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Sacred Ground
Transitions

Pierce City

Banished

Believe in Love
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The Prophet of Doom
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David Murray Black Saint Quartet’s Sacred Ground
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Text: Ishmael Reed

David could have remained in New York,
dependent upon major record labels framing his
career. But he sustained his career by performing
on little known labels. There are few musicians
of any stripe who are as prolific as he. With 220
albums under his belt to date, he is a logical
successor to the Titans, John Coltrane and
Sonny Rollins.

Part of David’s oeuvre involves looking forward
and looking backwards. For example, in the album
Sacred Ground, he and the other members of his
quartet offer up a tango, Believe In Love, with a
rhythm employed by both Jelly Roll Morton and
W C Handy.

The inspiration for the songs, Sacred Ground
and Banished, came from a film David sent me
about the banishment of thousands of American
blacks from their homes between 1890 and
1930. David's music and my words show how
lyrics sometimes overcome the barriers of the
subtle forms of censorship that exist in the
United States.

The story of thousands of blacks banished
from towns in the South and Midwest was
deemed so uncomfortable that a reporter,
Elliot Jaspin, complained about The Atlanta
Journal-Constitution’s handling of the story.
He said that the paper “bowdlerized” his work
lest their white subscribers got angry. Though
American intellectuals and the media criticise
various European countries for covering up their
collaboration with the Nazis, and now criticise
Japan for hiding its role in World War I, there
are episodes in American history that the US
Establishment tries to suppress. But as long as we
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have committed artists like Cassandra Wilson and
David Murray, who are not merely entertainers,
the hidden corners of American history will be
inspected and aired.

In Banished, the lament carried by David’s bass
clarinet tells the whole story of the banished
whether they be the US’s homeless or refugees
in Darfur. Currently, there is a debate about the
toxic lyrics of Gangsta Rap. The truth is that the
Establishment prefers the distraction of Gangsta
Rap to the kind of message sent out by Sacred
Ground, which refers to the atrocities that have
happened right here, in the US.

An excerpt from the note by Ishmael Reed for the
Album Sacred Ground. Ishmael Reed is an American
poet, essayist and novelist, and has collaborated with
David Murray for 25 years. Reed wrote the lyrics for the
album Sacred Ground.
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David Murray, now in his fifties, has recorded 130
albums and has contributed to around a hundred
other recordings as guest artist.

Born in Oakland, Murray grew up in Berkeley
and studied with his organist mother Catherine
Murray, Bobby Bradford, Arthur Blythe, Stanley
Crouch and many others until 1975, when he
left Pomona College in Southern California for
New York.

In New York, Murray was introduced to new
musicians and musical styles, working with the
likes of Olu Dara and Ted Daniels’ Energy Band
members Hamiett Bluiett, Lester Bowie and
Frank Lowe. In 1976, after his first European tour,
Murray established one of his mythical groups,
the World Saxophone Quartet with Oliver Lake,
Hamiett Bluiett and Julius Hemphill. From Jerry
Garcia to Max Roach, via Randy Weston and Elvin
Jones, Murray continued working and recording
with ever more artists. From 1978 onwards, he
entered a period of intense creativity with one
flexible band of musicians after another.

At the same time, he was writing film music,
working with the Urban Bush Women dance
company, Joseph Papp of the New York Public
Theatre, and Bob Thiele, founder of Impulse and
Red Baron, who became his producer in 1988
and signed him on with Columbia.

In addition to rearranging the works of great
composers, as in his project The Obscure Works
of Duke Ellington (1997) and updating the
classics of Nat King Cole’s Hispanic songbook
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with Cole in Spanish (2009), Murray also wrote
two operas: The Blackamoor of Peter the Great
(2004) based on 20 poems by Pushkin, and The
Sysiphus Revue (2008), his bop opera sung by a
gospel choir.

In 2006, his Black Saint Quartet was reborn with
Sacred Ground, featuring Cassandra Wilson.
This album pays tribute to one of his most prolific
periods with the mythical Italian record label
Black Saint.

In 2010 he will be back on tour with the Gwo Ka
Masters. After giving 200 concerts around the
world during their last tour (2005), the group will
set off again to promote their fourth album, The
Deuvil Tried to Kill Me, recorded in 2007 at the
mythical Debs Studio in Pointe-a-Pitre with the
great blues musician Taj Mahal.

Several directors have brought his musical career
to the screen, Speaking in Tongues (1988),
Jazzman (1997) and Saxophone Man (2007),
which was released on DVD in January 2010.

To many jazz enthusiasts, Murray is already a
legend. He has won numerous awards, among
them the Grammy Award, the Guggenheim
Fellowship, the North Sea Jazz Festival’s Bird
Award, the Danish Jazzpar Prize, and he was
named musician of the 80’s by the Village Voice.

Over a quarter of a century into his career, his
music still expresses the verve and inspiration of
youth. Murray goes down as a worthy successor
to some of the biggest names in jazz, and he
now contributes to the rise of young talents
such as the widely acclaimed young pianist,
Lafayette Gilchrist.
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Born in Detroit in 1955, Jaribu Shahid learned the double bass with Bob Collins. He started his
career in 1976, turning to jazz with Griot Galaxy, Marcus Belgrave and Ken Cox. He then moved
to Philadelphia to play with the prestigious Sun Ra Arkestra. Shahid has worked with Craig Harris,
Oliver Lake, Hamiett Bluiett, James Newton, Roscoe Mitchell, and James Carter, and has played
in most of David Murray’s projects.
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Keyboardist/composer Lafayette Gilchrist has been playing his own unique brand of jazz inspired,
hip-hop tinged, funk soaked music for more than 10 years, and has never failed to move audiences
with his rousing live performances. Born and raised in Washington, D C, this young self-taught
musician has released two hotly regarded albums, Asphalt Revolt and Collagic Dreams, and now
haunts the clubs of New York, Washington D C, Baltimore and Philadelphia.
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Hamid Drake’s drumming embraces north and west African, Indian, reggae and Latin styles. He
performs on the drum set, frame drum, the tabla, and other hand drums. Drake first became
known for his work with tenor saxophonist Fred Anderson. In the 1970s, Drake was a founding
member of The Mandingo Griot Society. For many years Drake provided rhythmic support
and collaborated with artists such as Borah Bergman, Peter Brotzmann, William Parker and
Herbie Hancock.
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