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Khan Jamal (July 23, 1946) has spent most of 
his life in Philadelphia, moving there as a child 
from Jacksonville, Florida. He formed an early 



attraction to the vibraphone after experiencing 
Milt Jackson and Lionel Hampton and went on 
to have his own very influential career. 
Underrated and under-recorded, Jamal 
released a number of high quality and highly 
creative records featuring a wide-array of 
acclaimed musicians including Charles Tyler, 
Johnny Dyani, Pierre Dorge, Dave Burrell, 
William Parker, Sunny Murray, Byard 
Lancaster, Jamaaladeen Tacuma, Billy Hart, 
Roy Campbell,  Jemeel Moondoc and Grachan 
Moncur III. Jamal has also been involved in 
adventurous groups led by Sunny Murray, 
Ronald Shannon Jackson, Joe Bonner and Billy 
Bang. This interview took place at Jamal’s 
apartment complex in Center City Philadelphia 
on December 7, 2012. 
 
Cadence:  Pianist Matthew Shipp wrote in the 
liner notes to his Equilibrium recording (Thirsty 
Ear, 2003), which you appeared on, that 



“Khan is one of the greatest improvisers on 
the planet.” 
Khan Jamal:  [Laughs] It’s a high praise 
coming from Matthew.  I’m very thrilled about 
it, I think he knows his shit. 
Cadence:  Is that praise worthy? 
Jamal:  Uh huh. 
Cadence:  You play vibes but that instrument 
doesn’t seem to be the most pliable 
instrument for one to improvise on. Is that 
true? 
Jamal:  It has its challenges but Lionel 
Hampton proved that that’s bullshit. Lionel, 
Bobby (Hutcherson) and Milt (Jackson), those 
guys really pioneered this instrument. I can’t 
say no more. It’s a challenge, a real challenge, 
especially playing behind guys like Odean 
Pope and Byard Lancaster and David Murray. I 
don’t think it’s so challenging now, not after 
40 years. It’s really easy for me to improvise 
on it now, especially playing free. It took me 



some years to develop my free chops but I had 
to do it. 
Cadence:  We were just in your apartment and 
I noticed that there’s a drum set in there. I’ve 
never seen you play drums. 
Jamal:  Yeah, I studied drums in the 
conservatory and it’s always been my passion 
to play them. I really love the drums and 
percussion. When I approach the vibes, I 
approach them from a drummer’s standpoint. 
These two instruments are related because 
you are playing them with sticks and hand to 
hand. Sometimes I sit at my pillow and I’m 
watching TV and I’ll practice rudiments. That’s 
something I learned from (drummer) Ed 
Blackwell. I started writing them down, I wrote 
a whole book. I also developed some hand 
coordinations from the George Lawrence 
Stone book on snare drumming. I studied that 
book and I teach out of that book. Anyone who 
wants to learn to play vibes, I say learn that 



book because it will equalize your hands. You 
have to be ambidextrous.  
Cadence:  So you practice on the drums to 
hone your vibes skills but you don’t play on 
them publically? 
Jamal:  That’s right. 
Cadence:  What do the drums add to your 
vibes playing? 
Jamal:  Ambidexterity. 
Cadence:  And you can’t get that from just 
playing on the vibes? 
Jamal:  No, it’s two different monsters. 
[Laughs] They are two very different 
instruments. 
Cadence:  What are you practicing on most 
these days? 
Jamal:  Actually, right now I am practicing 
mostly on computer, writing music on the 
computer. That’s another monster.  I’m 
running a Pro Tools program and that’s a 



challenge. You have to learn music all over 
again.  
Cadence:  So who is Warren Cheeseboro? [His 
given name] 
Jamal:  He ain’t nobody, he’s dead. 
Cadence:  When and why did you become 
Khan Jamal? 
 Jamal:  It was during the ‘60s revolution. I 
wanted to get rid of the slave shit so I said, 
‘ fuck it,’ and became Khan Jamal, and I’ve 
been him ever since. 
Cadence:  How did you come by that name? 
Jamal:  I picked it. I thought about it for a long 
time. Now there’s three of us – my son and my 
grandson. 
Cadence:  When you changed your name did 
you encounter any criticism? 
Jamal:  No. 
Cadence:   Had you encountered much racism 
up to that point?     



