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By Benjamin Looker 

This album's release is a significant musical event. Its 
contents are sure to enthrall the growing communities 
of fans, artists, and scholars who appreciate the verve 
and complexities of the 1960s and 1970s jazz 
avant-garde and creative music scenes. It provides a 
fresh window into the era's musical collective 
movement, and it documents the early aesthetic paths 
of several artists who would later accumulate 
worldwide recognition. 

Adding to this release's importance is the fact that 
its contents have gone virtually unheard for a full half 
century, stretching from the concert recording's 
broadcast on French state radio in 1972 until its 
rediscovery in 2023. While the tape gathered dust, 
however, the collective organization that gave birth to 
this quintet-St. Louis's Black Artist Group, or 
BAG-has become absolutely legendary as both a 
creative force in postwar American arts and a model for 
socially conscious artists. 

Because of the collective's posthumous reputation, 
several generations of music listeners have mourned 
the fact that BAG and its many subgroups were so 
inconsistently and haphazardly recorded during BAG's 
1968-1972 lifespan. Getting a broad sense of the 
collective's musical character at the height of its 
creative flowering has required an act of imagination-a 
piecing together of impressions drawn from fugitive 
small-batch LPs of the time (only one of them released 
using the BAG name) and from the much later recorded 
output of the organization's prolific individual alumni. 

Now, in a wholly unanticipated gift to the music world, 
the current release of' For Peace and Liberty brings the 
BAG "sound" (or at least one distinctive version of it) into 
focus in powerful and heretofore inaccessible ways. This 
right here is the BAG record we've always wished had 
existed-and today it finally does. 

Midwest institution building 

The Paris quintet performance documented on this 
album came less than two months after the much larger 
BAG organization had dissolved, back in the ensemble's 
U.S. Midwest hometown of St. Louis, Missouri. Yet 
BAG's accomplishments during its four years of 
existence were legion, and they inform many of the 
musical practices audible on the current LP. 

To step back a few years in time: the BAG collective 
had emerged from mid-1960s collaborations among 
young Black dramatists, actors, and musicians in St. 
Louis, who found themselves frustrated by the lack of 
opportunities and venues for risk-taking work. This 
problem, unsurprisingly, proved even more acute for 
local Black creators in a city where white-supremacist 
practices and assumptions held sway across a broad 
range of arts, educational, and commercial­
entertainment institutions. 

At the same time, St. Louis had become a significant 
center for the 1960s Black freedom struggle and its 
ideologically diverse activist manifestations. Moved by 
a similar spirit, several BAG founders took inspiration 
from the tenets of the era's burgeoning Black Arts 

movement, which urged African American artists to 
envision new modes of solidarity, to reject Eurocentric 
canons of artistic merit, and to apply their talents 
toward Black social and political liberation in America. 
In summer 1968, a successful multi-media 
collaboration on Jean Genet's confrontational stage 
work Les Negres provided the catalyst, and BAG was 
formally launched immediately thereafter. 

Over the next four years, the collective-reaching fifty 
participants at its height-undertook an astonishingly 
packed schedule of cross-disciplinary performances, 
music concerts, dance presentations, scripted and 
improvisational drama, agit-prop street theater, poetry 
readings, youth classes, and visual arts displays. Though 
dozens of Black Arts-inspired collectives sprang up 
across North America, BAG was almost certainly the most 
thoroughly interdisciplinary of them all. Any given 
performance could meld contributions from three, four, 
or even five artistic specialties, producing unpredictable 
conversations and interplay. 

For the first three decades after BAG's 1972 demise, 
it was remembered by critics virtually exclusively as a 
musical collective-a misimpression and an unjust slight 
to the vitality of its other artistic components. Yet it was 
indeed the music wing that eventually earned BAG a 
reputation stretching beyond its home region. 

