
LABORATORY

 “The healthy heart dances, while the dying organ can merely 
march.” — Dr. Ary Goldberger, New York Times, January 17, 1989

Graves was a polymath from the beginning. Even as his jazz 
career was on a meteoric rise — he was recognized in the 1967 
DownBeat Critics Poll as the year’s bright new talent — Graves 
began training as a medical technician. He graduated from  
the Eastern School of Physicians Aides, and then worked for  
a veterinarian for two years, running the diagnostic lab. While  
on a lunch break, he purchased an LP of heartbeats at a local 
bookstore, inspiring his interest in the analysis of heart sound 
frequencies. In 1973, just as he was beginning his tenure at 
Bennington College, he bought an electric stethoscope to record 
heart sounds to reel-to-reel tape and began transcribing the 
rhythms to use in his drumming. By the late 1990s, he purchased  
a computer to help with the analysis, and in 2000, with the money 
from a Guggenheim fellowship, he added more advanced soft-
ware and equipment, primarily LabVIEW. Using algorithms he 
wrote for LabVIEW, he created visualizations and sonifications of 
data focused on the variability of our heart rate — not as a metro-
nome, but a responsive percussive instrument. To this day, he 
continues to explore how the body vibrates in sympathy with the 
universe and how humans participate in these vibrations — from 
making music to eating plants, which turn the vital energy of the 
sun’s vibrational radiation (the electromagnetic spectrum) into 
nourishment. As Graves noted in a 2018 film screening discussion:

  What’s the real purpose of doing music? You going to take  
me to a classroom to learn what somebody else or some 
other people have conceptualized based on how they feel, 
and they laid down the rules. And that rule is maybe relative 
to what they feel. But that doesn’t really represent how  
we vibrate. And that’s the new thing everybody talks about, 
vibrations. How do the cells vibrate? Not the motor music. 
Not how the muscles or the tendons vibrate. We’re talking 
how the cells and the deep down, how do they really vibrate. 
You see? That’s what we should really be studying, at least  
as musicians. 

   As musicians, if we are going to have an audience of peo-
ple, how do humans vibrate? And then we gotta make sure  
we are doing the exact same. You go to a restaurant to eat, but 
for me at the least a meal should be composed of all the  
basic elements that we need to keep us intact. So our body is 
vibrating one type of way and we going to learn to do it this 
way and that way and so on and so on and it may have nothing 
to do with how we vibrating. OK? We’ll take it in just like  
we take food in and your body’s saying, “What the hell’s this  
pesticide doing here? What’s this insecticide doing in here?  
I don’t need this, I don’t need that. OK?” So it throws it out  
of the body. What do you think is happening with the sound 
that goes into the ear? The body’s saying, “Where’d you get 
that from? I don’t vibrate like that.” So your body’s messed 
up because it has to realign itself to make sure it is at the  
harmonic point of how we vibrate.

THE MUSIC

 “Graves, the intelligent fist.” — LeRoi Jones (Amiri Baraka)

Graves’s musical prowess was never in doubt. He began his music 
career in high school playing timbales with Latin jazz bands, one 
of which included the young pianist Chick Corea. Not long after,  
in 1964, Milford was introduced to Roswell Rudd and John Tchicai 
by Giuseppi Logan at the loft of filmmaker and artist Michael Snow. 
After some impromptu rehearsals, Graves was asked to join the 
newly forming New York Art Quartet, though Rudd and Tchicai 
both reported being baffled at the complexity of his playing. The 
year 1967 marked a watershed: Graves was part of the ensemble 
with Albert Ayler that famously held court for five nights straight —  
playing three intense sets a night — at Slugs. Then, on July 21  
at John Coltrane’s funeral, Dizzy Gillespie (who couldn’t see the 
Ayler band performing on the balcony) asked loudly during the 
performance, “Who’s on drums?” Later that same year, Graves 
would turn down Miles Davis’s request that Graves join his group.
 The New York Art Quartet’s sound was revolutionary, but  
just as important was the ensemble’s revolutionary approach to 
labor practices and ownership models for musicians. Graves in 
fact challenged many of the models of jazz, transforming notions 
of tonality and rhythm and ultimately the prescribed roles and 
structures within which ensembles interact. Moving away from 
Western musical traditions, Graves embraced cultural differ-
ences in perception of pitch and rhythm. He employed a wealth  

of international vernaculars in his performances, paralleling his 
lifelong interest in cultural and spiritual knowledge from around 
the world.

