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Improvisaon at Artpark: Composing Sam Gilliam’s Custom Road Slide 

Andrew Hansung Park 

Abstract: In 1977, African American arst Sam Gilliam (1933-2022) orchestrated 
a constantly changing, month-long event along the Niagara River Gorge in 
Lewiston, New York. Named Custom Road Slide, the dynamic assemblage of 
fabric, rocks, and wood was radically open to the public for Q&A and to the 
ecosystem’s high winds. Gilliam’s improvisatory approach, stemming from his 
knowledge of postwar jazz, is this paper’s primary focus. I also consider the 
unique patronage of Artpark, a state park that brought some of the country’s 
most advanced art to Western New York in the 1970s and 80s. My argument 
recasts the arst as a musically inclined “composer” who worked with all media, 
contrary to his general reputaon as a painter. Accordingly, contemporaneous 
improvisaons by the saxophonist Ornee Coleman and violinist Laurie 
Anderson are brought in to help contextualize Gilliam’s process-based art. 
Key words: sound, jazz, improvisaon, environment, Land art, and public art 

Improvisaon, contrary to a lot of popular thinking, must be very exact. It is a 

reverberaon, or an extension in another direcon, from the basic themac material.1 

− Romare Bearden

In a remarkable, early photograph of Sam Gilliam from 1966, the arst poses in his Washington, 
D.C. home, elegantly dressed in a cardigan and skinny e (Fig. 1). He looks directly at us with a shrewd 
expression, his mouth slightly open. Our aenon is then drawn to the boom quarter of the image, 
where Gilliam is showing us a vinyl record that he parally slips out of its cover. He even holds the record 
flat like a painter’s palee while seated in front of one of the hard-edge painngs that typified his mid-
1960s output. The album is Ornee Coleman’s Change of the Century, a radical recording of improvised 
music from 1960 that led to the development of free jazz (Fig. 2). In the dramac photograph by Lee 
Friedlander on its cover, Coleman gazes outwards while wearing a black e just like Gilliam, though the jazz 
composer’s self-presentaon is more solemn and communicates a resolute intensity that is amplified by 
the chiaroscuro lighng. 

The portrait of Gilliam was taken by the photographer Geoffrey Clements for the nonprofit 
organizaon American Federaon of Arts, which was promong an exhibion of African American art at 
the Premier Fesval Mondial des Arts Nègres (First World Fesval of Negro Arts) held in Dakar, Senegal. 
Taking place in April 1966, the fesval was organized by the Senegalese president Léopold Senghor and 
showcased impacul Black arts from forty-five African, North/South American, and European countries.2 

While Gilliam himself never traveled to Dakar, two of his painngs did, and Clements’ photographs of the 

1 Bearden, quoted in Edward Weeks, “Introducon,” Romare Bearden: Jazz (Birmingham: Birmingham Museum of Art, 
1982). 
2 The significance of this fesval in world history has been assessed in David Murphy, ed., The First World Fesval of 
Negro Arts, Dakar 1966 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016). 
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arst were valuable opportunies for him to present himself to the world as a sophiscated thinker whose 
intellectual investments in sound could enhance the effect of his visual artworks.3 

The resonance between the Clements and Friedlander photographs figuravely opens up a new, 
mulsensory space where Gilliam, the arst, comes face to face with Coleman, the composer.4 Indeed, 
the Clements portrait echoes a photographic trope of jazz album covers from the late 1950s and early 
’60s (evidenced by Change of the Century), one in which the solitary composer (usually male) trains his 
eyes on something out of frame, awash in neutral tones and deep in contemplaon.5 Over the course of 
his career, Gilliam oen likened himself to a musical composer in order to explain his own improvisaonal 
way of working.6 For these reasons, it is necessary to consider what exactly he heard from Coleman that 
would movate him to prominently feature the composer’s album in the Clements portrait. 

In the manifesto-like liner notes to Change of the Century, Coleman, who plays a plasc alto 
saxophone on the record, analogizes the avant-garde composer with the painter. “With my music, as is 
the case with some of my friends who are painters, I oen have people come to me and say, ‘I like it but I 
don’t understand it,’” he observes. He goes on to describe the album tracks toward the end of the notes: 

Each is quite different from the other, but in a certain sense there really is no start or finish 
to any of my composions. There is a connuity of expression, certain connually evolving 
strands of thought that link all my composions together. Maybe it’s something like the 
painngs of Jackson Pollock.7 

His invocaon of Pollock as an emblem of Abstract Expressionism serves to legimize and 
contextualize the difficult nature of listening to his own abstract music. Unsurprisingly, Coleman was also 
known to make abstract painngs, some of which he used as album covers.8 With Don Cherry on trumpet, 
Charlie Haden on bass, and Billy Higgins on drums, Coleman’s quartet created an innovave style of free 
group improvisaon that encourages collaboraon between each instrument.9 This constantly evolving 
noon of jazz improvisaon is what Gilliam sought to acvate in his visual art, and it explains why he was 
so interested in posioning himself as a composer. 

