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Karl

Serger, music ploneer

His mind and
work will live on

by Tad Wise

ITH THE DEATH OF
Karl Berger on
Easter Sunday
at the age of 88,
Woodstock  and
the world lost not
only a master musician but a prolific,
ground-breaking, internationally re-
nowned composer and educator whose
pioneering concepts based in the com-
monality of all music changed the way
music can be taught, heard and learned.

It all began in 1953 on a musician’s
transport bus in Karl’s home town of
Heidelberg, Germany. Ingrid, a very
youngsinger already knowninjazzclubs
around Europe, was to perform that
nightwithherband,butherpiano player
couldn’t make the gig. Karl, a classically
trained piano player projecting cool and
charmingconfidence wholoved jazzand
had just started playing in local clubs,
was eager to take his place. His future
wife, mother of their two children and
primary musical collaborator — trusted
her instincts. With their performance
that night, Karl and Ingrid began a
lifelongrelationship and an unparalleled
musical odyssey destined to survive
them both.

By 1963, with a Ph.D in musicology
and philosophy, Karl was an assistant
professor of philosophy whoevery morn-
ing was asked by Ingrid, “Where are you
going, Karl Berger?”

“Iam going to work,” he'd reply to the
woman he acknowledged as his teacher.

“That is not your work, KB,” Ingrid
would say. Every time.

Exactly what their work would be
was revealed the instant the couple
heard the opening bars of the Ornette
Coleman Quartet’s 1961 release: This
s Our Music. Each turned to the other
and said: “This is what we want to do.”

Toward that end, Karl approached
Don Cherry in a Parisian café in 1964
and said, “I'm Karl Berger, and I want
to play with you.”

Don looked him up and down and
replied: “Rehearsal’s at five.” There and
then, Karl was hired to play piano and
vibraphone in a band with no common
language except the music from around
theworld which Donhad compiled while
listening all but constantly, to a short-
wave radio.

It was in1966 that Don called Karl
from New York City, summoning him
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to play on “Symphony for Improvisers”
--soon hailed as one of the seminal free-
jazz albums of the decade.

Donnextintroduced Karland Ingrid
to their foremost inspiration, Ornette
Coleman, the American jazz saxophone
playerand Pulitzer Prize-winner known
as the father of free jazz.

This meeting likely inspired Karl to
teach musical improvisation to sixth
graders in the New York City Young
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Audiences public school program,
seeking proof that profound musical
ability is born into every human being
before being tampered with by societal
constraints.

“What is the common ground of all
the music in the world that we can ac-
tually base this on?” Karl wondered in
conversation withThe New York Timesin
2017. “Can we develop practices that
are not based on any particular kind of
music — practicing rhythm, practicing
sound, but not designing the music that
we are going to practice?”

Check out Woodstock

Unconvinced that “cold New York
City” could ever embrace the radical
optimism they shared with Ornette,
Karl and Ingrid planned a return to Eu-
rope.They told Ornette. He responded,
“No, you need to stay here, your music
has to be heard.”

Theydid, however, return to Europe,
as Ingrid was pregnant with their sec-
ond child. They returned in 1971, and
musician Marion Brown turned history
around. Hedrove them up to visit Wood-
stock, which they instantly adored.

Before the end of the year, Karl, In-
gridand Ornette Coleman signedpapers

founding the Creative Music Founda-
tion, and in 1972 the Berger family
moved to the arts colony, where the very
first Creative Music Studio kicked offin
flutist Ilene Marder’s living room.

Local musical heavyweights Jack
DeJohnette, Dave Holland and Anthony
Braxton gave generously and often of
their time after CM 'S moved into its first
home and headquarters, a vast barn on
Witchtree Road. Here city-based jazz
masters materialized beside local lumi-
naries, astonishing student musicians
who'dlook up to find themselves playing
alongside giants.

