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While working on this book, I received the tragic 
news that my old friend and great bass player George 

Mraz had passed away at the age of 77 in Prague.

Hearing about his death while writing a book 
highlighting George’s amazing bass playing and 

musicianship was a terrible shock. 

Listen to the The Snow Leopard track and you will 
hear George’s humanity and incredible musicianship.

This book is dedicated to the memory of George and 
to our lifelong friendship.

   
He will never be forgotten. 
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INTRODUCTION 
by Michael Lake

The defining characteristic of jazz is improvisation. And while each 
of us who has the good fortune to play this music knows that to be 
true, we tend to relegate our spontaneity exclusively to our soloing. 

But as Miles showed us with his second quintet of the 60s, 
improvisation can extend far beyond the individual solos within a 
traditional jazz form. With highly skilled musicians, form can also 
be improvised by the entire group. Indeed, the entire intent of a 
song can be recreated moment by moment.

To detail that higher calling of improvisation, Richie Beirach takes the 
reader through a blow by blow unfolding of that first take that May 
morning in 1978 at the German ECM studios of his great tune, The Snow 
Leopard.

Following Richie’s telling of the recording session, we explore some 
key characteristics of playing jazz in the way that allows for this level of 
freedom and creativity within a performance. Principally, we examine 
the potential for the music to direct itself if the musicians are sensitive 
enough to both hear it and then allow it to manifest. 

Of course, this process is the hallmark of great jazz soloing, but 
here in this short essay we explore how a group–in this case a trio–
can discover the pure and authentic expression of a single tune if it 
has the courage and sensitivity to follow its muse.

I suggest that you first listen to the tune. It can be found on Spotify 
by clicking or entering this link if you have a Spotify account:

https://bit.ly/the_snow_leopard

Next, read through the following pages, then listen again to the 
recording to experience more deeply Richie’s description of the session. 

https://bit.ly/the_snow_leopard 
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The Recording

I recorded a CD for ECM in 1978 called Elm. It was a trio recording 
with myself on piano, George Mraz on bass and Jack DeJohnette 

on drums. 

Jack, George, and I were playing together often in those days. I was 
close friends with George and while Jack and I weren’t as close, we 
played a lot of record dates together. We were all very comfortable 
with each other and this trio recording was a very interesting com-
bination of my compositions.

Manfred Eicher was the producer and as such, he was brilliant at 
bringing out the best from all of us, me especially. One of the tunes 
we recorded was Elm, one of my best and most famous tunes. We 
also recorded Pendulum, Sea Priestess, and a ballad called Ki. 

But one tune on that album was the highlight of the session for me. 
It was called The Snow Leopard. It was a very up tempo piece that 
was inspired from a psychological and spiritual journey book about 
the snow leopard.

The book’s author, Peter Matthiessen, journeyed to the Himalayas 
looking for the snow leopard. Matthiessen wrote that the challenge 
with finding a snow leopard was that it was fast and it blended into its 
surroundings because of it white color and spots. That made it very 
difficult to see against the snow. What I confirmed to myself in that 
recording session was that like the animal, musical magic is illusive but 
you’ll find it if you are patient and know where to look

The head of the tune is pretty abstract. It is full of complicated chords 
and lots of rhythmic hits. It wasn’t a typical ECM tune but I didn’t 
care because we were showcasing my music, not ECM’s music.



We had recorded each of the other tunes that day and had left this 
piece for last, which, looking back, was a good idea.

Throughout the session, there was a inspired atmosphere in the studio 
and the right energy between the three of us. What you hear on the 
album Elm was the first take we did of The Snow Leopard. 

Understand that the first take is special because there’s only one first 
take. After that, you have take two, three, and so on, and while those 
later takes can be good, the first take is special because it’s fresh and 
you didn’t try to do something different or better from the previous 
takes. You’re not thinking or trying. Trying is the enemy of creativity in 
a recording studio or in any performance situation.

George and Jack had such a high 
level of musicianship and technical 
expertise and experience under 
recording pressure that I knew we 
could stretch some musical bound-
aries that day. In the recording stu-
dio, every time you put your finger 
down on a note, it can be forever. 
So you want musicians who can 
make something special from that 
permanence. 

The arrangement we recorded 
was meant to be very simple. Jack 

would play an intro on the cymbals and set up the time. Then 
George would come in with a repeating bass figure. Next, I played 
the melody for one chorus followed by a piano solo on a C pedal 
point. I wanted to play over a pedal point in order to simplify it and 
allow for the most possibilities for interaction and creativity.