3 Even though Fig. 1 was not reproduced in the exhibion catalog (a different version of the portrait without the 
record was featured, perhaps due to Gilliam’s awkward half smile), this rarely seen version is the key to understanding 
his mobilizaon of jazz improvisaon in his art. For more on the exhibion, see American Federaon of Arts, Ten 
Negro Arsts From the United States: First World Fesval of Negro Arts, Dakar, Senegal, 1966 (New York: United 
States Commiee for the First World Fesval of Negro Arts, Inc. and Naonal Collecon of Fine Arts, Smithsonian 
Instuon: 1966). 
4 For a wide-ranging engagement with the polical power of sound and its affecve frequencies in photography of the 
Black diaspora, see Tina Campt, Listening to Images (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017). 
5 This trope of the “brooding musician” is present in select photographic covers of most major jazz musicians of the 
1950s and 60s, including, for instance, John Coltrane and Miles Davis. Carissa Kowalski Dougherty, “The Coloring of 
Jazz: Race and Record Cover Design in American Jazz, 1950 to 1970,” Design Issues 23, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 51–2. 
6 For example, he opened a local television segment about himself in 1985 with the statement: “I’m more like a 
composer. I mean I don’t make music, but I literally make art in a sense.” Capital Edion, “Sam Gilliam: Symphony of 
Color,” produced by Raul Rivero, narrated by John O. Goldsmith, aired 1985, WUSA TV staon. 
7 Ornee Coleman (as told to Gary Kramer), Change of the Century liner notes, 1960. 
8 See, for instance, his 1966 album The Empty Foxhole, whose cover art is a close-up view of gestural, colorful 
brushstrokes. This album notably features Coleman improvising on the violin and trumpet, instruments that he had 
only recently picked up, as well as the raw drumming of his ten-year-old son Denardo. 
9 Coleman also used Pollock’s painng White Light (1954) for the cover of his genre-defining album Free Jazz: A 
Collecve Improvisaon (1961). Michael Stephans, Experiencing Ornee Coleman: A Listener’s Companion (Lanham: 
Rowman & Lilefield, 2017), 34–6. 
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Despite his reputaon of being solely a painter, Gilliam was generally a mixed-media arst who 
connually experimented with a wide variety of materials oen found in assemblage: wooden planks, 
poles, wire, rope, and rocks. In fact, these materials were among those found in Custom Road Slide, in 
which they were re-arranged over the course of one month during the summer of 1977 on an elevated 
bank of the Niagara River Gorge in Western New York (Fig. 3). On the surface, this enigmac work stands 
out as an anomaly in the arst’s oeuvre. Due to its immersive and volale nature––at most, Custom Road 
Slide was spread across an area of approximately thirty by twelve hundred feet––there is no definive 
photograph of it, so commentators have long had difficules describing what the artwork was. Radically 
open to park visitors for conversaon while Gilliam and his assistants were working, it was subject to 
constant reorganizaon as well as natural deterioraon. 

Custom Road Slide both dramazes the manual labor associated with the arst’s studio and 
harnesses the unpredictable forces of the environment. This combinaon of work and spontaneity 
animates Gilliam’s concepon of improvisaon, which is the throughline that connects the 1966 portrait 
to the 1977 work. Even though Custom Road Slide was once described by the art historian Jonathan 
Binstock as the ulmate “apotheosis” of Gilliam’s improvisaonal method, this ambious claim has not 
yet been substanvely assessed in literature on the arst.10 The purpose of this arcle is to describe the 
circumstances of Custom Road Slide’s patronage, construcon, and recepon. Specifically, a unique state 
park known as Artpark commissioned it and provided the arst with a challenging site, supplies, employee 
labor, lodging, and an organizaonal philosophy that would become deeply embedded into the fabric of 
the work. Through Custom Road Slide, Gilliam would theorize a collaborave model of improvisaon that 
reverberated across mulple media and art forms. 

