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Myra Melford has kept a relatively low profile since moving from New York City to the Bay Area two years ago, but there's only so long that a force of nature can stay under wraps. 

Lured to California by a teaching position at UC Berkeley, the pianist-composer has forged ties with some of the region's most creative improvisers, inviting them into her expansive musical world. 

Steeped in the experimental jazz ethos of violinist Leroy Jenkins and saxophonist Joseph Jarman, who are her band mates in the cooperative trio Equal Interest, Melford has developed a body of work inspired by a myriad of sources, including the ecstatic poetry of Rumi, Hindustani ragas, Afro-Cuban grooves and contemporary classical music. 

Melford makes her San Francisco Jazz Festival debut Saturday afternoon at the Legion of Honor's jewel-like Florence Gould Theatre, presenting an incendiary body of work she calls "The Whole Place Goes Up." 

Dividing her time between piano and harmonium, she's joined by Berkeley clarinetist Ben Goldberg, Saigon-born trumpeter Cuong Vu, Japanese bassist Stomu Takeishi and protean L.A. drummer Alex Cline. She'll be exploring the same repertoire with the quintet tonight at Kuumbwa in Santa Cruz and Friday at UC Berkeley's Morrison Hall. 

"It's a body of 10 pieces, some of which are very much influenced by my time in India," says Melford, 49. "But there's also a piece based on Afro-Cuban clave. I'm kind of back to a chamber setting, drawing on all of the different threads that have informed my music over the last few years." 

Raised in the Chicago suburb of Evanston, Melford can trace some of her fundamental musical concepts to her childhood. She grew up in a house designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and did extensive research on his architecture in grade school, studying his philosophy of organic design. When she moved to New York years later, she found echoes of Wright's philosophy while studying with the innovative Chicago saxophonist-composer Henry Threadgill. 

"Henry introduced me to his concept of organic composition, the idea of starting with just one idea and developing it almost like a crystal in all these different ways and then having the form of the piece grow out of however the material presented itself, rather than formally imposing a structure," Melford said. "And I thought that was very much like how Wright approached his architecture." 

Over the past decade, Melford has recorded a series of albums for a number of independent labels, most recently "The Image of Your Body" on Cryptogramophone. Since moving to Berkeley, she's joined forces with leading players such as bassist Devin Hoff, drummers Scott Amendola and Ches Smith, violinist Carla Kihlstedt and Goldberg, who concisely sums up the irresistible appeal of Melford's music: "Fantastic grooves, real melodies and intelligent structure. Her songs are resilient enough to reveal their depths through a diverse cast of musicians. And keeping it all together is Myra's piano playing: calm, thoughtful and absolutely ferocious." 
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