On the organizational side, BAG's musicians launched 
collaborative strategies and counter-institutions meant 
to bypass a club scene and music industry that struck 
members as economically exploitive and creatively 
constraining. In terms of aesthetics, they partook In, and 
helped to shape, new sounds emerging from the free jazz 
and experimental music scenes of the era. 
Instrumentalists utilized the full menu of extended 
techniques; deployed elaborate collections of rattles, 
whistles, percussive objects, and other "little 
instruments"; tested out fresh ways of structuring 
rhythmic time; peppered numbers with startling 
vocalizations (groans, howls, shouted phrases); and 
reanimated older traditions of collective improvisation 
vhere no single performer solely held the floor. 

With participants' interest in exploring silence, 
space, texture, and subtle colorations, BAG concerts 
departed from the cacophonous energy-music blowouts 
sometimes heard in East Coast free-jazz circles. And by 
integrating references to an expansive range of Black 
musical genres-gospel to R&B, ragtime to funk, Delta 
blues to urban boogle-woogie-members situated their 
experiments within a historical continuum of Black 
American and African-diasporic creativity. 

Despite the success and elan of BAG's initial years, 
the climate in St. Louis after 1970 had become 
increasingly indifferent or even antagonistic toward 
members' artistic vision. Concert audiences dwindled 
sharply from their earlier height. Two separate efforts by 
BAG members to build independent record labels faltered. 

More broadly, local social-movement cultures, 
always fragile in BAG's conservative home city, began 
to fracture as the 1960s receded. And the philanthropic 
foundations that had backed BAG's educational 

program refused to renew their funding, blaming the 
political edge of the group's theater and poetry plus 
some members' highly visible involvement in social 
protest activities. 

By 1972, the group's shrinking local listenership and 
emptied bank account led several of the musicians to 
ponder potential opportunities elsewhere. Saxophonist 
Oliver Lake took the lead, circulating queries among 
European jazz writers and promoters. In mid-October 
1972, the quintet heard here-Lake along with 
trumpeters Baikida Carroll and Floyd LeFlore, 
percussionist Charles "Bobo" Shaw, and trombonist 
Joseph Bowie (then only 19 years old)-departed for 
Paris. Traveling on the S.S. France from New York to 
Normandy's port city of Le Havre, Lake, Shaw, and 
Carroll brought along two touring vans plus boxloads of 
instruments, with Bowie and LeFlore joining the others 
by plane several weeks later. 

As they reassembled in France, the group hoped to 
find near the banks of the Seine the support that had 
increasingly eluded them in their Mississippi River 
hometown. 

La scene Parislenne 

Of the many places the five emigres could have chosen, 
the City of Light possessed a particular allure and sense 
of possibility. Paris, of course, had a long history of 
embracing African American artists, especially dissident 
figures whose work or politics elicited particular 
hostility back in the States. And from the days of 
Montmartre's vibrant interwar music scene forward, the 
city had boasted an extensive jazz fan base and a 
knowledgeable cadre of jazz writers and promoters. 

Finally, by the late 1960s, a large segment of that 
listenership was developing a strong taste for the free, 
experimental, and avant-garde musical innovations 
then percolating in American arts hubs like New York 
and Chicago. Several ensembles from Chicago's 
Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians 
(AACM)-a sibling collective to BAG, and an early 
inspiration for BAG's establishment-had temporarily 
relocated to Paris a few years earlier. 

Encountering AACM outgrowths such as the 
Creative Construction Company and The Art Ensemble 
of Chicago (the latter featuring Joseph Bowie's older 
brother, trumpeter Lester Bowie) had primed Parisian 
concertgoers for BAG members' spirited eclecticism 
and their distinctive approach to rhythmic time. While 
the Creative Construction Company had struggled to 
establish itself, the Art Ensemble's members 
unexpectedly found themselves transformed into 
quasi-celebrities; digging their music, meanwhile, 
became a badge of honor especially among young, 
anti-establishment French art-scene habitues as well 
as the city's burgeoning community of expat performing 
artists. 

