A fearless musical adventurer – in both her composing and playing – Myra Melford has followed a fascinating path since determining to forge a career in music in 1980. Having studied classical piano into her teens, she had no real exposure to jazz until college. Improvisation rekindled her early love of the piano, and she plunged in to develop a signature style.

At the keyboard, Melford recasts the blues and boogie-woogie of her native Chicago, folds in elements of the music of Eastern Europe and India, and blends them with the rangy, percussive avant-garde approach she cultivated in studies with Don Pullen and Henry Threadgill. This personal musical vocabulary is further enriched by a lush lyricism and organized by an architectural sense of composition that she derived from classical training. 

As veteran critic Francis Davis wrote: “(She) is the genuine article, the most gifted pianist/composer to emerge from jazz since Anthony Davis.”

With more than 30 recordings in her catalog – including 19 as leader or co-leader – Melford currently divides her time between teaching, composition and performance.

Since 2004, she has been on the music faculty of the University of California, Berkeley, where she has developed and taught a series of courses in contemporary jazz and improvisation-based music for performers and composers. She also lectures on innovations in jazz since the 1960s and other topics in contemporary improvised music.

Her ongoing performance projects include:

Be Bread– Featuring Brandon Ross, guitar and banjo, Cuong Vu, trumpet, Ben Goldberg, clarinet, Stomu Takeishi, bass, and Matt Wilson, drums, Be Bread is an electro-acoustic band that is a vehicle for Melford’s harmonium in addition to piano, reflecting her extended studies of Indian music. Be Bread released The Image Of Your Body on Cryptogramophone in 2006, and will release a second recording, The Whole Tree Gone, on Firehouse 12 Records in October 2009.

Trio M– A leaderless project with bassist Mark Dresser and drummer Matt Wilson, Trio M explores compositions by each band member while maintaining a commitment to spontaneous improvisation. Unbound by notions of genre, form or conventional technique, Trio M erases the distinctions between frontline and accompanist, requiring each player to shape the music’s flow as it unfolds. Trio M’s debut recording, Big Picture, was released in 2007 on Cryptogramophone.

Myra Melford/Marty Ehrlich –A A AAcollaborative duo that released its first recording, Yet Can Spring (Arabesque), in 2001, and a followup, Spark! (Palmetto), in 2007, Melford and Ehrlich share a love of improvisation within an intimate setting in which ideas and feelings are exchanged freely and musical boundaries ignored. 

Happy Whistlings Melford’s newest project, which made its debut in October 2008, is a work inspired by Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano’s Memory Of Fire: Genesis that combines notated and improvised sections in a collage format. While the debut performance featured alto saxophonist Matana Roberts, guitarist Mary Halvorson and percussionist Harris Eisenstadt, the work is flexible enough to be interpreted by different musicians.  Current and future performances include Taylor Ho Bynum, Stomu Takeishi, and Elliot Humberto Kavee.

In addition to these projects, Melford continues to pursue other occasional projects, including: collaborative work with dancer/choreographer Dawn Saito, architect Michael Haberz and Butoh master Oguri; duets with pianist Satoko Fujii; with Out To Lunch (with Russ Johnson, Roy Nathanson, Brad Jones, and George Schuller) which performs the music of Eric Dolphy and related repertoire; AMR (Afterlife Music Radio) with Ben Goldberg, Shahzad Ismaily and Mathias Delplanque; and as a member of the quintet Big Air (with trumpeter Chris Batchelor, saxophonist Steve Buckley, tuba player Oren Marshall and drummer Jim Black). She also makes guest appearances under the leadership of other artists such as multi-reedist Roscoe Mitchell; flutist Nicole Mitchell; and drummers Allison Miller and Alex Cline. 

The breadth of her work is part of a continuum of exploration that Melford has followed since beginning her formal musical studies with Art Lande, Gary Peacock and others at the Cornish Institute in 1980. After moving to the East Coast in 1982, she spent the remainder of that decade studying with musical innovators like Ran Blake and Jaki Byard, working with artists like Leroy Jenkins, Joseph Jarman, Henry Threadgill and Butch Morris, and developing the distinctive voice heard on Jump, Now & Now and Alive In The House Of Saints – the three records made with the acclaimed Myra Melford Trio with Lindsey Horner on bass and Reggie Nicholson on drums.