I thought my solo was really happening. I felt connected, leaving 
lots of space, but on fire. It felt like a controlled fire. We were burn-
ing but it was relaxed. To use another metaphor, it was like the eye 
of a hurricane. I felt like the calm in the middle of a storm.
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I gave instructions to the guys that after the piano solo, I would play 
part of the head once and then we would go into the bass solo. Now, 
very few bass players can play an interesting linear solo at this fast 
tempo. But George was one of them as well as Dave Holland. And 
on that take, George played a brilliant solo accompanied by Jack.

After the bass solo, I was supposed to play a fragment of the head 
and then Jack would come in with an extended free drum solo. Af-
ter the drum solo, I was to come back in again to play the head and 
go out. That was the arrangement.

Well, it didn’t quite work out that way. I played the piano solo, 
George played his bass solo, and while I was supposed to come in 
with the melody, something came over me.

I wanted to break free from the form and swing while bringing 
down the tempo. Not a metric modulation like halftime. I just 
wanted a completely new tempo. Now, this kind of impromptu 
change is very difficult to pull off without causing a train wreck.

But I knew how sensitive 
George and Jack were to the 
music. They were deeply 
listening to everything.

I found myself playing an-
other solo. I wasn’t supposed 
to but George and Jack were 
fine with it. They were taking 
it all in and looking at me as 
if to say, ‘everything’s cool’. 

I broke it down. I stopped 
playing lines. I was still in the 
new tempo but I was playing chords. George and Jack intuitively 
understood where I was going with the change in tempo.

George started playing a pedal point while he was waiting to hear ex-

George Mraz



actly where I was going.  Now, if you’re waiting or marking time during 
a recording, it could sound like a hole or an obvious mistake. But 
George was waiting, creatively laying down some neutral bass figures. 

The music at this point needed a slower tempo that would swing 
hard. What the music needed, I felt, was drama. It was reminiscent of 
the Miles quintet of the 60’s with Herbie and Tony and Wayne who 
would change tempos perfectly on a dime.

When I was a kid in the 60s, I 
used to see Miles live. He would 
change tempos when you didn’t 
expect it and that just added to 
the color of the music and cre-
ated such a new type of musical 
journey. It was anti bebop. 

In bebop you start at a certain agreed-upon tempo and maintain a 
certain form, and then end at the same tempo with which you began. 
Why keep those old structures for this tune?

So the inspiration came from Miles and guess who played with 
Miles? Jack DeJohnette!

I remember exactly how I felt as we were playing. I knew what was 
going on. I had that certain state of mind where I was totally in it, but I 
was watching it at the same time. We were all hearing it and shaping it 
as if the three of us were composing it as we went along. All this in the 
calm in the storm.

I transitioned to the new tempo very smoothly. It could have been a 
train wreck even though that would have been okay and no big deal. 
We would have moved on from that first take and recorded another 
one, But we were recording that all-important first take.

So, I started suggesting the new tempo. George and Jack heard it, 
they waited, then they came in under me, as if we had rehearsed it 
that way for 30 years.

But I knew how sensitive 
George and Jack were to  
the music. They were  
deeply listening to  
everything.

“
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It was a sweet feeling. We were swinging so deeply with Jack’s left 
hand perfectly coordinated with my left hand comping chords along 
with George’s very deep four-four walking bass. This was not ECM 
music. This is straight from the Blue Note tradition of the 60s.

I wasn’t worrying about whether it would be enjoyed or if Manfred 
was digging it. I didn’t care. I was deep within the music.

I wanted to scream. It was on 
fire and so deeply swinging in 
a kind of old-school way even 
though it was still in a very chro-
matic harmonic language.  

As the energy diminished, we 
came to the end of my solo as 
Jack took his drum solo next.

Jack is so smart and so experi-
enced. He started his solo with 

just the cymbals. And what did he do next? Jack increased the tem-
po. Remember that I brought us down to a medium tempo from 
the original up-tempo. Now, Jack increases the tempo faster than it 
was originally!

I was just listening and looking around not believing what was 
going on with my tune.

Jack played a phenomenal drum solo. He exploded. It sounded like 
the sun going supernova. Enormous. 

Even though Jack is strong when he’s playing in the rhythm section, 
when he plays by himself, he can get so much louder. But it wasn’t 
too much. It was virtuosic. And of course, his solo acted as a cli-
max–as an architectural climax to the whole piece.

Now, remember there were no CDs in 1978. You had only 22 min-



utes on each side of an LP. And Manfred was very strict because 
the more music you put on the disk, the more degraded the sound 
began. So Manfred told us to record no more than 22 minutes. 