"Just get there; you'll work," the elder Bowie had 
assured his BAG friends upon returning to the States. 
The prediction panned out, and French bookings for the 
St. Louisans didn't take long to proliferate, running from 
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club dates and radio appearances to chamber halls and 
outdoor festivals. The musicians especially integrated 
themselves Into the cultural fife at the American Center 
for Students and Artists, an institution in the 
Montparnasse neighborhood buzzing with modern art 
exhibitions, experimental Jazz and dance concerts, 
political fundraisers, and lectures by heterodox writers 
and activists. 

Arriving in Paris "as an intact unit gave us a lot of 
advantages," Joseph Bowie would later recall. "We 
were a group already, with material, so it wasn't too 
difficult to market ourselves in the creative jazz scene 
which was flourishing in Europe at that time." Back 
home, winning over more than a niche listenership had 
proved an exhausting challenge. In Paris, by contrast, 
audiences seemed energized, open-minded, and 
responsive. As Charles "Bobo" Shaw told Maurice 
Cullaz, the dean of French jazz writers, for an interview 
in the July 1973 issue of Jazz Hot: "We feel that our 
music is really accepted without reservation. That 
surprised us at the beginning, and enchanted us. 
Musicians are very sensitive to things like that." 

Critics likewise championed the quintet. "Yet 
another damn good BAG concert," ran one typically 
admiring overview, in Jazz Magazine's May 1973 issue. 
"These guys are very good at passing the ball back and 
forth. The same sounds go from the sax to the trumpet 
and from the trumpet to the trombone with such a 
fluidity that you have trouble following them." 

The only previous LP ever released under the BAG 
name hails from this same place, time, and ensemble: 
the self-issued, limited-run concert album In Paris, 
Aries 1973. That record is a gem, moving seamlessly 
between rubato explorations of intricately textured 
soundscapes and emphatic riff-centered jams. With 
recognizable time signatures emerging and dissipating 
throughout, the album shows off the musicians' deep 
background working with one another, 

Inventive though it was, In Paris had no promotional 
or distribution muscle behind it, severely 
circumscribing Its impact. In February 1975, London's 
Jazz Journal ran the lone review to appear in print, 
speculating wrongly that BAG must be a Chicago group. 
It was only two decades afterward that the record got a 
fresh boost in visibility, stemming partly from Its 
inclusion in Sonic Youth co-leader Thurston Moore's 
much-discussed "Top Ten from the Free Jazz 
Underground," a 1995 spread in the Beastie Boys' indie 
mag Grand Royal. Since that time, widespread internet 
uploads plus a 2011 vinyl re-issue have acquainted new 
generations with In Paris and the BAG ensemble's 
formative sojourn in the French capital. 

The discovery of mislaid sounds 

While In Paris achieved at least a minor circulation, the 
recording heard on the current LP was lost-quite 
literally-until its accidental discovery by the 
Wewantsounds label head in 2023. For fifty-one years, 
it sat uncatalogued at the French state radio and TV 
archive, as a forgotten addition mystifyingly stuck 

onto the end of a tape containing the Art Blakey-Tony 
WIiiiams Group at the August 1972 Festival de Jazz de 
Chateauvallon. In fact, the BAG performance it 
documents took place several months after that 
festival, on Sunday the 3rd of December, about six 
weeks into the ensemble's Paris stay. The venue was 
the Maison de l'ORTF complex ("the Round House" to 
locals), the ring-shaped modernist headquarters for 
French state broadcasting, situated a short stroll south 
of the Eiffel Tower. 

There, in the 800-seat Studio 104, the BAG players 
joined an evening-long program featuring three stalwart 
combos from Paris's highly multinational free-jazz 
scene: the Noel McGhie Quintet, the Joachim Kuhn Trio, 
and the Robin Kenyatta Quartet. Shortly afterward, 
Radio France host Andre Francis-an airwaves fixture 
holding the nickname "Monsieur Jazz"-beamed the 
show to a nationwide French audience on Jazz sur 
Scene, his weekly Saturday-night program featuring 
new concert recordings. 

