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ABOUT THE MUSIC
David Lang writes: Over the summer I asked Matthew Shipp if he 
would like to play for us the music from his recent recording The 
Piano Equation. This album came out towards the beginning of 
the pandemic and I found myself listening to it over and over—its 
unhurried wandering and unpredictable changes of pace and energy 
made it a welcome, thoughtful accompaniment to the lockdown. My 
official COVID soundtrack.

Matthew agreed, but he warned me that what he would play might 
not sound too much like what I had heard on the recording. This 
music is improvised, which means that it is different every time.  
 
And of course, that is one of the reasons why I am interested in 
sharing it on our season. We have been grouping concerts under the 
broad heading of ‘virtuosity’–how music can be designed so that we 
watch and hear a musical problem being overcome, right before our 
eyes and ears.  Improvisation is a virtuosity all its own, a virtuosity of 
imagination, of flexibility, of spontaneity.  
 
Most global musical cultures and traditions have always depended 
on musicians to improvise, but the word ‘improvise’ itself is relatively 
recent in the history of European classical music, which is an interesting 
story. Until the early 19th century the relationship between written 
and spontaneous music was fluid, not set. For centuries before 1800, 
musicians playing the bass lines of ensemble pieces only received 
the barest of instructions from composers and were expected to 
elaborate and fill in the rest, extemporaneously. Musicians playing or 
singing melodies knew that solo lines in a written piece of music were 
supposed to be ornamented, to be decorated with filigree added on 
the spot, and performers were compared to each other based on 
the individuality of their ornamentations. The idea of harmony itself 
in Western music began as simple descriptions of the kinds of notes 
a medieval monk might add, ad lib, to Gregorian chant.
 
Then this all changed.  By the late 18th and early 19th century European 
classical music was well on its way to reducing the opportunities for 
musicians to add things on their own. A combination of factors led 
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to spontaneity for performers going out of style, but one is certainly 
a change in the stature of the professional composer.    As the 
careers of composers internationalized, the relationship between 
‘composers’ and ‘performers’ changed, with composers giving 
ever more complicated and restrictive instructions to performers, 
limiting drastically the musical space where the individuality of each 
performer could be expressed.  
 
It says something about how far European classical music strayed 
from the spontaneity in its roots that Italians had to invent a new term 
at the start of the 19th century to describe a practice that musicians 
had already been engaged in for millennia.
 
The term that was invented was ‘improvvisare’–to make something 
whose end is not provided, not foreseen.
 
The tension between the written and the improvised is present in 
all our lives.  Especially in this time of COVID, we feel the difference 
between what we can plan and what actually happens, between what 
we can control and what we can’t.  In a way we are all improvising 
now, moving forward to an end that is not provided, that is not 
foreseen.   
 
Thanks to Matthew Shipp for showing us the way.



ABOUT THE ARTIST
With his unique and recognizable style, pianist Matthew Shipp 
worked and recorded vigorously from the late ’80s onward, creating 
music in which free jazz and modern classical intertwined. He first 
became well known in the early ’90s as the pianist in the David S. 
Ware Quartet, and soon began leading his own dates–most often 
including Ware bandmate and leading bassist William Parker–and 
recording a number of duets with a variety of musicians, from the 
legendary Roscoe Mitchell to violinist Mat Maneri, the latter another 
musician who began making a name for himself in the ’90s.

Through his range of live and recorded performances and unswerving 
individual development, Shipp has come to be regarded as a prolific 
and respected voice in creative music into the new millennium.

Born on December 7th, 1960 and raised in Wilmington, Delaware, 
he grew up around ’50s jazz recordings. He began playing piano 
at the young age of 5, and decided to focus on jazz by the time he 
was 12. He played on a Fender Rhodes in rock bands while privately 
devouring recordings by a variety of jazz players. His first mentor 
was a man in his hometown named Sunyata, who was enthusiastic 
about a variety of subjects in addition to music. Shipp later studied 
music theory and improvisation under Clifford Brown’s teacher 
Robert “Boisey” Lawrey, as well as classical piano and bass clarinet 
for the school band. After one year at the University of Delaware, 
Shipp left and took lessons with Dennis Sandole for a short time, 
after which he attended the New England Conservatory of Music for 
two years.

Shipp moved to New York City in 1984 and soon met bassist William 
Parker, among others. Both were playing with tenor saxophonist 
Ware by 1989. Meanwhile, Shipp had debuted as a recording artist 
in a duo with alto player Rob Brown on Sonic Explorations, recorded 
in November 1987 and February 1988. Shipp married singer Delia 
Scaife around 1990. He then went on to lead his own trio with Parker 



and drummers Whit Dickey and Susie Ibarra. Shipp has led dates 
for a number of labels, including FMP, No More, Eremite, Thirsty Ear, 
and Silkheart. In 2000, he began acting as curator for Thirsty Ear’s 
Blue Series. This excellent series hosted a number of Shipp’s own 
recordings, as well as the recordings of William Parker, Tim Berne, 
Roy Campbell, Craig Taborn, Spring Heel Jack and Mat Maneri. 
The following year saw the release of Nu Bop, an exploration into 
traditional jazz, followed closely by its 2003 counterpart, Equilibrium. 
In 2004, Shipp released Harmony and Abyss, a meditation on 
repetitive melodic and harmonic structures. One arrived in January 
2006 and Piano Vortex followed a year later.