MOVEMENT IN THE DOJO

In the late 1960s, Graves began to explore the martial arts,  
particularly those from Asia. He created a new form called Yara 
(from the Yoruba word for “nimble”) that focuses on flexibility and 
dexterity. When discussing how he developed the form, Graves 
recalls learning of his teachers’ interest in the praying mantis.  
He procured some through plant catalogs, let them go in his  
garden, and studied their movements. Ultimately, Graves became 
dissatisfied with learning from human teachers:  “I’m going right 
to the praying mantis. That’s the boss, not some human… I went to 
the best teacher.” In a striking example of uncanny synchronicity, 
Yara developed in parallel with contact improvisation, a dance 
practice forged in the experimental crucible of New York’s Judson 
Church movement. The two forms echo each other in emphasis 
on shifting weight, absorbing or returning energy, and improvisa-
tion. Graves built a dojo in his garden in Jamaica, Queens, where 
he taught Yara from 1971 to 2000. 

GARDEN

Graves has traveled and performed all over the world, including  
a deep recurring engagement with Japan. As a result, his home  
in Queens has become a global microcosm. He brings back small 
items, such as rocks or bits of ceramic, and uses them to deco-
rate the outside of his house. He calls his garden “a global  
garden. My garden’s not like people. You got all these people of 
different ethnicities, they live in their own communities — this 
don’t work like that. They all hang out together, right? I put them 
like that, man, just to watch.”
 Graves’s curiosity is boundless, and his capacity for learning 
has yet to find a limit. He has been recognized in ways as diverse 
as a Doris Duke Impact Award, a Guggenheim Fellowship, and  
a patent for a device preparing non-embryonic stem cells. He is 
credited with moving the drums out from the back of the band-
stand to become an equal contributor; he is also credited with 
being one of the discoverers of variable heart rate, a concept that 
has led to breakthroughs in cardiology. He taught the elite at 
Bennington College for nearly forty years and today with equal 
dedication teaches healing arts to his neighbors in Queens. The 
artist’s home is built from this rich life. A Mind-Body Deal attempts 
to open the doors of his habitat to fuel our own curiosity, so we 
too may learn to weave our minds and bodies with the rhythms of 
the world around us.

— Mark Christman, Artistic Director, Ars Nova Workshop,  
with Anthony Elms, Daniel and Brett Sundheim Chief Curator, ICA

Milford Graves (born 1941, Jamaica, Queens) is a percussionist, 
acupuncturist, herbalist, martial artist, programmer, and profes-
sor. A pioneer of free jazz, he was a member of the New York Art 
Quartet, whose iconic first recording in 1964 featured LeRoi Jones 
(Amiri Baraka) reading his poem “Black Dada Nihilismus,” and  
in 1967, he was one of the performers at John Coltrane’s funeral. 
In 1972, Graves used a syncretic approach to invent a martial  
art called Yara based on the movements of the praying mantis, 
African ritual dance, and the Lindy Hop. Shortly thereafter, 
Graves joined the Black Music Division at Bennington College, 
where he taught for thirty-nine years and is now professor emeri-
tus. In 2000, he was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship and  
began to study human heart vibrations. In 2015, he received the  
Doris Duke Foundation Impact Award. He has served as director 
of the International Center for Medicinal and Scientific Studies, 
codirector of the Institute of Percussive Studies, and codirector 
of the George Washington Carver Botanical Garden in Jamaica, 
Queens. Numerous films have been made about his life, including 
the critically acclaimed documentary Milford Graves Full Mantis 
(2018). Notable recordings include In Concert at Yale University 
(with Don Pullen, 1966); Dialogue of the Drums (with Andrew Cyrille, 
1974); Babi (1977); Meditation Among Us (1977); Real Deal (with 
David Murray, 1992); Grand Unification (1998); Beyond Quantum 
(with Anthony Braxton and William Parker, 2008); and Space / Time 
Redemption (with Bill Laswell, 2014). He continues to live and work 
in Jamaica, Queens, in the home that belonged to his grandmother.
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SEP 25, 2020–JAN 24, 2021
Milford Graves:  
A Mind-Body Deal 

