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Urban Decline and the Turn to Communitarianism
During the last phase of  the Great Migration, from 1950 to 1965, Chi-
cago’s black population doubled from 14 to 28 percent of  the total; in 
1965, Chicago’s African American population topped one million for 
the fi rst time. In the heyday of  the Cotton Club, Bronzeville’s musical 
center was 63rd Street, previously a border zone between the black 
and white communities.1 That heyday was all too brief, however, as the 
advent of  the 1960s saw the sudden decline and near- disappearance of  
the area’s music venues. Like a canary sounding the alarm in a mine-
shaft, the Cotton Club was one of  the fi rst to go, closing for good 
in the late 1950s. The musical action shifted temporarily to another 
Cottage Grove club, McKie’s Disk Jockey Show Lounge, run by entre-
preneur and radio personality McKie Fitzhugh, one of  the few black 
club owners in the city. McKie’s was one of  the last South Side venues 
to feature, along with the best and brightest of  Chicago’s musicians, 
nationally known improvisors such as John Coltrane. Leslie Rout, a 
cultural historian who also had experience as a saxophonist in Chi-
cago, noted that by 1967, “there did not exist on the South Side of  
Chicago a single club that booked nationally established jazz talent on 
a consistent basis.”2

The disappearance of  the South Side club scene has never been 
adequately explained, though anecdotal speculations and academic 
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generalizations abound. Most popular music theorists connect the demise 
of  jazz club scenes in black urban areas with a decline in popularity of  “ab-
stract” jazz in favor of  more  dance- oriented musics. This conventional wis-
dom is certainly buttressed by national sales fi gures, but at the local level in 
Chicago, the thesis is complicated by a number of  factors. Many musicians 
ascribe the decline of  Chicago’s South Side clubs to deliberate city govern-
ment action. Roscoe Mitchell blamed the situation on licensing laws that 
were introduced in the late 1950s, where clubs were taxed according to the 
number of  musicians on the bandstand.3 On this view, discriminatory en-
forcement and harassment of  both club owners and patrons were designed 
to prevent clubs from thriving, as a means of  encouraging neighborhood 
gentrifi cation and a concomitant rise in real estate values; the added ex-
penses would force many clubs to abandon live music altogether in favor of  
recorded music.

In any event, taking into account the widespread economic deterioration 
in black urban areas across the United States problematizes explanations 
based largely on jazz sales fi gures. Refl ecting the situation for blacks nation-
ally, in 1966, “a peak prosperity year” for most residents of  the Chicago area,4 
20 percent of  the black labor force in Chicago was employed at incomes 
below the offi  cial poverty line. Desperately poor people were stockpiled in 
ever more imposing modernist “projects” like the Robert Taylor Homes. 
Just three years after the opening of  the Taylor Homes in 1962, fully half  of  
its  twenty- eight thousand tenants were on welfare, and, as Arna Bontemps 
and Frank Conroy noted in 1966, “as usual, upkeep and maintenance were 
neglected and repairs rarely made.”5

Schools in black areas, housed in dangerously decaying buildings, were 
becoming desperately overcrowded as well. Sensibly, Bontemps and Conroy 
connected the declining school infrastructure with an “appalling increase in 
juvenile delinquency.” Many black children (including me) attended school 
in half- day shifts, with no compensation at all for the instructional time lost. 
Released prematurely from instruction, these children often had nowhere 
to go but the streets, which seemed preferable to “the small, dark rooms 
they called home.”6 These children, now the majority of  the  public- school 
population in Chicago, were herded into cold, drafty, trailers, called “Wil-
lis Wagons” in sardonic reference to the widely disliked school superinten-
dent, Benjamin F. Willis. The trailers, touted as an “innovative” response 
to overcrowding, were often built over limited playground space, forcing 
children into the street at recess.7 Resources from U.S. president Lyndon 
Baines Johnson’s “Great Society” antipoverty programs, perhaps the last 
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 twentieth- century attempt at a domestic American Marshall Plan, trickled 
down to Bronzeville, sometimes in bizarre fashion. The vacuum asserted 
by the lack of  educational infrastructure was fi lled by “youth gangs,” such 
as the East Side Disciples and the Blackstone Rangers. The Rangers, later 
known as the “Black P. Stone Nation,” received a $1 million grant from the 
Offi  ce of  Economic Opportunity.8

In this rapidly decaying environment, not only jazz clubs, but 
 rhythm- and- blues joints were also disappearing, along with Bronzeville’s 
movie houses, banks, clothing stores, bookstores, doctors’ offi  ces, and 
quality restaurants. These establishments were quickly replaced by fast-
 food chicken shacks and endless variations on the corner liquor store. By 
1967, 63rd Street was a musical ghost town, except perhaps for bluesman 
Arvella Gray’s frequent appearances with his steel guitar under the El sta-
tion at 63rd and Cottage Grove. Concomitantly, music clubs were opening 
up in nonblack areas of  the city, notably the white North Side and western 
suburbs, further complicating the standard explanation. Musicians began 
to connect this musical outmigration from the South Side with notions of  
exile and stolen legacies of  culture. Speaking to AACM cofounder Philip 
Cohran, trombonist Martin “Sparx” Alexander put the situation plainly: 
“Phil, you mentioned about us being ‘robbed,’ about the music being taken 
away from us. When I fi rst came to Chicago in the Fifties—around 63rd 
and Cottage—that was a kind of  Mecca. The music was all over. You could 
walk up and down the street and hear brothers playing everywhere. You 
didn’t need to go in no joint. . . . They were localized in terms of  our com-
munity. But something happened.”9

For the most part, contemporaneous accounts of  the local Chicago mu-
sic scene in Down Beat describe little of  the musical ferment then active in 
Chicago’s black community, even though the magazine itself  was based in 
Chicago. In a 1966 article in the Canadian journal Coda, one  Chicago- based 
writer remarked rather dryly that Down Beat’s “reticence on local develop-
ments is  thought- provoking, to say the least.”10 The  Chicago- based experi-
mental musicians most frequently mentioned were the three white mem-
bers of  the Joe Daley Trio, with saxophonist Daley, bassist Russell Thorne, 
and drummer Hal Russell. The group, according to a Down Beat review, 
comprised “the city’s foremost ‘new thing’ group,” playing both their own 
music and pieces like Ornette Coleman’s Rambling.11

An article by J. B. Figi in a small, independent publication based in De-
troit gives a completely diff erent picture of  Chicago’s new music scene, one 
in which black musicians were far more prominent. Playing on the etymol-
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ogy of  Chicago’s name, which comes from an Algonquin word meaning 
“onion swamp,” Figi noted that there was indeed a great deal of  new music 
activity, but that “listeners saw only the tops of  the onions.”12 Figi mentions 
Richard Abrams, Rafael Garrett, Steve McCall, Gene Dinwiddie, Fred An-
derson, Roscoe Mitchell, Bill Brimfi eld, and Robert Barry, among others, 
declaring that “summer 1964 made it clear that there were musicians com-
mitted to the new music, and that some of  them spoke it as a native tongue, 
not something picked up from  phrase- books. . . . But, as commitment grew, 
so did evidence that acceptance would not be forthcoming from the exist-
ing order.”13

In 1910, the classically trained  composer- performers Will Marion Cook and 
James Reese Europe drew upon communalist models in founding the Clef  
Club as a site for bringing together black musicians of  diverse backgrounds 
to develop both the music and the business of  music. The “Clefi es,” as they 
were known, managed to purchase their own clubhouse in Harlem, as well 
as a branch in Chicago.14 The Clef  Club’s vindicationist strategy included the 
formation of  a symphony orchestra, in the belief  that providing opportuni-
ties for black musicians to learn the craft of  symphonic performance would 
counter the notion that blacks were incapable of  interpreting Western clas-
sical music at the highest level. The hope was that greater opportunities for 
African Americans in such ensembles would emerge, both for performers 
and composers. At the same time, Clef  Club members took full advantage 
of  their familiarity with a diversity of  styles to become well known as lead-
ers of  various popular and classical ensembles. Among the most notable 
of  these ensembles was army Lt. Europe’s all- black Hell Fighters military 
band, which became a sensation in World War I France for its ability to ef-
fortlessly code- switch between black protojazz styles and classical music. 
The Negro String Quartet, founded in 1919, was active on the East Coast, 
performing both standard works of  European composers and composi tions 
by contemporary black composers such as Edward Margetson and Clarence 
Cameron White.15

The Clef  Club’s strategy of  control of  their products had long been pur-
sued by black artists, notably including theater artists and composers Bob 
Cole, James Weldon Johnson, and J. Rosamond Johnson, who sought to 
maintain both creative and fi nancial control of  their productions in the face 
of  legal chicanery, boycotts, and blacklisting. Cole and the Johnsons, accord-
ing to Paula Seniors, “presented Black men and women as college students, 
soldiers, patriotic heroes, and romantic characters for the fi rst time on the 
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American stage.”16 Their work resisted both the racialized channeling of  
black artists into particular genres or venues, and the dominant blackface 
minstrelsy and coon song genres that dominated the American theater. The 
massive commodifi cation of  black imagery was still in relative infancy at 
the beginning of  the twentieth century, but Cole and the Johnsons were 
already fi ghting white producers’ attempts to assert spurious claims to au-
thorship of  their original work. For Cole, whose 1906 Shoo- Fly Regiment was 
the fi rst theater production completely conceived, created, and run by Af-
rican Americans, “uplifting the race” meant “full ownership and control of  
the theatrical product,”17 as his 1898 “Colored Actor’s Declaration of  Inde-
pendence” affi  rmed: “We are going to have our own shows. . . . We are go-
ing to write them ourselves, we are going to have our own stage manager, 
our own orchestra leader and our own manager out front to count up.”18

