Neon Ecstasies and Jazz

the Poetry of Michael C. Ford

You say that you don’t like poetry? Or simply don’t understand it? Well, since you like jazz, I feel very confident that you will like the poems of Michael C. Ford, whom I have dubbed the “jazz poet.” His poetry is both accessible and understandable. But why do I call him the “jazz poet?” Jazz and poetry are linked by their intrinsic nature of both being ever-changing, improvisational art forms of expression. Ford’s rhythms, his accents, his subject matter and his dramatic readings - weaving new melodic lines and sweeping through the “changes” with the assurance of a horn player - are drenched in jazz. Not surprisingly, Ford is also an active fan of the music. In fact you might know him, since he is often seen at the local jazz clubs, with a smile on his friendly face digging some combo or vocalist.

Many of us write “poetry,” but Ford is not a dilettante. He is an accomplished and published poet with twenty-two volumes of written works. In fact he received a 1998 Pulitzer Prize nomination for one of those volumes, titled “Emergency Exits.” Poetry, of course, should not be simply read, like music it should be heard and dramatic reading is one of Ford’s many strengths. He has a resonant baritone voice and has appeared in spoken word concerts across the nation, often working with jazz artists. But, interestingly, it was the famous rock singer/composer, Jim Morrison (of the seminal band “The Doors”) who encouraged Ford to give his first public recital back in 1969 at a benefit performance designed to raise money for Norman Mailer’s run for the mayor of New York City.

There is nothing esoteric or difficult about Ford’s imagery. But, happily, Ford also does not write about childhood, Christmas, seasons, nature, or his favorite puppy. Like jazz his poems are unexpected, full of depth and full of surprise. He once said “what I write is hardly designed as labored literature, so much as jigsaw puzzle pieces.” His chosen subjects include “forgotten films, discarded music” and “displaced places.” Those “displaced places” are often the Southern California that we all recognize (especially the milieu of Raymond Chandler).

The noted poet Ezra Pound once said “poetry atrophies when it gets too far from music.” Well, since music embraces his every syllable, there is little chance of Michel C Ford’s poetry atrophying. Begin, perhaps, with his volume titled “Fire Escapes.” This collection is a magnificent fusion of poetry and midnight jazz and includes his longtime friend and collaborator, pianist/composer Ray Manzarek leading a group that includes saxophonist/flutist Scott Mayo who always plays with warmth and grace. If you doubt the significance to jazz, take a look at some of the titles on this CD, for example “Blues in the Suburbs”, “The Lighthouse All-Stars”, or “Batida,” which Ford dedicated to the South American percussionist, Airto Moreira. But many of the tracks shed light on some aspects of the LA jazz scene and culture. “Fire Escapes” is on New Alliance Records. Write to SST Records at, P.O. Box 1, Lawndale, CA 90260 or call 1-888-SHOP-SST for information regarding ordering, catalogs and other details. You may also visit your local Tower Records and request assistance.

I highly recommend Michael C. Ford, the jazz poet, to you. His poems are clear-eyed and

uncompromising and full of sparkling imagery.

Roger Crane
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