The Snow Leopard was timed to be around six minutes. We were 
already up to 10 minutes but I didn’t care. I knew we had gold.

So Jack played his phenomenal solo and the observer in me thought 
that I should cycle back to play head out as planned. 

But the voice inside my head said, Don’t go back to the head. You 
already played the head going into the bass solo. That’s enough. 

You become inspired and create something special never before 
played when you’re playing with people at that level under extreme 
recording pressure. 

So what happened? 

After Jack’s solo, he brought the 
tempo down, but not in the jazz feel 
we had been playing. He laid down 
a kind of a Bitch’s Brew slow funk 
groove. But that was Jack, and it was 
a testament to his spontaneity, trust, 
and creativity.

I resisted the urge to come in right away over that vamp. I didn’t 
play. Piano players, including me, get excited, nervous, or over-en-
thusiastic. We want to play. But that impulse can destroy a very fine 
musical moment. It was almost like I needed to sit on my hands 
while the moment happened.

As Jack laid down that incredible groove, George came in with the 
perfect bass line. It was amazing.

I realized we were entering uncharted territory, but it was musically 

I was just listening 
and looking around 

and I couldn’t believe 
what was going on 

within my tune.

“
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secure because we were all completely together inside this musical 
moment. 

Next, we entered another part of the tune. It was as if we were walk-
ing together through the rooms within a great mansion. This is the 
feeling of group spontaneity.

George was playing that funk bass line off of a pedal point and now 
I came in, not with lines but with chords–three and four note clus-
ters played with my right hand.

I was leaving lots of space. Jack and George were letting it breathe. The 
music had taken over and we were just following it. That sounds strange, 
but there was this kind of multiple existence where I was watching it and 
playing it at the same time. I played just what the music needed because I 
was listening to it like a sophisticated audience member. 

We now had entered this funk vamp set up by Jack, and I got an in-
tuitive feeling telling me that we needed an ending. So, what should 
I have done? I couldn’t just go V-I or some other cliche. It wasn’t a 
bebop tune. So thinking about an ending. I began playing an arpeg-
giated kind of a chord floating over the time. Of course, Jack and 
George laid down the ending and I played an arpeggio to end it.

This was one of the great recording experiences of my life. And 
luckily it was recorded. I still get chills when I listen to it.



What I hope to convey is that each decision we made in that session 
was a nanosecond reaction. These are not verbal decisions and of 
course, they’re not linear. They’re just reactions based on years of 
playing experience and a lifetime of musical knowledge. 

I’m a composer and that influences my improvisation. While I’m 
playing, I’m being compositional. That’s why The Snow Leopard 
unfolded in such a deliberate way.

When most of us listen to 
music, we intuitively want to 
hear statements neatly con-
tained within a beginning, 
middle, and end separated 
by predictable transitions. 
Now, it’s hard to do this 
with intentionality because 

it can sound academic. To make it sound natural coming from your 
intuition is difficult. It took years for each of us to build that into our 
spontaneous improvisation.

The Snow Leopard was very unusual. This was the first take of an 
up-tempo piece. Usually, you never use the first take of an up tempo 
piece because it’s so easy to be inaccurate. But not with these guys.

The perfect circumstances came together for that record date. It 
wasn’t the first recording I made at ECM studios that week. I had 
done another record date with Jack, George Adams, and Dave Hol-
land the day before. We recorded George Adams’ album called Sound 
Suggestions with Kenny Wheeler. Because of that, I was already 
there for three days recording in the same studio with Jack. So I was 
warmed up and comfortable. I wasn’t jet lagged. I felt good.

So perhaps all that had something to do with it, but in the end the 
recording of The Snow Leopard was inexplicable magic.

Recording jazz piano, either trio or solo, is about making improvi-

I was leaving lots of space. 
Jack and George were letting 
it breathe. The music was 
taking over and we were just 
following it. 

“
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sational statements that hang together in a compositionally unified 
way so that it becomes interesting to hear and deep enough to get 
something new from repeated listenings.

Another element of playing allowed the three of us to record as we 
did. It was the trust we had in each of us which allowed us to hear 
and then follow the direction of the music rather than being locked 
into a preconceived rigid form.

This is about trust and the courage to follow the music’s direction. 
No risk. No reward. There wasn’t as much risk in this session be-
cause of the level of Jack and George’s musicianship.

The people you play with are critical to the outcome. That’s why you 
hire the best musicians possible and pay them what they’re worth. 
The results will follow.