Jamal:  Uh huh, from the US Army. I was in the 
Army and there were many racists in there. I 
came home and I said, ‘Damn, I’ve just been 
through three years of hell.’ I’m surprised to 
be here.  The stuff we had to go through! 
Cadence:  Did you do any fighting? 
Jamal:  I was fighting with motherfuckers in 
the Army. [Laughs] I was kicking ass! 
Cadence:  You were born in Jacksonville, 
Florida, how did you end up in Philadelphia? 
Jamal:  My family lived in Philadelphia. When 
my mother had me, they sent her down to 
Florida to have me. That was the thing to do 
back then, they would send the kids down 
there to have their babies and they left my ass 
down there and I said, ‘Shit, I’m on my own.’ 
I’ve been on my own ever since. 
Cadence:  You were on your own when you 
came to Philadelphia? 
Jamal:  No, I came back to my grandmother’s 
house, she raised me. 



Cadence:  Your mother stayed in Florida? 
Jamal:  No, she came back to Philly too but I 
didn’t stay with her. I wish I did. I grew up in a 
musical environment. My grandmother played 
piano – Chopin, Beethoven, Mozart, and she 
played the blues and boogie-woogie. She 
could play anything. I remember when I was a 
little boy and I would sit on her knee and she 
would show me how to play and if I played 
something wrong, she would slap my hands. 
Cadence:  I’m surprised you stuck with music. 
Jamal:  No, I loved it. 
Cadence:  Philadelphia has always been a rich 
breeding ground for Jazz musicians. Would 
you have become a Jazz musician if you 
hadn’t ended up in Philly?  
Jamal:  I think so. I’ve traveled this world and 
I’ve found musicians in every town and it’s a 
gas. I’ve always found somebody to play with. 
Cadence:  Who were the Philly guys you were 
exposed to growing up?   



Jamal:  Omar Hill, Rashid Salim and later 
Byard and Odean. Bill Lewis was our teacher, 
he was cool. 
Cadence:  So you didn’t have any contact with 
Reggie Workman and McCoy Tyner and that 
whole group of artists? 
Jamal:  No, they were all ahead of me. I got to 
know Philly Joe [Jones] later on. He was a 
great inspiration to be around. I’d go over to 
his house and he would be practicing on 
plates and be talking about his dogs and 
Miles. That was during the period when Miles 
was laying out and Philly Joe would say – “I go 
over to that motherfucker’s house and he says 
he won’t touch that trumpet.” [Laughs] 
Cadence:  Did you have a relationship with 
John Coltrane? 
Jamal:  No, I never got to know him. 
Cadence:  Who were the artists that helped 
you the most? 



Jamal:  (Saxophonist) Byard Lancaster, he was 
like my mentor. He answered my questions if I 
had a problem – with life or music or 
whatever. He was there for me and he turned 
me on to a lot of great gigs and recording 
sessions like Ronald Shannon Jackson. Byard 
was a good brother. (Guitarist) Monnette 
Sudler also helped me a lot and (saxophonist) 
Archie Shepp too, he turned me on to playing 
a diminished scale when I was playing on the 
road with him, Grachan Moncur III, Chris White 
and Beaver Harris. I’d hang out with Archie 
and he’d talk about life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness. He had a happy life. 
Cadence:  How tough were your early days as 
a black musician in America? 
Jamal:  It was almost nonexistent. We couldn’t 
get no play from nowhere. No gigs or recording 
sessions or anything. So I took off for Paris in 
‘75 and within a few weeks, I had a few 
articles and I did a record date. It didn’t make 
me feel good about America. I lived there from 



time to time. I met Mal Waldron there and we 
became good friends. I met [Anthony] Braxton 
over there. I used to go by his house and talk 
to him. I remember he had a big saxophone as 
big as this building and he walked up to it and 
blew one note and, damn, bam, that was it! 
That’s all he had to do on that thing. 
Cadence:  Do you recall your first paying gig? 
Jamal:  My first paying gig? I don’t know, there 
were so many that didn’t pay! [Laughs] We 
used to play a lot of house parties back then. 
Cadence:  When you first started playing, what 
kind of music were you playing at that time? 
Jamal:  Afro-Cuban and playing free. I learned 
more traditional playing later on. I used to play 
with guys who played free and they couldn’t 
play the tradition so I said I better learn to play 
the tradition.  
Cadence:  How did you learn to play the 
tradition? 



