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Reviewed by Cisco Bradley

“The drum skin has all the different ways it vibrates . . . When you follow the motion of a
drum skin you’re going to find yourself making all kinds of angular movements, and
that’s what it's about. That's the more true way. It's not doing it in a standard way where
everything is laid out for you, man, and you can’t deviate. It's dance again.”

—Milford Graves (36)

Attempting to encapsulate any artist’s work in a book represents a monumental task. Is it
possible, in words, to encapsulate the entirety of the human? And to represent one’s artistic
vision, especially when the creative medium is one beyond words? This fascinating volume,
edited by Mark Christmann, Celeste DiNucci, and Anthony Elms, is an earnest attempt to draw
together the intricate and complex web of creative forces that manifested in the work of trans-
disciplinary artist, scientist, and visionary professor Milford Graves. In the art world, Graves is
likely to be known primarily as a “percussionist,” but as Milford Graves: A Mind-Body Deal
illustrates, this simple term reflects only one part of the full expression of this creative genius.
Because of the vast landscape of Graves’ accomplishments, any book addressing his work is a
monumental task, but this volume takes to the task in innovative and creative ways.

Appropriately, the book includes many different voices and approaches, media and images,
interviews and essays on Graves. It is not that Graves worked in different artistic and scientific
disciplines, but rather that he saw the entirety of his life’s work as a web of interconnections: the
mind and the body, music and the heart, healing and rhythm, martial arts and body chemistry.
Taken from the exhibition, A Mind-Body Deal, which was featured by Ars Nova and the Institute
of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia in 2020—2021, just before the artist’'s passing on February
12, 2021, this book pushes in many directions towards an understanding of the fullness of
Graves’ life and work.

The book’s interviews and essays feature people who knew Graves well. Most of the essays are
based on personal observations, while the interviews include many people who worked with him
over the years. All speak to the deep impact that Graves’ unique perspective had on the world
around him. Critic John Corbett introduces us to Graves’ laboratory, in the basement of his
house, where he conducted research on the sound and rhythm of the heart and developed
healing practices. It was a space where everything was centered on the drum as organic, living
pulse. Corbett writes, “Graves helped revise the role of percussionist, introducing sounds from
non-Western percussion traditions and upending some of the most dearly held conventions of
group interaction in jazz” (50); as Graves stated, “Not taking a greater or lesser role, but an
equal role. Not reducing yourself to the point that you were considered a drummer, not a
musician. | resented that more than anything” (53).

Delving further, Graves reveals that:



Critical Studies in Improvisation / Etudes critiques en improvisation, Vol. 17, No. 1

The heart is more than a pump. It's a total connection between the activity of the brain
and circulation. | relate it to pulse diagnostics in traditional Chinese medicine, in
Ayurvedic medicine and also in Unani medicine, out of Persia. | coordinate this with the
German electro-acupuncture system. The objective is to be able to produce sound that
can set up a vibration in the body by using sound waves entering the ear, exciting the
eardrum, causing fluid movement, touching all the basal fibers in the membrane that will
eventually be converted into electrical impulses and electricity, or energy. I'm trying to
develop a highly esthetic, more balanced form of music. (54-55)

To explain further, in one interview included in the book, Graves reveals his moment of
discovery when, after obtaining a recording of the human heartbeat, “I could hear traditional
African drum rhythms in the heart sounds. | immediately called up all these drummers and told
them about what | was hearing. These pathological heart rhythms were similar to the rhythms
that a drummer gets into when in a state of possession” (73).

For Graves, there was a totality of sound, body, and healing that all came together and spoke to
the African American experience directly:

When you were denied existence, you were told to go search your inner soul. When
Black folks do music, they’re serious. Black musicians who decided to become more
conservatory educated, involved in a system unrelated to spiritual and biological
activities, lost the Black community. Because Black folks say you’ve got to have
something that can reach their soul. Black folks don’t go to church to learn about one-
and-one is two. They go there to find out how to keep some inspiration to stay on this
planet, man. | can go into the community and be as ‘way out’ as | want to be, never have
a problem. You know why? Because | grew up with the feeling. You lose your sense of
relating to people, you're finished. (55)

As bassist Melvin Gibbs observes, “the feeling’ is the kinesthetic code embedded in Black
creativity, the connection between symbolic language and the physical body. It's most easily
spotted in music, but it underlies all African American creative practice” (189-90).