We were also helped by starting with a very simple idea for the 
arrangement. If we had mapped out a complex form and blowing 
over the original changes, by the time we finished playing the head, 
we’d already be jammed up. Keep your writing simple and the ar-
rangement open-ended always with the anticipation that things can 
evolve.



The Magic

Now that I’ve described the details of the recording session for 
The Snow Leopard, let’s examine how we made it all happen.

While at the center of an improvisational experience, one is 
immersed within a very sensitive and intuitive process. That 
experience could be a solo improvisation or a group performance. 
In the case of our Snow Leopard recording, the trio was playing my 
agreed-upon loose arrangement. We started with an introduction, 
followed by the melody, then everyone took a solo, and then the 
head and possibly an outro or coda.  

In our session, I heard a phrase from George. Perhaps I heard a 
break from Jack, some kind of snare drum or bass drum hit. Those 
things made an impression on me because I was listening so intent-
ly to everything. One hundred percent.

I was not listening to what I was playing because I had heard what I 
was going to play in my ear a nanosecond before. I could grab any-
thing I heard from Jack and George and use it in my own playing 
without any difficulty. 

That left me with wonderful opportunities to hear what they were 
playing to comfortably play within the moment. I heard everything 
as part of the whole. It was a state where I was undistracted as both 
the performer and listener.

This intuitive process provides me and anyone else able to do this 
with a particular kind of freedom during recording or performing. 
It allows one the freedom to shape the music and do so in a com-
positional way even if that means drastically changing the arrange-
ment as we did with The Snow Leopard.
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This level of synchronicity doesn’t always happen but when it does, 
you must be prepared musically in terms of experience, knowledge, 
and your ear. You must be ready to jump into it.

This process I’m describing is not an erratic or dramatic occur-
rence when you’re in it, although when you hear it back, it sounds 
dramatic. But when you’re truly in the musical moment, there’s is 
a sense of calm. Everything comes from a sense of calm. Nothing 
good musically will come out of fear or anxiety while playing.

Calm comes from the secure knowl-
edge of your own musicianship, your 
own experience, the knowledge that 
you’ve been there before, and the con-
fidence that the level of the musicians 
with whom you are playing are is as 
high or higher than yours.

You must also be willing to take risks. 
One risk might be the risk of destroying 

the take. So what? Do another take. That’s not a risk like a soldier 
poking his head above the wall risking it getting blown off! These 
small artistic risks during a recording are ones you must be comfort-
able taking in exchange for the potential of great musical reward. 

Similarly, the fear of failure is something you must overcome. There 
are two kinds of failure: 1. A significant failure where you mess up 
time or intonation or structure, i.e. you got lost within the form, or 
2. A momentary lapse which can still be usable if you don’t panic. 
It’s just a minor detour along the way. 

Many of the great masters have told me that when you make a mu-
sical mistake, a real artist knows how take advantage of that mistake 
by turning it into a musical opportunity for something fresh. 

Miles once said sarcastically, “Yeah, I made a mistake. I played it 
three times and now it has became one of my best licks.”

I was not listening 
to what I was play-
ing because I heard 
what I was going to 
play a nanosecond 
before.

“



A real mistake is when you mess up the time or form. Maybe you 
are rushing or dragging and that kills the time feel. Either stop the 
take or keep going if you know you can edit it out later. 

You can’t fear those kinds of mistakes. When I’m playing jazz, I’m 
listening for the new and the fresh. The unpredictable is what de-
fines jazz for me. Without a willingness to risk mistakes, you won’t 
find the musical magic within the possibilities of your playing.

When you listen to classical music you’re not listening for a sur-
prise. We all know that music. We know how Bach should sound 
or how Mozart should be played. The joy from that music comes 
from hearing what the composer intended as played through the 
performer’s interpretation. But the improvisational element of jazz 
is not about the composer.  It is about creating a musical statement 
reflecting the essence of the soloist’s vision.

I can’t tell you how good it feels while you are recording with great 
musicians when something happens that you never considered. 
Perhaps you thought of it, but the idea was a long way off and 
seemed like a bridge too far. But then it happened.

Musical magic is rare, but it not completely illusive. When Jack, 
George, and I recorded Elm, those moments in The Snow Leopard 
were some of the best of the recording. 

Great jazz arises from you and everyone else in the group being one 
hundred percent present. That presence includes each individual 
instrumental performance as well as everyone listening and react-
ing to each other–to the composite sound of the group. This level of 
presence requires a lifetime of deep learning and unconscious instru-
mental competence from you and everyone else. Your fundamental 
musical skills must be so embedded within your subconscious that 
you don’t think about them while performing.