By the mid- 1940s, however, this fi rst wave of   twentieth- century formal 
collective activism among black musicians had seemingly faded, though 
individual attempts by musicians to challenge systems of  domination per-
sisted. In 1952, Charles Mingus and Max Roach had started their own fi rm, 
Debut Records.19 In 1955, saxophonist Gigi Gryce, along with Benny Gol-
son, founded their own publishing companies, Melotone Music and Totem 
Music, to handle rights and royalties for their own works and those of  other 
composers. African American lawyer (and later New York Supreme Court 
justice) Bruce Wright, who helped set up the companies, told an interviewer 
that “one of  the reasons [Gryce] was setting up Melotone and Totem with 
Benny was that he felt that black jazz musicians were being cheated by re-
cord companies, by producers. . . . He established these publishing compa-
nies to become an honest broker in a fi eld where musicians believed they 
were being cheated in large part.”20

It made sense for musicians to control their own publishing, as Horace 
Silver observed, “because we could not only control our music 100%, own 
the copyright 100%, but also get 100% of  the money rather than 50% of  the 
money.”21 However, complicating the situation further, according to Silver 
and others, was the fact that record companies such as Blue Note and Pres-
tige had formed their own music publishing companies, and were coerc-
ing musicians who wanted to record to place their compositions with the 
company. This would allow the record company to obtain part of  the royal-
ties for a given composition. In addition, the companies often demanded 
the copyright for the works. As Bruce Wright explained, “For years, if  jazz 
musicians wanted their music recorded by established labels, the record 
companies would often insist that some stranger’s name be added as co-
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 composer. In that way, royalties would have to be split with someone un-
known to them, usually a relative of  an executive. If  there was resistance, 
there would be no record date.”22 According to Wright, Gryce’s companies 
were essentially blackballed by the industry. “Black musicians were being 
told that if  they placed their music with Melotone or Totem, they need 
not expect any record dates in New York.”23 Desperate to record, musicians 
pulled their music from Gryce’s companies. In 1963, Gryce released to their 
original owners the publishing rights to over two hundred compositions 
by people such as Marcus Belgrave, Cliff ord Brown, Ray Bryant, Lou Don-
aldson, Bob Dorough, Art Farmer, Benny Golson, Hank Jones, Duke Jor-
dan, Booker Little, Howard McGhee, Blue Mitchell, Thelonious Monk, Lee 
Morgan, Julian Priester, Hale Smith, and Randy Weston.

By the mid- 1960s, many musicians were reconceptualizing the discursive, 
physical, and economic infrastructures in which their music took place. In a 
1966 interview, John Coltrane made it clear that “I don’t care too much for 
playing clubs, particularly.” Elaborating, the saxophonist explained that “the 
music, changing as it is, there are a lot of  times when it doesn’t make sense, 
man, to have somebody drop a glass, or somebody ask for some money 
right in the middle of  Jimmy Garrison’s solo. . . . I think the music is ris-
ing, in my estimation, it’s rising into something else, and so we’ll have to 
fi nd this kind of  place to be played in.”24 In the same interview, Coltrane 
presented his notion of  what artists needed to do in order to improve their 
situation. “There has to be a lot of  self- help, I believe,” Coltrane said. “They 
have to work out their own problems in this area.”25 In fact, sporadic at-
tempts toward independence had been going on for some time. Charles 
Mingus and Max Roach organized a  musician- run festival of  “Newport 
Rebels” on the fringes of  the 1960 Newport Jazz Festival to provide an al-
ternative to what they saw as the commercialization, racism, and economic 
exploitation that the mainstream festival displayed. The alternative event, 
which took place alongside a riot that caused the cancellation of  several 
concerts, featured young radicals Randy Weston and Ornette Coleman. 
The event was also supported by elder statesmen Coleman Hawkins, Roy 
Eldridge, and Jo Jones, who commented that “the big festival forgot about 
music, but these little kiddies have got to have a chance to be heard. That’s 
one reason why we did this.”26

This attempt by musicians to take charge of  their own concert produc-
tion was denigrated at length in a Down Beat article by writer Gene Lees, 
who ignored the  cross- generational aspect of  the event in turning his re-
portage into an ill- tempered, ad hominem assault on Mingus himself. Ac-
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cording to Lees, the musicians’ festival was “unorganized,” although on one 
night fi ve hundred people reportedly attended. Lees sarcastically described 
the musicians’ public meeting announcing the formation of  a “Jazz Artists 
Guild”: “They were going to fi ght the wicked forces conspiring against the 
jazz artist. They were going to book concerts and other events. They would 
oppose Birdland, another symbol to them of  the forces of  evil.”27 Indeed, 
the message that “acceptance would not be forthcoming from the existing 
order” could not have been lost on the musicians.

To support the view that the Jazz Artists Guild project was a quixotic 
one, the writer used a quote from Horace Silver, who wished the guild well, 
while observing that “jazz musicians aren’t very good businessmen, as a 
rule.”28 By 1965, however, John Coltrane was proving quite a good busi-
nessman, suffi  ciently successful as an artist to control his own publishing, 
his own recording studio, and his own record company. According to the 
Nigerian musician Babatunde Olatunji, Coltrane and Yusef  Lateef  were 
working with him on plans to organize an independent performance space 
and booking agency. Olatunji portrays the saxophonist as declaring in their 
conversation that “we need to sponsor our own concerts, promote them 
and perform in them. This way we will not only learn how to take a risk but 
will not have to accept the dictates of  anybody about how long you should 
play, what to play and what you get.”29 The three musicians drafted a tri-
partite mission statement:

 1. To regard each other as equal partners in all categories.
 2. Not to allow any booking agent or promoter to present one group with-

out the other two members of  the Triumvirate.
 3. To explore the possibility of  teaching the music of  our people in conser-

vatories, colleges and universities where only European musical experi-
ence dominates and is being perpetuated.30

One of  Coltrane’s last performances, titled “The Roots of  Africa,” was 
produced by the new organization in April 1967 at Olatunji’s Center of  Af-
rican Culture in Harlem. While Coltrane’s subsequent passing apparently 
ended this collaboration,31 the need for change was evident to many musi-
cians, and the effi  cacy of  highly individualistic strategies for accomplishing 
their goals was very much in question. Academic and musician Leslie Rout, 
Jr., identifying a “craving for individualism” by musicians as the source of  
their economic problems, leavened his version of  the standard call for black 
unity with this observation that “jazzmen have almost no control over the 
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business end of  their vocation. . . .  Tightly- knit associations of  jazz artists, 
allied on either a regional or local basis and led predominantly by black 
Americans, must gain signifi cant control over the production, cost, and pre-
sentation of  their art, or face the perpetuation of  the intolerable conditions 
so often criticized.”32

One of  the fi rst collectively organized 1960s responses to the dire situ-
ation for black musicians took place in Los Angeles. An outgrowth of  pia-
nist Horace Tapscott’s Pan Afrikan Peoples’ Arkestra, the UGMA (Under-
ground Musicians’ Association, later the Union of  God’s Musicians and 
Artists Ascension), was formed in 1964, just before the massive rebellion in 
the Watts area of  the city.33 The New York–based Jazz Composers Guild, 
also founded in 1964, was perhaps the most widely publicized eff ort at col-
lective self- determination of  the early 1960s. Two determined iconoclasts, 
trumpeter and composer Bill Dixon and pianist Cecil Taylor, were widely 
credited with the idea of  bringing into multiracial coalition the most com-
mitted new musicians in the New York area, including pianist Paul Bley, 
saxophonist Archie Shepp, composer Carla Bley, trumpeter Mike Mantler, 
trombonist Roswell Rudd—and Sun Ra, who was by this time well estab-
lished in the city.

In 1965, Dixon clearly stated the prime rationale for organizing musi-
cians: “Those of  us whose work is not acceptable to the Estab lishment are 
not going to be fi nancially acknowledged. As a result, it is very clear that 
musicians, in order to survive—create their music and maintain some sem-
blance of  sanity—will have to ‘do it themselves’ in the future.”34 According 
to Dixon, the guild’s purposes were “to establish the music to its rightful 
place in the society; to awaken the musical con science of  the masses of  
people to that music which is essential to their lives; to protect the musi-
cians and composers from the existing forces of  exploitation; to provide an 
opportunity for the audience to hear the music; to provide facilities for the 
proper creation, rehearsal, perform ance, and dissemination of  the music.”35 
In practice, as economist Jacques Attali noted, the guild’s members “di-
rected their eff orts toward becoming more independent of  capital.”36 The 
organization’s economic strategy aimed at creating a  musician- controlled 
infrastructure for recording session production, product distribution, con-
cert promotion, and event presentation.

A Down Beat review of  the 1964 “October Revolution in Jazz” event that 
sparked the formation of  the guild was grudging in its admission that the 
musicians had succeeded in organizing a successful production.37 A second 
event at New York’s Judson Hall in December of  that year featured the  Cecil 
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Taylor Unit, the Bill Dixon Quintet, Paul Bley, the Sun Ra Arkestra, and 
the Jazz Composers Guild Orchestra. Performing were the cream of  New 
York’s  avant- garde of  the period, including trombonist Roswell Rudd, trum-
peter Charles Tolliver, saxophonists Jimmy Lyons, Marshall Allen, Marion 
Brown, John Tchicai, Steve Lacy, and Archie Shepp, drummers Andrew Cy-
rille, Rashied Ali, and Milford Graves, pianist Burton Greene, bassists Alan 
Silva and Buell Neidlinger, and many others.38

Guild concerts were held weekly at a loft on Seventh Avenue in Man-
hattan, located two fl oors above the Village Vanguard jazz club.39 At 
 guild- produced symposia, musicians and critics debated topics such as “The 
Jazz Economy” and “Jim Crow and Crow Jim.”40 The group’s plans also 
included ownership of  its own concert space, and incorporation as a non-
profi t, tax- exempt organization for the purposes of  applying for grants. 
However, in the end the guild lasted little more than a year, as the clash 
of   strong- willed personalities, operating in the intensely competitive atmo-
sphere of  New York and the highly charged racial atmosphere of  the United 
States, rendered its activities and goals untenable.