OPENING SEP 2020
FRI, SEP 25, 6 PM 
 Virtual Conversation*
SAT, SEP 26, 11 AM 
 Public Opening*

Milford Graves’s many-layered and multifaceted work is an 
extension of the practices and predilections of an extraordinary  
 “jazz mind.” Graves is well-known in the world of progressive 
jazz as an innovator and trailblazer, and since the mid-1960s 
has been a revelatory force in music, liberating the role of  
the drummer and giving rise to the free jazz movement. Less  
well-known is the scope of his life’s work, encompassing 
medicine, botany, healing, activism, and martial arts, all 
centered in his house in Jamaica, Queens. Yet all of these 
elements contribute to his expansive understanding of the 
world and its expression. An autodidact, polymath, and lifelong 
experimenter — a consummate improviser — Graves sees 
rhythm in all the layers of existence, from subatomic particles 
to heartbeats to the movement of planets.

#AMINDBODYDEAL #MILFORDGRAVES 
 * Please visit icaphila.org for more information about program registration,  
and to register for advance tickets.
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New York Art Quartet   s/t (ESP)               1965
Miriam Makeba      Makeba Sings! (RCA)          1965
with Don Pullen      At Yale University (PG)         1966
with Don Pullen      Nommo (SRP)            1967
Albert Ayler       Love Cry (Impulse!)          1968
Sonny Sharrock     Black Woman (Vortex)         1969
with Andrew Cyrille    Dialogue of the Drums (IPS)      1974
Milford Graves      Meditation Among Us (Kitty)      1977
Milford Graves      Bäbi (IPS, reissued on Corbett     1977 
             Vs. Dempsey)   
with Kenny Clarke     Pieces of Time (Soul Note)       1984 
 Andrew Cyrille 
 Famoudou Don Moye
with David Murray    Real Deal (DIW)            1992
Milford Graves      Grand Unification (Tzadik)       1998
Milford Graves      Stories (Tzadik)            2000
New York Art Quartet   35th Reunion (DIW)          2000
with John Zorn      50th Birthday Celebration       2004 
             Volume 2 (Tzadik)
with Anthony Braxton   Beyond Quantum (Tzadik)       2008
 & William Parker  
with Bill Laswell     Space / Time - Redemption       2014 
             (TUM Records) 

RELATED PROGRAMS WELCOME BACK!

SEP 25   Virtual conversation between Mark Christman, 
6PM   founder and Artistic Director of Ars Nova Workshop; 

Anthony Elms, Daniel and Brett Sundheim Chief Curator 
at ICA; and Blake Bradford, founder and Director of 
Points of Entry.

MONDAYS WITH MILFORD

Biweekly virtual screenings of rare digital footage from  
Milford Graves’s archives will be shared throughout the run of 
the exhibition, along with additional video selections that 
contextualize his practice. The themes and dates for each digital 
release are listed below. Additional event and conversation 
details to be announced. Screenings begin at 6 PM. 