Jamal:  I learned the tunes and how to play on 
the changes. I learned it all on the bandstand. 
Cadence:  When you learned the tradition later 
on, did it affect your free playing? 
Jamal:  No, I took them both as the same – 
playing music. 
Cadence:  You had an early relationship with 
drummer Sunny Murray.  What kind of music 
were you playing with him? 
Jamal:  His music. Sonny was writing music so 
I had to learn how to play his tunes. He was 
living in Philly at the time. 
Cadence:  The mature Sunny Murray has never 
been one to mince his words, what was he like 
in his youth? 
Jamal:  Crazy! [Laughs] Crazy, crazy, crazy. We 
had some crazy times. He always played free. 
Cadence:  I know there’s always some 
question about who was the first free 
drummer – Murray or Rashied Ali or others. 
Do you have any insight into that? 



Jamal:  It was Sonny first. I also got to know 
Rashied up in New York. He had his club and I 
played there with Sonny’s band a lot. I have a 
crazy story about Sonny Murray. One time we 
drove to Woodstock. Sonny was looking for 
Bernard Stollman, the guy who started ESP 
recordings. We drove to the front of his house 
and Stollman was there. Sonny got out of the 
car and said, “Bernard Stollman!” and made 
like he was shooting him with his fingers. 
Stollman said, “Sonny, don’t do that shit, you 
scared me!” 
Cadence:  You also had an early relationship 
with another powerful drummer as a member 
of Ronald Shannon Jackson’s Decoding 
Society band. His music was very loud. How 
did he direct you to fit into the musical flow? 
Jamal:  He wrote out the parts and I figured it 
out. He just said play and that’s how it went 
down. 
Cadence:  What memories do you have from 
the days with Ronald Shannon Jackson? 



Jamal:  He was another crazy one. He was 
always chanting, he was a Buddhist.  
Cadence:  So how did you come to settle on 
the vibraphone as your instrument?   
Jamal:  I heard Milt playing, I saw Lionel 
playing, and I knew Roy Ayers and I wanted to 
play, so I got me a set and I started playin’ 
them. I found Bill Lewis to teach me and I’ve 
been in love with the vibes ever since. 
Cadence:  Were you playing drums at the 
time? 
Jamal:  No, I wasn’t playing anything. I used to 
come home every day when I was 13 or 14 
and put Art Blakey records on and practice on 
a big barrel with hand drumming – boom, ba-
boom, ba-boom, ba-boom. I had a piccolo flute 
and I tried to imitate the lines that I heard 
Wayne Shorter, Freddie Hubbard, Lee Morgan 
and them guys do.  That was a gas, every day 
after school I’d pull that big barrel out and I’d 
start banging on it and I’d have a ball. I’d do it 



for hours. This was long before I started on the 
vibes. 
Cadence:  At what point did you feel you would 
become a professional musician? 
Jamal: When I got the instrument in ’64. Omar 
Hill and other guys would come over and we’d 
practice every day and I loved it, the repartee 
of ideas with the conga drums. I learned how 
to play their rhythms on the vibes and that 
started me out with rhythm. I also studied 
music at the Granoff School of Music, the one 
that John Coltrane went to, and studied with 
Bill Lewis there for a couple years.  I would go 
every Monday and pay my 5 dollars and learn 
how to play the vibes. That was before I had a 
set to play on. After a while, I went and bought 
me a set. 
Cadence:  Were there many other students 
learning vibes then? 
Jamal:  Yeah, he had quite a few students. 



Cadence:  Anybody else we would know these 
days? 
Jamal:  I don’t think so. 
Cadence:  Did you take drum lessons there as 
well? 
Jamal:  No, I took them at the music 
conservatory in ’85. It was a fairly easy 
transition, a lot of the sticking was the same. I 
also learned how to read music at that time. 
Cadence:  What other vibists do you admire? 
Jamal:  The three that I mentioned – Lionel 
Hampton, Milt Jackson and Bobby Hutcherson. 
Later on, Walt Dickerson. 
Cadence:  You didn’t mention Cal Tjader as an 
influence yet you dedicated a song to him on 
your Three recording (Steeplechase, 1984). 
Jamal:  I always loved Cal’s music. 
Cadence:  What level of interaction did you 
have with Milt Jackson?  



Jamal:  He wouldn’t talk to me! [Laughs] He 
wouldn’t talk to me, he would always run. I 
said, ‘Damn, am I that bad?’  
Cadence:  Why would he run from you? 
Jamal:  He was in a hurry. He wanted to get 
the fuck away from me! 
Cadence:  Was there a top-name vibist who 
was helpful to you? 
Jamal:  Bill Lewis was a friend and a teacher. 
Cadence:  There really haven’t been that many 
vibists in Jazz through the years. Do you find 
that vibists tend to be more or less 
competitive with each other than pianists or 
saxophone players? 
Jamal:  We all get along; we have no problems 
that way. All the vibist I’ve known have been 
very friendly – except for Milt. [Laughs] 
Cadence:  Are you surprised the vibraphone 
has not become more popular with time? 