Retrospective accounts by Paul Bley and Bill Dixon as to the reasons for 
the guild’s demise provide a glimpse into the extreme divergence of  views 
within the guild. In his 1999 autobiography, Bley was skeptical of  the vi-
ability of  collectives in general: “All collectives, regardless of  size, are usu-
ally run by a handful of  key people who come to all the meetings and do 
all the work. . . . Every time I had been through one of  these situations, I 
vowed never to waste my time doing it again.”41 Bley was particularly skep-
tical of  the ability of  collectives to produce music of  high quality. “People 
choose to play with one another on the basis of  their ability,” Bley declared. 
“A collective would most probably encourage over- socialisation, over-
 fraternalisation, over- democracy. . . . You have the poorest players playing 
with the best players. It’s not the best way to get the music along quickly.”42 
The pianist described guild meetings as something akin to psychodrama: 
“What a bunch of  wounded souls there were at these meetings. Talk about 
group therapy. It was nothing for someone to stand up at a meeting and 
talk for two or three hours about the pain that they felt, the struggle—inter-
 group,  inter- race,  inter- class,  inter- family,  inter- musical, inter- everything. The 
next night, the working nucleus of  the Guild would get together and do all 
the work.”43

Bley saw Dixon as manifesting an autocratic style that posed particu-
lar problems. “Bill saw [the guild] as a family of  his friends,” Bley recalled. 
“And if  he wasn’t friendly with anyone at a particular time it was ruled by 
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dictate.”44 Certainly, Dixon’s frank and public contemporaneous observa-
tions concerning internal confl icts in the multiracial Guild could conceiv-
ably have been disconcerting, even to guild members: “Even in the guild, 
which is comprised of  some very intelligent people, there has been a subtle, 
but apparent, indignation on the part of  the white members (and this is 
something I think nearly all white men have in them) that a black man . . . 
myself, Cecil . . . could conceive and execute an idea that would be intel-
ligent and benefi cial to all.”45

For Dixon, white musicians were treated “signifi cantly better, but not 
much better—that’s why they’re in the guild—than are black musicians, 
and that is simply because they play jazz, which is looked upon as some-
thing ‘primitive.’ ”46 Dixon further asserted that white artists “are not bound 
by an enforced social tradition that relegates them to one area of  musical 
expression. The Negro plays jazz because that music is close to him—it’s 
his way of  life—and be cause, qualifi ed or not, the other areas of  musical 
expression are closed to him.”47 In contrast, Bley was relatively unsympa-
thetic to the possibility that there might be a need to work through class 
and race dynamics that may have aff ected white and black musicians in dif-
ferent ways. This did not mean, however, that the pianist was unmindful 
of  being in a white minority in the guild. Echoing the views of  many 1960s 
whites, both in the North and in the South, for Bley, the racial situation 
had been relatively harmonious up to the 1960s until “social consciousness” 
intervened:

Unfortunately, being one of  the 4 White people in the group it was dif-
fi cult for me to live with the pain with my friends who were in pain be-
cause the Black players I knew prior to that didn’t regard themselves as 
being in a painful situation, they regarded themselves as being in a joyous 
situation. It was when the musicians began to adopt a social consciousness 
that they had their own workloads to pursue over and above the greater 
fi nancial reward of  a group of  musicians.48

For Dixon, race also played a central role in the organization’s demise, 
but along a very diff erent axis from what Bley saw:

Of  course this is America you’re talking about and racism in America is 
such that the parent society which has robbed and pillaged everything—
they would rather lose some things rather than have the people that they 
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have oppressed come up with a solution. And in the JCG it was fi nally 
like that. The white ones wanted to . . . try and let everyone else partici-
pate even though they can’t or don’t want to. And that was the reason 
for its failure.49

Bley felt that one important reason for the failure of  the guild was the 
unworkability of  one of  its central policies—that individual members must 
refuse work off ered from outside the guild unless the guild as a whole ap-
proved the engagement.50 Abandoning the organization’s collectivist policy, 
Archie Shepp decided to sign with Impulse, the same company that pub-
lished John Coltrane’s work. According to Bley, Dixon received Shepp’s de-
cision poorly. “Archie had a family to support,” Bley observed, “and he sure 
wasn’t going to turn down any money, certainly not a lump of  money like 
an Impulse contract. That was it for Bill. He got up and left the meeting. 
He didn’t return until months later. That was a problem because he was 
the founder. After that, Roswell Rudd and I ran the Guild for over a year.”51 
According to Bley’s account, Dixon returned, months later, and demanded 
that the next meeting be held at his house, but “when the meeting time 
came, the following Thursday at the appointed hour, nobody showed up. I 
didn’t show up, nobody showed up, for reasons no one knows. There were 
no phone calls, there was no decision in advance.”52

Commenting on the downfall of  the guild, Cecil Taylor had this to say:

The musicians don’t just have something to do with art in society. They 
are themselves the society, even if  they only fi nd themselves on the pe-
riphery. Either actively or unconsciously they revolt against a bizarre soci-
ety. I believe that the Guild did not survive because the people who were 
dealing with it did not raise enough social consciousness; they neglected 
everything that has to do with what a person who lives in New York today, 
who not only wants to earn his living but also to honestly express himself, 
experiences in everyday life.53

“We bungled an opportunity,” Taylor refl ected. “But at least we tried 
something. . . . In spite of  it all, it was not in vain. We came out of  it a bit 
with a bit more cunning.54 Referring approvingly to the goals of  the guild, 
John Coltrane told an interviewer in 1966 that “I don’t think it’s dead. It 
was just something that couldn’t be born at that time, but I still think it’s 
a good idea.”55
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Born on the Kitchen Table: Conceiving the Association
My mother was playing whist and that’s when the labor pains began. That’s 

where I was born, right there at that table. 

—Jodie Christian

The earliest histories of  the Great Migration framed the movement as ani-
mated by a kind of  spontaneous, leaderless combustion. These accounts 
claimed that the movement resulted not so much from conscious agency 
on the part of  migrants, but from a kind of  “historical imperative” condi-
tioned largely by external factors such as economic pressures and climactic 
conditions.56 One notices the similarity of  this trope to the conventional 
wisdom that casts improvisation in general, and the products of  black mu-
sic in particular, as both lacking in structure and insensitive to historical or 
formal concerns. As a consequence, the historiography of  jazz has rarely 
been able to fi nd a place for tropes of  deliberation, planning, and organi-
zation on the part of  musicians. Rather, the image of  the creative process 
for black musicians has favored clichéd images of  spontaneity, along with 
portrayals of  musicians as irresponsible, cryptically cliquish, and desirous 
of  instant gratifi cation.

In contrast, Steve McCall’s mother Willa remembers a series of  rather 
sober, intensely refl ective meetings. “The AACM was born at my kitchen 
table,” she declared in our interview. “You had four of  them, I think, at the 
beginning. Richard Abrams, Phil Cohran and Steve . . .”

“And Jodie, Mom,” added Willa McCall’s daughter, Rochelle Toyozumi. 
“Malachi came in later.”

“That’s right, Jodie Christian,” Willa McCall agreed. The meetings could 
well have taken place in early 1965, in the South Side housing project where 
the McCall family lived and where young Stephen McCall IV grew up. 
Toyozumi remembers the optimism that marked these encounters:

They sat there at the table and they went on about what they could 
do, and how strong they would be. They were trying to get a plan, some-
thing that would be good for black musicians, those that were starting 
out, those that were struggling, people that had no way of  bringing this 
music before the public. They were just sick of  what was going on, and 
they talked about what could we do for our selves. They had the cour-
age of  their convictions, and they would step out on that. They were not 
afraid to do it. That’s the kind of  people it took to make the AACM. 
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Jacques Attali sees a particular quote from Malcolm X as foreshadow-
ing the kind of  organization that was fervently desired by these artists. 
The quote, which valorizes improvisation as a way to create conditions for 
change, points up something of  the mindset that was emerging in impor-
tant segments of  the black community at mid- decade, shortly before Mal-
colm’s murder in 1965:

The white musician can jam if  he’s got some sheet music in front of  him. 
He can jam on something he’s heard jammed before. But that black musi-
cian, he picks up his horn and starts blowing some sounds that he never 
thought of  before. He improvises, he creates, it comes from within. It’s 
his soul; it’s that soul music. . . . He will impro vise; he’ll bring it from 
within himself. And this is what you and I want. You and I want to create 
an organization that will give us so much power we can sit and do as we 
please.57

In Phil Cohran’s  hoodoo- tinged origin story, the AACM was conceived 
in the shadow of  Dinah Washington’s fi nal resting place:

I can remember Steve McCall and Muhal walking along by Oakwood 
Cemetery. . . . We hadn’t seen each other in a long time. We were all part 
of  the same generation. You see, we were musicians who had come up 
under Bird and Dizzy and all of  these guys, and then we looked up one 
day, and all that was snatched away. . . . There was a general feeling that 
we had been robbed of  our culture. So we stopped and we started talking 
about how tough times are. . . . We wanted to do something about it.58

Abrams, Christian, Cohran, and McCall sent postcards to the cream of  
Chicago’s African American musicians, announcing a meeting to be held 
on May 8, 1965, at Cohran’s South Side home on East 75th Street near Cot-
tage Grove Avenue. Abrams recorded this and subsequent meetings on his 
Sony portable reel- to- reel recorder, and the discussions on the tape made 
it clear that the aim of  the meeting was the formation of  a new organi-
zation for musicians. The postcard that participants received presented a 
 fourteen- point agenda. The fi rst point to be addressed concerned “original 
music” and “creative music,” indicating that among Chicago musicians, a 
notion as to what these terms might signify may already have been devel-
oping. The other talking points listed on the postcard covered logistical 
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matters, fi nancial issues, the projected organization’s form and day- to- day 
operation, the nature of  its legal standing, and its future plans and possible 
expansion. The points, apparently in this order, were: (2) size of  groups, 
(3) concerts, (4) salaries, (5) places to play, (6) guests of  performers, (7) pro-
motion, (8) dues, (9) order and discipline, (10) charter, (11) name, (12) mem-
bership, (13) broadening scope of  operation, and (14) collaboration.59

This fi rst meeting was conducted using more or less standard parliamen-
tary procedure. The rules for the meeting required each participant to state 
his or her name to the chair before speaking, so that the tape itself  could 
augment, or perhaps eventually replace, conventional written minutes. As 
a result, some sense of  who was there at the early meetings can be gained 
from the people who spoke.60 The wide- ranging discussions in these early 
meetings, in which musicians are speaking frankly among themselves, 
rather than to any outside media, evince nothing so much as an awakening 
of  subalterns to the power of  speech. Moreover, in direct contradiction to 
the overwhelming majority of  critical commentary on the AACM, terms 
such as “new jazz,” “the  avant- garde,” or “free jazz” were seldom, if  ever, 
used in the discussions. Even “black music” was not directly mentioned, 
although it was obvious that many meeting participants directly connected 
the new organization’s aims with those of  black people as a group.