I went to see Herbie Hancock when I was 20-years old in 1967. He 
was playing with Miles at the Village Vanguard in New York City. 
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I got to know Herbie throughout the years, but this was before I knew 
him personally. I approached him and timidly asked, “Can I ask you a 
question Mr. Hancock? I’m a musician.” He said, “Sure kid.”

I asked, “How do you know what to play and when to play it?” He 
was happy to engage with me because he knew that it was a good 
question. 

He looked at me and re-
plied, “I’ll tell you. When 
I’m playing here with Miles, 
Tony Williams, Ron Carter, 
and Wayne Shorter, half of 
me is sitting at the piano 
and the other half is up on 
the ceiling listening to the 
band.”

A light bulb went off for 
me.  Herbie continued, “That’s how I know what to play and when 
to play it. Because I’m hearing the whole band and I only play what 
the music needs within each moment.”

That was very heavy advice but I didn’t exactly know what he 
meant until years later. Herbie was describing what I said earlier 
about that split vision of being a performer in the moment and at 
the same time being a sophisticated listener.

One of the great things about Herbie, even when he was in his ear-
ly twenties was that he never overplayed. He and Tony Williams, 
all of a sudden and seemingly out of nowhere, because of a partic-
ular musical statement from Miles or Wayne, would come together 
for a rhythmic hit that was perfect for that moment.  

But, in fact, it wasn’t out of nowhere. It was a simultaneous reac-
tion from Herbie and Tony to some rhythmic or harmonic thing 
Miles played.

Herbie Hancock with The Miles Davis Quintet



Herbie described it as being up on the ceiling. What I feel is that 
I’m in the audience listening. It’s not just anyone listening, it’s me. 
So I’m listening with all my knowledge and musical experience. 

Let me use the group Quest as an example, with Dave Liebman, Ron 
McClure, and Billy Hart. We have been playing together for 35 years.

The joy of playing with a band of peers performing and recording 
familiar material over years comes from delighting and surprising 
each other.

You accomplish that by letting the music take you wherever it wish-
es. Sometimes it goes nowhere viable, but with the level of musi-
cians I’m speaking of, that’s rare.

As a band, you have to have the courage to be in the moment and 
then to follow it. Sometimes it means not playing. Sometimes it 
means momentarily leading the direction.

Let’s say Dave Liebman puts out a phrase on his soprano saxophone. 
Something complex but beautiful. Simple in a sense, but deep. 

With Dave, it’s almost always that type of phrase. He’ll play that 
phrase and the next idea is contained within the end of that prior 
phrase. This is called compositional improvisation.

Quest, with the saxophonist Dave Liebman, Richie on piano, Ron McClure on bass, and Billy Hart on drums.
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Within Quest or my ECM trio, we are all composing the music as we 
play.  We may be focused on supporting that phrase from Dave, for 
example. How do we extend it? Should I play or should I leave it alone?

Creating fresh original music is our goal. If that requires the bass 
player to play the same note for 10 minutes because the music 

requires it, then he will be happy 
to play that one note. If it means 
the drummer drops out so that 
only sax, piano, and bass are 
playing, then it becomes cham-
ber music. Now it has become 
something else, but still beau-
tiful. These are the things that 
occur to create magical sponta-
neous compositional moments.  

If you play a tune like my Pendulum, which is just a pedal point and 
a simple chromatic melody, you can create miraculous things to-
gether. Even though we’ve played the tune for 35 years each version 
of Pendulum is different.

Think about Miles’ bands from the 60s. Every time they played 
Autumn Leaves or Stella or Walkin’ or Agitation, each rendition was 
unique. Often radically so. That’s contemporary jazz. It’s not bebop.

Getting back to the idea of letting the music take you in a certain 
direction, you’ve got to be completely prepared. You’ve got to be a 
hundred percent able to play within the sounds, the colors, and the 
chords. You must be completely in command of your technique 
and able to react to the other musicians. You must be musically 
prepared from years and years of study and experience in order to 
react to each idea from moment to moment simply by intuition.

Think about a great baseball team with an amazing defense. They’re 
way past just thinking about catching the ball. Their art comes from 
how quickly and smoothly they put the runner out by working 

The joy of playing with a 
band of peers performing 
and recording familiar 
material over years is to 
delight and surprise each 
other.

“



together. They are of one mind as the center fielder quickly picks up 
the ball rolling towards him, throwing it to the second baseman who 
immediately throws it to the catcher for a close but decisive out.

A great basketball team is another example of how five people tran-
scend individual skill. Because of relentless practice, when in the 
heat of the moment, they instinctively work the ball down the court 
eventually getting it into the basket using the positioning and skills 
of all five players acting as one in the moment. 