SEP 28  Introduction Part 1

OCT 12   Introduction Part 2

OCT 26  Research and Investigation

NOV 9  In Performance Part 1

NOV 23  In Performance Part 2

DEC 7 Encounters in Japan 

DEC 21 The Botanist

JAN 4  The Griot 

JAN 18  Yara Martial Arts Movements

All programs will be conducted virtually. Please visit icaphila.org for a complete list 
of exhibition-related programming and information about program registration.

We’re delighted to welcome you back and want to thank you for visiting virtually 
while we were closed. Our new health protocols are designed to prioritize the 
well-being of our staff and visitors to ensure a safe and enjoyable visit. This has 
been a thorough process that takes into account state and city guidelines, health 
experts, and ongoing discussions with our museum colleagues. We recognize that 
circumstances may change at any moment and are assessing protocols each day. 
We remain hopeful that we will be able to serve our public and the community of 
West Philadelphia and fulfill our institutional mission — to inform and inspire through 
the power of art and artists — in a responsible way and under the safest possible 
conditions during this unprecedented time. 

WE’VE MADE SOME CHANGES

Before you visit, please check our icaphila.org for the most up-to-date information 
on our new visitation protocols, including capacity limits in our galleries and 
advance registration with timed ticketing options. Subscribe to our newsletter and 
follow us to engage, learn, and be inspired through our seasonal programs, virtual 
galleries, artist highlights, and more.

ICA IS ALWAYS FREE. FOR ALL.

ICA is always Free. For All. Free admission is courtesy of Amanda and Glenn Fuhrman. 
ICA acknowledges the generous sponsorship of Barbara B. & Theodore R. Aronson 
for exhibition publications. Programming at ICA has been made possible in part  
by the Emily and Jerry Spiegel Fund to Support Contemporary Culture and Visual 
Arts and the Lise Spiegel Wilks and Jeffrey Wilks Family Foundation, and by Hilarie L. 
& Mitchell Morgan. Marketing is supported by Pamela Toub Berkman & David J. Berkman, 
Catherine O’Connor Carrafiell & John Carrafiell, and by Brett & Daniel Sundheim. 
Public Engagement is supported by the Bernstein Public Engagement Fund. 
Exhibitions at ICA are supported by Laura Tisch Broumand & Stafford Broumand, 
Catherine O’Connor Carrafiell & John Carrafiell, Benjamin Marc Frost & Stacey 
Burke Frost, Jennifer Otto-Klein & John Klein, and by Stephanie & David Simon. 
Additional funding has been provided by The Horace W. Goldsmith Foundation, the 
Overseers Board for the Institute of Contemporary Art, friends and members of 
ICA, and the University of Pennsylvania. General operating support is provided, in 
part, by the Philadelphia Cultural Fund. ICA receives state arts funding support 
through a grant from the Pennsylvania Council on the Arts, a state agency funded by 
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and the National Endowment for the Arts, a 
federal agency.

SUPPORT

Milford Graves: A Mind-Body Deal is organized by Mark Christman, Artistic Director,  
Ars Nova Workshop, with Anthony Elms, Daniel and Brett Sundheim Chief Curator, ICA. 
Curatorial support is provided by Jake Meginsky. This exhibition will be accompanied  
by a fully illustrated catalog to be published by Inventory Press in 2021. Major support  
for Milford Graves: A Mind-Body Deal has been provided by The Pew Center for Arts & 
Heritage, with additional support from the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts 
and the Joseph Robert Foundation. Additional support has been provided by Nancy & 
Leonard Amoroso, Cecile & Christopher D’Amelio, Carol & John Finley, Amanda & Andrew 
Megibow, Norma & Larry Reichlin, and by Caroline & Daniel Werther.
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FRONT: Milford Graves, Yara in the dojo, Queens,  
New York, 1992. Courtesy of the Artist.; BACK:  
Milford Graves, Beyond Polymath (detail), 2017. Courtesy 
of the Artist’s Institute at Hunter College, New York.  
Photo: Charles Benton. 