Jamal:  I am surprised. If you like playing ping 
pong, you’ll like the vibes.  
Cadence:  What do you think is holding back 
interest in the vibraphone? 
Jamal:  I don’t know. Everybody can find a 
saxophone and learn how to play. Everybody 
can’t be Charlie Parker or Coltrane or Braxton. 
It’s a challenge to play an instrument, a real 
challenge. 
Cadence:  Would you talk about your own 
musical style? What’s unique about the way 
you play vibes? 
Jamal:  I take it from a drummer’s standpoint, 
a percussive standpoint. That’s the way I play. 
I practice paradiddles, flams, flam taps, flam 
triplets and I incorporate it into the vibes. 
That’s been a challenge. I never wanted to 
sound like the other guys, that would be a 
mistake. I always wanted to have my own 
voice, I never wanted to be like anybody else. I 
think that’s why I’m distinct in that way, I don’t 
sound like anybody else. I also listened to the 



saxophone a lot. I listened to Coltrane a lot, 
and Bird. 
Cadence:  Your style is a bit outside the 
tradition. Did you receive criticism from other 
musicians when you started playing more 
freely? 
Jamal:  Some guys gave me some flack but I 
said, ‘Man, keep the fuck away from me.’ 
Some guys told me I was crazy to play with 
Sunny but I said, ‘You don’t know what you’re 
talking about.’ See this is all music and music 
is all music, and you can’t get around that. 
Cadence:  When did you have your biggest 
musical breakthrough? 
Jamal:  That’s hard to say. What broke through 
for me was that I did a tour down South a 
couple years ago. It was on the strength of my 
name and so many people came to see me 
play. I said, ‘Damn, I didn’t know I had this 
many people that dug my music.’ 



Cadence:  You’ve been around a long time, 
was that the first time you toured under your 
own name? 
Jamal:  I had toured in Europe before. I was 
living in Paris and Copenhagen.  
Cadence:  In general, what’s your approach to 
music? Do you have a philosophy regarding 
the creation of music? 
Jamal:  Play from your heart, from your soul 
and from your spirit. Let that come through 
and when that comes through, there’s no 
greater feeling, no greater love. When I can 
express what I feel, that’s my breakthrough 
that you asked about earlier. 
Cadence:  Is that something that you feel 
often when you play or is it the rare moment? 
Jamal:  It’s not all the time but I reach for it 
most of the time. I reach to really express 
myself. 



Cadence:  Do you feel it’s more important to 
please the listener or yourself with your 
playing?  
Jamal:  To please myself. If I can please 
myself, I can please the listener. 
Cadence:  When leading a recording, how 
much of your compositions are written out 
versus left open for improvisation? 
Jamal:  They’re all open for improvisation. 
There’s a release in all my tunes. Sometimes I 
only write out the heads. 
Cadence:  One of your compositions on your 
1988 recording Speak Easy (Gazell) is called 
“Blues for an Endangered Species.” Which 
species does that refer to? 
Jamal:  I think it was chickens. [Laughs] It was 
for the black man. 
Cadence:  What’s it like to play with Matt 
Shipp? 
Jamal:  He’s a true improviser. I remember we 
played New York one night for the Vision 



Festival. I think that’s what started us to really 
digging each other. No compositions, no 
nothin’. We just got on stage and started 
playing and that felt good. I really like to 
interact with the piano. I’d really love to play 
with Cecil [Taylor], I call him sometimes and 
we talk about things. He told me Mal Waldron 
was one of his favorite piano players. I told 
him the funny thing about playing with Mal 
was that we never decided what we was going 
to do. I’d say, ‘What are we going to play,’ and 
he’d say, “Same as last time,” and we’d go 
from there. 
Cadence:  What else can you say about Mal 
Waldron? 
Jamal:  Yeah, he was a mild-mannered, crazy 
motherfucker. [Laughs] He taught me how to 
play “Straight No Chaser.” He liked to play 
chess, I didn’t. [Laughs] 
Cadence:  You led recordings with some great 
artists in the 80’s who are widely 
underrecognized. Saxophonist Charles Tyler is 



