
Amina Claudine Myers
by George Lewis

Amina Claudine Myers composing at the piano, New York, 1977. All photos
courtesy of George Lewis.

Amina Claudine Myers is one of the major first-wave members of the Association for
the Advancement of Creative Musicians, an experimental music collective that
included Leo Smith, Muhal Richard Abrams, Fred Anderson, Anthony Braxton, Leroy
Jenkins, Thurman Barker, Henry Threadgill, and the future members of the Art
Ensemble of Chicago. This group of young working-class artists of the 1960s barged
into standard music histories by creating a hybrid of improvisation and composition
that redefined the premises of experimental music-making. A virtuoso pianist and
organist whose work is presented internationally and appears on scores of
recordings, Myers draws upon her backgrounds in classical music and the music of
the black church of her native rural South to create a recombinant sensibility within
improvisation-imbued extended compositions. Her work is insistently post-genre at a
moment when reinscriptive collage pretends to postmodern transgression.

A number of younger scholars working on new music have noted that widely
accepted historicizations appear to premise the very identity of American
experimental music upon the erasure of African-American forms, histories, and
aesthetics, despite the ongoing centrality of blackness to the international identity of
American music. As it happens, the form most often assumed as the “invisible man”
of American experimentalism is that of a black woman. Among the 90+ oral histories
I compiled for my forthcoming book on the AACM, Myers’s observations numbered
among the most trenchant and vivid, and in this interview I wanted to explore the
articulations between sound, history, and place that are central to her work. Along
the way, I learned something about the limitations of standard interviewing practice
as a tool for investigating complex issues that are difficult to verbalize—the
questions with which thinkers have engaged throughout the centuries without

Music : Interview

BOMB — Artists in Conversation !Daily  Quarterly  Archive  Subscribe
Search

BOMB 97
Fall 2006

Interviews

Art : Interview

Tod Papageorge
by Richard B.
Woodward

Literature : Interview

Lynne Tillman
by Geoffrey
O'Brien

Film : Interview

Steven Shainberg
by Andrew
Fierberg

Music : Interview

Amina Claudine
Myers
by George Lewis

Theater : Interview

Theresa Rebeck
by Evangeline
Morphos

Critical Theory :
Interview

Nichole Argo and
Omar Amanat

Art : Interview

Anthony McCall
by Stephen
Johnstone…

Architecture : Interview

William Katavolos
by Deborah Gans

Art : Interview

Judith Linhares
by Madison Smartt
Bell

–

First Proof

Literature : First Proof
+ Share

BOMB Magazine — Amina Claudine Myers by George Lewis http://bombmagazine.org/article/2857/amina-claudine-myers

1 of 14 6/17/16, 9:56 PM



experiment in speaking past the silence, with a creative musician whose modesty
and generosity always precedes her formidable reputation.

George Lewis You were brought up in Blackwell, Arkansas, a small village with about
how many people?

Amina Claudine Myers No one really knows the population, but I guess about 250. A
little hamlet.

GL Rural, spread out.

ACM Definitely. People lived off the main highway. Some lived back in the woods,
some lived back in a clearing where they grew crops, and some lived right up on the
highway where the houses were closer together. You had the grocery store, the post
office, the train stop, the churches.

GL Maybe you could talk a little bit about the sounds you heard as a child.

ACM The main sounds I remember hearing were the crickets at night. And there
were the birds, and we had this plant that grew all around the house, like lilacs, that
attracted the bees, so there would be that humming sound. Then about 9:00 every
night the train would come by. You’d hear it from way off, that whistle blowing. And
you heard the bells of the cows when they were coming in.

GL You had cows?

ACM My grandmother had cows. They took them out to the pasture in the morning,
and when I got old enough, my cousin and I would go get them. We’d have to listen
to see where they were. They would wander off and eat, and we would have to find
them.

And then the chickens would come running to the house when you got ready to feed
them. You’d hear their feet—it was like a patter of chicken feet. (laughter)

GL For me, a city boy, the idea of a chicken foot having a sound—

ACM Yeah, they would hear that back door and run to you as a group, maybe about
15 or 20. The sounds of chicken feet running in the dirt, I can hear it in my mind. And
you’d hear the rooster; he would come to the back door and crow. My grandmother
would say, I knew you were coming, the rooster crowed.

