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On the one hundredth anniversary of the birth of Charlie Parker, I asked Richie 
Beirach to say a few words about Bird and his place in jazz. In the style I’ve 
gotten to know well, Richie gave an eloquent and penetrating analysis of Bird’s 
playing and influence.

The very next day I conducted an interview with the alto sax master, Charles 
McPherson. Among other things, we discussed Bird. After all, Charles heard 
Bird live and was influenced by him throughout Charles’ entire life including his 
participation in the Clint Eastwood film, Bird. I have inserted a couple of snippets 
of my interview with Charles. 

Richie and I hope you find this to be a fun and enlightening glimpse at one of 
the great angels of jazz.

Michael Lake
September, 2020
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When I think about Bird, I am reminded in certain ways of the basket-
ball great Michael Jordan. I think there’s an interesting connection 
between Michael Jordan and Charlie Parker. 

The way Michael Jordan played basketball was very similar to the way Charlie 
Parker played jazz. Michael was astonishing. It was more like ballet and chore-
ography in terms of how he would take off from the free throw line and seem to 
fly to the basket moving his arms and his legs like a bird in flight.

And with his tongue hanging out of his mouth he would somehow in dramatic fash-
ion get the ball through the hoop. He was unstoppable. There was only one Michael 
Jordan. He was completely fluent and totally one with the basketball. That was how 
Charlie Parker played - completely fluent and one with the alto saxophone.

Bird had the perfect balance between intuition and intellectual awareness. He 
knew what he was doing but he still came from an intuitive place and most 
importantly, an expressive place from within his heart. Without the heart, he 
would have sounded stiff and academic. You can hear through Bird’s millions of 
imitators what he would have sounded like without heart.



Celebrating One Hundred Years of Bird 4

Bird knew exactly what he was doing. He thought, why can’t I investigate the up-
per intervals of the chords. Take C7. Just C-E-G-Bb. But he was thinking, “What 
about D, F and A - the  9th, 11th, and 13th. And then what about # 9, b9, b13, 
#11.? What if I include those in my lines?”

He would use these upper 
structure extensions not so 
much as passing tones like 
Lester Young, Don Byas, or 
Louis Armstrong. Those guys 
were really in the scale and in the scale notes and passing tones - not so much 
in chromatic tones like Bird. And when they did use chromaticism, they usually 
resolved much quicker into a chord tone. And then Trane took over from Bird 
and launched every note in the 12-tone chromatic scale as being equally a great 
note for a long duration.

Bird had incredible technique. He had uncommon dexterity, extraordinarily 
controlled breathing, and he had his great personal sound with his large array of 
articulations. And he was so adept at playing the saxophone that he could utilize 
nuance even at fast tempos on tunes like Cherokee. They would be expressively 
articulated nuances that other players could only play at slower tempos.

Returning to Michael Jordan, he was one with the basketball and the court. And 
Charlie Parker was totally fused to his alto saxophone and the stage. One big 

Bird had the perfect balance 
between intuition and 
intellectual awareness. 

“
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difference is that Michael Jordan continues to enjoy a long and very successful 
life. He’s lived very clean as a big family man. With Charlie Parker, we know he 
tragically died poor and self-destructed for various reasons. 

But the parallels between the two outweigh the differences. Jordan had that 
physical and mental ability. He was playing basketball which is a sport, and 
he played it like body chess as part of his team. So was Bird. His team was the 
quintet as he perfectly integrated his playing with the piano, bass, drums, and 
trumpet.

I learned about Bird pretty early on. I was probably 14 years 
old when somebody told me about Charlie Parker.

I remember putting a nickel in the jukebox and hearing 
Tico-Tico. That was the first Bird record I ever heard and it  
immediately resonated with me. I just knew that whomever 
this is he’s very special and this is the way music should go. I 
knew also that you’re supposed to have this kind of technique 
and be this fluent in terms of long musical sentences.

Charles McPherson on Bird
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I remember reading Ross Russell’s book on Bird explaining how he got his 
name. Apparently someone once said he sounded like a thousand birds flying in 
perfect sync all around. That’s how he got his nickname.

Unfortunately I never heard Bird live. I was too young. But I listened to guys 
who played with him that knew him well like Chet Baker and Stan Getz. They 
spoke reverently about Bird. 

The old masters like Art Tatum, Bird, Lester Young, and Bud Powell had amaz-
ing powers of projection. Like Bach, Mozart, Handel, and Beethoven, they were 
the tall trees and the original innovators of their music.

It’s so easy 70 years later to forget or to take their greatness for granted because 
the tunes were very short and the sound of the recordings were so poor. But 
when you really listen, Bird takes your heart. And when you listen to him over 
and over again you see that he also takes your mind and in the process, you 
realize that he has given you something that’s inexplicable and unexplainable. 
Unspoken. After all, there should be some mystery to art.