forgotten these days except for his playing 
with Albert Ayler. How did you come to record 
with him? 
Jamal:  We got to be buddies in New York.  I 
had a session at KCR, Columbia University’s 
radio station, and I asked him to do it and we 
became buddies after that. I had a tour going 
to Denmark with a record date and I asked 
Charles if he’d do it and he said yes and he 
came over and did it. We shared an apartment 
in Copenhagen and froze and starved our 
asses off! 
Cadence:  What was Charles Tyler like as a 
person? 
Jamal:  He was a great person. He could be 
loud and boisterous when he wanted to be, he 
wasn’t no punk. He liked to roll his own 
cigarettes and I’m not talking about weed 
either, he smoked tobacco. He would always 
go out and get flagged in joints. He’d tell me, 
“They flagged me, man, and I didn’t have no 
money.” [Laughs] I’d tell him, ‘What did you 



expect, motherfucker!’ I’ll tell you what 
though, his playing was great. Every night at 
12 o’clock we’d play “Round About Midnight,” 
no matter where we was at, Norway, Sweden, 
Copenhagen. He’d say it’s 12 o’clock and we’d 
go into it.   
Cadence:  You also recorded with African 
bassist Johnny Dyani.     
Jamal:  He was another crazy motherfucker! I 
met Johnny in Copenhagen one night at the 
Montmartre club and Arthur Taylor was giving 
me hell, wanting to know who I was. He didn’t 
know me. He said, “What do you play,” and I 
said, ‘Man, I play everything,’ [Laughs] ‘Books, 
trains, planes, anything, women!’ He said, 
“You is a crazy motherfucker!” I said, ‘Yeah!’ 
[Laughs] We were in the audience, I think 
Dexter (Gordon) was playing and I was there to 
hear him. Johnny was in the audience too and 
he heard me and Arthur talking and he said, 
“Man, you told Arthur Taylor some shit!” I 
said,’ Yeah, who the fuck are you?’ When he 



told me his name I knew who he was. He 
never liked Charles (Tyler) and Charles didn’t 
like him. I don’t know why they didn’t like 
each other. When we did the “Dark Warrior” 
session (Steeplechase, 1984), they were 
coming up, whispering on each other. “Hey 
man, Charles did this and Charles did that.” 
And Charles would come up later and say, 
“Johnny this and Johnny that.” I said, ‘Fuck 
these motherfuckers, I’m not gonna’ pay them 
no mind,’ and I went on and concentrated on 
my music and it came out to be a good date.  
Cadence:  You recorded with Johnny Dyani a 
number of times. Did you tour with him? 
Jamal:  No, we didn’t tour, we did gigs around 
town in Sweden and then Denmark. 
Cadence:  What was Johnny Dyani like as a 
person?  
Jamal:  He was alright. He was crazy. 
Everybody’s crazy in my book, huh? [Laughs] 
Even you! Johnny was quiet. He was South 
African, as you know. We talked about 



Mandela some and a bit about home, about 
his mother and his father. I can’t remember 
what he said, it was a long time ago. 
Cadence:  You’ve made a number of 
recordings over the years but really not 
enough to match your reputation.  Has it been 
difficult getting your music documented? 
Jamal:  In the beginning, yeah. All my buddies 
were recording and I wasn’t. The record 
companies weren’t paying me no attention 
and so I knew I had to do something so I went 
into a studio and I recorded my own session. I 
sent it to Steeplechase and he liked it and 
said he wanted to put it out but I tricked him 
and said it was already out! I said we could do 
another one and he agreed, so I came back 
with Charles, Johnny and Leroy Lowe. Here’s 
another interesting story. Leroy Lowe was a 
drummer who lived in Stockholm and could 
play his ass off. He used to work with Otis 
Redding and he said, “I was working with Otis 
and I took a leave of absence to come over 



here and while I was over here, their plane 
went down and killed all those guys.” He said, 
“I knew it was for me to stay here.”  He stayed 
there until he passed. 
Cadence:  Why did you trick Nils Winther 
(Steeplechase) into thinking the recording was 
already released? 
Jamal:  Because I wanted another recording 
date and I figured I could release the first 
recording myself. 
Cadence:  So why Steeplechase? 
Jamal:  I was in Denmark and he was the only 
guy in town.  
Cadence:  You’re quiet by nature and not 
much of a self-promoter. Do you think that’s 
hurt you? 
Jamal:  I think so, I don’t blow my own horn. 
These days I don’t pursue gigs, not anymore. 
In the earlier days, I approached record 
companies and they turned me down. 