While I’m playing, I’m or-
chestrating at the piano. Billy 
Hart may be playing some-
thing that seems completely 
against the current of the 
music. But when you hear 
it back, it sounds brilliant. 
He was simply adding to the 
orchestration of the entire 
band.

The idea of orchestration 
reminds me of Bartok’s 
Music for Strings, Percussion 
and Celesta. That piece uses 
a large percussion section which Bartok wrote for in great detail. 
Listen to the section that at times sounds like the percussion play-
ing something completely different and even against what’s going 
on with the strings and the celesta.

Is it comfortable to sit in an orchestra next to the percussion section 
banging out some odd rhythms against what you are playing? No. But 
when you hear the whole piece together from the proper perspective it 
sounds wonderful–so much so that it bears repeated listening precisely 
because of the depth of its multi-layered orchestration.

There is not simply one preordained musical format in the ap-
proach to jazz I am describing. There was a predetermined format 

Billy Hart

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HGJcsTtJ188
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HGJcsTtJ188
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in the era of Oscar Peter-
son, Ahmad Jamal, Red 
Garland, George Shearing 
and the other great tradi-
tional trios. 

They played the head 
followed by a piano solo 
followed by a bass solo, 
then traded fours followed 
by the head out.

That was a great template 
for its time but jazz evolved, 
and that older style became 

a cliché. So jazz embraced a new template. When Oscar and those guys 
created their style, it was fresh in the 50s because they evolved their 
music from the earlier stride and swing.

Bebop sounded fresh and innovative in its time but the evolution of 
jazz has lead to the much more free type of improvisation I’ve been 
describing and on display in our recording of the The Snow Leopard.

Contemporary jazz allows the music to take you on a journey never 
before played or heard. Playing this style of jazz means having con-
trol over your ego. It means abandoning your fear of ‘mistakes’. It 
means trusting your technique and intuitive musical sense. It gives 
you the freedom to express what you want to say. 

This relates to composition. When you are improvising at the highest 
level, it might as well be written. It might start as an improvisation, 
but it takes on the weight and the effect of a composition so therefore 
you need to be aware of compositional elements as an improviser. 

From a less experienced jazz player, their improvisation may lack 
depth, and even though they might display great chops or deep 
swing, it won’t make the same impression as if it had been more 
compositionally performed.

Oscar Peterson



Because of their depth, every ten years I can hear new things from 
the Miles recordings of the 60s, the Coltrane albums, and the Bill 
Evans groups from that same time.  

I’ve been referring to the direction that the music takes you, either as 
a solo performer or within a group. You are inspired by outside influ-
ences such as a person or a place or an experience. Outside influenc-
es can also be the venue in which you are playing, the audience, and 
of course, your fellow musicians. 

When you stand on stage or in a recording studio, your playing re-
flects everything about you up to that moment. Just let things unfold. 

Composition is different in one regard. You can be at home in your 
pajamas having just written what you believe is a great melody. You 
take a break and have a cup of coffee then come back to your com-

position and realize that 
the last note of the melody 
is wrong. So you correct it. 

The same thing might 
happen with the harmony. 
You come back to it later 
and realize that the last 
few chords are not quite 
right. You make a change 

and it now seems perfect. Where does all this come from? It’s a 
mystery. We don’t know and I don’t want to know. 

But with improvisation, that process is pressurized and quantized 
into real-time. And within a group, that sense of spontaneous col-
lective composition is a joy. It is an amazing feeling and is fulfilling 
when it all comes together.

But everyone within the group must be simpatico, meaning they 
are all aiming at the same objective. If just one person is not in that 
flow the music will suffer.

Playing jazz means letting go 
of your ego. It means  
abandoning your fear of  
‘mistakes’. It means trusting 
your technique and intuitive  
musical sense.

“
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Study all the great compositions in the world. Study jazz, classical, 
folk, world music, and more so that everything you know about 
composition can be brought to bear in the moment of spontaneous 
inspiration within the group, whether in front of an audience or 
in a recording studio. The more you know about composition, the 
better will be your improvisation. So study all music, not just jazz.

Most musicians have more music within them that comes out of 
their instrument, for whatever reason-maybe from a lack of tech-
nique or an abundance of fear. But you must be capable and coura-
geous enough to let the music out. 

I’ve seen so many classical musicians who can play the shit out of 
the music, but once you take the written page away from them, they 
can’t even play Happy Birthday, and they are terrified to improvise.
 