Abrams, as the presiding chair, called the meeting to order at around 
2  p.m., calling for discussion on the fi rst agenda item. “First of  all, number 
one, there’s original music, only,” Abrams began. “This will have to be voted 
and decided upon. I think it was agreed with Steve and Phil that what we 
meant is original music coming from the members in the organization.”61 
As might be expected from a group of   strong- willed, relatively experienced 
artists, competing notions as to the nature and purpose of  “original mu-
sic” were in play throughout, and Cohran, Abrams, Christian, and McCall 
were adamant in their understanding that the eventual success of  the pro-
cess of  organizing depended on hearing all voices. “I want it understood,” 
emphasized Abrams, “that we by no means meant to dictate any laws or 
any standing rules as to this group. We only made suggestions as to a start. 
We don’t want to stifl e nobody, because we wouldn’t have anything if  we 
cut you off  from what you might want to do for the sake of  a few.” Steve 
McCall agreed. “We’ve all been talking about it among ourselves for a long 
time in general terms. We’ll embellish as much as we can, and get to what 
you really feel because we’re laying a foundation for something that will be 
permanent.”

As with the Great Migration, precedents for meetings such as these may 
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be sought not only in the immediate circumstances facing these artists, 
but also in deeper historical and cultural tropes. For musicologist Samuel 
Floyd, an imperative for letting all voices be heard emerges most centrally 
in the ring shout, a postslavery form of  “participation performance” (to 
adopt Fluxus artist Allan Kaprow’s term) in which the people form a circle, 
moving, singing, and shouting rhythmically, while individual actors take 
impromptu solos as the spirit may move. In addition to Floyd’s notion of  
the centrality of  a “metaphor of  the ring” to African American musical 
culture,62 a more proximate motive force was the infl uence of  bebop, one 
of  the “standard musics” that constituted the immediate background of  
most of  these musicians. Here, one can fi nd further precedent via Daniel 
Belgrad’s observation that bebop’s notion of  intersubjectivity “implies that 
participatory democracy is the form of  political economy with the greatest 
vitality and the most potential power.”63 Indeed, it is entirely understandable 
that a people who were silenced by slavery would develop a music, jazz, in 
which everyone would have their say, and the ring shout–like, performative 
nature of  the May 8 meeting was evident from the fi rst moments.

The rationale for forming an organization for the support of  new, 
original music recalls such earlier eff orts as the Society for Private Music 
Performance (Verein für musikalische Privatauff ührungen), founded by 
composer Arnold Schoenberg in 1918. As Schoenberg wrote, the society’s 
purpose was “to present contemporary music in circumstances condu-
cive to its proper appreciation.”64 According to music historian Robert 
Morgan, the society “furnished an early refl ection of  the isolation of  new 
music from ‘offi  cial’ concert institutions, and thus of  the need to fi nd a 
more specialized forum for its presentation.”65 Speaking in the meeting, 
trumpeter Fred Berry, who had been developing new music with Ros-
coe Mitchell, Malachi Favors, and Alvin Fielder, saw a similar need: “For 
original music to be presented, it needs some help. It needs help, from us. 
This is why we’re doing this. The standard music needs no help to be pre-
sented. If  you want to play standards, or standard music, there are places 
to do this. You’re working your gigs, you’re playing the standard music 
there. But this is for something new and something diff erent that has no 
other medium.”

“What were your basic ideas that you had in mind, you and these three 
people?” asked bassist Melvin Jackson. “Maybe we can all build on the origi-
nal idea.”

“We spoke in terms of  discussing the furthering of  creative music,” 
Abrams replied. “We had thought about, you know, giving our own con-
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certs, you see, as a start, and then expand into other things that would en-
hance the project in general.”

“All of  us are creative musicians,” said Cohran, “and that’s why we were 
invited together to form an association or a group, so that we can play our 
music, or the music that’s in our hearts, and the music of  our experience 
and training, and desires, because we can’t do this any more.”

“The whole idea,” explained McCall, “is basically to organize to better 
the whole situation of  work, as far as  performing- wise, the writing, and giv-
ing concerts, and whatever, to encompass as much as we can.”

“I think the reason original music was put there fi rst,” Cohran contin-
ued, “was because of  all of  our purposes of  being here, this is the primary 
one. Because why else would we form an association? Because we’re all 
denied the privilege of  expressing what is in us. I would like to suggest that 
if  we have a motto or a purpose, that it be connected with promoting and 
playing and exchange of  original music.”

“I don’t think you can talk about original music without including con-
certs and promotion,” Jodie Christian said, to general assent from the very 
experienced musicians present at the meeting. “The only jobs that we’re 
gonna have where we can really perform original music are concerts that 
we promote, because the type of  jobs that we’re gonna get won’t call for 
original music.”  

These musicians could not have hoped for support similar to that off ered 
to  university- based white American experimentalists in the wake of  the cold 
war. Nor could they have imagined the kind of  European  social- democratic 
cultural support—again, a product of  post–World War II political arrange-
ments—that fueled the work of  the early European free jazz musicians, 
whose rise to prominence paralleled that of  the AACM. As Philip Cohran 
observed, the new organization was on its own. “By us forming an associa-
tion and promoting and taking over playing our own music,” he warned, 
“it’s going to involve a great deal of  sacrifi ce on each and every one of  us. 
And I personally don’t want to sacrifi ce, make any sacrifi ce for any standard 
music.”

“I think that for the most part all of  us would play original music any-
way,” said pianist Ken Chaney. “But do we want to really put a barrier out 
and say that that’s all that’s going to be allowed? Because we’re still not free 
then either. We’re just bound to original music.”

“I prefer to play music from the past, present and the future,” said bassist 
Betty Dupree. “Let’s play all of  it.”

“The only thing that I’m concerned with personally is good music,” Mel-
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vin Jackson opined. “Just to say, ‘original music,’ that’s not my mood all the 
time, it might not be your mood all the time.”

The comments by Dupree, Chaney, and Jackson connected music per-
formance with issues of  personal freedom, mobility, and individuality. In 
contrast, for Abrams, the assertion of  personal freedom, while clearly an 
advance on the situation at standard gigs, was no longer suffi  cient at a time 
when “self- determination” formed a prominent aspect of  the radical black 
political agenda. “All music is good, and I’m sure that this group will not 
be a source of  cutting anyone off  from doing most of  the things that they 
want to do,” Abrams said reassuringly. “But at least we would have some-
thing that would defi nitely and directly push us at all times, personally, be-
cause this is what we need. We need to be remembered as representing 
ourselves.”

“The standard music, we’ve all played it,” said McCall. “But for this orga-
nization, you know, for the promoting of  having cats to write original com-
positions, for getting together and presenting, in concert, and as a means of  
a livelihood, you dig, like making some money, getting out of  your things, 
the things that we all create among ourselves. Being at a concert just for 
standard music, you know, there doesn’t have to be this kind of  a group for 
that kind of  thing.”

“This is a long range project, you see,” Jodie Christian explained opti-
mistically. “You can’t look at what’s happening now, or what was happening 
behind you, because we don’t expect this organization just to be put in a 
spot over here while we play our other gigs over here. We expect this to 
branch out so we won’t have to go on those other gigs and play things that 
we don’t want to play.”

About  forty- fi ve minutes into the meeting, saxophonist Gene Easton 
summarized the diff erences of  understanding in the meeting regarding the 
notion of  originality. For Easton, the salient questions concerned the vi-
ability of  systems old and new, the relationship to tradition, the expanding 
horizons of  thought and opportunity, and an increasing awareness among 
artists of  a wider world of  music. Easton expressed the urgency of  the aes-
thetic crisis that was at the core of  the musicians’ decision to emancipate 
themselves through reliance on their own creative resources.

“I think we’re getting closer to an explanation of  this term, ‘original 
music,’ ” Easton said. “ ‘Original,’ in one sense, means something you write 
in the particular system that we’re locked up with now in this society. We 
express ourselves in this system because it’s what we learned. As we learn 
more of  other systems of  music around the world, we’re getting closer to 
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the music that our ancestors played and which we are denied the right to 
really stretch out in.

“I feel that the authors of  this business structure here,” Easton contin-
ued, “had in mind  sound- conscious musicians, if  necessary fi nding a com-
plete new system that expresses us. We’re locked up in a system, and if  you 
don’t express in the system that is known, you’re ostracized. And there are 
many, many, far too many good musicians put in that position because they 
don’t, uh . . .”

“Conform,” said a voice. 
“But there are far better systems,” Easton declared. “As we tried to pro-

gress in jazz, we fi nd that there’s expression on a much higher level than 
we had been led to believe. And presently, we will be locked up for the rest 
of  our days in this system unless we can get out of  it through some means 
such as this.”