Cadence:  You’ve spent most of your life in 
Philadelphia. Why not New York? 
Jamal:  I had a family – two sons and a wife- 
so I stayed in Philly and didn’t get as much 
notoriety as I should have gotten. That’s the 
way it is.  
Cadence:  What was your New York City loft 
scene experience? 
Jamal:  It was great. I was living in New York 
then and I’d practice every night, every day, all 
day. Sunny and I had a loft together on 9th 
Street on the Lower East Side and I would get 
up and start practicing and then he would get 
up later and start practicing. We’d rehearse 
some together. I got to know Butch Morris, 
Jemeel Moondoc and those cats and we 
become buddies. More crazy motherfuckers! 
At that time, the guys from Chicago were just 
settling into New York - Oliver Lake, Julius 
Hemphill and those guys - and I got to hear 
them play. Henry Threadgill, Steve McCall, 
Fred Hopkins, the Air group. Those guys could 



play and they were doing some different shit. I 
used to hang out all the time at Studio Rivbea, 
Sam Rivers’ loft, and I was really surprised 
how easy it was to get to know all the cats and 
for them to get to know me. I told them, ‘You 
guys met something now, you got something 
on your hands.’  
Cadence:  Did that exposure affect what you 
were doing? 
Jamal:  No, I kept up with my own shit. I was 
studying at the time at the music conservatory 
in Philly – Combs College. 
Cadence:  What was the mood like at the 
lofts? Was it uplifting to be surrounded by all 
the experimental music and new musicians? 
Jamal:  The mood? Everybody was struggling 
trying to make it, like I was. We were all trying 
to get recognized. The guys gave me a lot of 
encouragement to keep on doing what I was 
doing and that I would be alright, and I really 
appreciated that. I was playing every week, 
working with Sunny, and he was getting a lot 



of gigs. We’d drive up to New York and make 
the gig. We’d make a few dollars – just 
enough money for the gas.  
Cadence:  What was Sam Rivers like at that 
time? 
Jamal:  Sam was OK, a little snobbish. Yes he 
was, with me. I didn’t think he liked my playin’ 
but he was always friendly. He was better than 
Milt. [Laughs] 
Cadence:  Did you have a relationship with 
Ornette Coleman? 
Jamal:  I met Ornette and he said, “Man, you 
gotta’ find your own audience.” I said, ‘Thank 
you,’ and I did. I used to play his place on 
Spring Street.  I used to go play his vibes but I 
never got the chance to play with him or hear 
him play vibes. 
Cadence:  Ornette had vibes? 
Jamal:  Yeah, he still has them. Here’s an 
Ornette story you’ll like.  I remember seeing 
Ornette one night in Paris on New Year’s but 



we didn’t talk. I was hanging out at the Chat 
Qui Peche club in Paris with some of my 
buddies and he came in. We were looking for 
girls and I told my friends – ‘That’s Ornette, I 
know he knows were some girls are at.’ 
[Laughs] So when Ornette left the club, we 
followed him and that motherfucker walks 
fast. Goddamn, Ornette! He walked the shit off 
us. He went to a club called Jazzland and we 
went in with him. We didn’t get no girls. I 
forget who was playing that night, it was either 
Ted Curson or Hal “Cornbread” Singer. 
Cadence:  Did you ever see Eric Dolphy play 
vibes? 
Jamal:  No, that’s the first time I heard he 
played them. 
Cadence:  Would you talk about the 
prevalence of drugs back in the day? 
Jamal:  I didn’t mess around. [Laughs] There 
were a lot of guys who’d work all night, play 
they ass off, and then late at night, when they 
got paid, they’d go pay the coke man. I said, 



‘You motherfuckers are all stupid. Don’t you 
have families and shit?’ I had to bring my little 
money home, I wasn’t cool with that scene. I 
did smoke a little weed. Me and Sunny would 
smoke weed like a motherfucker! [Laughs] 
Cadence:  How did that affect your playing or 
your composing? 
Jamal:  It would enhance me. It allowed me 
the freedom to think what I wanted to think.  
Cadence:  Whose music, when hearing it 
played or when you’re playing it, means the 
most to you? 
Jamal:  Monk because he was such an original 
and unorthodox piano player. His music 
makes me feel liberated. I used to see him 
play. It was like seeing God, he was such a 
towering figure in size. He used to walk real 
slow, like he had bad feet. I don’t know how 
he could dance with those feet. 
Cadence:  African percussion seems to be 
increasingly influential on your later work. 