GL That sounds kind of like a spiritual thing embodied within the sound.

ACM You could say that. They also used to say that if you dropped a dishrag,
company was coming. You ever hear that?

GL No.

Misc +
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GL When company’s coming?

ACM When I’m going to get money. It happened the other day. I got some money by
surprise, and my hand had been itching, the palm of my hand.

GL Maybe that’s why they call it “scratch.”

ACM That’s good (chuckles). Anyway, Blackwell was peaceful, the sounds of nature.

GL Peaceful, with all that going on?

ACM It was calming. It wasn’t chaotic or intense. It was just the normal everyday life.

GL When you went to school, what was it like?

ACM Very small. It was two rooms. You could hear the children in the next room
reciting, a lot of reciting. In my class there were about three of us. The other class
would maybe have five or six.

GL Was there a time when all the kids would get together?

ACM At recess. We played “Ring Around the Rosy” and “Jumpin’ in the Sugar Bowl.”

GL That’s like that composition of yours—

Jumpin’ in the sugar bowl, jump jump jump

Jumpin’ in the sugar bowl, jump jump jump.

ACM That’s where it came from. There would be a big cluster of people in a circle.
You’d end up stepping on people’s feet, and you’d laugh and it would break up.

GL I was going to ask you how all these sounds were a factor in how you work as a
musician, but that seems like an obvious example right there. I didn’t know that it
came from when you were a child. Did you jump rope too?

ACM Yeah, the double dutch, when you run in while the rope is turning. That’s all
about timing, so you don’t trip up the rope. They do it as fast as they can.

GL There’s a book that just came out, let me see if it’s here—

ACM Oh, Games That Black Girls Play. George, I’ve got to get this.

GL It’s a great book. A lot of people are writing stuff on music now that’s not the
standard stuff. This one’s by Kyra Gaunt. She’s a musician too.

ACM (examining the book) That double dutch was something.
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ACM That’s right, you had to have rhythm. The girls on the end, they’d say, Ready?
Then they’d start, and you had to time it going in. You could turn around in it, do all
kinds of stuff. Some people would get slick, you know.

GL It seems that you never forget how to do it. I saw my aunt doing it when she was
in her fifties, right there with the kids.

ACM Here’s another really good game that deals with rhythm. This is the rhythm
you’ve got going: (slap thigh, clap) One, two! (slap thigh, clap) Two, four! (slap thigh,
clap) Four, six! (slap thigh, clap) Six, one! (slap thigh, clap) If your number is called,
you must answer back without missing a beat.

GL Everybody had their own number?

ACM Yes. Say I’m one, you’re two. (slap thigh, clap) One, two! (slap thigh, clap)

GL (tries with limited success)

ACM You have to answer right away. It starts like this. First you set the rhythm. You
hit each other’s hands.

GL Let me try again.

ACM We’ll do it slow.

GL Okay.

ACM (slap thigh, clap) One, two!

GL (slap thigh, clap) Two, three!

ACM (slap thigh, clap) Three, two!

GL (slap thigh, clap) Two, one!

ACM (slap thigh, clap) One, six—and so on.

GL It’s like a march, or a hip rhythm.

ACM It was called “Rhythm,” if I’m not mistaken.
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Amina Claudine Myers (organ), Skip James (Tenor Saxophone), Ajaramu
(drums), CA. 1964.

GL I want to ask you about the sounds of church, because you were so involved with
all those choirs. It was mostly women, right?

ACM In Arkansas you had those quartets that traveled to the country churches. Some
recorded, like the Swan Silvertones and the Five Blind Boys of Alabama—there were
several of those “Blind Boy” groups—but there were musicians who weren’t
recorded who were wonderful. Before, they were just a cappella. The guitar came
later. They would sing in harmony and they kept their rhythms by slapping their
thighs. It was something. That stuff would be rollin’. You’d hear the whole church
stomping. So when I first started singing with a group down in Dallas, we tried to
emulate the quartet singers by slapping our thighs.

GL These were male quartets.