The long and thoughtful silence that followed Easton’s remarks was bro-
ken by Roscoe Mitchell. “I move that we take a vote on it so we can go on 
to the next one.”

“Is there a second?” Abrams asked the meeting.
“I second it,” said Cohran.
“It has been moved and seconded,” Abrams intoned, “that we take a vote 

on number one, titled ‘Original Music,’ Are we ready for questions?”
“Before we vote on whether or not we’re going to play original music,” 

Fred Berry ventured, “there has to be a  clear- cut defi nition in everyone’s 
mind of  what original music is.”

“We’re not going to agree on what exactly original music means to us,” 
Abrams observed. “We’ll have to limit—now—the word ‘original’ to pro-
motion of  ourselves and our own material to benefi t ourselves.”

Berry was persistent. “Give it a defi nition.”
“The cards originally said ‘creative music,’ ” said Easton, “and creative 

music can only be original anyway, in a true creative sense.”
“When we say ‘originality of  the music,’ ventured Jackson, seeking fur-

ther assurances, “I want to know, now this ‘original thing,’ like we say ‘orig-
inal music’—this is original personal preference.”

Abrams tried to meet Jackson’s concerns halfway. “I think what we mean 
by ‘original,’ ” Abrams eventually answered, “is direct output from your sys-
tem, your personal system.

“Your personal preference,” Abrams added, “but original as far as you 
writing the music yourself.”



Founding the Collective : : 103

“Wait now, this is where you’re taking on a dictator part,” Jackson ob-
jected. “Maybe I don’t care to write, but I still care to play good music.”

Jackson’s observation gave Abrams pause. “You made something come 
to mind that I hadn’t thought about,” said Abrams. “I’d like to think that to 
participate in a group like this it wouldn’t stifl e anybody whether you wrote 
a tune or not. We are in need of  not only composers, we have to have musi-
cians to play it.”

One should not mistake this comment for an attempt to reproduce the 
division of  labor between “composer” and “performer” that characterized 
Western classical music. Rather, to these musicians, being “a musician” 
meant working out of  a hybridized model of  creative practice that negoti-
ated between individuality and collective membership, and which assumed 
primary creative agency for each artist. “It is clear that we have performers 
and composers, you know,” Abrams continued. “But basically, musicians 
are performers, composers and all, at the same time. You write music when 
you stand up and practice your instrument.” Here, Abrams draws upon a 
tradition that regarded “composition,” or the creation of  music, as a coop-
erative, collective practice, responsive to the conditions and histories from 
which the individual musicians sprang.

Abrams and McCall felt strongly that the imperative of  original music 
went beyond narrow strategies of  self- promotion. “When we speak of  our-
selves,” Abrams declared, “we not only speak of  the group as registered 
members, we speak of  ourselves as a whole, as a people.”

“That covers a lot of  territory,” Jerol Donavon mused.
“As we begin to give concerts and maybe concerts with cats in other 

groups in other cities and things,” Steve McCall predicted, “by saying 
the promotion of  ourselves, that might mean playing Lee Morgan, ‘Side -
winder,’ to promote me on the concert stage.” McCall’s conclusion ex-
pressed a certain fi nality. “So now we got to say, original music—of  us. 
Our original music.”

Without objection, Abrams called the question. “We’re gonna take a 
vote right now. All in favor of  promoting ourselves, in the form of  present-
ing our own music, within the scope of  this organization, signify by saying 
‘Aye.’ ” In quick response came a unifi ed shout of  “Aye.”

Even though the meeting had already been in session for more than 
two hours, no one was ready to adjourn. The meeting continued, point 
by point, through the postcard agenda. Philip Cohran began by suggesting 
that the group present a concert each week, with a rotating order of  groups 
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to ensure that all members had a chance to perform. Reggie Willis sug-
gested that it might be possible to present more than one group per week. 
At the same time, however, Willis brought up an important issue regarding 
salaries. “This is just an assumption on my part,” said Willis, “but it seems 
to me salaries are pretty set in accordance with union rules.”

A 1968 Down Beat article about the AACM noted that “one of  the musi-
cians’ primary concerns was to avoid coming into confl ict with the bylaws 
of  the musicians’ union.”66 In the 1960s, the power of  the union eff ectively 
controlled the musicians’ very livelihoods, and Chicago’s Local 208, the 
black musicians’ local, exercised very tight control of  clubs and theaters 
on its circuit, sending offi  cials to spot- check ensembles for union member-
ship. A leader who featured nonunion members could be fi ned or even sus-
pended from the union, eff ectively foreclosing future work. Union musi-
cians performing with nonunion musicians could be similarly sanctioned. 
Venues that employed nonunion musicians would be branded as “unfair,” 
and union musicians would be barred from performing there. The musi-
cians in the meeting worried about how to present concerts with more than 
one group if  a union wage could not be provided for every musician. Fea-
turing more musicians at a concert than were specifi ed in the union con-
tract constituted an infraction with potentially serious consequences.

Melvin Jackson suggested pursuing a variance with the union to waive 
the normal contract process. “I know personally that these things can be 
gotten around,” said Jackson. “By this being a new organization, you can do 
these things with the sanction of  the union, man. All you got to do is just go 
down there and talk with them.”

Jodie Christian disagreed strongly. “I don’t care for this ‘sanction of  the 
union.’ The only dealings I want to have with the union is, I make up my 
contract and pay my dues. That’s the only way I want to become affi  liated 
with them. If  we would have wanted to make this a union thing, we would 
have gone down there and had their permission and formed right there. But 
we decided this was our own thing, so we handle it our own way.”

“This is sort of  like self- employment, right here, what we got going,” 
Christian reminded the meeting. “If  we feel that we need a second group to 
be featured with that fi rst group, we can do that without going to the union 
to do it—at all.”

“See, we’re dealing with concerts,” Abrams agreed. “We’re not dealing 
with these joints. They got that. They got all of  that. We are dealing with 
concerts, and we are privileged to eliminate any middleman that we are 
pleased to. You can walk up to a man and say, I want to rent this hall and 
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here’s the money. Now he can either rent his hall or not. But if  you walk up 
and say, look, I’ll call you tomorrow, I’m gonna see if  I can get the money 
from these cats, what you got?”

Up to this point, most of  these musicians had been working for other 
people on a fee- for- service basis. Now that they were proposing to set 
themselves up as producers, they suddenly found themselves on both sides 
of  the negotiating table, wondering how to pay themselves. It was becom-
ing obvious that the musicians themselves would have to contribute to 
the group’s welfare via payment of  dues, just as they were contributing a 
 union- stipulated percentage of  their salaries to Local 208 as “work dues.” 
As Abrams reminded the meeting, “This is a self- supporting organization,” 
a fact that was underscored when Philip Cohran took the fl oor as the meet-
ing stretched out past fi ve in the afternoon. Cohran’s remarks off er some 
idea of  the extreme undercapitalization that marked the origins of  the 
AACM. “It takes money to send out cards and all, the tape costs money,” 
announced Cohran, “So we are in need of  a collection from the people 
gathered, whatever you can aff ord.”

“I suggest  twenty- fi ve cents, all around,” Abrams said. “All in favor of  
the suggestion, signify by saying Aye.” After a murmured general assent, 
Abrams declared that “the ayes have it. There will be a  twenty- fi ve- cent col-
lection for those who can aff ord it.”

“I got eleven cents,” one member announced with some alarm. “Others, 
don’t worry about it,” said Abrams. After the collection was taken, a date 
for the next meeting was arranged. “The fi rst thing that we should do,” 
suggested bassist Charles Clark, “is try to elect offi  cers, provided there’s 
enough people.”

“Alright,” said Abrams. “All in favor of  adjournment, signify by saying 
Aye.” The room roared “Aye.”

“This meeting now stands adjourned. Signed, Chairman Richard 
Abrams.”

“Alright, baby,” someone shouted.

Naming Ceremony: Black Power and Black Institutions
The second meeting took place a week later, on Saturday, May 15, 1965. 
Some of  those who attended the fi rst meeting did not return for the sec-
ond, but others came with the expectation that offi  cers were to be elected. 
Trombonist Julian Priester, who had been a regular member of  Sun Ra’s 
Arkestra and was now performing with Art Blakey, was visiting Chicago 
and was present at the meeting.67 “I’d like you to tell myself  and anyone else 
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in the room,” Priester asked the meeting chair, “what is the exact purpose, 
or purposes, of  this organization?”

“Well, it was voted on and passed by everyone present,” Abrams replied, 
“that we in this organization will play only our own music—original com-
positions or material originating from the members within the group, in 
the sense of  concerts, exploitation around music that we write.”

“But it would seem,” Priester ventured, “that if  you put too many re-
strictions on the activities, at this point of  just getting organized, you’re 
going to put a lot of  obstacles in your way. For instance, to me, everyone in 
here is not a composer. Everyone in here is not writing music, and so right 
there you exclude them.”

“No, no one’s excluded,” Abrams insisted. “We have to have perform-
ers and composers. We realized at the time that everyone is not gifted to a 
great deal of  writing. But now, I feel this way, that you may not be Duke El-
lington, but you got some kind of  ideas, and now is the time to put ’em in. 
Wake yourself  up. This is an awakening we’re trying to bring about.”

“But taking into consideration economic factors involved,” Priester con-
tinued, “as musicians we’re going to be working in front of  the public, and 
diff erent people, club owners or promoters . . .”

“No, no, we’re not working for club owners, no clubs,” Abrams in-
terrupted quickly. “This is strictly concerts. As far as this organization is 
concerned, we’re not working taverns, because we believe we can create 
enough work in concert. See, there’s another thing about us functioning as 
full artistic musicians. We’re not aff orded that liberty in taverns. Everybody 
here knows that.”

“When you say ‘us,’ ” Priester asked, “are you speaking strictly of  the 
physical members of  the organization . . . excluding race or anything, any-
body who is, uh . . .”