The sole published account of the BAG quintet's 
outing that night, a one-paragraph review in Paris's 
Jazz Magazine, came from the mononymic Horace, a 
prolific photographer and journalist specializing in 
coverage of Paris's free-jazz scene. His remarks 
capture something not just about the evening, but also 
about the Paris art press's laudatory reaction to BAG's 
stylings more generally. "Their possibilities seem 
limitless. They know how to do everything," Horace 
pronounced. "We too rarely get to hear a group that 
shows such a technique, such an inventive power." 
Those qualities are especially well preserved in the 
beautifully pristine recording, a job undertaken by 
top-notch Radio France sound engineers using 
state-of-the-art equipment. 

Despite the indexing into six discrete parts here, the 
appearance was conducted as a single 35-minute 
continuous performance. Distinguishing this album 
from In Paris is the central, unifying role played by 
Shaw, who toggles between free-form percussive 
colorations and a series of deep, mesmerizing 
funk-oriented grooves. (This may indeed be the funkiest 
BAG performance ever put to tape.) Meanwhile, with 
seemingly telepathic communication, the five 
musicians expertly build and release tension as a unit, 
supporting one another on crescendos to frenetic 
crashing summits that subside into subdued and 
delicate atmospherics. 

The four horn players demonstrate virtuosic 
command of their instruments' possibilities: for 
instance, Lake on Part 2 with squiggling calligraphy 
across the alto's upper registers, or Bowie on Part 3 
with an apparent mimicking of human speech In the 
trombone's bottom range, or Carroll with several 
seamless shifts from post-bop figures to pointillistic 
fragments. Particularly beautiful are passages (as in 
Part 3) delivered in near unison, but with a half or whole 
tone dividing the horns, producing eerie, piercing 
dissonances. 

Finally, a BAG trademark is shown off to outstanding 

effect with the incorporation of a tremendous range of 
musical references, whether tucked in subtly or 
conspicuously. Allusions appear to bebop, modal jazz, 
classical student etudes, military marches, 
polyrhythmic West African drum music, the 
drum-and-bugle corps traditions of some of these 
players' St. Louis childhood years, plus several other 
genres-sometimes delivered with a puckish, winking 
humor. No wonder Parisian critic Philippe Carles, in an 
apt phrase, dubbed another BAG concert "a 
hyper-referential jam session" (Jazz Magazine, Jan. 
1973). The ensemble concludes to crackling applause 
ricocheting through Studio 104. 

The recording of For Peace and Liberty, paired with 
Its nationwide French radio broadcast, marked 
something of a turning point in most of these five 
artists' careers. In late 1973, Floyd LeFlore returned to 
St. Louis and remained a respected anchor of the city's 
jazz and experimental music scenes until his 2014 
death. But for the other four, the early 1970s Parisian 
stopover, with the press notice and personal contacts it 
yielded, became a springboard for their ascent from 
midwestern unknowns to artists commanding 
widespread recognition in New York and then 
internationally. 

Their subsequent projects are too numerous to 
catalog here. A few examples might range from Oliver 
Lake's work (alongside two other BAG alumni) with the 
groundbreaking World Saxophone Quartet to Joseph 
Bowie's hard-driving punk- and funk-flavored band 
Defunkt, Baikida Carroll's award-studded resume as a 
film and concert-music composer, and Charles "Bobo" 
Shaw's 1970s role knitting together underground arts 
communities in Manhattan's East Village and 
elsewhere. All of them have recorded multiple times as 
leaders. For Peace and Liberty, then, holds a 
noteworthy spot in the BAG multi-media corpus: it is 
both the near-to-final landmark generated by the larger 
BAG organization and an intimation of the varied and 
field-shaping artistic careers that would follow. 

In 1975, the year after his return to the United 
States, Lake would describe BAG's members to Down 
Beat magazine as "voluntary specimens in an 
experiment to present culture as both an exclusive 
creation of the people and a source of creation, as an 
instrument of socio-economic liberation." BAG's legacy 
of social struggle and self-determination, of cooperative 
creativity and cross-artistic solidarity, is one reason why 
For Peace and Liberty matters as a historical artifact. 
But the best case for the album's importance is made by 
the music it contains. What's on these grooves offers 
one of the best encapsulations of BAG's collaborative 
musical dynamism ever put to tape-an outing that will 
reward listeners of the twenty-first century just as much 
as it did Studio 104's spellbound audience in 1972. 