ACM Yes. My grandmother used to listen to Rosetta Tharpe [a pioneering gospel
singer, songwriter, and recording artist who attained great popularity in the ’30s and
’40s]. Rosetta was bad. So this past spring, I played for Bethel [AME Church] on
132nd Street. The women sing every fifth Sunday, and then they have Women’s Day
in May. They had this woman preacher, and she was bad. I started playing
—something just told me to do it—I started playing behind her. She said, I’m going,
da-da, dah! and I went, Hmm da-da dah! And then she raised it and went to the
climax, and when she stopped I kind of finished it off, brought it back down. Later the
choir director said, Girl, the way you played it, I wish I could do that. I said, I didn’t
want to overdo it. I hope she didn’t mind. They said, I think maybe you could have
done more.

GL It’s not so different from what I’ve heard you do in a concert.

ACM I know, but I had never done it in a church setting. I just go by the feeling of it.
It’s blues changes, the minor thirds, the flat fifths. It’s interesting how it all works as
one, the minister, the music, the congregation. Some churches don’t do that,
conservative churches where they have hymns and anthems, but for those where the
spirit hits, the musicians help the minister build up their sermons. That’s one thing
you hear in the churches, a lot of shouting.

GL I remember that they would “get happy,” they called it, go into a trance.

ACM One time one of my cousins hit me, and it looked like some kind of electricity+ Share
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GL What you were playing at Bethel, I heard it as a thing where you’re finding out
stuff about the preacher through the playing, the same as if you’re playing music
with somebody. Playing with people in these free-improvisation contexts, too, I can
figure out a lot about the other musicians—where they want to take the music, the
messages that they are interested in or capable of receiving. And I’m sure they’re
finding this out about me too. Have you had these kinds of experiences?

ACM Well, there’s one musician, a bassist; it seems like he always knows the right
thing to do that works with the music. Technically he can do it, and he has feeling
and soul. He knows what I’m doing and where I’m going. There’s no ego.

GL How do you tell when somebody doesn’t have an ego in the music—or, how does
ego come out in the music?

ACM Well, with this other bass player, when I played my music with him, he took it
the way he wanted to go. I had no control, and I didn’t know how to deal with that.
That was strange.

GL If all this comes out in the music, can you be dishonest in the music, when you’re
playing with somebody? Can you trick people?

ACM I don’t think so, no. You can’t fake the music. It’s a real thing.

GL You told me about Ajaramu [the drummer, an original member of the AACM],
that he believed in playing what you hear. What does that mean?

ACM Ajaramu told me, whatever I’m hearing in my head, don’t be afraid to play it.
For instance, in playing the blues, I may want to do something that doesn’t fit within
a certain chord. See, when I was playing with Jug [Gene Ammons, tenor
saxophonist], I had to follow the changes, or Jug would turn around and say, “You
ain’t playin’ the blues, Claude.” He would say that every time I would try to go
outside the chord structure.

At that time, I found myself in a position that I really didn’t want to be in. I was shy
about playing jazz onstage. My dream was to be a singer and an actress. Piano
playing was natural, and then I started studying. I hated those jam sessions at
McKie’s in Chicago, with Gene Dinwiddie and all them coming in with “All The Things
You Are,” and “There Will Never Be Another You.” Ajaramu and I, and Skip James,
we were the house band, and I had to try and pick up those tunes. I was so naive,
George.

GL But what about once you leave the blues and that context, like in the record we
made with Muhal in 1980, “Spihumonesty,” with Youseff Yancey playing the
theremin? Is there any reason to fear in an open context like that? Or in the duo
piano record you made with Muhal?

ACM With Muhal it was totally open, once you got past the reading part. Henry+ Share
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overall sound. This is what I tell my musicians now—this is just a feeling, don’t worry
about the music. The music is a guide; just do your thing. The charts Muhal wrote for
the AACM—I was inexperienced, in from the country (laughter), and his music
seemed hard. You had to practice.

GL But we learned how to play it.

ACM Like with Coltrane, when he came out with “Ascension.” Ajaramu came home
and put the record on, and I said, Ooh, take that off, it’s too much. Later I realized that
with Coltrane all these sounds were going on at the same time, and if you listen, you
listen to the complete network of sound, you are able to hear it all together.