“Well, the members of  the organization, whoever happens to be a mem-
ber of  the organization,” Abrams replied.

“And how do you become a member?” Priester asked.
“Well, we’re here now becoming members, since it was voted on and 

agreed upon that we elect offi  cers today,” Abrams said. “Now after the elec-
tion of  offi  cers, I would say, then we have the start of  an organization. After 
that, I’m sure we will decide on how we will accept other people in, after 
we’ve organized—whether they’ll be screened in some way or whatnot like 
that.”

“Before we get to the election of  offi  cers and some of  the other points,” 
Ken Chaney suggested, “we should think about exactly what we’re going to 
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be—if  we’re going to be, say, a society, something, for the advancement of  
creative music, or something like that.”

Gene Easton agreed. “If  we had a stated philosophy, and we knew 
whether we were a nonprofi t organization, just how we plan to operate,” 
Easton observed, “it would help to clear the thinking on some of  the points 
that we are going into more or less cold.”

The discussion began to wander around these points until the singer 
Floradine Geemes stepped in. In an impromptu yet confi dent and deliber-
ate manner, the structure that the AACM was still using in the  twenty- fi rst 
century seemed to spring forth fully formed from her head. Geemes was 
able to directly identify, perhaps in a way that the overwhelmingly male 
membership was unable to countenance, the major issue evinced by the 
meeting’s lack of  focus. “Seems like most of  the people here have fear,” 
Geemes noted quietly, going on to present a lesson in basic organizational 
structure and function to the assembled artists. “When you say ‘elect of-
fi cers,’ ” Geemes began, “they have fear of  president, vice president, sec-
retary, chairman. But with basic parliamentary law, there shouldn’t be any 
fear of  a chairman.”

Perhaps referring indirectly to the previous discussion, in which the 
union was depicted as an autocratic force vis- à- vis the musicians, Geemes 
was reassuring. “That doesn’t mean that the offi  cers have control of  it and 
you have no say- so. ‘Offi  cers’ only means that as president you have con-
trol over the meetings. “ ‘Vice president’ only means that if  the president is 
not there, you got someone to carry on,” Geemes continued. “ ‘Recording 
secretary’ is now recording whatever we have to discuss now, taking down 
the most important points. ‘Financial secretary,’ once we’re organized, will 
eventually come into the picture.

“And that’s all basic parliamentary is,” the singer concluded. “It’s the or-
der of  this group, and from there you’ve got your organization started. You 
can go into anything you want from there.”

Perhaps stating the obvious, Easton observed gravely that “I think that 
the young lady spoke more clearly and evidently understands more about 
parliamentary procedure than the rest of  us.” Shortly thereafter, the task 
of  nominating and electing a board was completed, and Abrams called out 
the names of  the newly elected offi  cers. “Richard Abrams is president; Jodie 
Christian is vice president; Flora Geemes is secretary, Phil Cohran, fi nancial 
secretary; Sandra Lashley, recording secretary; Ken Chaney, business man-
ager; Jerol Donavon,  sergeant- at- arms; and Steve McCall, treasurer.”68

The offi  cers convened their fi rst meeting a few days later at Philip 



108 : : Chapter Four

Cohran’s 75th Street apartment, on Thursday, May 20, 1965 at around 
7 p.m. Bassist Malachi Favors also took part in the discussion, as this fi rst 
“executive board” developed policy suggestions to place before the orga-
nization as a whole for approval. The very fi rst issue taken up, however, 
was not strictly organizational, but spiritual. At the May 15 meeting, bassist 
Nevin Wilson had remarked, “I’m concerned with what happened when 
we started this meeting—facing the East, and all that. What’s the faith in 
this? Is it Islamic?”

“Well, that was for prayer purposes,” Abrams explained.
“You could be any faith you wanted?”
“Any faith you wanted.”
Now, Jodie Christian, a Jehovah’s Witness, brought the issue up again, 

and Malachi Favors explained that “the planet rotates to the East. When 
you face the East you’re standing proudly. Somebody might think that fac-
ing the East has something to do with the Muslims, or Islam, or something 
like that.”69

“I picked the East simply because life feeds out of  the East into the West,” 
Abrams said. “And it returns to the East. It returns home. It’s man’s written 
role, it’s an example, each day, of  what he is here to do . . . among many 
other explanations, and I’m sure there could be quite a few.”70 The meeting 
turned to questions of  fund- raising. “Let’s take number eight fi rst, which is 
dues,” Abrams began, referring to the original postcard agenda from May 8. 
“Now I had thought of, say, a dollar a week for each member, which could 
give us a pretty fair cushion for promoting the fi rst concert, maybe the fi rst 
two concerts.”71

“When Sandra [Lashley] was trying to collect,” Floradine Geemes re-
membered of  the May 15 general meeting, “someone said, ‘I wasn’t there 
last week,’ or ‘I can’t aff ord it this week.’ ” A dollar a week may not seem 
like very much to those familiar with other,  better- funded experimental 
music subcultures. The dues issue, however, underscores the point that the 
AACM’s  grass- roots community activism started literally from nothing—
with all of  the stresses that this implies. “All of  us are in a strain at times,” 
Abrams ventured, “and we may tend to get behind in our dues, not because 
we’re lax, but simply because we’re not able to pay ’em. Sometimes we’re 
not working and sometimes we are. There are days when we don’t have a 
dollar—at all. All the money goes right out of  your pocket into . . . your 
responsibilities.”

“I think the strictest rule that we can have on this, man,” said Jerol 
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 Donavon, “is that everybody has to be paid up when their time comes to 
playing the concert. And if  their dues are not paid up, then they make ar-
rangements to come before the executive board to explain why, and the 
executive board determines whether they can play or not.”

The next agenda item was to work out the basics of  becoming a non-
profi t organization. “You have to state your purposes and everything,” 
Cohran explained, “and then draw up a set of  rules and by- laws, with a 
lawyer, and then you put it before the state.”

“But a gig is for profi t,” Christian wondered aloud. “Isn’t this a profi t 
organization?”

“No, not really,” Abrams replied. “We are promoting creative music as 
an art—culture.” Talk of  culture, in turn, brought questions regarding the 
new organization’s relationship to traditional philanthropy. “Once we get 
our name and our charter and everything,” said Cohran, “I think we should 
approach some businessmen, like Fuller, some of  these people that’s got 
some money. They might not do anything, but I think we should approach 
them on the basis of  what we’re trying to do culturally.”72

“I disagree,” McCall responded sharply, perhaps fearing that deviating 
from a strategy of  full self- reliance could compromise the organization’s 
independence.

“It’s just to subscribe to what we’re doing with no strings attached,” 
Cohran ventured, “merely to run an ad on the program that says that he 
supports what we’re doing.”73 No fi nal agreement on this point was reached, 
and the meeting moved on to discuss promotion.

“To open up strongly,” suggested Steve McCall, “means to open up with 
a plan in mind for more than just one concert. Instead of  running more or 
less random concerts or what have you, we should have a series of  concerts, 
so we have a program.”

“It’s going to take more than two weeks to promote an event,” said Don-
a von. “Will we have placards and things made up?”

“We had these little things we passed out, and they were all over the city, 
just everywhere,” said Abrams. “They were just as good as placards, ’cause 
a lot of  people got ’em.”

In the meeting’s fi nal moments, the question of  who would give the fi rst 
concert was approached whimsically by Cohran. “I think that the following 
Saturday, we should have all of  the musicians to bring their instruments 
to the meeting. Everybody would get up and play for so many minutes,” 
Cohran jokingly suggested,” and then the whole body will vote on who 
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they want to represent them in the fi rst concert.” To general laughter, the 
trumpeter evoked the spirit of  the cutting contest, now clearly viewed as an 
artifact of  a bygone age.

On Thursday, May 27, 1965, the second meeting of  the executive board 
of  the as yet unnamed organization took place at Philip Cohran’s home. 
Answering the roll call were Richard Abrams, Steve McCall, Jerol Donavon, 
Ken Chaney, Philip Cohran, Sandra Lashley and Floradine Geemes. The 
fi rst order of  business was point eleven on the postcard agenda, a name for 
the organization. A name was necessary, not only to focus public attention 
on the new organization itself  for purposes of  advertising and promotion, 
but also to obtain a state charter, and to help consolidate the organization’s 
membership behind a suitable image. “I have a name, but I’m not satisfi ed 
with it,” ventured Cohran. “The name that I’ve fi nally come up with is ‘As-
sociation of  Dedicated Creative Artists,’ It says everything I want to say, but 
it seems like it could be put in another way.”74

“What you had on the card,” Ken Chaney reminded everyone, “was ‘a 
meeting for the advancement of  creative music.’ ”

“That sounded good,” Cohran mused. “ ‘Association for the Advance-
ment of  Creative Music,’ That was what got everybody there.” The ensuing 
discussion demonstrates that the AACM, as with most African American 
organizations, did not eschew the spiritual as part of  its organizational phi-
losophy. “What initials would that give?” Abrams asked. “ ‘A.A.C.M,’ That 
would put a Nine on us,  initial- wise.”

“Really?” McCall responded, “That’s good.”
“Sandra wanted to know how I arrived at the number nine for the letters 

in the name,” Cohran said to Abrams, “and I told her that this was your 
conversation, not mine.”

“Numerology,” Abrams replied. “ ‘A’ represents ‘1,’ ‘M’ represents ‘4,’ ‘C’ 
represents ‘3,’ M and C would be 7, and the two A’s are one apiece. That’s 
nine. All the letters in the words might present something else,” he warned, 
“but what you are called, a nickname or whatever it is, that’s the vibration 
they put on you in numbers, regardless of  what your name is.

“So we’ll be referred to as the A.A.C.M most of  the time, which would 
signify that this is a Number Nine organization,” Abrams observed.