Such moments became the legend,
lure, and gateway into the Creative
Music Studio experience.Karl’s steering
of such ensembles placed him among
a handful of pioneers shepherding the
improvisatoryorchestraasan emerging
art form. These were student-based
orchestras peppered with an occasional
guiding artist.

In addition to DeJohnette, Holland
and Braxton, other guiding artists even-
tually would include Don Cherry, Lee
Konitz, The Art Ensemble of Chicago,
Don Byron, Jamaaladeen Tacuma, Ava
Mendoza, Nana Vasconcellos, John
Lindberg, Cecil Taylor, Oliver Lake, John
Cage, Charlie Hayden, Jimmy Giuffre,
Pauline Oliveros, Marilyn Crispell, Tani
Tabbal, RickCyro Baptista, Frederick
Rzewski, Bob Moses, George Lewis,
and Carla Bley.

Duringits firstheyday (1973 through
the mid-1980s), CMS moved into full-
scalefacilitiesin and around Woodstock,
including a former soccer camp called
Ochler’s Mountain Lodge in West Hur-
ley. “Intensives” became more focused,
goals and side projects, more ambitious.

A sonic river moving ceaselessly
throughthe MusicMind portalopenedby
the Bergers, never failed to demonstrate
what Karl called “the principle of flow.”

The phrase came into ubiquitous
CMS use, circa 1985, after the Bergers
made the first of three visits to teach at
theNaropa Institute in Boulder, Colora-
doattheinvitation ofChogyam Trungpa
Rinpoche (who gave Ingrid the name
Sertso or “gold lake of understanding.”)

Upontheirreturn,itbecamedifficult
to establish where music ended and
spiritual practice began.

Along the way, the very notion of
“studying a specific instrument” flew
out the window. Mornings began with
exercises to clear the mind, find one’s
breath, find one’s voice, then one’s
instrument. Ingrid and Karl taught a
universal rhythmic language known
as “GamalaTaki” facilitating cross-pol-
lination among vastly diverse musical
traditions. Workshopsincludedlearning
torespond to music moving “faster than
thought.”

Karl got around

Aside from Karl’s credentials as
a five-time winner of the Downbeat
Magazine Musicians Poll for his work
onthevibraphone,Bergerheld high-level
positions in several schools, including
head of the music department and dean
of jazz education at the University of
Massachusetts/Dartmouth in the USA
and professor of composition and dean
of the music department/jazz at the
Frankfurt Conservatory in Germany.
He spent several years teaching at the
New School in New York City.

Karlrecorded nolessthan 26 albums
under his own name.The extraordinary
list of those he performed with, in ad-
dition to those previously mentioned,
include Pharoah Sanders, Eric Dolphy,
Ed Blackwell, Ornette Coleman, Sam
Rivers, Gato Barbieri, Baikida Caroll,
Steve Gorn,Bill Ylitalo, John McLaugh-
lin, David Izenzon, Roswell Rudd, Henry
Grimes, Slide Hampton, Abdullah Ibra-
him, Gunther Schuller, James “Blood”
Ulmer, Stu Martin, Steve Haas, Kurt
Knuffke, Steve Lacey, Trilok Gurtu,
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New blood for CMS

It’s often claimed that CMS was
“reborn,” which implies that it ceased
to be following the recession of the late
1980s. This isn’t entirely true. What is
true, however, is that jazz aficionado
Rob Saffer approached Karl in 2008

“Karl left a great legacy of teaching and
created an environment for students
that was as much a teaching of life as
of music. | myself had the pleasure

of meeting and working at the Studio
with many extraordinary international
musicians, and | am grateful for

that. The creative consciousness
never ends may he continue in peace.”

— Jack DedJohnette

Karl’'s memory will live on

Karl Berger’s accomplishments
have been explored in the 2018 feature
documentaryfilm, “Karl Berger: Music
Mind,” directed by Julian Benedikt.
It’s been described as”... an inside look
into the creative process and unique
approach toward
music that makes
Karl Berger one of
akind.”