GL Jeff Donaldson [one of the founders of the Africobra art movement] said that
some of his paintings were doing something like what the musicians were doing
with sound—lots of colors and shapes and directions going on at the same time,
which was too much for some people in the art world. “Too many notes,” you know?

ACM But if you train yourself to accept things, your brain will adjust.

GL That’s interesting: you have to learn to accept things.

ACM Just close your eyes and you’re surrounded with sound, like with the Art
Ensemble. You’re living within the sound, and it takes you places where you’re just
dealing with life.

 

Amina Claudine Myers, "Interiors" (score excerpt), 1995.

GL It seems that one of the hardest things is to teach people how to listen to things,
how to hear things in a different way. One of the things I’ve noticed in teaching
classes is that when I ask people to describe new and unfamiliar music, they can’t.
They don’t have the vocabulary for it. What they can do is make up an impromptu
movie scenario instead, a music-video scene. It’s not like synesthesia, seeing sounds
or hearing colors; it’s more like they hear a sound track and they create the movie.
More and more, in this culture, sound’s major purpose is to serve as accompaniment
for moving pictures.

ACM They also connect those sounds with things that have happened in the past.
The sounds have to go along with something instead of being on their own.

+ Share

BOMB — Artists in Conversation !Daily  Quarterly  Archive  Subscribe

BOMB Magazine — Amina Claudine Myers by George Lewis http://bombmagazine.org/article/2857/amina-claudine-myers

7 of 14 6/17/16, 9:56 PM



ACM Spirituality is something you have to be born with. Coltrane’s Olé, that was
deeply spiritual. Spirituality is being in touch with the soul of yourself and the
universe. It’s not for me to say who is spiritual and who is not. Like Miles, I couldn’t
say if he was spiritual, but he was a beautiful musician and I loved the music. He had
soul, but soul and spirituality are two different things, though they do go hand in
hand.

GL What about the emotional thing, when people say that they can hear emotion in
someone’s music? Do you feel that you hear that?

ACM Yes, because when I listen to, say, Dinah Washington—they say she was
difficult, but I feel she was beautiful. What she was doing with this music—she had a
way of expressing where you could feel the hurt and pain she went through. Look at
Mary J. Blige. I don’t know much about her, but when I first heard her, I liked her. Her
feelings come through in all her music.

GL When you play music, is it that you are expressing emotions or that you are
feeling the emotions?

ACM I try to portray the feeling of what the song is about. I try to put that feeling
across. I try to paint pictures, make it visual.

GL So that’s different from saying, I’m going to be “emotional” now.

ACM Oh, no, I can’t do that. For me I try to feel good, so that I can be relaxed and let
the Creator work through my hands. Just focus and let the spirit come through the
music.

GL When I did the book interviews, the men I interviewed hardly ever connected the
music with their personal relationships, but practically all the women did, including
you. For example, you had that long relationship with Ajaramu.

ACM Ajaramu was a creative brother in my life, and we were friends more than
anything else. I realized that later. He’s the one who brought me into the AACM.
Ajaramu heard me with [tenor saxophonist] Cozy Eggleston, and Cozy had some
heated discussions with Ajaramu. He kept saying Ajaramu “stole” me from him
(chuckles).

I really didn’t feel qualified. I didn’t know enough. I went along with things, but when
I got into the AACM, everybody was so respectful. Muhal showed me stuff on the
piano, Roscoe showed me stuff. It was a lot to digest, but the AACM members
accepted me. After a while I started formulating things in my mind that I wanted to
do, and that was when I split with Ajaramu. I said, I no longer want to do Ajaramu’s
thing. I want to do my thing. Like with Gene Ammons: after the third time we went
on tour, I started hearing other stuff and wanting to do it, but with Jug I had to stay
within the framework, the sound that Jug and them had. So I left Jug. It took a lot of+ Share
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play, united as one. But I had to learn how to separate. I would go on the stage mad
and Ajaramu would tell me, "Look, you have to leave your personal stuff at home."

GL Let’s say that you’re not working with them as a musician. Women always talked
about the situation of having children and how that affected the music, and whether
the men were supportive.