These musicians don’t 
realize how much music 
is embedded in their 
consciousness that can 
be drawn from for im-
provisation. They may 
also fear the style or the 
chords or of simply mak-
ing a mistake. 

Sometimes if you give 
them something really 
simple to improvise over 
like a C pedal with no 
time or jazz stylistic pressure, suddenly they start to open up and 
let go of the fear and of the analytical overthinking. I’ve seen it 
happen. 

You have to practice letting go. You have to make it an exercise because 
it may not come easy. You must abandon for the moment everything 
that you consciously think of regarding music and your instrument.



You must put all that into another part of your brain. Foremost is the 
frontal lobe, which is about beauty, and construction, and architec-
ture and balance. Put all those technical details into the back of your 
brain and trust that they will be there to serve you. They will be if 
you’ve done enough work on those technical details. Trust in yourself 
is a critical component to all of this.

Then of course you have to trust the other people with whom you are 
playing. In fact, my trio recording with Jack DeJohnette and Dave Holland 
in 1992 was called Trust. I wrote a tune called Trust because that was so 
much of what I learned from them early on–to trust myself.

Once you trust yourself first, that trust will permeate into every-
thing you play.

That trust will breed confidence, and confidence can be contagious. 
Real confidence will spread and rub off on to the other people who 
depend on you.

Confidence, trust, courage, embracing risk, and wide-open ears are 
all necessary elements of playing jazz at the highest level. Combine 
all of that with a subconscious technical command of your instru-
ment, and you have the makings for freely exploring the far reaches 
of your own personal creative journey. 



The Genius of Herbie

by Richie Beirach



The Magic within The Snow Leopard

Let me use Herbie Hancock as one example of the pinnacle of jazz 
improvisation performance. Herbie, above all other modern jazz 

piano players, in my opinion, has the most unusual, open, and creative 
approach to jazz piano improvisation.

Herbie’s genius is exemplified in a simple composition like his The 
Eye of the Hurricane, an F minor blues. It’s a 12 bar tune with a very 
abstract sounding head that doesn’t sound much like a blues but it 
is a traditional 12-bar blues for the blowing. Four bars of F minor, 
two bars of Bb minor and so on.

Herbie plays this tune and everything else like a novelist who raps his 
novel. And it’s complete and does not need editing.

A good jazz pianist will play some nice lines that he knows will 
work in order to tell a simple story. Herbie, on the other hand, is 
so comfortable playing within the form and within the time and 
changes, that the thought of those details doesn’t occupy any of his 
conscious mind.

You can hear that he uses the changes within the form of the Blues 
or any other tune to play whatever is going on in his life. In that 
moment of performance, Herbie is a storyteller. He’s a spontaneous 
novelist. He brings a great deal of his humanity to the music. His 
playing reflects the freedom he has developed over years and years 
of playing experience, combined with his natural ability to know 
exactly where he is in the form without thinking of anything like, 
“I’m now at the bridge.” 

One hundred percent of his concentration is focused on the story 
that he’s telling. He uses the F minor blues. The F minor Blues isn’t 
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using him like it does for most players.

Herbie is able to employ a bird’s eye view of the process of jazz 
improvisation. He plays important cadences only when his impro-
visation demands a cadence. He doesn’t start and stop his phrases 
on the first beat of each chorus simply because of that traditional 
way of outlining the form.

He stops his phrases only when the phrase wants to stop and this 
creates a really organic kind of metabolic feeling. Also, it prevents 
him from playing the same ideas over and over again. Herbie 
doesn’t play licks. He plays an idea and leaves space where space 
is needed and then with the next idea coming on the heels of the 
previous one, he may alter, continue, or transform it. 

This process continues throughout his entire solo. He’s not just 
thinking about his own playing. He’s also listening intently to the 
drummer, bass player and the rest of the band.

Of course, he was doing this when he was only 22, playing with 
Miles, Tony Williams, Ron Carter, and Wayne Shorter. What is so 
unusual is that he’s played with that ability from the very begin-
ning of his career. 

I know about this process because it’s is how I play in my own 
way. Even though Herbie was doing this from the beginning, it 

“Herbie is a storytel ler. He’s a 
spontaneous novelist. He brings a 
great deal of his humanity to the 
music.”
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took me time to develop into it. Now, if I’m improvising over The 
Eye of the Hurricane, I’m comfortable playing what’s on my mind 
and in my heart, and I use the tune simply as a vehicle or vessel for 
my own expression.