In 1974, the small town of Lewiston, New York welcomed a plethora of talented arsts and 
performers from around the country to celebrate the inaugural season of Artpark. Along with extensive 
theater programming and outdoor musical concerts headlined by the likes of jazz icons Miles Davis and 
Herbie Hancock, Artpark hosted an incredibly fruiul Visual Arts Program that brought cung-edge 
contemporary art to its over 150-acre site. Most acve from 1974 unl 1984, the Visual Arts Program 
provided residencies to a diverse cohort of American and Canadian arsts each summer, and that first 
season of projects was dedicated to the Land arst Robert Smithson, who had died the previous 
summer.11 Artpark is geographically located just seven miles downriver from Niagara Falls, and its terrain 
includes an indigenous burial ground sll in use by the Hopewell people of the Ohio River Valley (the 
general area also has cultural significance for the Haudenosaunee and Tuscarora peoples).12 A wide 
stretch of bare earth in the park known as the Spoils Pile served as a reminder that the site was an 
industrial wasteland during the 1950s. The almost exclusively state-funded park was enjoyed by up to 
504,000 visitors every summer, many of whom conversed with and occasionally assisted the arsts-in-
residence as they worked during regular Q&A sessions.13 

Instead of building another sculpture garden following the modernist precedent set by Storm King 
Art Center’s opening in 1960, Artpark’s founders embarked on a populist mission to make contemporary 
art accessible to as many people as possible.14 The commissioned projects epitomized the most advanced 

10 Jonathan Binstock, Sam Gilliam: A Retrospecve (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 113. 
11 While the Visual Arts Program ended in 1991 due to state budget cuts, Artpark connues to operate as an 
extremely popular state park and concert/theater venue, with periodic commissions of large-scale art installaons. 
For the definive account of its Visual Arts Program, see Sandra Firmin, Artpark: 1974–1984 (Buffalo: University at 
Buffalo Art Galleries, 2010). 
12 “Indigenous History,” About Us, Artpark, accessed May 16, 2024, hps://www.artpark.net/about-artpark. 
13 This aendance peak happened in 1978. Firmin, “Have You Artparked?” Artpark: 1974–1984, 23. 
14 Rebecca Lee Reynolds, “The An-Sculpture Park? Or, How Site-Specific and Ephemeral Art Quesoned the Sculpture 
Park,” in Artpark: 1974–1984, 190–207. 
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categories of artmaking at the me, including (but not limited to) Earthworks, sound art, intermedia, 
installaon, and performance. Most of the invited arsts, while living in on-site cabins, worked on 
ephemeral land-based projects that were dismantled by the end of the summer. This foregrounding of 
transience differs dramacally from convenonal public art’s emphasis on (sculptural) permanence. As a 
result, the Visual Art Program’s experimental ethos encouraged arsts like Gilliam to think outside of 
gallery parameters and take risks. 

From July 23 to August 20, 1977, Custom Road Slide was open to the public and under constant 
construcon by Gilliam and other collaborators: his studio assistants, Artpark employees, and even his 
daughters. Before that summer, however, the arst had spent the spring brainstorming and 
conceptualizing what the work could be. It was originally tled Custom Road Flow during the preliminary 
phase. While the name of the dirt pathway (Customs Road) below the cliff that was alloed to Gilliam is 
the literal reason for the tle, his decision to incorporate the word “custom” is also suggesve of his 
adapve approach to tailoring the work to its site. According to work proposals from May of that year, he 
envisioned that Custom Road Flow would only be made with three colored fabrics, large wooden poles, 
and soil. 

While the variety of materials in the artwork would expand once he started working in situ, his 
inial wrings strongly establish the process-based thinking that is the hallmark of Custom Road Slide. In 
a statement to Artpark staff dated May 17, he writes: 

“Custom Road Flow” relates in part to the process through which I made suspended 
painngs ranging in scale from 75 feet to 200 yards. I oen realized that the actual painng 
and making of a work was only one aspect of a many faceted experience. Somemes, I 
went to untold lengths to get things to work, such as folding large lengths of canvas–– 
crushing them with large pieces of wood aer they had been completely saturated with 
water or dyes…. I always quesoned whether or not the works as they existed on the floor 
should be le just that way.15 

For Gilliam, imagining this work in the first place was not possible without his experiences as a 
painter in the studio. In fact, one can interpret the enre Custom Road Slide environment as an extension 
of his studio, once private and now made public for Artpark visitors to experience. The amorphous work 
then becomes an outdoor trial in which its materials are connually tested out in new posions and for 
different purposes. The emphasis on work is evident in the photo-documentaon of Custom Road Slide 
that features symbols of manual labor like sawhorses, ropes, and ladders (Fig. 4). In a powerful 
photograph of Gilliam standing in front of one of his trademark Drape painngs that hangs from a shale 
outcropping, the arst proudly wields a hammer in his right hand (Fig. 5). The message is clear: instead of 
seeing a painter only interested in brushes, paint, and the depicted image, we are meant to see a 
versale arst who builds his works with carpentry and construcon tools. Instead of only using 
industrially manufactured paint and dye to color Custom Road Slide’s scaered materials, he also 
extracted earth tones from minerals embedded in the soil to apply to select pieces of fabric. 