Benjamin Looker is a faculty member in the American 
Studies Department at St. Louis University. He is the 
author of the 2004 book "Point from Which Creation 
Begins": The Black Artists' Group of St. Louis. 
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"From the Mississippi to the Seine: BAG's Paris Sounds" 

By Benjamin Looker 

This album's release is a significant musical event. Its contents are sure to enthrall the 

growing communities of fans, artists, and scholars who appreciate the verve and complexities 

of the l 960s and 1970s jazz avant-garde and creative music scenes. It provides a fresh 

window into the era's musical collective movement, and it documents the early aesthetic 

paths of several artists who would later accumulate worldwide recognition. 

Adding to this release's importance is the fact that its contents have gone virtually 

unheard for a full half century, stretching from the concert recording's broadcast on French 

state radio in 1972 until its rediscovery in 2023. While the tape gathered dust, however, the 

collective organization that gave birth to this quintet-St. Louis's Black Artist Group, or 

BAG-has become absolutely legendary as both a creative force in postwar American arts 

and a model for socially conscious artists. 

Because of the collective's posthumous reputation, several generations of music 

listeners have mourned the fact that BAG and its many subgroups were so inconsistently and 

haphazardly recorded during BAG's 1968-1972 lifespan. Getting a broad sense of the 

collective's musical character at the height of its creative flowering has required an act of 

imagination-a piecing together of impressions drawn from fugitive small-batch LPs of the 

time (only one of them released using the BAG name) and from the much later recorded 

output of the organization's prolific individual alumni. 

Now, in a wholly unanticipated gift to the music world, the current release of For Peace 

and Liberty brings the BAG "sound" (or at least one distinctive version of it) into focus in 

powerful and heretofore inaccessible ways. This right here is the BAG record we've always 

wished had existed-and today it finally does. 
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Midwest institution building 

The Paris quintet performance documented on this album came less than two months after 

the much larger BAG organization had dissolved, back in the ensemble's U.S. Midwest 

hometown of St. Louis, Missouri. Yet BAG's accomplishments during its four years of 

existence were legion, and they inform many of the musical practices audible on the current 

LP. 

To step back a few years in time: the BAG collective had emerged from mid-1960s 

collaborations among young Black dramatists, actors, and musicians in St. Louis, who found 

themselves frustrated by the lack of opportunities and venues for risk-taking work. This 

problem, unsurprisingly, proved even more acute for local Black creators in a city where 

white-supremacist practices and assumptions held sway across a broad range of arts, 

educational, and commercial-entertainment institutions. 

At the same time, St. Louis had become a significant center for the 1960s Black 

freedom struggle and its ideologically diverse activist manifestations. Moved by a similar 

spirit, several BAG founders took inspiration from the tenets of the era's burgeoning Black 

Arts movement, which urged African American artists to envision new modes of solidarity, to 

reject Eurocentric canons of artistic merit, and to apply their talents toward Black social and 

political liberation in America. In summer 1968, a successful multi-media collaboration on 

Jean Genet's confrontational stage work Les Negres provided the catalyst, and BAG was 

formally launched immediately thereafter. 

Over the next four years, the collective-reaching fifty participants at its height­

undertook an astonishingly packed schedule of cross-disciplinary performances, music 

concerts, dance presentations, scripted and improvisational drama, agit-prop street theater, 

poetry readings, youth classes, and visual arts displays. Though dozens of Black Arts-inspired 

collectives sprang up across North America, BAG was almost certainly the most thoroughly 

interdisciplinary of them all. Any given performance could meld contributions from three, 

four, or even five artistic specialties, producing unpredictable conversations and interplay. 

For the first three decades after BAG's 1972 demise, it was remembered by critics 

virtually exclusively as a musical collective-a misimpression and an unjust slight to the 
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vitality of its other artistic components. Yet it was indeed the music wing that eventually 

earned BAG a reputation stretching beyond its home region. 