Jamal:  It was part of me when I started 
playing. The conga players used to come by 
my house and we used to practice every day 
and I would learn to play their rhythms. The 
African percussion influence has always been 
there. 
Cadence:  You play vibes, marimba and 
balafon, what distinctive influence do the 
three instruments have on your music?  
Jamal:  It’s like knocking on a piece of wood 
and then a piece of metal – it’s the difference 
between the two. You get a different feeling 
from it. Even wood is not the same. The 
balafon brings out the rawness in my playing. 
It’s African and I have an affinity towards 
Africa so playing the balafon gives me a 
chance to sing while I’m playing. Sometimes I 
talk to my ancestors when I’m playing balafon, 
I can feel them in the room with me. Standing 
in the room like you’re standing there, and 
that’s deep to have that feeling. I’ve said, 
‘Goddamn’ and started speaking in tongues 



and man, that’s spooky. There’s only five 
notes there, versus the vibes and the marimba 
which have twelve notes, so you have more 
choices with those two instruments. The 
balafon does not register like do-re-mi-fa-so-la-
ti-do, so you can’t play it chromatically or 
twelve-tone, so you’re forced to play rhythm. 
Cadence:  Who would you say is the most 
unusual or unlikely person that you’ve ever 
played with? 
Jamal:  I’ve played with a lot of weird guys. 
[Laughs] I played with John Lewis once. That 
was a disaster because he was used to Milt. It 
happened at the Afro-American Museum in 
Philly, he was giving a master class. I couldn’t 
read my lines and he said, “Man, don’t read 
the shit, just play.”  
Cadence:  But you read music, what was 
difficult about that? 
Jamal:  It had a lot of parts. He was coming 
from a classical background and he was very 
particular. 



Cadence:  So you didn’t join his band after 
that? 
Jamal:  No, he had Milt Jackson, he didn’t 
need me! [Laughs] He had Uncle Milty! 
Cadence:  I’d like to bring up the names of a 
few musicians and get your response. What 
about Frank Wright? 
Jamal:  Crazy motherfucker. He was very 
friendly, very cool. I was in France with him 
and I had my apartment set up at the studio 
and he was there one day with his band 
rehearsing. I thought they were recording and I 
said, ‘Man, I’m gonna’ get in on this recording’ 
and I started playing with them. Unfortunately 
they weren’t recording at the time. I did play 
with Frank when he came to Philly. He stayed 
at my house for a few days. He was an alright 
dude. He was a free player and John Gilmore 
liked him. When we were in Paris together, 
we’d go and eat steak and potatoes every day. 
Cadence:  What happened at your chance 
meeting with Bobby Hutcherson?  



Jamal:  We was walking down Seventh 
Avenue, me and my wife and him and his wife 
were walking down, and I said, ‘Hey Bobby’ 
and I told him who I was and he said, “You 
play vibes?” He was playing at the Village 
Vanguard that night so we walked down to the 
club and he asked me if I practiced finger 
exercises all the time, which I had not been 
doing. He said it builds you up and I’ve done it 
ever since – rubbing my thumb and my index 
finger together to build the muscles. That was 
a very helpful meeting. He was very friendly, 
he wasn’t like Milt.  
Cadence:  How connected to the current Jazz 
scene are you? Do you make it a point to 
check out the young vibists? 
Jamal:  If I hear of one I will check them out 
but I’m not really following the scene. I’m 
more concerned with what I’m doing. That’s a 
challenge in itself. 
Cadence:  How much are you playing these 
days? 



Jamal:  Every day. 
Cadence:  How much are you performing now? 
Jamal:  It’s nonexistent.  
Cadence:  I’ve seen you busking outside the 
Philadelphia baseball stadium, what’s it like 
playing anonymously versus playing for a 
knowledgeable audience? 
Jamal:  There’s no expectations. When they 
put money in my hat, that’s the pleasure I get 
out of that. 
Cadence:  What are your plans for the future? 
Jamal:  I do want to record again and I plan to 
keep on adventuring. 
Cadence:  Do you mind discussing your health 
issues? 
Jamal:  I have a bad heart and that slows me 
down. 
Cadence:  Looking back at your career, with all 
its ups and downs, what stands out? Do you 
have any regrets? 