Custom Road Slide’s variaon on the theme of the studio taps into late modernist debates about 
the symbolic role of arsts’ workspaces. As argued by the art historian Caroline Jones, the romancized 
trope of the solitary genius in the semi-sacred studio was promoted by Abstract Expressionism, and it 
dominated ideas about workspaces unl a series of industrial and technological challenges were 

15 Gilliam, “Statement About Work on Custom Road Flow,” May 17, 1977, box 5, folder 10, Sam Gilliam Papers, 
Archives of American Art (AAA). 
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mounted by other arsts in the 1960s.16 Abstract Expressionism and its regional descendant known as 
the Washington Color School were central to Gilliam’s early development as a painter, so there is 
undoubtedly a special significance to the studio that Gilliam upheld throughout his career. Custom Road 
Slide, however, departs from the Abstract Expressionist tradion in numerous ways, the crucial one being 
Gilliam’s gradual diluon of his role as the autonomous creator. By moving his imagined studio outdoors 
to a state park that also hosted a bustling slate of fun-filled programming for families, he opened it up to 
external forces and public scruny. Gilliam’s dislocaon of the studio reads as “post-studio,” a term oen 
used to describe Robert Smithson’s epochal departure from his own studio to work in the land.17 

Smithson’s posthumous relevance does not end there. In fact, Artpark’s enre Visual Arts 
Program was indebted to the Land arst’s work, seeing as the vast majority of commissioned projects 
explicitly engaged with Artpark as a site. Gilliam’s preoccupaon with improvisaon riffs on Smithson’s 
ideas about entropy as a measure of disorder in an environment.18 While the two concepts are from 
vastly different disciplines (music and physics, respecvely), they both speak to a highly conngent way of 
understanding the nature of art. For both arsts, art is necessarily subject to processes outside of one’s 
immediate control. Smithson’s Asphalt Rundown (1969) similarly relied on a steep incline––on the edge 
of a defunct quarry outside of Rome, Italy––to allow a truckload of viscous, black material to freely creep 
down the slope unl it hardened. The result was a frozen record of me passing, and the site was 
overtaken by vegetaon soon aer Smithson’s intervenon.19 

For all the help that Gilliam relied on from his fellow workers, Custom Road Slide faced some 
serious logiscal obstacles. The characterisc high winds of the gorge would frequently send its materials 
tumbling down the ravine, quickly undoing his fragile arrangements. That is to say, weather and gravity 
may have played larger roles than Gilliam himself in physically arranging the work. This, in addion to 
instances of nighme vandalism (people somemes cut the ropes that held materials in place), meant 
that he had to be comfortable releasing a considerable degree of authorial control.20 It amounted to an 
improvisaonal process that he had already assimilated thanks to his understanding of jazz as a 
spontaneous and collaborave way of artmaking, even if this process was not fully appreciated by others. 

Local art crics tended to exaggerate the antagonisc relaonship between Gilliam and the 
environment, negavely interpreng the arst’s experiment as a failed struggle that looked more like 
trash than art. As Nancy Willig recounted in the Buffalo-based newspaper Courier-Express: 

For Gilliam, the Artpark experience has been successful. Much of it has been experimenng 
and guessing. And he is happier with his result than this reviewer, naturally. “The greatest 
part of the piece is that…because certain materials are on the ground, does not make it 
lier,” he declares. “To other people, the fact that the artwork is lying down represents a 
tragedy.”21 

16 Caroline Jones, “The Romance of the Studio and the Abstract Expressionist Sublime,” in Machine in the Studio: 
Construcng the Postwar American Arst (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 1–59. 
17 Cornelia Butler, “A Lurid Presence: Smithson’s Legacy and Post-Studio Art,” in Robert Smithson (Los Angeles: 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 2004), 224–43. 
18 Robert Smithson, “Entropy and the New Monuments,” Arorum 4.10 (June 1966): 26–31. 
19 Serena Solin, “Asphalt Rundown,” Holt/Smithson Foundaon Scholarly Texts (October 2022). 
hps://holtsmithsonfoundaon.org/asphalt-rundown-0. 
20 Gilliam, “Quesonnaire Sent to Mr. Rae Tyson, 10/4/77,” box 5, folder 10, Gilliam Papers, AAA. 
21 Gilliam, quoted by Nancy Tobin Willig in “Gilliam Works Fall Short,” Courier-Express, 1977. In this review, he refers to 
the inial winds and rockslides as “events and situaons…not even problems.” For more reviews, see assorted arcles 
in Artpark’s Current magazine, the Rochester Times-Union, and the Niagara Falls Gazee from July and August of 
1977. In box 66, folder 14, Artpark archives, Burchfield Penney Art Center (BPAC), SUNY Buffalo. 

