
A publication of Five Colleges, Incorporated
Volume I4 . Number 2 . Spring 2002

Five CollegeInk



22 Five College22 Five College



Ink 23Ink 23

he would prefer the term “autophysiopsychic” to
describe his music. “When I teach the history of
African American music,” he says, “I tell students
that African Americans learned to make their
own music by using the discarded instruments of
John Philip Sousa. The music they played on
those rusty and twisted castoffs came from the
heart. So that’s what I mean by
‘autophysiopsychic.’ ”

Trained in the classical tradition, Lateef earned a
B.A. and an M.S. in music from the Manhattan
School of Music in New York City, where he majored
in flute and music education, respectively.  He also
holds a doctorate in education from the University
of Massachusetts Amherst, awarded in 1975. Forty
years ago, in an effort to “enhance the music I was
making then,” he began exploring “different
instruments and different approaches to harmonic
structures.” The result of that exploration can best be
heard in his music. In fact, some of his music can be
heard only on a recording. In “Little Symphony,” for
example—which was recorded in the studio of a
neighbor’s house in Shutesbury, the town where he
still resides—Lateef manages to play what one critic
called “an orchestra worth of instruments,” whose
sounds are then mixed electronically. In this piece
alone, he plays two digital keyboards; tenor and
soprano sax; Germanic C flute, tenor and alto
bamboo flutes of his own construction, Indian
shannie (double-reed woodwind), gourdophone,
water drum, percussive sitar, and kalangu.

The liner notes on the back cover of the album
Concerto for Yusef Lateef, released in 1988 by
Dynamite Records, relate the allegorical story of a
musician’s vision, in which a voice tells him,
“Speak with your heart.” As one critic observed
about that 1988 piece, “ ‘Concerto for Yusef
Lateef,’ ” he said, “is music from the heart.”

Yusef Lateef:
Music from
the Heart
 At the end of this academic year, Yusef Lateef
retires from teaching after 14 years of sharing his
love of music with students at the five colleges.
For the past two years, he has been in residence as
a Five College Distinguished Professor of Music.
An award-winning composer, a performer who
once played tenor saxophone and toured with
Dizzy Gillespie, Roy Eldrige, and others of their
ilk, Lateef is also a master teacher.  What he’ll
miss most, he says, is watching his students
develop: “It’s like watching a flower grow—I tell
them to have options, to fulfill all their gifts—not
just music. I encourage them to have an open
mind—to explore all the possibilities of life.”

“Exploring the possibilities” is something that
Lateef has practiced throughout his own life. His
CV cites his interests in this order: teaching,
composing music, creative writing, symbolic logic,
printmaking, ethnology, and linguistics. In an
interview with the Daily Hampshire Gazette’s Judson
Brown shortly after he had won a Grammy in 1987
for his “Little Symphony,” Lateef was typically
understated though appreciative: “Surprised
(pause). Pleasantly. Grateful that the Academy
recognized the work as having aesthetic value.”

Despite a résumé that might turn other people’s
heads, Lateef has managed to remain modest,
enormously productive, and genuinely interested
in the world around him. He has hundreds of
recordings to his credit and has performed and
toured with the some of the greatest American
musicians both here and abroad. The Yusef Lateef
Quintet, which he founded and led, recorded
with Riverside, Impulse, and Atlantic Records. He
has composed for and performed with many of
the world’s finest orchestras and played his music
on the stage at Lincoln Center and Carnegie Hall
as well as at the Newport Jazz Festival. And
though many rank him among the greats of jazz,




