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The Genius of Herbie

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
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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 
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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.