https://holtsmithsonfoundation.org/asphalt-rundown-0


IMPROVISATION AT ARTPARK: COMPOSING SAM GILLIAM’S CUSTOM ROAD SLIDE 

61 

What Gilliam is communicang is that the value of his Artpark project does not hinge on a 
finished product, seeing as its composion changed every day. Instead, what really constutes the work 
are the impromptu decisions that he made in response to his surroundings. Professional crics, however, 
were only one small part of the work’s overall recepon––the casual visitors who were on guided tours of 
the Visual Arts Program’s projects oen had feedback of their own. Many of the most commonly asked 
quesons on these tours were of the straighorward variety that one would expect in contemporary art 
sengs that disrupt tradional aesthecs: What are you making? And why are you doing this?22 These 
frequent, maer-of-fact quesons kept public opinion at the forefront of Gilliam’s mind, pushing him to 
constantly re-evaluate his work. 

The key moment in Custom Road Slide’s real-me composion came when he decided to depart 
from the vercality of the three streamers that originally formed the work (Fig. 6). Inially, the cliffside was 
adorned with looping curves of red and white fabric that had a pictorial effect, much like a painng. The 
wooden poles were originally intended to frame that imagined pictorial image, but the aforemenoned 
difficules of the situaon prompted him to change course and incorporate those difficules into the ethos 
of the work itself. As he later explained to the Niagara Falls Gazee, he happened to spot “a length of red 
cloth that appeared as an undulang horizontal form on the slide pile––here and there buried beneath the 
dirt.”23 Seeing this fallen streamer caused him to reconceptualize the composion as a conngent work-in-
progress and to embrace the condions of its fall instead of stubbornly resisng them. It opened the work 
up to include the various other materials, which were then spray painted red, blue, green, or tan (to 
differenate the ten separate material groupings) and were “bunched into wreckage-like abstracons…on, 
and parally buried in, the pile of granular dirt that [was] connually loosening and falling from the 
cliffside.” 

Due to the change in strategy, Gilliam consequently saw Custom Road Slide less as an 
environmental painng and more as a collaborave improvisaon. In a statement that he provided to 
Artpark aer his residency was complete, he commented that “through the use of sawhorses it was 
possible to establish both actual and transparent planes that funconed in a semi-cubist pictorial 
manner.”24 Because the sawhorses were some of the only objects that could stand vercally on the slope 
when their bases were secured, their height was essenal in making the work appear more dynamically 
three-dimensional (Fig. 4). 

Beyond just Custom Road Slide, the summer of 1977 proved to be an excing season for 
Artpark on numerous fronts, as it hosted a busy schedule of Broadway musicals, Shakespearean 
plays, cooking demonstraons, dance performances, fireworks, and more. The cliffside that Gilliam 
was working on was located just below the main grounds that featured an elevated boardwalk called 
the ArtEl: a collecon of buildings that formed a Town Square, and a mul-million-dollar theater with 
2,400 indoor seats. For five days in early September, the first Artpark Jazz Fesval was organized by 
the producer Bill Hasse and brought some of the country’s best jazz bands to Lewiston (Fig. 7). 

The Visual Arts Program hosted twenty-eight arsts including Gilliam that season, most of whom 
engaged in environmental or process art and exemplified the Artpark ideal of learning by doing. Alice 
Aycock and Agnes Denes were two of the most notable Land arsts there. The sculptor Marn Puryear 
created an abstract monument of wood that consisted of a modest box and an enormous, one-hundred-

22 The Q&A sessions oen centered around a healthy skepcism toward contemporary art on the part of the visitors, 
who somemes debated with arsts about what “art” is or should be. Several thoughul conversaons and talking 
heads are featured in Artpark People, directed by Michael Blackwood (Michael Blackwood Producons, 1976), color 
film. 
23 Jack Foran, “Gilliam Bales Gorge Wind in Creang Artpark Piece,” Niagara Falls Gazee, August 21, 1977. 
24 Gilliam, “Statement Upon Compleon,” in Artpark 1977: The Visual Arts Program, ed. Sharon Edelman (Lewiston: 
Artpark, 1977), 37. 
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foot-tall pole that stood on the barren Spoils Pile. The sonic arst Laurie Anderson organized a 
performance called Stereo Decoy (A Canadian/American Duet), in which she improvised on the violin in 
concert with a pianist who was dramacally posioned on top of a bluff, while tape-recorded sound 
blared from a distant speaker on the other side of the Niagara River in Canada.25 

The soundscape of Artpark was demonstrably filled with the cacophony of summerme 
entertainment and arsc acvity. The chaoc simultaneity of so many events and artworks meant that 
the sensory boundaries between them could not be so well-defined, as visitors to Custom Road Slide 
were absolutely immersed in the wider fesval-like experience. In this way, the element of chance enters 
the equaon when trying to describe what it must have been like to run into (perhaps fortuitously, aer 
aending a symphony orchestra concert) Gilliam’s work-in-progress at the periphery of the grounds. 
Visitors may have seen Custom Road Slide from above or below the cliffside, and any number of noisy 
events or performances could have contributed to the overall sonic experience of the work. 