There is a psychological aspect of playing jazz or doing anything at a 
high level having to do with situational awareness and one’s willingness 
to take greater creative risks, among other things. And that requires, 
not just thousands of hours of practice, but of using that knowledge 
that has seeped into one’s subconscious mind for performance situa-
tions. For a jazz player, it’s like playing in front of a club audience or for 
20,000 people on live TV with no second take. The pressure of perfor-
mance and trust in yourself is key to building your skills. That pressure 
will either break you or limit you or inspire you. 

Another aspect of developing one’s jazz skills is knowing what you 
ultimately want to sound like. In the case of playing jazz, ask how 
do you want to sound. You need to know what is getting in your 
way of reaching your desired musical identity. Before you can solve 
a problem, you must be able to identify the problem and its cause. 
What are the problems preventing you from sounding like your ideal 
musical self? 

When I was younger, I had a problem unconsciously focusing on the 
names of the chords on the page while I was improvising.  Wayne 
Shorter, at a party after our Coltrane tribute concert in Japan, told me 
to ‘never let the name of the chord on a printed page stop you from 

Tribute to John Coltrane concert in Tokyo 1987 with Wayne Shorter, 
Jack DeJohnette, Eddie Gomez, Dave Liebman, and Richie



playing any note you hear.’ Or as we’ve been discussing, focus on the 
tune rather than using it is a means for your expression.

Let’s talk about performance pressure. Pressure inspires me. I love 
the pressure because it produces something in me that makes 
the performance more meaningful. Remember, Herbie was born 

into the pressure of professional playing at a very young age with 
Miles. At 22, Herbie was following in the footsteps of Red Garland, 
Wynton Kelly, and Bill Evans. Talk about pressure!

So with Herbie, we have an example of a genius who early on had 
all the fundamentals within him. Herbie was playing at a very high 
level from the beginning which became the template for modern 
jazz piano along with McCoy and Chick.

Those three greats used the tune for what they wished to express. 
They each combined their personal harmonic, rhythmic, and 
melodic approach over the standard repertoire as well as their 
own compositions. This greatly added to what was considered the 
vocabulary of jazz. And what was once considered the standard jazz 
piano vocabulary grew to accommodate their new ways of playing. 

“  There is a psychological aspect of 
playing jazz or doing anything at a 
high level having to do with 
situational awareness and one’s 
wil lingness to take greater creative 
risks.”
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Everyone that came after them had to absorb their influence just 
like Herbie had to absorb Bud Powell’s influence along with Horace 
Silver, George Shearing, and Bill Evans.

The geniuses of each generation move the music forward and 
become the template for the next generation of players like me. If 
you’re not a genius, which most of us are not, you’re going to need 
thousands of hours of work to hone your skills. That’s your goal, 
and your prize of jazz mastery will result.

Achieving that goal will enable you able to play without the fear 
of getting lost or messing up. Play at a jam session and try play-
ing outside of your comfort zone. What’s the worst thing that can 
happen if you make a mistake? Don’t fear wrong notes. If you play 
something you don’t like, don’t focus on it. Instead, move on and 
get back into the flow.

But your fear of making mistakes can be a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
The moment you think, “The bridge is coming up and I always 
mess it up.”, you probably will. Or you may be thinking about some-
one in the audience you want to impress. You can’t play at your best 
with those thoughts occupying your focus. Those kinds of thoughts 
will distract you and rob you of your concentration.

One of the important skills of a jazz player is to be able to concen-
trate. For some, meditation is helpful. 

I had breakfast with Herbie a long time ago. We were playing oppo-
site each other at a jazz festival and at the end of our conversation 
I asked him, “If you had to describe the right attitude of a player 
at their best, how would you describe it?” He said, “Humble and 
confident.”

Humility with confidence. Not false humility like, “Oh, I’m terrible. 
I can’t play.” and not boastful confidence like, “I’m the greatest.” 
Humble confidence will get you through this whole process with 
your talent and career intact. With the right kind of consistent 



work, you are going to get better. You will get better, and you should 
know that you have a right to play as you imagine. And if you are 
playing at a very high level right now, you already have something 
worthwhile musically to say.

Herbie has a wonderful balance between the intellect and the 
intuitive in his music and in his personality. He also reflects a rare 
balance of  the elegant and the funky. 

In person, Herbie is very down to earth and warm with a complete 
calm and presence about him. 

Anyone listening to his great recordings and live performances can 
feel a massive depth and humanity within his work from his begin-
ning with Miles in 1962 all the way up to the present time. 

As a personal note, I vote for Herbie’s 1965 masterpiece recording 
Maiden Voyage to be included within a time capsule along with 
Kind of Blue and A Love Supreme as an outstanding representation 
of the greatest jazz recordings of the modern era.
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