Jamal:  I regret that I snubbed Grover 
Washington Jr. We were at a jam session one 
night, I was sitting in on marimbas and Grover 
was winking at me and I didn’t acknowledge 
him. He was winking, “How you doing man? 
How you feeling?”  And I just ignored him. It 
was after Mister Magic and I just didn’t dig 
him. I was stupid, I was young and dumb.  
Cadence:  The last questions are from other 
musicians. The first is from vibist Mark 
Sherman who asked, “Can you play inside? 
Can you play the poetic language of Jazz?” 
Jamal:  Sure, I invented that. I don’t even know 
who this person is, he might get the Grover 
Washington treatment [Laughs] asking me 
shit like that.  
Pianist Dave Burrell asked, “How can we help 
young people learn Jazz improvisation?” 
Jamal:  Force it down their throats. Keep 
playing it like the hip-hop guys. It’s got to be a 
matter of choice. You’ve got to put them on 
the bandstand with you. Give them a shot at it 



and see how they feel.  That’s what I would 
say. Hard question, Dave! 
Vibist Jason Adasiewicz said, “I’d like to hear 
about what went down at the recording 
session of that totally crazy recording 
Drumdance to the Motherland. That’s a wild 
recording.” 
Jamal:  That was a live session and at the time 
we didn’t have any melodies so I said, ‘Let’s 
play a spirit.’ We tried that and that’s how it 
came out. Spiritual. So Drumdance to the 
Motherland was a drum dance to the 
motherland.   
 Cadence:  I held off asking you about this 
recording because Jason wanted to ask about 
it. Drumdance came out in 1975 and only 300 
records were pressed on a local Philadelphia 
label and it took on a Holy Grail status among 
aficionados. It’s a fusion of free Jazz and black 
psychedelia. Where did that come from? You 
never did anything like it again.  



Jamal:  I was experimenting with electronics 
on the vibes and the guy who was recording it 
had reverb on us on his recording machine.  
He would turn that up and we would play. We 
played whatever we felt like playing, we didn’t 
have no set tunes or anything written down. It 
was all ear and feelings and emotions. We let 
our emotions hang out that night. You’re going 
back 40 years, I can’t remember 40 years ago, 
I can’t remember 40 seconds ago! We ended 
up doing a few gigs after that session but we 
never recorded like that again. 
Cadence:  That recording was just re-released 
on Eremite. What’s your impression now when 
you listen to that? 
Jamal:  I said, ‘Damn, we were advance 
guard!’ 
Cadence:  Which of your recordings stand out 
for you? 
Jamal:  The Dark Warrior and the Coltrane 
session. The Dark Warrior is special because 
everybody played their ass off that day and it 



was my first recording for a label 
(Steeplechase). I think it came out pretty 
good. 
Vibist Jay Hoggard said, “Please give my best 
to my friend, Khan Jamal. I would ask him to 
describe his thoughts or feelings when he 
hears the sound of the vibraphone.” 
Jamal:  I always get a reaction, I tune into it. 
There are no bad vibe players. How can you 
play bad on vibes? The sound is like church 
bells, it fills you up. You know, in Copenhagen 
every day at 11 o’clock, all the church bells in 
the city ring and you hear different rhythms 
and different melodies. You can’t beat that 
sound and I try to get that sound on my vibes. I 
want to emulate that and it’s hard. 
Pianist Matt Shipp said, “Khan, I feel a 
connection to you because I am from 
Wilmington, Delaware which is right next to 
Philly. Do you feel there is something to the 
sound and approach of players from our 
area?” 



Jamal:  It’s in the air. The way that guys 
approach music here is different. We’re very 
serious. 
Vibist Jason Marsalis asked, “What was the 
music that influenced you regardless of 
genre?” 
Jamal:  Coltrane. I used to love that guy, I can’t 
explain the power of his horn but he had so 
much power, and after studying his music, I 
thought he was playing the blues but he was 
playing from the spirit of the church because 
he grew up in the church. No wonder his music 
was so powerful. 
Vibist Gunter Hampel said, “We know each 
other from the early ‘70s. After I had come to 
New York in 1969, he would hang out in my 
flat on the Lower East Side and bang on my 
vibes. For me, the most urgent issue we have 
in Jazz is addressing the issue of musical 
progression. Most bands play the good old 
stuff to entertain the small audience but I am 
still with strong force finding new ways of 



expression. How does Khan keep 
progressing?” 
Jamal:  I just go. I just go like a track runner, a 
long distance runner. You get better the longer 
you go and as long as I feel I’m progressing, 
I’ll keep on going. It’s a never-ending story. 
Cadence:  What can you say about Hampel? 
Jamal:  He’s a crazy motherfucker! In the late 
‘60s, I used to hang out at his house and sit 
there and listen to him talk and watch him 
write his music out, and I learned. I learned 
from watching guys, I got influenced by stuff 
like that. I learned how to orchestrate my 
music from Gunter. 
Cadence:  Any final comments? 
Jamal:  Yeah, all those motherfuckers are 
crazy that you just asked me questions from! 
[Laughs] Also everyone should go out and buy 
all my records and make me a millionaire so I 
can be crazy too! 
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