In the late ’90s, her projects included the stellar The Same River, Twice, an acoustic improvising chamber ensemble with Dave Douglas on trumpet, Chris Speed on reeds, cellist Erik Friedlander and drummer Michael Sarin, Crush, an electro-acoustic trio/quartet that featured electric bassist Stomu Takeishi, drummer Kenny Wolleson and trumpeter Cuong Vu, and Equal Interest, a collective trio with Joseph Jarman and Leroy Jenkins.

Melford’s strong inner drive for innovation and her ongoing search for new sounds and new directions in her music led her to the harmonium, a small hand-pump organ traditionally used in Indian and Pakistani classical and devotional music. In 2000, she was awarded a Fulbright scholarship to study North Indian music on the instrument with Sohanlal Sharma in Calcutta, where she was in residency from September 2000 through May 2001.

After her return from India, she turned her attention in the fall of 2001 to The Tent, a quintet of players drawn from Crush and The Same River, Twice. The band toured both as a quintet in Europe and as a drummerless trio of piano/harmonium, bass, trumpet and electronics. 

As she looks toward the next decade, Melford is continuing to explore Butoh and multi-media collaborations, amplifying and processing the sounds from inside the piano, along with two new projects: Portable World, a 12-piece improvising ensemble; and Life Carries Me This Way (solo acoustic, amplified and processed piano, and harmonium).

Press on Myra Melford
Myra Melford

“(She) is the genuine article, the most gifted pianist/composer to emerge from jazz since Anthony Davis.”

Francis Davis, Philadelphia Inquirer
”...a strikingly facile technique with a passionate, imaginative improvisational ability.”   

Don Heckman, Los Angeles Times
“Melford is an explosive player, a virtuoso who shocks and soothes, and who can make the piano stand up and do things it doesn't seem to have been designed for.”
David Rubien, San Francisco Chronicle
“…hyper-virtuosic pianism…”

Howard Reich, Chicago Tribune
“…a captivating, original voice.”

Mike Shanley, JazzTimes

“Melford can be rhythmic, romantic, stoic, wry, and lusty but most of all daring – all in one tune. More importantly she’s reconnected music to motion, leaving today’s straightlaced young men in suits, who have dominated recent jazz, in her wake.” 

Stuart Nicholson, The London Observer
Be Bread

“Pianist-composer Myra Melford has long managed to defy easy descriptors, working both inside and out and pushing her music into terrain with musical vocabulary both unique and, in its way, traditional. So it’s no surprise that her new electro-acoustic band Be Bread follows a similar course, creating an enticing fusion of free elements, tonalities and meters borrowed from other cultures, and post-jazz musings. She also offers up new and workable ideas concerning the tricky blend of electric and acoustic instruments….”

Josef Woodard, JazzTimes
“An estimable merger of electro-acoustic improvisation with Eastern song forms, The Image Of Your Body demonstrates how Melford’s luminous writing transcends the boundaries of genre and style.”

Troy Collins, AllAboutJazz.com

Happy Whistlings

“Melford’s “Happy Whistlings” was an exciting suite based on the writings of Uruguayan journalist Eduardo Galeano. With a strong new band comprised of three of New York’s most talented young players – Harris Eisenstadt, Mary Halvorson and Matana Roberts – she worked through a series of pieces that seemed to morph seamlessly every couple minutes.”

AllAboutJazz.com

“Stringing together sections of an arresting new suite… (the quartet) played with erudition and drive, in various formations, with parts drifting in and out like visitors to a room.”

Nate Chinen, New York Times
Myra Melford/Marty Ehrlich Duo

“(They) continue to make beautifully thorny music together. Lyrical, eclectic, and adventurous…”

Steve Futterman, The New Yorker
“Saxophonist Ehrlich and pianist Melford are two of the more refined musicians to have come out of the Downtown New York scene of the ’80s and ’90s. In contrast to many of their less-gifted cohorts of that era – for whom irony was a first language and porous chops were often a badge of honor – both made music notable for its intellectual rigor and unselfconscious beauty. Spark! evidences the duo’s further commitment to creating music that adheres to traditional structural and aesthetic concepts, while stretching them to fit their distinctive needs.”
Chris Kelsey, JazzTimes
Trio M

“Trio M is a band with a loving commitment to the jazz avant-garde, especially as it was expressed in the 1970s, a sort of frontier era.”
Nate Chinen, New York Times
“Through multiple sources (Mississippi to India), structures (blocky to abstract), textures (dense to airy), moods (ruminative to rambunctious), this trio establishes itself as not only one of the most virtuosic playing today, but one of the most consistently engrossing. The threesome examines every motif from seemingly every angle possible….”

Derk Richardson, The Absolute Sound