4D4D, featuring Shipp on solo piano, was released by Thirsty Ear 
early in 2010. It was one of several recordings from the pianist in 
the initial years of the 21st century, which included a two-disc solo 
piano recital entitled Creation Out of Nothing: Live in Moscow on the 
SoLyd Records imprint and the stellar trio set Night Logic, with Joe 
Morris and former Sun Ra saxophonist Marshall Allen, on the Rogue 
Art label. Shipp kept up the pace in 2011, kicking off the year with 
the double-CD offering Art of the Improviser, which showcased him 
in two different live settings: one solo and one in a trio with bassist 
Michael Bisio and drummer Whit Dickey. In the spring he released a 
duet recording with alto saxophonist Darius Jones entitled Cosmic 
Lieder on the AUM Fidelity label. In 2012, he re-formed the trio with 
Bisio and Dickey for Elastic Aspects. Shipp entered into a prolific 
collaboration with saxophonist Ivo Perelman for a slew of projects 
that year, and 2013 included a duet, trios, and quartets with various 
personnel, all issued by Leo Records. Titles included The Gift, 
The Clairvoyant, The Foreign Legion, A Violent Dose of Anything, 
Enigma, The Art of the Duet, Vol. 1, The Edge, and Serendipity. In the 
fall of 2013, Shipp released the solo piano offering Piano Sutras for 
Thirsty Ear, as well as a retrospective for the label entitled Greatest 
Hits and a duet offering with saxophonist John Butcher, Fataka 2.
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Shipp maintained a prolific release and touring pace in 2014. First 
to appear was the trio date The Roots of Things in February with 
Dickey and Bisio, followed by two more sets in various ensembles 
with Perelman. The first, entitled The Other Edge, was issued in 
March and featured the pianist’s quartet backing the saxophonist, 
while the second, released the same month, was Book of Sound, 
a collaborative recording between Perelman, Shipp, and Parker. 
Symbol Systems, a solo piano outing, appeared in May from 
Lithuania’s No Business label, while The Darkseid Recital, a second 
chapter in Jones’ and Shipp’s Cosmic Lieder, was released in August 
by AUM Fidelity, followed by the solo piano offering I’ve Been to 
Many Places on Thirsty Ear in September. That year, the French 
Rogue Art label issued no less than four Shipp-led dates compiled 
from several years of performances. They included the solo Piano 
(2008); a duet album with Evan Parker entitled Rex, Wrecks & XXX 
(2013); Right Hemisphere with Brown, Dickey and Morris (2008), and 
Declared Enemy: Salute to the 100001 Stars: A Tribute to Jean Genet 
with Parker, Gerald Cleaver, Sabir Mateen, and Denis Lavant (2006).
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SUPPORT THE ARTIST-IN-RESIDENCE PROGRAM

The Institute is pleased to make concerts and related 
talks featuring well-known performers and others from 
the music world freely available to the community. IAS is 
committed to providing our concerts free of charge, and we 
invite you to help us sustain that commitment by making a 
contribution to support the Edward T. Cone Concert Series. 
Your gift, along with the gifts of others who have enjoyed 
these concerts, will help us continue to develop and offer 
outstanding musical programs.

Checks may be sent to the Artist-in-Residence Program, 
Institute for Advanced Study, Einstein Drive, Princeton, 
New Jersey 08540. You can make a gift online at 
www.ias.edu/giving-ias. For information about other ways 
to give, go to www.ias.edu/support/ways-give or call the 
IAS Development Office at (609) 951-4409. Information 
about the Artist-in-Residence program and a schedule 
of the season’s concerts may be found on the Institute’s 
website at www.ias.edu/events.

Friends of the Institute for Advanced Study have the 
opportunity to reserve tickets for in-person concerts 
before they are offered to the general public. If you would 
like to know more about the Friends of the Institute, 
information is available on the IAS website at www.ias.
edu/support/friends-virtual. Alternatively, you may contact 
Friends Liaison Pamela Hughes at phughes@ias.edu or  
(609) 306-7139.

http://www.ias.edu/giving-ias
http://www.ias.edu/support/ways-give
http://www.ias.edu/events
http://www.ias.edu/support/friends-virtual
http://www.ias.edu/support/friends-virtual


INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY

The Artist-in-Residence Program was established in 1994 to underscore 
the Institute’s dedication to scholarly and artistic endeavors. Unrestrained 
curiosity, risk-taking, and even blind faith are concepts native to 
transformative research and the visual and performing arts. As part of the 
Artist-in-Residence program, a pioneering artist is appointed to join the 
Institute community and curate the Edward T. Cone Concert Series, pursue 
their creative and intellectual work, and exchange ideas with scholars from 
all disciplines. Composer David Lang was appointed as Artist-in-Residence 
in 2015. In 2020–21, Lang continues his VIRTUOUSITY program, an 
exploration of mastery, meaning, and experience.

The Institute for Advanced Study is one of the world’s foremost centers for 
theoretical research and intellectual inquiry. Located in Princeton, N.J., the 
IAS is dedicated to independent study across the sciences and humanities. 
Founded in 1930 with the motto “Truth and Beauty,” the Institute is devoted 
to advancing the frontiers of knowledge without concern for immediate 
application. From founding IAS Professor Albert Einstein to the foremost 
thinkers of today, the IAS enables bold, nonconformist, field-leading 
research that provides long-term utility and new technologies, leading to 
innovation and enrichment of society in unexpected ways.

Each year, the Institute welcomes more than 200 of the world’s most 
promising researchers and scholars who are selected and mentored by 
a permanent Faculty, each of whom are preeminent leaders in their fields. 
Comprised of four Schools—Historical Studies, Mathematics, Natural 
Sciences, and Social Science—IAS has produced an astounding record of 
introducing new understanding and is responsible for undeniable progress 
across disciplines and generations, from the development of one of the first 
stored-program computers to the establishment of art history as a discipline 
in the United States. Among its present and past Faculty and Members are 
35 Nobel Laureates, 42 of the 60 Fields Medalists, and 19 of the 22 Abel 
Prize Laureates, as well as many MacArthur Fellows and Wolf Prize winners.
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