The connecons between chance and sound have long animated the conversaon about 
experimental music’s impact on postwar art history. Euroamerican classical music and its incorporaon of 
indeterminacy and aleatoricism as two disnct chance operaons represent a major subfield. Indeed, the 
teachings of the New York composer John Cage and the anarchic performances of Fluxus focused on the 
event score as a crucial tool for negoang chance in the work of art.26 Improvisaon, though born out of 
a vastly different social history rooted in the blues and the Black American experience, has the unique 
ability to expand this conversaon. What is more, improvisaon does not depend on a notated score as 
much as other chance-based music, reflecng an arst’s profound impulse to work spontaneously 
without keeping a commodifiable record of the process.   

1977 was also the year that Ornee Coleman released a jazz album called Dancing In Your Head, 
backed by an electrified band that he later named Prime Time. The contemporaneous resonance 
between Gilliam’s and Coleman’s acvies demonstrates how improvisaon can adapt to different art 
forms and sll retain its generave power. Dancing In Your Head’s ecstac funk music encapsulates 
Coleman’s philosophy of harmolodics, an improvisaonal technique that evolved in meaning over the 
course of the composer’s later career. The portmanteau describes a democrac unison among harmony, 
movement, melody, me, speed, phrasing, instrumentaon, and other musical elements.27 As a radical 
exacerbaon of Change of the Century’s mode of improvisaon, Dancing In Your Head showcases the full 
force of Coleman’s avant-garde vision. 

The three-track album can be divided into two groups: the first group (“Theme from a Symphony 
(Variaon One)” and “Theme from a Symphony (Variaon Two)”) consists of Prime Time’s variaons on a 
musical phrase that Coleman had lied from an older composion; the second group (“Midnight 
Sunrise”) is a shorter collaboraon with the Master Musicians of Jajouka, a collecve of Jbala Sufi men 
who play the tradional folk music of their village in the Rif mountains of northern Morocco. Widely 
admired by musicians across the globe, their improvisaonal, trance-like music appealed to Coleman at a 
me when the popularity of jazz as a genre had faltered due to the cultural surge of rock.28 In “Midnight 
Sunrise,” the Master Musicians open the third track with the strong, unified sound of their ghaitas (oboe-

25 Edelman, Artpark 1977, 5–8 (Anderson), 70–3 (Puryear). 
26 For instance, see Nalee Harren, Fluxus Forms: Scores, Mulples, and the Eternal Network (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2020). 
27 Harmolodics has always had mulple meanings for Coleman and his musical collaborators, making a concise 
definion of the term difficult to pin down. For the composer’s own early interpretaon, see Ornee Coleman, 
“Prime Time for Harmolodics,” DownBeat, July 1983, 54–5. For a thorough scholarly analysis, see Stephen Rush, Free 
Jazz, Harmolodics, and Ornee Coleman (New York: Routledge, 2017). 
28 The village of Jajouka is alternavely spelled Joujouka or Zahjouka. For a biographical account of Coleman’s travel to 
Morocco, see Maria Golia, Ornee Coleman: The Territory and the Adventure (London: Reakon Books, 2020), 191– 
98. For a breakdown of each track on the album, see Stephans, Experiencing Ornee Coleman, 73–82. 
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like double-reed instruments), punctuated by staggered drum accents, before Coleman joins in with his 
own theme on the alto saxophone. These three elements dely weave in and out of each other for the 
rest of the performance, spontaneously feeding off each other’s energy. 

