets.

When he was sharing his light with emerging giants it was something to 
witness. He had those artists play in his band and gave them the spotlight at his 
shows. Onstage, Miles would sometimes turn to face his band, leaving the audience 
with incredulous expressions while his back faced the crowd. That makes me laugh 
every time I see it.

There are many highs and lows in the shark-infested entertainment business, 
and they weigh on artists in ways most wouldn’t imagine. But Miles made sure to 
preserve his soul. Some days were harder than others, and some of his pain was 
self-inflicted. He didn’t pretend to be something he wasn’t. He spoke his mind to 
whomever, whenever.

I sometimes ask myself, “How did he casually make music that made the world 
a better place to live in?” He’s my go-to when I want to chill. When I want to feel 
safe. He felt free to make the music he wanted to make. We can still learn a lot 
from him through his music, as well as his classic memoir.
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4 F o r e w o r d

In Miles he manages to tell his story in an entirely new way, and his book is a 
thrilling and revealing experience, just like his music. It is always cool to see fur-
ther into his work and life. Miles was a once-in-a-lifetime talent who teaches us 
something new with every listen.

Nasir bin Olu Dara Jones, 2026
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Foreword by Hanif Abdurraqib

When I close my eyes, even decades later, I can see the photo. I found the magazine 
it was in when I was nine years old, flipping through a pile of old Black music mags 
my dad had stashed in our basement. My introduction to Miles Davis did not include 
or involve his actual face in any way. In the photo, a horn is the star of the show, 
but not just any horn. Miles is halfway out of the frame, though you can see his 
legs, crossed, mostly covered in a pair of gold pants. His brown legs are not exactly 
protruding from the pants as much as it looks like a seamless gradient of gold to 
brown. Resting across his legs is the horn. It is red, ornamented with gold accents, 
including his name, engraved in crisp gold cursive, angling toward the bell. I had seen 
trumpets before, but most of them were on the black-and-white or monochromatic 
record covers in my father’s collection. This photo seduced me into a fantasy of the 
trumpet unlocking my own pathway to cool. I wanted to be as good of a player as 
Miles Davis, whom I hadn’t seen or heard before, but I knew he had to be good to 
have a horn that cool, to have an instrument stamped with his own name.

I was a bad trumpet player because I refused to practice. I thought the in-
strument itself would do the work I didn’t want to do on my own. It’s all work. 
You don’t just get the spoils. I like a musician who looks like they’re working on a 
stage. The first time I saw a video of Miles Davis playing anything, it was because 
my music teacher, who my father paid money to make me good at an instrument 
I mostly wanted to wear like an accessory, told me one day you just gotta SEE it, 
man. You gotta REALLY see it. And so he put on this grainy VHS of Miles Davis 
performing in Copenhagen, and when the static retreated, there was Miles, in a 
fluorescent jacket, playing a dark-colored horn. What I loved most was watching 
the sweat emerge on his temples, even though he was barely moving, only swaying 
back and forth, or drifting into a deep lean when pushing a prolonged note out of 
the horn. And yet, there was sweat that seemed to arrive not on the wings of urgent 
movement, but, instead, of deep focus.

I didn’t become any better at the trumpet and eventually abandoned it, but 
I remember thinking of how correct my music teacher was, in that moment, to 
suggest that you have to know what it was, and what it takes. You have to see what 
it is to earn a belief in the limitlessness of your own abilities.

Miles was an artist awash in contradictions—the ones that exist off the stage 
and beyond the music are well worn, and many of them come alive in this very book. 
But I think his musical contradictions are the more appealing part of his story. He 
was talented and ambitious, and much of his dreaming involved bringing music that 
was challenging to the masses, charging it with an excitement and adventurousness. 
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6 F o r e w o r d

But he was also someone who rankled critics, who, even in appreciating his abilities 
as a bandleader and innovator, pushed back on what they heard as missed notes, or 
half-valving leading to notes being fractured with air. There were those who would 
suggest that Davis was a musician with ideas that outpaced his ability to effectively 
execute them in performance.

I have always heard something different. In poetry workshops I urge readers to 
assume intention. Do not be so bold to define a mistake on behalf of another artist. 
Assume, instead, that this is a person who has built their voice with real clarity of 
thought and action, even if it evades some of the more proper notions of form that 
others may be used to. All the things I love about Miles’s playing have to do with 
the uniqueness of his sound, which he established through, among other things, 
knowing that he might be misunderstood by those who would assume he wasn’t 
skilled enough to fulfill his ambitions to the level that they imagined them being 
executed to. Miles would split notes, bend pitches, turn sharp corners without 
warning. And yet, he’s one of the most consistent bandleaders you can find. In all 
the years, with all the different players he’d have behind him, Miles’s playing rarely 
changed, which I believe is the most generous way to lead a band. Establish yourself 
as the known entity, unpredictable as you may be, and let everyone else keep up. It’s 
like watching two different planets, spinning through a dark ecosystem, brushing 
up against each other once in a while.

In that Copenhagen performance, the manifestation of the focus, the labor, the 
sweat on the temples, is that the trumpet is given a real voice. The tones are rounded 
and alive with warm colors. It feels as though the trumpet itself is charged with the 
ability to speak. Not with language, exactly, but a voice. Like the horn, too, is fighting 
to be clearly understood in a world that is used to hearing it only one single way.

And it’s not easy to do. I laugh now thinking that it ever was.
This is a book that is, by definition, a memoir, but it is also, largely, a collection 

of stories, which are at times riveting, at times illuminating, at times humorous. It 
is a portrait of Miles Davis as a full person, beyond the reductions that were thrust 
upon him for much of his life and career.

I sometimes find myself reading books like this, musicians writing about them-
selves, and delighting in the storytelling, and the personal histories, but foolishly 
seeking some kind of information about how to replicate their individual brilliance, 
so that I might understand how someone could possibly do what Miles Davis did. 
But even if there were step-by-step instructions, it wouldn’t be enough. You have 
to see it. You really have to see it.

Hanif Abdurraqib, 2026
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