On the organizational side, BAG's musicians launched collaborative strategies and 

counter-institutions meant to bypass a club scene and music industry that struck members as 

economically exploitive and creatively constraining. In terms of aesthetics, they partook in, 

and helped to shape, new sounds emerging from the free jazz and experimental music scenes 

of the era. Instrumentalists utilized the full menu of extended techniques; deployed elaborate 

collections of rattles, whistles, percussive objects, and other "little instruments"; tested out 

fresh ways of structuring rhythmic time; peppered numbers with startling vocalizations 

(groans, howls, shouted phrases); and reanimated older traditions of collective improvisation 

where no single performer solely held the floor. 

With participants' interest in exploring silence, space, texture, and subtle colorations, 

BAG concerts departed from the cacophonous energy-music blowouts sometimes heard in 

East Coast free-jazz circles. And by integrating references to an expansive range of Black 

musical genres-gospel to R&B, ragtime to funk, Delta blues to urban boogie-woogie 

members situated their experiments within a historical continuum of Black American and 

African-diasporic creativity. 

Despite the success and elan of BAG's initial years, the climate in St. Louis after 1970 

had become increasingly indifferent or even antagonistic toward members' artistic vision. 

Concert audiences dwindled sharply from their earlier height. Two separate efforts by BAG 

members to build independent record labels faltered. 

More broadly, local social-movement cultures, always fragile in BAG's conservative 

home city, began to fracture as the 1960s receded. And the philanthropic foundations that 

had backed BAG's educational program refused to renew their funding, blaming the political 

edge of the group's theater and poetry plus some members' highly visible involvement in 

social protest activities. 

By 1972, the group's shrinking local listenership and emptied bank account led several 

of the musicians to ponder potential opportunities elsewhere. Saxophonist Oliver Lake took 

the lead, circulating queries among European jazz writers and promoters. In mid-October 

1972, the quintet heard here-Lake along with trumpeters Baikida Carroll and Floyd 
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Leflore, percussionist Charles "Bobo" Shaw, and trombonistJoseph Bowie (then only 19 

years old) departed for Paris. Traveling on the S.S. France from New York to Normandy's 

port city of Le Havre, Lake, Shaw, and Carroll brought along two touring vans plus boxloads 

of instruments, with Bowie and Leflore joining the others by plane several weeks later. 

As they reassembled in France, the group hoped to find near the banks of the Seine 

the support that had increasingly eluded them in their Mississippi River hometown. 

La scene Parisienne 

Of the many places the five emigres could have chosen, the City of Light possessed a 

particular allure and sense of possibility. Paris, of course, had a long history of embracing 

African American artists, especially dissident figures whose work or politics elicited particular 

hostility back in the States. And from the days of Montmartre's vibrant interwar music scene 

forward, the city had boasted an extensive jazz fan base and a knowledgeable cadre of jazz 

writers and promoters. 

Finally, by the late 1960s, a large segment of that listenership was developing a strong 

taste for the free, experimental, and avant-garde musical innovations then percolating in 

American arts hubs like New York and Chicago. Several ensembles from Chicago's 

Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM)a sibling collective to 

BAG, and an early inspiration for BAG's establishment-had temporarily relocated to Paris 

a few years earlier. 

Encountering AACM outgrowths such as the Creative Construction Company and 

The Art Ensemble of Chicago (the latter featuring Joseph Bowie's older brother, trumpeter 

Lester Bowie) had primed Parisian concertgoers for BAG members' spirited eclecticism and 

their distinctive approach to rhythmic time. While the Creative Construction Company had 

struggled to establish itself, the Art Ensemble's members unexpectedly found themselves 

transformed into quasi-celebrities; digging their music, meanwhile, became a badge of honor 

especially among young, anti-establishment French art-scene habitues as well as the city's 

burgeoning community of expat performing artists. 