There’s also a certain amount of mystery surrounding Michael Jordan. He is only six 
foot six which is not gigantic in terms of modern basketball players. So why couldn’t 
other players fly like Michael? The answer is in his individuality and his creativity in 
terms of the position and use of his body in relation to the net and the other players.
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Similarly, Bird would navigate his solos in and around the bass and the drums, 
never leaving them out or ignoring them. But he swept them along with him 
from the sheer power of his playing and from his great sound. We could discuss 
Bird’s sound for an hour. Nobody had Bird’s sound.

Everyone has their own sound 
which can’t be imitated. It’s like 
one’s cornea. It’s proven from 
special identity checks that ev-
eryone’s cornea is different just 
like every snowflake.

Bird came along and evolved the music making the transition from swing to 
bop, opening the way for Coltrane to become music that was art.

And Bird’s lines were magnificent and unlike anything heard before. His solos 
were more than fast calisthenics. They were lasting melodies, like completely 
new tunes. He had the ability to superimpose new melodies over the changes 
instead of just running the changes. 

Bird achieved a great balance between vertical and horizontal approach to play-
ing over changes. Bird had fantastic horizontal lines that created a new melody 
as good or sometimes even better than the original.

Bird knew exactly what he was 
doing. He thought, why can’t I 
investigate the upper intervals of     

  the chords? 

“
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Bird did this throughout his solos. He played some amazing phrases over the tune I 
Remember You that was an inversion of the melody that a classical composer might 
write. Bird did it on the spot in an instant.

And let’s not forget that Bird really swung. He swung that eighth note feel. The 
triplet feel to his lines was fantastic, with accents, nuances, and swallowed notes, 
he was the bebop template from which everybody copied.

His playing was also very compositional. That’s why after you transcribe Bird 
and look at it, it’s like a Bach theme and variations. Very few musicians can do 
that. His use of compositional unity within his solos was striking. I’m not sure if 
he practiced that or if he thought about compositional unity but it was embed-
ded in his playing and ensconced in his ear. It was true genius and genius does 
what it does and it doesn’t necessarily know what it’s doing at the time. 

Look at Wes Montgomery, Erroll Garner, or Chet Baker. These guys couldn’t read 
a note of music. They came from another place. They have their own rules and 
their own laws from that place, which is wonderful and should be celebrated. 
The important point is that Bird in his short life created some amazing and last-
ing musical statements that happened to be jazz solos.

Think about how many years ago Bird recorded and yet it still sounds fresh. Bird 
became the foundation for contemporary jazz on which everybody built their style. 
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Think about all the contemporary players throughout the last 50 years who built 
their musical house on Bird’s foundation. Every major player went through Bird like 
Miles, Sonny Rollins, and McCoy. Look at the way Coltrane was influenced by Bird 
and then how he extended Bird.

Somebody once had a recording of Trane practicing towards the end of his life. 
It was fast, but when they slowed it down it sounded rhythmically in a certain 
way like Bird.

The first time I heard Charlie Parker was spectacular. Those 
words have been said before about Charlie Parker but every-
thing that you have ever heard about Charlie Parker’s playing 
is exactly true and maybe even more so.  

Because when you saw him in person, you really were aware 
of this man’s demeanor and his deportment. All of Bird’s 
animal magnetism was oozing out of his persona so thick you 
could cut it with a knife. 

Charles McPherson on Bird
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Bird was very open to contemporary classical music and that music of his time. 
He was influenced by Edgar Varése and Igor Stravinsky. From what I once 
heard, Varése met Bird in a New York club and wanted to give him a lesson. 
Bird eventually took the lesson from Varése while he was in Paris.

Bird was also very open to intellectual ideas and contemporary music and was 
very well read. He was educated and his curiosity was boundless. 

In fact, one night in 1951 Bird was playing at Birdland, and in walked Igor 
Stravinsky. As Bird became aware of the great composer sitting at a table up 
front, he called the breakneck tempo tune KoKo. 

At the beginning of his second chorus, he interpolated the opening of 
Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite as though it had always been there!

Stravinsky roared with delight, 
pounding his glass on the table, 
accidentally sending much of his 
drink on to the people behind him. 

Imagine if Bird had lived a full life. 
He passed when he was only 35. 
Imagine if he would have lived an-

At the beginning of his second 
chorus, he interpolated the 
opening of Stravinsky’s     

  Firebird Suite as though it  
  had always been there!

“
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other 20 or 30 years. Who knows what he might have done. Maybe he would 
have gotten Varése or Stravinsky to write a piece for him.

Maybe Bird might have developed 
into something like Coltrane. The 
direction Bird was going with the 
natural extensions of the chord 
would eventually have had to lead to 
the emancipation of the dissonance 
so that every note in the chromatic 
scale would be a good note for Bird.

In other words, for a C7 chord over a pedal point, every note in the C chromatic 
scale would be a possible long duration note. That’s what Trane eventually 
developed.

Maybe Bird would have gone in that direction. Seeing what he did in this short 
life was unbelievable and he will continue to influence untold numbers of future 
players. 

He had an unprecedented 
ability to create wonderful 
new melodic ideas that            

  would equal the original   
  melody of the tune.

“


