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an interview with albert & don ayler




was heard in New York with pianist Cecil Taylor, and the
word began to spread that whatever was going to happen
in the music in the years ahead, Albert Ayler would be an
important force. But lack of work at the time sent him
back to Cleveland.

“Our parents are very understanding,” he said. “When
the economics get to be too much, we’ve always been able
to go back home, work out new tunes, and keep the music
going.”

In 1964 Albert was back in Europe with bassist Peacock
and drummer Murray, picking up trumpeter Cherry who
was already there. Their tour included Sweden and Holland.
Since then, records Ayler
made in Europe and albums
he recorded here for ESP
have strengthened his repu-
tation and have intensified
curiosity about his work. But
club and concert work re-
mains exceedingly rare.

DoN AYLER, born in Cleve-
land Oct. 5, 1942, was taught
alto saxophone by his father.
While studying at the Cleve-
land Settlement, he switched
to trumpet when he was about
1135

“I enjoyed the trumpet
more,” Don explained, “be-
cause for me, it was possible
to deliver a more personal
feeling and explore a greater
range on that instrument.”

In 1963 the younger Ayler
went to Sweden. “I wanted
to free my mind from Amer-
ica,” he said, “and I wanted
to find my own form—not
only in music but in thought
and in the way I used my
imagination. After four
months in Stockholm, I felt
my imagination wasn’t being
stimulated any more. And I wanted to be a free body,
moving. So I went up to the North Pole. I hitchhiked three
or four thousand miles to a place called Jokkmockk.”

“With a big pack on his back,” Albert added admiringly.

“In 1964,” Don continued, “I came back home to Cleve-
land, and for three months, I just stayed in the house,
practicing nine and 10 hours a day.”

I asked the brothers about the primary influence on their
music.

“Lester Young,” Albert answered. “The way he connected
his phrases. The freedom with which he flowed. And his
warm tone. When he and Billie Holiday got together, there
was so much beauty. These are the kind of people who
produce a spiritual truth beyond this civilization. And Bird,
of course. I met him in 1955 in Cleveland, where they were
calling me ‘Little Bird.” I saw the spiritual quality in the
man. He looked at me, smiled, and shook my hand. It was
a warm feeling. I was impressed by the way he—and later,
Trane—played the changes.

“There was also Sidney Bechet. I was crazy about him.
His tone was unbelievable. It helped me a lot to learn that
a man could get that kind of tone. It was hypnotizing—the
strength of it, the strength of the vibrato. For me, he repre-
sented the true spirit, the full force of life, that many of the
older musicians had—like in New Orleans jazz—and which
many musicians today don’t have. I hope to bring that spirit
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back into the music we’re playing.”

“The thing about New Orleans jazz,” Don broke in, “is
the feeling it communicated that something was about to
happen, and it was going to be good.”

“Yes,” Albert said, “and we’re trying to do for now what
people like Louis Armstrong did at the beginning. Their
music was a rejoicing. And it was beauty that was going to
happen. As it was at the beginning, so will it be at the end.”

As for Don’s influences, they were John Coltrane, Parker,
Eric Dolphy, and, later, Clifford Brown and Booker Little.

“Also Freddie Webster,” he emphasized. “One of the best
trumpet players there ever was.”

I asked the brothers how
they would advise people to
listen to their music.

“One way not to,” Don
said, “is to focus on the notes
and stuff like that. Instead,
try to move your imagination
toward the sound. It’s a mat-
ter of following the sound.”

“You have to relate sound
to sound inside the music,”
Albert said. “I mean you have
to try to listen to everything
together.”

“Follow the sound,” Don
repeated, “the pitches, the
colors. You have to watch
them move.”

“This music is good for
the mind,” Albert continued.
“It frees the mind. If you
just listen, you find out more
about yourself.”

“It will educate people,”
Don said, “to another level
of peace.”

“It’s really free, spiritual
music, not just free music,”
Albert said. “And as for
playing it, other musicians
worry about what they’re
playing. But we'’re listening
to each other. Many of the others are not playing together,
and so they produce noise. It’s screaming, it’s neo-avant-
garde music. But we are trying to rejuvenate that old New
Orleans feeling that music can be played collectively and
with free form. Each person finds his own form. Like Cecil
Taylor has beautiful form. And listen to Ornette Coleman—
rhythmic form.

“When I say free form, I don’t mean everybody does what
he wants to. You have to listen to each other, you have to
improvise collectively.”

“You have to hear the relationship of a free sound when
it happens,” Don said, “and know it’s right and then know
what the next one will be.”

“I’m using modes now,” Albert said, “because I'm trying
to get more form in the free form. Furthermore, I’d like to
play something—like the beginning of Ghosts—that people
can hum. And I want to play songs like I used to sing when
I was real small. Folk melodies that all the people would
understand. I’d use those melodies as a start and have
different simple melodies going in and out of a piece. From
simple melody to complicated textures to simplicity again
and then back to the more dense, the more complex sounds.
I'm trying to communicate to as many people as I can. It’s
late now for the world. And if I can help raise people to
new plateaus of peace and understanding, I'll feel my life

has been worth living as a spiritual (Continued on page 40)

IT 1s oBvIOUS that the new jazz is
here to stay. Few young musicians
who feel drawn to jazz will be at-
tracted to anything other than today’s
avant-garde. In light of this, it is
the critic’s central task to try to de-
termine the viable directions the music
is taking. It is not the critic’s proper
job to engage in partisan tactics on
the behalf of some style to which he
is personally attached and consign all
other methods to the rubbish bin.