ACM I had one boyfriend who would try to sabotage me. I didn’t see it then. I’m not
blaming him—he was the way he was. I was blindly thinking that I was in love, but I
would feel terrible when I went on tour or to do a gig. It was never, “How was your
gig?” But when you get onstage, none of that is there; it’s all about the music.

GL We haven’t talked about Papa [Kanguele Sissokho, Amina’s late husband, a
translator fluent in French, English, Bambara, and Wolof, among other languages],
and I didn’t really want to go into that too much, but I want to ask you what it was
like going to Senegal for the funeral.

ACM It was wonderful. After passport control I was greeted by four or five men with
their prayer beads and white robes. There were some others downstairs with the
body, getting ready to take it over to the mosque. The spirituality of the country hit
me as soon as I got there. It felt good. They were so warm. They had everything
prepared for me. I didn’t have to do anything. The women had their heads covered
with their African dress, modest, with the fans. They invited me to dinner. There was
a lot of love there. I wish Papa had seen me over there. I guess he sees it now, but I
wish he could have known how much I loved his country. He probably thought I
wouldn’t like it, knowing how I am, Americanized and Westernized, but like I told
him, I’m from the country. I loved Dakar. There was a natural breeze.

GL The weather reminded me of San Diego, beautiful.

ACM Even though it’s a struggle, everybody is just living and doing their thing. It was
beautiful.

GL Was there a service for him?

ACM At the mosque they had prayers. They said the women could come to the grave
afterward. They took the body, washed him, said the prayers, and took him straight
to burial.

GL He was brought up as a Muslim.

ACM Yes. The family wanted him buried close to home. There was a man there with
the Qu’ran and his prayer rug, who was out there all day, praying. They said, “This is
what we do. They’ll do the same for me when I leave this earth.” It was about
tradition, pride, and dignity. We walked to the grave, and there was a wooden marker
with Papa’s name. Then out by his house they had a tent set up, and they had
someone to speak on him. + Share
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there were so many people that we wouldn’t be able to get through. They had
blocked the streets; you could not get up to the house. There were over 200 people
every day coming to the condolences to hear about Papa.

GL When I went out there last year, people received me with incredible hospitality. I
saw right away that Papa’s family was very highly respected. His great-niece is a
well-known contemporary artist [Madeleine Bomboté].

ACM I went to the museum and they had an exhibit of her work.

GL What was your impression of how Dakar sounded?

ACM It was alive. I liked the energy of the sounds. You had people walking, the
wagons with the horses, mixed with the cars. Traffic was really bad, but you know,
the people would be patient. Just the sounds of everyday life. You had the animals,
the goats, standing around eating and baa-ing. I loved it. Everything just worked well
together. Papa’s cousin said, It’s surprising how this country is constantly building,
with no money. You always heard hammering and stuff.

 

Amina Claudine Myers Ensemble, 1980s. Reggie Nicholson, drums; Jerome
Harris, bass.

GL I only have one more question. This relates to the large-scale piece, the
Improvisational Suite for Chorus, Pipe Organ, and Percussion [performed in July
1979 at St. Peter’s Church in New York]. What kinds of large-scale projects would you
do if somebody said, Okay, what do you want to do—and you could really do it?

ACM Well, I’m working on a choreographed piece on Harriet Tubman, for
instrumental ensemble and dancers. It’s called “General Harriet Tubman.” It starts off
with the banjo, and I’ve been writing the banjo part, with people dancing, stepping.+ Share
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DOUM doum, DOOOOM / Doum doum DOUM doum, DOOOOM . . . And then there
are the blackouts with flutes and piccolos, and the string ensemble.

GL So the writing portrays these lives in a very direct way.

ACM I want to show what she did through the music.

GL How many instruments are you going to use?

ACM String quartet, flute, piccolo, clarinet, bass clarinet, English horn, oboe,
trumpet, horn, trombone, tuba, double bass, tympani, snare drum, and little
instruments and stuff. No piano as yet, but I’m thinking of having congas in there.

GL It’s like a chamber orchestra, but with drums.

ACM Yeah, for the rock beat, regular trap drums, and trumpet and snare drums, for
that kind of sound.