“That’s as high as you can go,” someone responded.
“True,” Abrams replied, “but that’s a high vibration to live up to. It could 

cause as many low things as high things if  you don’t live up to it. We think 
and feel in a spiritual manner about what we’re doing.”

Jacques Attali has asserted that the advent of  “free jazz” was provoked 
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by “the organized and often consensual theft of  black American music.”75 
Certainly, this understanding extended right into the naming of  the new 
organization. “What are we calling it?” asked Sandra Lashley, who was tak-
ing notes. “ ‘The Association for the Advancement of  Creative . . . ‘Music,’ 
or ‘Musicians?’ ”

Cohran’s thoughtful response evinced a keen awareness of  that long his-
tory of  exploitation. “If  the association is to advance the creative musicians, 
they are the ones who need advancing,” Cohran declared. “We can all cre-
ate music and somebody else can take it and use it. The musicians are the 
ones who need the help.”

“We’ve been advancing creative music all along,” declared Donavon, and 
McCall fi nished his sentence: “but nobody has been advancing us.” That 
seemed to settle the matter. The name, “Association for the Advancement 
of  Creative Musicians” and its acronym, “A.A.C.M.,” were adopted unani-
mously by the board.

On Saturday, May 29, 1965, at 2 p.m., the next general meeting of  
the organization took place at the Abraham Lincoln Center, a local 
 community- assistance institution located at 700 East Oakwood Boulevard, 
in a building designed and built in 1905 by Frank Lloyd Wright and Dwight 
Heald Perkins that now lay in the heart of  Bronzeville. Steve McCall per-
suaded the center staff  to make its facilities freely available to the musi-
cians,76 and as the tape was rolling, the sounds of  musicians practicing could 
clearly be heard.77 The fi rst order of  business was the membership roll call, 
which is given on the tape.78 After the meeting was “called to order with 
prayer,” Sandra Lashley read the minutes of  the May 27 executive board 
meeting. The two name choices, “Association of  Dedicated Creative Art-
ists,” or “A.C.D.A,” and the  board- recommended name, “Association for the 
Advancement of  Creative Musicians,” or “A.A.C.M,” were presented to the 
general body. A clear preference for the name “A.A.C.M.” quickly emerged, 
and with little further comment, the name Association for the Advance-
ment of  Creative Musicians was unanimously adopted. Gene Easton asked 
that the new organization be referred to henceforth as “the association” in-
stead of  “the club,” refl ecting a shift in self- image toward a more solid basis 
for imagining community.79

A number of  housekeeping matters were pursued, moving toward the fi -
nal agenda item, the election of  a four- person board of  directors, along the 
lines that Julian Priester had suggested in the May 15 meeting. Elected were 
Roscoe Mitchell, Malachi Favors, Fred Berry, and Gene Easton. A seemingly 
innocent question by pianist Bob Dogan led the group into a heated debate 
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about race. “I got two members of  my band who are not in the group and 
they are interested in getting into the group,” Dogan ventured. “I’d like to 
know if  I can take it upon myself  to invite them into the next meeting so 
they can become members.”

“Well, we’re open for membership, aren’t we?” Abrams asked.
“You know, they’re not on the mailing list now,” Dogan hesitated. This 

observation that the musicians “were not on the mailing list” seemed to 
be a tacit message that the musicians in question were white. On the other 
hand, Dogan himself  was white, and by all indications, he was “on the list,” 
as one of  those specifi cally invited to the meeting by the original call. Thus, 
embodied within the issue brought to the table by Dogan was a complex dy-
namic of  personal and professional interaction, crucially mediated by race 
and culture, where mappings of  whiteness and blackness to  insider- outsider 
binaries were defi ned not so much by phenotype as by issues of  trust, col-
legiality—and power.

“We have a consideration to make too, in reference to what we’re do-
ing,” Abrams began tentatively. “Actually, we haven’t said it, but the mem-
bership is confi ned to a certain area or group of  musicians.

“This is not in reference to whether a person’s group can perform,” he 
added. “As it stands now, the members in your group will perform with 
your group. We’re going to have to make a consideration as to whether 
we’re going to have an interracial organization, or have it as it stands now in 
reference to membership.”

“You mean that if  someone is a certain race then they can’t come into 
the group,” Dogan queried.

“I mean that we are going to have to decide whether we will have an 
interracial group or not,” Abrams replied. “Being frank about it, when we 
started we didn’t intend to have an interracial group. Not as opposed to 
another race, but we made it on the premise that each has his own, up to a 
certain height. Then, the collaboration and contact with the other races or 
body takes place.”

“Yeah, but that would throw some low blows to a lot of  cats that might 
really be interested,” said Dogan.

This discussion mirrored developments taking place in the larger context 
of  black political positions that were developing in the 1960s. A younger 
generation of  black activists was sharply critical of  what they saw as the 
failure of  biracial coalition politics to advocate radical change. As Stokely 
Carmichael and Charles Hamilton wrote in 1967, “The concept of  Black 
Power rests on a fundamental premise: Before a group can enter the open so-
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ciety, it must fi rst close ranks. By this we mean that group solidarity is nec-
essary before a group can operate eff ectively from a bar gaining position 
of  strength in a pluralistic society.”80 Many of  Chicago’s newer black cul-
tural organizations were moving in a similar direction. For Carmichael and 
Hamilton, “The point is obvious: black people must lead and run their own 
organizations.”81 This point was articulated in greater detail by the Student 
Non- Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in 1966, and by the Con-
gress of  Racial Equality (CORE) in 1968, when these organizations removed 
whites from their ranks.82 Many activists also noted that  black- white coali-
tions were frequently subject to fracture, due to unequal expectations of  
power between whites and blacks.

Operating in the midst of  a social system that routinely invests heavily 
in white privilege, even the most committed organizations could be fatally 
compromised from without. In Will Menter’s account of  the Jazz Compos-
ers Guild, Bill Dixon resented the apparent fact that after the demise of  the 
guild, Carla Bley and Mike Mantler managed to receive the grants that the 
JCG had been trying for. Dixon attributed this to the fact that the JCG was 
known for having black leadership. “When I was trying to get money, no 
one had any,” Dixon observed. “The minute I left them these people gave 
them money to do things that they wouldn’t give me to do. It’s incredible. I 
can almost say that in America you don’t want a Black man showing people 
anything if  you can avoid it. And the same thing can be advanced by a white 
person and it’s good—it’s valuable and should be subsidised.”83

At the same time, Dixon recalled that many black musicians, in this era 
of  heightened black cultural nationalism, questioned the reasons for creat-
ing a multiracial, rather than an all- black organization. “People said why did 
you have a mixed group? But I thought even the White musicians weren’t 
doing that well and I thought we had more chance if  we made it mixed.”84

Perhaps with this history in mind, Abrams argued that “an interracial 
organization has to be awfully strong, brother, because it can be torn apart. 
We see evidence of  it in the Composer’s Guild in New York. People are 
trying to contribute things to the white members and withhold it from the 
colored members—in the same group.

“This was stated by one of  the originators of  the organization, if  you 
read the account in Down Beat magazine,” Abrams continued, probably re-
ferring to the Robert Levin article on Bill Dixon that had been published in 
Down Beat just weeks before.85 “He as much as said that he feared the orga-
nization was gonna crack because of  it.

“This is not opposed to white musicians,” Abrams declared. “We know 
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that we clearly have economic, social and other obligations to ourselves 
because of  our position as black musicians. We’ve been lacking a lot of  
things, and we have to bring up ourselves. We know what is going on with 
ourselves personally, as musicians at large, as participants in this organiza-
tion, and as participants in this country, period.” The remark indicated an 
implicit understanding of  the diff erence between a notion of  “racism” as 
the individualized practice of  “prejudice” and the institutionalized exclu-
sion to which they and their forebears had long been subjected. On this 
view, forming a black organization as a primary strategy of  empowerment 
constituted a challenge to  white- controlled economic, social, and discursive 
networks. At the same time, clearly present was the hope that with the 
eventual empowerment of  black people, the need for race- specifi c politi-
cal and economic strategies might be diminished. As Abrams explained to 
Dogan, “We’re not fi ghting a racial fi ght. We’re promoting ourselves and 
helping ourselves up to the point where we can participate in the universal 
aspect of  things, which includes all people.”86

Philip Cohran, perhaps as a way of  fostering more careful consideration 
of  the issue, put forth a motion that “the racial aspect of  the membership” 
be the fi rst order of  business at the next general meeting. Cohran’s attempt 
to table the topic was swept away by Abrams, again articulating an insti-
tutional rather than an individualist analysis. “There are good musicians 
on the North Side too, I mean white musicians,” Abrams insisted. “It’s not 
their fault the way these people manipulate things. The musicians don’t do 
it. It’s the people that control the thing.” The rising tone of  Abrams’s so-
liloquy began to take on the tone of  a revivalist preacher. To a rising chorus 
of  murmuring assent, prior to the adjournment of  the meeting, Abrams 
declared, “Our ticket is to get ourselves together as a body. They got the 
thing set up in a certain way, but they can’t control us, because we have the 
music, and this is what they’re after. Now, if  that’s not a good reason for 
organizing, I don’t know what is. Don’t think in terms of, ‘Aw man, I ain’t 
prejudiced,’ That’s not the point. We’re talking about getting an alliance.”
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JEAN DUBUFFET: ANTICULTURAL POSITIONS 
 

An important change appears to be taking place in many minds within the field of art as well as so 
many other areas. Certain values long held to be definite and indisputable are now beginning to seem 
dubious if not completely false; others, formerly neglected or even despised, are now turning out to have 
great worth. This change is, no doubt, largely due to the knowledge we have been gaining during the past 
fifty years in regard to so-called primitive civilizations and their specific ways of thinking. Their art 
works have greatly disconcerted and engrossed the western public. 

We are beginning to ask ourselves whether our Occident doesn't have something to learn from those 
savages. It could very well be that in various domains, their solutions and approaches, which have struck 
us as simplistic, are ultimately wiser than ours. It could very well be that we're the ones with simplistic 
attitudes. It could very well be that they rather than we are characterized by refinement, mental ability, 
and depth of mind. 