Graves formulated theories about the origins of African American music that drew from his
observations of both internal body sounds and the outward music that came from their historical
experience. He stated: “With Afro-American culture, you've got to stop at some point from
talking about the negativity that was done to you and see the positive aspect that can come out
of your experience. I've been observing what happens to people with all this stress on them:
they produce great melodies. It's obvious where Black music in this country came from. Gospel,
the blues. Such beautiful lines came from stress” (191). As Gibbs further explained, “Graves’
research reveals the fact that adjustments that Black bodies make to deal with the stresses of
daily life causes those bodies to vibrate in a way that leads them to emit melodies. The stress of
existing as Black in America causes Black bodies to function in a way that leads them to
become biological musical instruments as an adaptation, resonant vibratory chambers that sing
the blues” (191).

The interview between oungan (male Vodou priest) Jean-Daniel Lafontant and Graves is
particularly perceptive in that it brings the transformative power of the drum into sharp focus
across stretches of history linking the pivotal Haitian Revolution of 1791 to other resistance
movements against the tortuous violence of slavery. “This ‘indigenous army,” those Maroons,
those barefoot men who defeated the greatness of the world—the army of Napoleon
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Bonaparte—how did they do it? They did it with the help of their spirits. [. . .] Only the drums and
other important things in Vodou could give them that power to defeat Napoleon Bonaparte. Only
that” (76).

In an essay, woodwind player and percussionist Hugh Glover, who performed with Graves at the
diaspora-encompassing FESTAC ’77 in Lagos, Nigeria in January 1977, writes of the power of
that meeting. “When | had a chance to walk around and hear these people perform complex
music that was not sacred, not war, not birth, but was purely utilitarian. [. . .] These people sang
with such harmony and answered back. It was like a spiritual musical message” (140).
Furthermore, he observed that Graves “was there to prove a few things. He was there to say:
We may be the products of slavery; however, don’t ever mistake in your mind that when they
took us out of Africa, that we left Africa behind” (141).

So much of Graves’ work seemed spiritual as well as practical. His interest in botany led him to
create a “global garden” where he grew species from around the world. To reflect this, the book
includes a collage image (which also graces the cover) that reflects his herbal healing practice,
or “a codification of Graves’ personal use of herbs, mapped on the body in a comprehensive
mnemonic chart,” showing which parts of the body benefitted from particular remedies (109).
Graves drew the practice from his ancestors, passed down through the generations, as a
means of survival.

Graves’ interest in the connections between rhythm, the human body, and healing led him to
develop his own form of martial arts that he named “Yara,” an acronym for Yielding-
Adaptogenic-Relative-Action, though he also claimed that the term derived from the Yoruba
word for “nimble.” The practical application for the practice was “the Black way of self-
protection” (162). As DiNucci notes, “Yara was how Graves explored the moving body—both as
subject and object—and in its interaction with other moving bodies” (162). This practice naturally
involved a kind of body movement improvisation, for as Blake Bradford noted, “Yara sparring is
not based on forms or scripts. The precision of a technique is less important than its
appropriateness and effectiveness in the moment. Graves’ way was the rigorous cultivation of
his capacity to adapt to circumstances. His curiosity about the world yielded an expanded sense
of possibilities. He understood that successfully navigating them required the ability to respond
and react accordingly, to improvise” (166). Thus, the intersections between music and martial
arts, for Graves were natural ones.

Though | am no scholar of visuality, no review would be complete without a discussion of the
many dozens of images in this book that bring to life Graves’ environment. Ranging from photos
of Graves in concert to an array of images of the scientist working in his laboratory to the many
paintings he made throughout his lifetime to many of his own creations and the life he grew in
his garden, the book provides a startling variety of the colours, the processes, and the human-
to-human encounters that filled his life for 79 years. We are left to understand that Graves not
only maintained a transdisciplinary artistic practice but engaged all of the human senses and the
interstitial spaces between and around them in his life’s work.

Concluding the book, the poet Moor Mother offers a tribute titled “a poem 4 milford in 4 parts,”
which includes the following lines:

“it's nature man

i wasn'’t playing around

see i went right to the source
i was reading all these books
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about the masters going back to the source
up in the mountains

deep in meditation

it's nature man

i wasn'’t playing around

see i went right to the source

i went right to the heart

straight to the heart man.”