At its conceptual core, the 1977 album hinges on this duality of sources. Its patchwork 
construcon reflects a jarring array of locaons and dates that can only be menoned in passing for the 
purposes of this essay––“Midnight Sunrise” was recorded in 1973 in Joujouka, while both versions of 
“Theme from a Symphony” were recorded in Paris in 1975, with the tular theme being originally 
composed by Coleman for the London Symphony Orchestra in 1972.29 When listening to the full album, 
the mbral juxtaposion of the Master Musicians’ acousc woodwinds and Prime Time’s electric guitars 
could not seem more incongruous. What could maqam, or Arabic improvised music, possibly have to do 
with American jazz-funk? According to Coleman’s liner notes, a universal impulse to improvise links both 
groups, “with the Western and Eastern musical forms resolving into each other’s lead.”30 

The flexibility to operate within two different musical systems that Coleman exercises on the 
album demonstrates how harmolodics can extend beyond jazz to have an egalitarian social significance 
for the world. “Pop, classical, rock, folk, and jazz are names that are used to cover up a lot of human 
racialism,” Coleman proclaims in an explanaon of harmolodics that he wrote in 1983. By emphasizing 
equality among every musician who plays with him (regardless of their instrument, stylisc inclinaon, or 
even race), Coleman empowered his collaborators to “compose their own music and play other 
instruments” in real-me during their countless rehearsals, recording sessions, and live performances.31 

Dancing In Your Head’s tracks rely heavily on the repeon of rhythmic figures in order to establish a 
consistent groove that its musicians could freely riff on. Repeon, then, emerges as a helpful feature of 
improvisaon. As the French Algerian-born philosopher Jacques Derrida would put it during a later 
interview with Coleman, “Repeon is already in improvisaon: thus when people want to trap you 
between improvisaon and the pre-wrien, they are wrong.”32 

The intriguing cover design by Dorothy Baer of Horizon Records embodies the idea of duality and 
represents a further applicaon of jazz improvisaon within the visual field (Fig. 8). A clown-like, smiling 
face reminiscent of an imaginary African mask stares straight ahead, while repeated menons of the tle 
and composer frame the outer edges of the blazing red background. Upon deeper inspecon, one realizes 
that the face can be flipped upside down to reveal yet another face, this one more serious in expression. 
The second face sports a pitch-black beard and has misty, blue-gray eyes, and it is featured on the reverse 
side of the record, set against a deep blue background. The doubling of the image is of course themazed 
by the first two tracks, which start with the same phrase but then spin out in two complementary 
direcons. The two faces are best experienced by physically flipping the cover upside down and over to its 
back, and one can easily imagine jazz aficionados doing so when first coming across Dancing In Your Head 
in a record store. 

Baer’s pictorial demonstraon of mulple viewpoints of the same face even echoes the 
phenomenological experience of Custom Road Slide, in that Artpark visitors could witness the constantly 
changing work from various angles and posions on the top or boom of the cliffside. They could even be 
inside the work, physically flipping over or otherwise manipulang its materials. Dancing In Your Head’s 
album art, like Gilliam’s work, asserts that interpreve flexibility on the part of the listener-viewer is a 
crucial component of improvisaonal art, just as crucial as the cooperave spontaneity on the part of its 

29 Peter Niklas Wilson, Ornee Coleman: His Life and Music, trans. (Berkeley: Berkeley Hill Books, 1999), 194–96. 
30 Coleman, Dancing In Your Head liner notes, March 15, 1977. 
31 Coleman, “Prime Time for Harmolodics,” 55. 
32 Jacques Derrida, “The Other’s Language,” interview by Derrida, June 23, 1997, UbuWeb, 
hps://www.ubu.com/papers/Derrida-Interviews-Coleman_1997.pdf, 323. 

https://www.ubu.com/papers/Derrida-Interviews-Coleman_1997.pdf
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authors. Coleman and Gilliam let their creave processes play out to their very ends, and our temporal 
experience of their works are meant to generate ever new meanings. 

The discursive expansion of improvisaon, from its inial in jazz studies to its wider relevance in 
any number of humanisc fields and social sciences today, has been the impetus behind the field of 
crical improvisaon studies. In this way, musicology has led the interdisciplinary charge even if other 
fields such as dance, theater, anthropology, literature, and educaon have also made significant 
contribuons.33 The architecture crics Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver elaborated on their term 
“adhocism” in 1972 to describe how improvisaon can work as “a method of creaon relying parcularly 
on resources which are already at hand,” believing that engaged cizens and arsts were adept at 
“dealing with an exisng situaon in a new way to solve a problem.”34 Their focus on what is already “at 
hand” led them to isolate an improvisaonal spirit in the assemblages and collages of (Neo-)Dada art 
rather than in abstract painng, a move that might surprise fine art tradionalists. Art history has usually 
focused on the typical associaon between jazz improvisaon and Abstract Expressionism, a convenon 
that has limited our understanding of Gilliam’s mul-faceted art beyond his late modernist painngs. 