Just get there; you'll work," the elder Bowie had assured his BAG friends upon 

returning to the States. The prediction panned out, and French bookings for the St. Louisans 
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didn't take long to proliferate, running from club dates and radio appearances to chamber 

halls and outdoor festivals. The musicians especially integrated themselves into the cultural 

life at the American Center for Students and Artists, an institution in the Montparnasse 

neighborhood buzzing with modern art exhibitions, experimental jazz and dance concerts, 

political fundraisers, and lectures by heterodox writers and activists. 

Arriving in Paris "as an intact unit gave us a lot of advantages," Joseph Bowie would 

later recall. "We were a group already, with material, so it wasn't too difficult to market 

ourselves in the creative jazz scene which was flourishing in Europe at that time." Back 

home, winning over more than a niche listenership had proved an exhausting challenge. In 

Paris, by contrast, audiences seemed energized, open-minded, and responsive. As Charles 

"Bobo" Shaw told Maurice Cullaz, the dean of French jazz writers, for an interview in the 

July 1973 issue of jazz Hot: "We feel that our music is really accepted without reservation. 

That surprised us at the beginning, and enchanted us. Musicians are very sensitive to things 

like that." 

Critics likewise championed the quintet. "Yet another damn good BAG concert," ran 

one typically admiring overview, in Jazz Magazine's May 1973 issue. "These guys are very 

good at passing the ball back and forth. The same sounds go from the sax to the trumpet and 

from the trumpet to the trombone with such a fluidity that you have trouble following them." 

The only previous LP ever released under the BAG name hails from this same place, 

time, and ensemble: the self-issued, limited-run concert album In Paris, Aries 1973. That 

record is a gem, moving seamlessly between rubato explorations of intricately textured 

soundscapes and emphatic riff-centered jams. With recognizable time signatures emerging 

and dissipating throughout, the album shows off the musicians' deep background working 

with one another. 

Inventive though it was, In Paris had no promotional or distribution muscle behind it, 

severely circumscribing its impact. In February 1975, London's Jazz Journal ran the lone 

review to appear in print, speculating wrongly that BAG must be a Chicago group. It was 

only two decades afterward that the record got a fresh boost in visibility, stemming partly 

from its inclusion in Sonic Youth co-leader Thurston Moore's much-discussed "Top Ten 

from the Free Jazz Underground," a 1995 spread in the Beastie Boys' indie mag Grand Royal. 
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Since that time, widespread internet uploads plus a 201 1 vinyl re-issue have acquainted new 

generations with In Paris and the BAG ensemble's formative sojourn in the French capital. 

The discovery of mislaid sounds 

While In Paris achieved at least a minor circulation, the recording heard on the current LP 

was lost-quite literally-until its accidental discovery by the Wewantsounds label head in 

2023. For fifty-one years, it sat uncatalogued at the French state radio and TV archive, as a 

forgotten addition mystifyingly stuck onto the end of a tape containing the Art Blakey-Tony 

Williams Group at the August 1972 Festival de Jazz de Chateauvallon. In fact, the BAG 

performance it documents took place several months after that festival, on Sunday the 3rd of 

December, about six weeks into the ensemble's Paris stay. The venue was the Maison de 

l'ORTF complex ("the Round House" to locals), the ring-shaped modernist headquarters for 

French state broadcasting, situated a short stroll south of the Eiffel Tower. 

There, in the 800-seat Studio 104, the BAG players joined an evening-long program 

featuring three stalwart combos from Paris's highly multinational free-jazz scene: the Noel 

McGhie Quintet, the Joachim Kuhn Trio, and the Robin Kenyatta Quartet. Shortly 

afterward, Radio France host Andre Francis-an airwaves fixture holding the nickname 

"MonsieurJazz"-beamed the show to a nationwide French audience on jazz sur Scene, his 

weekly Saturday-night program featuring new concert recordings. 

The sole published account of the BAG quintet's outing that night, a one-paragraph 

review in Paris's jazz Magazine, came from the mononymic Horace, a prolific photographer 

and journalist specializing in coverage of Paris's free-jazz scene. His remarks capture 

something not just about the evening, but also about the Paris art press's laudatory reaction 

to BAG's stylings more generally. "Their possibilities seem limitless. They know how to do 

everything," Horace pronounced. "We too rarely get to hear a group that shows such a 

technique, such an inventive power." Those qualities are especially well preserved in the 

beautifully pristine recording, a job undertaken by top-notch Radio France sound engineers 

using state-of-the-art equipment. 