GL Actually, I have one other question, kind of a personal one. You told Christian
Broecking in an interview about hearing Philippa Schuyler [1931–1967; American
concert pianist, composer, and author, daughter of African-American author and
journalist George Schuyler and white Texan artist and journalist Josephine Cogdell].

ACM Ooh, yes, when I was about 14 years old, in Dallas. I had great teachers in high
school. You know, those bad, strong black teachers. Cedar Walton knew this teacher
who had a bad choir when I was in ninth grade, and Cedar told me much later that
she talked about me. Her name was Mrs. Bailey. I realize now that she was one of my
greatest influences in directing choral music. But then I changed schools and Mrs.
Turrell became my music teacher, and my piano teacher and the choir director, and
she took me to see Philippa Schuyler. It was at the Baptist church. Somebody gave
her some flowers, and she came out and set them right in front of the keyboard. But
honey, she was out. It was beautiful. People called it “ay-vant-garde.” You know, she
was doing some stuff.

GL She was writing her own music.

ACM Writing her own music, honey. I mean, she tore that up. She was one of my first
influences, before Coltrane and everybody. I was fascinated with her. After the
performance we went down to the dressing room, and there were all these black
churchwomen. We’re down in the basement, and she’s sitting in a chair with all of
her music in her lap. No smile, but she wasn’t mean. People were scared to approach
her. I said how much I enjoyed it, and she smiled. She said, thank you, and went
right back to that serious look. Then I read in Jet magazine that she was killed in a
plane crash, about 35 years old. That woman was bad. Her mother and father, five
years before she was born, went on a vegetarian diet because they wanted to have a
genius child. It said that in Jet too.
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GL The reason I asked you about that is that I heard her play too.

ACM You did? Where?

GL In Chicago. I was only five or six. But I remember that regal look, and all the black
churchwomen, including my mother.

ACM You remember the black churchwomen too?

GL Oh yeah, because it was at a church.

ACM Yeah, that’s where they had, you see, the black classical musicians. They did
concerts in the church. You don’t see that now.

GL Well, you don’t see a lot of mention of black classical music at all.

ACM That’s what I’m talking about.

GL You had the classical music training as well as the gospel training, but even a lot
of the black cultural writers and celebrities don’t pay that much attention to the black
classical composers and performers, people like Hale Smith, Olly Wilson, Alvin
Singleton, William Brown—

ACM They sure don’t, and the ones on TV that could promote it don’t. Take people
like Oprah Winfrey, she’s into the Princes and the Patti LaBelles, Halle Berry, which is
all good, but that’s just one part of it. You don’t hear anything about the classical
musicians, the composers, the painters. Nothing. We’re not projecting the culture.

GL I did see that Lorna Simpson and Kara Walker made it to O Magazine, though.
Actually, this reminds me of something that Lester Bowie told me. For example, you
went to all-black schools when you were growing up, isn’t that right? Where you
learned about a lot of different kinds of music. In fact, a lot of the people in the AACM
who went to college went to all-black colleges—Leroy Jenkins, John Stubblefield,
Ann Ward. Famoudou Moye went to an all-black college for a while.

ACM Yes, but whenever I talk to people about how I want to do something with a
choir, the first thing they say is, Oh yes, we have a nice little gospel choir. I say, Look,
this music that I write, it’s not straight-ahead gospel. I want readers, but I also want
people who are able to improvise. This is what the emphasis is on. Why not the
university choir and the gospel choir? People have to be versatile.

GL What Lester was saying was that because so many influential musical ideas are
derived from African diasporic sources, the black colleges should be like meccas for
contemporary black art and music, the place where you would have to go to see the
newest creative music, the newest things going on.
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choral music of a few black composers, but it was mainly the standard repertoire.

GL We’re trying to create some people who can move in multiple directions. That’s
what we need as composers, people who can switch between the different cultures,
sounds, and practices. I mean, you lived with a man from Senegal, and this was just
one part of an intercultural experience. The music is like that too.

ACM Yes, I’m just looking ahead to do bigger projects, to bring all of that together.

Tags: Gospel music, Improvisation, Composition (Music), Choral music, American South,
Instrumental music, african american culture
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