The current devotion to “political”
and pejorative ranting on the part of
both critics and musicians has, per-
haps, its own value. But in the mean-
time, the tasks of explication and
evaluation remain.

The development, then, of the new
jazz probably depends on the emer-
gence of some dominant figures who
will determine its course, as such
figures have in the past. Without the
presence of such players, the new jazz
may well founder in a sea of com-
peting alternatives, none of which
may achieve realization if there is no
one to pull them together and realize
some common style that can be con-
solidated by the talents of lesser
musicians.

The strongest contender for this
position seems to be tenor saxophonist
Albert Ayler. With this in mind it is
worthwhile to consider where he
comes from and to attempt to discern
where he may be going. With some-
one who has recorded as seldom as
Ayler, and whose public appearances
have been so few, the difficulties of
assessing his work are considerable.

However, his recording of Summer-
time provides a good starting point.

It is clear that his technique of
melodic development comes, stylisti-
cally, directly from the work of Sonny
Rollins -and Thelonious Monk. Ayler
carefully restructures the George
Gershwin melody into a plaintive state-
ment of exacerbated lyricism. He
never really leaves the melody; rather
he concentrates on a shaping of its
contours that amounts to an explora-
tion of its rhythmic and lyric possi-
bilities.

Nevertheless, the presence of a
conventional post-bop rhythm section
hampers his efforts. The pianist tries
to guide him harmonically in irrele-
vant directions, and the drums only
accent futilely, for the obvious fact is
that Ayler’s rhythmic manner comes
from John Coltrane. He requires a
non-timekeeping rhythm section that
will provide a thick backdrop of per-
cussion around which he can weave
a line that sings with his vibrato and
cellolike timbres.

On his ESP trio date drummer Son-
ny Murray and bassist Gary Peacock

give him the type of accompaniment
he needs—Peacock plays contrarhyth-
mically and contramelodically to
Ayler’s line while Murray’s drums lay
down an independent quasi-melodic
pattern with which Ayler interlaces
his improvisation.

With this sort of sympathetic back-
drop, Ayler displays his full talent.
The almost hypnotic quality of his
harsh, brooding tone and line sets up
an emotional ambience of deep, near-
ly shattering desolation. Spirits and
the second version of Ghosts are ad-
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mirable exhibitions of his skill.

However, it is also apparent that
Ayler does have certain problems.

The highly tense emotional at-
mosphere of the improvisations seems
to incline him to rather gratuitous
howls and snorts that do not, as simi-
lar devices in the hands of Rollins do,
further the consistent development of
his variations. Rather, they seem like
fill-ins to cover the momentary failure
of inspiration or planning. They work
as fillers, much as the fast runs of
arpeggios to which the less skillful—
and some of the more adept as well
—bop players resorted.

Similar problems of full articulation
are to be found in the concert record-
ing Bells. Ayler’s work here seems
again fragmentary, although this is
offset by those fragments that succeed

RECORD REFERENCES:
Fantasy 6016: My Name Is Al-
bert Ayler—Summertime
ESP 1002: Spiritual Unity—Spir-
its and Ghosts
ESP 1010: Bells

in consistency and lyricism.

Certainly the merely emotion-
charged howls and shrieks Ayler con-
tributes can be considered as errors of
the still-maturing musician playing in
an atmosphere thick with intense feel-
ing. Nevertheless, one must ask of any
performer that his performance be
clearly expressed and worked out. The
only alternative is John Cage, and I
don’t think that is Ayler’s way.

The direction that seems more
promising for him—and it demands
talent and control—is to work further
with the technique of “free” improvi-
sation.

Such a procedure requires that both
Ayler and his fellow performers
achieve the highest sensitivity to each
other and their respective styles. It
has been the failure of stylistic con-
gruity that has damaged the attempts
at “free” jazz from Ornette Coleman
to Coltrane. However, considering the
relative novelty of the method, it is
still too soon to expect any but the
most halting of successes. But it does
seem that this sort of approach is the
only one that can save the jazz musi-
cian from the pitfalls of the repetition
of the past and the inarticulate grunt.

Of course, an examination as cur-
sory as this cannot take account of
many of the major problems facing
both Ayler and the other new jazz-
men. For instance, without its tradi-
tional audience-base in the Negro
community, will the new jazz end as
only an imitation of modern concert
music? Already its audience is now,
in the main, made up of disaffiliated
intellectuals and their various hangers-
on, and this trend is probably not
reversible in any creative manner.
Also, the despair and anguish of the
music may, in the long run, lead to a
deadly narrowness of expression.

But Ayler seems to have a better
chance than many of his contem-
poraries to avoid these perils.

His sense of form has already been
well displayed, and it is doubtful that
any musician with this feeling for
structure can be content with form-
lessness. His rhythmic skills are not
yet fully developed, but the rhythmic
deftness of his playing and the ways
in which he moves, like Coltrane,
through and around an implicit time
lead one to think he may be able to
go beyond the facile, often arhythmic,
work of so many of Coltrane’s follow-
ers. The lyricism of his work shows
he can do more than echo the agitated
emotions of his contemporaries.

Ayler may achieve an art which
contains love and hate, despair and
fulfillment, tragedy and comedy. If
he succeeds, he will, indeed, be an
artist to reckon with.
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