Despite the indexing into six discrete parts here, the appearance was conducted as a 

single 35-minute continuous performance. Distinguishing this album from In Paris is the 
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central, unifying role played by Shaw, who toggles between free-form percussive colorations 

and a series of deep, mesmerizing funk-oriented grooves .  (This may indeed be the funkiest 

BAG performance ever put to tape.) Meanwhile, with seemingly telepathic communication, 

the five musicians expertly build and release tension as a unit, supporting one another on 

crescendos to frenetic crashing summits that subside into subdued and delicate atmospherics. 

The four horn players demonstrate virtuosic command of their instruments' 

possibilities: for instance, Lake on Part 2 with squiggling calligraphy across the alto's upper 

registers, or Bowie on Part 3 with an apparent mimicking of human speech in the trombone's 

bottom range, or Carroll with several seamless shifts from post-bop figures to pointillistic 

fragments. Particularly beautiful are passages (as in Part 3) delivered in near unison, but with 

a half or whole tone dividing the horns, producing eerie, piercing dissonances . 

Finally, a BAG trademark is shown off to outstanding effect with the incorporation of 

a tremendous range of musical references, whether tucked in subtly or conspicuously. 

Allusions appear to bebop, modal jazz, classical student etudes, military marches, 

polyrhythmic West African drum music, the drum-and-bugle corps traditions of some of 

these players' St. Louis childhood years, plus several other genres sometimes delivered with 

a puckish, winking humor. No wonder Parisian critic Philippe Carles, in an apt phrase, 

dubbed another BAG concert "a hyper-referential jam session" (Jazz Magazine, Jan. 1 973) .  

The ensemble concludes to crackling applause ricocheting through Studio 1 04. 

The recording of For Peace and Liberty, paired with its nationwide French radio 

broadcast, marked something of a turning point in most of these five artists' careers. In late 

1 973,  Floyd Leflore returned to St. Louis and remained a respected anchor of the city's jazz 

and experimental music scenes until his 20 1 4  death. But for the other four, the early 1 970s 

Parisian stopover, with the press notice and personal contacts it yielded, became a 

springboard for their ascent from midwestern unknowns to artists commanding widespread 

recognition in New York and then internationally. 

Their subsequent projects are too numerous to catalog here . A few examples might 

range from Oliver Lake's work (alongside two other BAG alumni) with the groundbreaking 

World Saxophone Quartet to Joseph Bowie's hard-driving punk- and funk-flavored band 

Defunkt, Baikida Carroll's award-studded resume as a film and concert-music composer, and 
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Charles "Bobo" Shaw's 1 970s role knitting together underground arts communities in 

Manhattan's East Village and elsewhere. All of them have recorded multiple times as leaders. 

For Peace and Liberty, then, holds a noteworthy spot in the BAG multi-media corpus: it is both 

the near-to-final landmark generated by the larger BAG organization and an intimation of 

the varied and field-shaping artistic careers that would follow. 

In 1 975, the year after his return to the United States, Lake would describe BAG's 

members to Down Beat magazine as "voluntary specimens in an experiment to present culture 

as both an exclusive creation of the people and a source of creation, as an instrument of 

socio-economic liberation." BAG's legacy of social struggle and self-determination, of 

cooperative creativity and cross-artistic solidarity, is one reason why For Peace and Liberty 

matters as a historical artifact. But the best case for the album's importance is made by the 

music it contains. What's on these grooves offers one of the best encapsulations of BAG's 

collaborative musical dynamism ever put to tape-an outing that will reward listeners of the 

twenty-first century just as much as it did Studio 1 04's spellbound audience in 1972 .  

Benjamin Looker is a faculty member in the American Studies Department at St. Louis University. He is the 

author of the 2004 book "Point from Which Creation Begins" : The Black Artists' Group of St. 

Louis. 
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