I, personally, have a very high regard for the values of primitive peoples: instinct, passion, caprice, 
violence, madness. Nor do I feel that these values are in any way lacking in our western world. Quite the 
contrary! But the values celebrated by our culture do not strike me as corresponding to the true dynamics 
of our minds. Our culture is an ill-fitting coat--or at least one that no longer fits us. It's like a dead tongue 
that has nothing in common with the language now spoken in the street. It drifts further and further away 
from our daily life. It is confined to lifeless coteries, like a mandarin culture. It has no more living roots. 

I aim at an art that is directly plugged in to our current life, an art that starts out from this current life, 
that immediately emanates from our real life and our real moods. 

I would like to enumerate certain points in our culture with which I disagree. 
One of the chief traits of the western mind is its habit of ascribing to humankind a nature quite 

different from that of all other creatures, a refusal to identify our nature with, or compare it in any way 
whatsoever to, such elements as the wind, a tree, a stream--except in jest or in poetic figures. Western 
man despises trees and streams. He hates the very thought of being like them. The "primitive" however 
loves and admires trees and streams. He takes great pleasure in resembling them. He believes in an actual 
similitude between a human being, a tree, and a stream. He has a very strong sense of the continuity 
binding all things, especially humanity and the rest of the world. These "primitive" societies certainly 
have a greater respect than western man for all the creatures on the earth. They do not see humankind as 
the lord of other creatures but merely as one of them. 

Western man believes that his mind is capable of acquiring a perfect knowledge of things. He is 
convinced that the rest of the world keeps perfect step with his reasoning faculties. He strongly believes 
that the principles of his reason and especially those of his logic are well founded. 

"Savages" feel that there is something weak about reason and logic, they rely on other ways of 
gaining knowledge of things. 

This is why they so greatly esteem and admire those states of mind which we refer to as delirium. I 
must confess that I have a very keen interest in delirium. I am convinced that art has a great deal to do 
with delirium. 

I would now like to speak about the western world's great respect for elaborated ideas. I do not regard 
elaborated ideas as the better part of the human function. They strike me as being a lesser degree of the 
mental processes, a level on which the mental mechanisms are impoverished, a kind of outer crust formed 
by cooling. Ideas are like steam that condenses into water upon touching the level of reason and logic. 

I do not believe that the best part of mental functioning is to be found in ideas. The workings of the 
mind does not interest me on that level. My real aim is to capture thought at a developmental point prior 
to the stage of elaborated ideas. 

All art, all literature, and all philosophy in the West operate on that level of elaborated ideas. My own 
art, my own philosophy, derive entirely from subjacent areas. I try to seize a mental motion at the greatest 
possible depth of its roots, where I am sure the sap is far richer. 
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Western culture dotes on analysis, but I have little taste for analysis, little confidence in it. People 
think that everything can be revealed by disassembling and dissecting all the parts and then studying each 
individual one. 

My own impulse moves in the opposite direction. I am much more apt to treat wholes rather than 
parts. The moment an object is dismembered even in two, I feel that it's lost for my study, I feel further 
away from it rather than closer to it. 

I believe very strongly that an inventory of parts does not render an account of the whole. 
When I really want to view an object, I tend to look at it within the context of everything surrounding 

it. If I desire to know the pencil lying on my table, I focus my vision, not on the pencil but on the center 
of the room while trying to see as many objects as possible at once. 

When I see a tree in the country, I don't transport it back to my laboratory to look at it through a 
microscope, because I feel that the wind blowing on the leaves is crucial to any knowledge of the tree and 
cannot be subtracted. The same holds for the birds in its branches, for the singing of these birds. My cast 
of mind is such that I always add more of what surrounds the tree and what surrounds the things that 
surround the tree. 

I have dwelt on this point because I feel that this cast of mind is an important factor in my art. 
The fifth point is the fact that our culture is based on complete trust in language (particularly written 

language) and on a belief in its capacity to translate and elaborate thought. Now this strikes me as a 
mistake. Language, I find, is a gross, extremely gross stenography, a system of highly rudimentary 
algebraic signs, damaging rather than serving thought. The spoken word, more concrete than writing, 
animated by the timbre and intonation of the voice, a bit of coughing, some grimaces, a whole range of 
mimicry, seems a lot more effective. 

I consider written language a poor tool. As an instrument of communication, it conveys merely the 
carcass of a thought: what slag is to fire. And as an instrument of thought, it overloads the fluid and 
adulterates it. 

I believe (and here I am in agreement with the so-called primitive civilizations) that painting, a 
medium more concrete than the written word, is a far richer instrument for communicating and 
elaborating thought. 

I have said that what interests me about painting is not so much the moment at which it crystallizes 
into formal ideas as the preceding stages. 

I want my painting to be seen as a tentative language fitted to these areas of thought. 
I now come to my sixth and last point: I would like to talk about the western notion of beauty. 
First I want to tell you how my conception differs from the usual viewpoint. 
For most western people, there are objects that are beautiful and others that are ugly; there are 

beautiful people and ugly people, beautiful places and ugly ones. 
But not for me. Beauty does not enter into the picture for me. I consider the western notion of beauty 

completely erroneous. I absolutely refuse to accept the idea that there are ugly people and ugly objects. 
Such an idea strikes me as stifling and revolting. 

I think it was the Greeks who invented the notion that some objects are more beautiful than others. 
The so-called savages do not believe in this at all. They do not comprehend what you mean by 

beauty. This is precisely the reason why we call them savages. A name reserved for anyone who fails to 
understand that there are beautiful things and ugly things and doesn't really worry about it either. 

The odd thing is that for centuries and centuries (and today more than ever) western man has been 
arguing over which things are beautiful and which are ugly. No one doubts for an instant that beauty 
exists, but you'll never find two people who agree on which objects are beautiful. The objects differ from 
one century to the next. In each new century, western culture proclaims as beautiful something that was 
proclaimed as ugly the century before. 
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The rationale given for this uncertainty is that beauty, while definitely existing, is hidden from the 
view of many people. The discernment of beauty would require a special sense with which many people 
are not endowed. 

People also think that this sense can be developed through exercise and even instilled in people 
lacking it. Schools are set up for this purpose. 

The teacher in such a school tells his pupils that there is definitely beauty in things, but he instantly 
has to add that there is disagreement on which things are endowed with it, and that we haven't as yet 
managed to establish which they are. He urges his pupils to examine the question themselves, and thus 
from one generation to the next the whole matter remains up in the air. 

And yet this notion of beauty is one of the things to which our culture attaches so much value. It is 
customary to regard this faith in the existence of beauty and the cult devoted to beauty as the chief 
justification of western society. The very principle of civilization is inseparable from this notion of 
beauty. 

I find this idea of beauty a meager and unintelligent invention. I find it mediocrely stirring. It's 
distressing to think about those people who are denied beauty because their noses are crooked or because 
they are too fat or too old. The idea that our world is mostly made up of ugly objects and places while the 
beautiful objects and places are scarce and hard to find does not strike me as very exciting. I feel that if 
the West were to discard this idea, then good riddance! If we came to realize that any object in the world 
may fascinate and illuminate someone, we would be in much better shape. This idea would, I think, 
enrich our lives more than the Greek notion of beauty. 

What will happen to art? For the Greeks, the goal of art was allegedly the invention of beautiful lines 
and beautiful color harmonies. If we abolish this notion, what's to become of art? Let me tell you. Art will 
then revert to its true function, a far more effective one than arranging shapes and colors for a supposed 
delight to the eyes. 

The function of assembling colors in pleasing arrangements does not strike me as particularly noble. 
If this were all there was to painting, I wouldn't devote a single hour of my time to it. 

Art addresses the mind and not the eyes. That is how it has always been regarded by "primitive" 
societies; and they are correct. Art is a language, an instrument of cognition and communication. 

I think that our culture's enthusiasm for writing, which I mentioned earlier, has led us to view painting 
as a crude, rudimentary idiom good only for the illiterate. In order to allow art some kind of raison d'être 
we invented the myth of plastic beauty, which I feel is utter flimflam. 

I have said and I repeat that in my opinion painting is a far richer language than the language of 
words. It is quite useless to seek any other raison d'être for art. 

Painting is a far more immediate language than that of written words and at the same time it is 
charged with far more meaning. It operates with signs that are not abstract or incorporeal like words. 

The signs in painting are much closer to the objects themselves. After that, painting manipulates 
subjects that are in themselves living substances. This is why it permits us to go much further than words 
can in approaching objects and their evocation. 

Painting (and this is quite remarkable) can more or less evoke things at will, that is, with more or less 
presence. At any degree between being and non-being. 

Finally, painting can evoke things not in isolation but linked with everything surrounding them: a 
huge quantity of things simultaneously. 

Furthermore, painting is a much more spontaneous and much more direct language than words: much 
closer to a shriek or to dancing. This is why painting is a means of expression for our inner voices and far 
more effective than words. 

It lends itself, as I have said, much better than words to translating thought in its different stages, 
including the lowest levels (those on which thought is close to its birth), the underground levels of mental 
spurts. 
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Painting has a twofold advantage over language. First of all, it evokes objects more forcefully, it gets 
closer to them. Secondly, it opens wider gates to the inner dancing of the painter's mind. These two 
properties make painting a marvelous instrument for provoking thought--or, if you like, clairvoyance. 
And also a marvelous instrument for exteriorizing this clairvoyance and permitting us to share it with the 
painter. 

By utilizing these two powerful means, painting can illumine the world with magnificent discoveries. 
It can imbue man with new myths and new mystiques, to reveal the infinitely numerous undivined aspects 
of things and values of which we were formerly unaware. 

This, I think, is a much more engrossing task for artists than assemblages of shapes and colors to 
please the eyes. 
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