RobertE. Sweet
wrote not one but
two books on the
Creative Music Stu-
dio: “Music Uni-
verse, Music Mind”
and “All Kinds of
Time: The Endur-
ing Spirit of The
Creative Music Stu-
dio.” Most recently,
long-time colleague
and author Rick
Maurer has set

and offered to help bring CMS into the
mainstream. Whether by coincidence
or design, a triumphant turn of events
would soon assure that outcome.

In 2012 Karl reinforced CMS’s
significant position in the history of
modern American music through a
digital archival project with Columbia

Ivo Perlman, Carlos
Ward, Ken Filiano, Mi-
chael Bisio, Kalaparu-
sha Maurice Mclntyre,
Howard Johnson, Ne-
neh Cherry and others.

Close to his heart,
Karl also recorded fre-
quentlywith Ingrid, the
heart and soul of CMS,
who as an award-win-
ning poet wrote lyrics
for many of Karl’s com-
positions

Karl never stopped.
Only death itself could
stop him.

Starting in the
Eighties, the Bergers
spent quite a bit of time
inTurkey. In 2006, they
brought eight other

University to preserve
and make available
recordings of exclusive
historic performances
by prominent innova-
tors who had taught at
and worked with CMS.

With this endeavor,
also supported by the
Grammy Foundation,
hundredsofhoursofar-
chival recordings were
digitized over several
yearsby CMSrecording
engineer Ted Orr in
the Sertso Recording
Studio in Woodstock.
Volume One received
rave reviews from Jazz
Times and from Ca-
dence Magazine,which
called itthebesthistor-

studio all-stars to an
eleven-day CMSfestival
inIstanbul dedicated to
the late saxophonist Ismet Siral, who'd
studied at CMS in Woodstock.
In1985-6 Karl and Ingrid embarked
on an extensive European concert tour
with a side trip to percussion festivals in
New Dehli and Bombay featuringa duet
with the African master drummer Baba
Olatunji. Karl additionally travelled to
the Philippines and Japan under the
auspices of the Goethe-Institut. Ingrid
traveled with him to Brazil and Africa
in a trip hosted by Babatunde Olatunji.
Karl’s near-supernatural intuitions
next nurtured a side career as arrang-
erfor a variety of pop/rock/world music
artists through his affiliation with
record producer Bill Laswell. Once
KB composed and conducted string
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arrangements for Jeff Buckley’s classic
debut “Grace,” a line formed eager for
histalents.Natalie Merchant’s “Ophelia”
was next, then “Better Than Ezra, “Sly
& Robbie, Swans, Coheed & Cambria,
The Cardigans, Angelique Kidjo, Buck-
ethead, and Bootsie Collins. Contacted
by Britney Spears’ manager, who sought
a string arrangement similar to that in
“Eleanor Rigby,” Karl coolly suggested
he call George Martin.

ical jazz record of 2014
Witha new board of
directors in place, Karl
handpicked Billy Martin (of Medeski
Martin & Wood) after seeing him per-
form and teach, to be CMS executive
director. Martininturn, brought on New
York City-based musician/composer/
educator gabbyfluke-mogulas program
manager. Peter Apfelbaum and Steven
Bernstein, an internationally respected
pairof multi-instrumentalists who share
alonghistorywith CMS, becameartistic
directors,
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and more

down remarkable
observationsand anecdotesin Karl'sown
words in “The Music Mind Experience.”

Theinevitable shock awaiting the end
ofeveryhuman storyissoftened with the
factthatKarl’s mind interwoven with his
extraordinary work will live on.

Karlis survived by Ingrid Sertso, his
wife, vocalist and musical partner, and
byhisdaughter Savia, adancerand cho-
reographer. His younger daughter, Eva,
predeceased him. Heis further survived
by his manythousands of students, fans,
fellow musicians, and friends around
the world.

There will be a private memorial
service at the KTD Tibetan Monastery
in Woodstock, date to be announced. A
public celebration of his life and music
will be held at a later date.
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