In order to remedy this, his experimentaon with mixed media public art has been highlighted in 
this essay, and this mode of working would connue to guide him through the rest of his career. Artpark’s 
philosophy undoubtedly invigorated his pracce, as it did for the over two hundred arsts in total who 
would end up making the trek to Lewiston to parcipate in the Visual Arts Program. In the ensuing 
decades, Gilliam pursued even more public commissions in transportaon, governmental, and 
educaonal sengs across the country, connually learning lessons from each project to apply to the 
next one. The significance of Artpark for the trajectory of his oeuvre is suggested by the cric Lucy 
Lippard’s review of the Visual Arts Program’s inaugural season: 

If more arsts had the opportunity to work in such close contact with their audience, this 
could be the birthplace of a genuinely public art––neither equestrian statues nor their abstract 
counterparts but an art that belongs where it is and to the people there, illuminang the 
history and development of the area and becoming a heightened part of the experience of the 
place.35

A “genuinely public art” is an ideal that, for instance, his important Sculpture with a “D” (1979–84) 
approached when it was designed for a Massachuses subway staon as a part of the progressive, 
community-powered Arts On the Line iniave. Although Lippard takes issue with the impersonal 
abstracon associated with “plop art,” Gilliam’s later public art program would effecvely use abstracon 
to perceptually draw viewers into the work. 

Custom Road Slide’s sheer size far exceeded any other work in his oeuvre, making group 
collaboraon absolutely essenal for its execuon. Instead of employing the cranes, bulldozers, and 
excavators characterisc of other famous arsts who worked in the land, Gilliam relied on the humble 
hands of park workers and his own family for support. Group improvisaon is oen predicated on trust 
and sharing certain insncts, so it is not surprising that his daughter Melissa was involved in physically 
composing the work (Fig. 9). When considering improvisaon as a life strategy, family bonds emerge as a 
strong foundaon on which to improvise. Coleman evidently had the same idea. He frequently 

33 The field-defining publicaon is George Lewis and Benjamin Piekut, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Crical 
Improvisaon Studies, vol. 1 and 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
34 Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver, Adhocism: The Case for Improvisaon (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1972), 9. 
35 Lucy Lippard, “A Is for Artpark,” Art in America 62, no. 6 (November–December 1974): 39. 
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performed with his son on the drums, even recording an enre album with Denardo when he was only 
ten years old. This goes to show that improvisaon is accessible to people of all ages, and, hopefully, fun 
too. 
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Figure 1. Portrait of Sam Gilliam in his Washington, D.C. 
home, 1966. Photo: Geoffrey Clements. Sam Gilliam 
Papers, Archives of American Art. 



ATHANOR XLI ANDREW HANSUNG PARK 

70 

Figure 2. Change of the Century album cover, 1960. Lee 
Friedlander, photographer, Atlanc Records (SD-1327). 
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Figure 3. Paral view of Gilliam’s Custom Road Slide, summer 1977. Commissioned by Artpark 
in Lewiston, NY. Temporary 30 x 1,200- assemblage along the Niagara River Gorge arranged 
by Gilliam, assistants, and the arst’s daughters. Ten connually rearranged groupings 
composed of sawhorses, mbers, poles, wire cloth, rope, shale (rocks), polypropylene, 
polyester fabrics, paint, and food dye. Box 136, folder 4, page 15a. Artpark Archives, 
Burchfield Penney Art Center (BPAC), SUNY Buffalo. © 2024 Estate of Sam Gilliam / Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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Figure 4. Paral view of Gilliam’s Custom Road Slide, likely August 1977.  © 2024 Estate 
of Sam Gilliam / Artists Rights Society, New York.  

Figure 5. Gilliam, holding a hammer, stands in front of a Draped painng in Custom Road Slide 
during the summer of 1977. Box 136, folder 4, page 14c. Artpark Archives, BPAC, SUNY Buffalo. 
©2024 Estate of Sam Gilliam / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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Figure 6. Inial appearance of Custom Road Slide, likely late July 1977. White polypropylene, 
scarlet polypropylene, white polyester, rope, and wood. Box 136, folder 4, page 13r. Artpark 
Archives, BPAC, SUNY Buffalo. ©2024 Estate of Sam Gilliam / Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York.
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Figure 7. Brochure cover for the 1st Annual Artpark Jazz Fesval (held 
September 7-11, 1977). Box 47, folder 14. Artpark Archives, BPAC, SUNY 
Buffalo. Courtesy of Artpark and Company. Photo by the author.
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Figures 8a and 8b. Dancing in Your Head (front and back covers), 
1977. Cover art by Dorothy Baer, Horizon/A&M (now Verve) 
Records (SP-722). 
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Figure 9. Melissa Gilliam (the artist's daughter, at bottom-
right) and two assistants working on Custom Road Slide, 
1977. Box 136, folder 4, page 16q. Artpark Archives, BPAC, 
SUNY Buffalo. ©2024 Estate of Sam Gilliam / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York.
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