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Interview with Herbie Hancock

| recently had the rare privilege to talk with jazz legend Herbie Hancock. Heisreleasing anew DVD in
April called Possibilities. It follows him through the creative journey of writing and recording the music
for a collaborative project with many of today’ s top recording artists. Y ou get to witness first hand the
formation of ideas from the start with many talented songwriters and performers like Sting, Paul Simon,
John Mayer, and Santanato name afew. The DVD captures the very human and open interactions as they
communicate ideas and talk about lessons of life. As he talks about his approach to music and people,
they mix in some great old footage of Hancock with Miles Davis and during his years with his legendary
funk group, the Headhunters. Herbie Hancock is a worldly and wise man and was kind enough to share
some of his unique insight with me —which | now share with you:

DL: Derek Lauer
HH: Herbie Hancock

DL: What goasto you have for thisDVD release?

HH: Wdll, first of al, | hope that alarge population will hear about it, because it is something that could
appeal to people of different ages.

DL: What message do you most want it to convey?

HH: 1’'m hoping that people will start to realize two things,. One, if you start from the standpoint of
serving humanity, in some way. In other words giving something, sharing something. Y ou know, when
you' re sending something to the world that they don’t have aready. Something fresh, something
unexpected, something they hadn’t considered, something that has new clothing on it, or atwist on it of
some sort. Basically something that is outside the box of their expectations. Then, you have a chance of
waking up something inside the viewers that pertains to inspiration, which every human being posses.
That’ s the first thing and the second thing is, in how many ways can | use, whatever it isthat I'm using, in
this case it smusic, to get the most bang for the buck. In other words, for the time that’ s spent doing, for
the amount of money that’s spent doing it, how can you make it awin, win, win.

DL: Music isapowerful force - how do you see it having an affect on our current social and political
environment?

HH: For the most part, people never think that they make a difference. What eye opener came each timeis
that if you look at thingsin the standard way, you won’t see anything but what you’ ve seen before in the
past.. But there are more ways to ook at things than one. As a matter of fact there are an infinite number
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of waysto look at things. In that way you see more possibilities. When you see more possibilities, you
stimulate you own creative juices, your own ability to come up with the solutions, with new solutions. In
this way you can make a difference.

DL: Do you see yourself as having arole as an ambassador of good will in race relations?

HH: 1 am hoping to represent the thingsthat | believe in., and live by those things, and hope that the best
that a human being has to offer. | hope that in some way | am able to encourage that from myself and
from others.

DL: By working with adiverse range of co-writers do you hope to spread awareness of Jazz and
improvisation to try and reach alarger and younger crowd?

HH: When | looked at the project to weigh the pros and cons of it, that’s one of the pros of it. But as|
said, there'salot of prostoit. That wasn't the reason for doing the record. The reason for doing the
record was to show artists who are normally pigeonholed into whatever the public recognized them for,
you know, whatever they became popular for. The tendency isfor people to want them to do that again
and again. | wanted to show that if you give artists another kind of environment that they have ahand in
creating, so that even though it may be slightly outside of their comfort zone, if they have ahand in
creating it, thereisa part of them already in the setup. And make in such away that things are more
geared towards being in the moment. They will rise to the occasion and they will love that, and will put a
thousand percent into doing a project like that.

DL: So that they feel a sense of ownership in the process

HH: Theresult is something other than what they have done before, something new, a context that people
never hear these artistsin.

DL: Through this process do you see yourself more as gaining influence or spreading influence with
others?

HH: Both —that’swhy | said it'sawin, win. | mean | learn and they learn too. | went to that project
wanting to learn.

DL: What have you |learned?
HH: | learned that there are alot more dimensions to people, than even them, themselves, realize.

DL: Did you find it difficult to work with any one during the course of the DVD?
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HH: | didn’t have a problem communicating with anyone that | could tell. When we talked about the
philosophy of the record, they all loved it. They loved the fact that the first thing | said to everybody is, |
don’'t want to do arecord, | stopped doing records that are copies of records I’ ve done before. | like to do
new thingsthat | haven’t done before. | don’t want to do arecord like they’ ve done before either. | want it
to be different from anything they’ ve done before or anything I’ ve done before.

DL: Isthere adifference in the level of discipline required of younger musicians today?

HH: Asfar aslevel is concerned, with many jazz artists amgjority of jazz musicians are schooled in
music and they may have a certain kind of technical artistry that is beyond what pop artists have. But
technical artistry is not what makes music. You only need to play one note to make music. But you have
to play with your heart. Y ou have to play with conviction. Y ou have to play something that you want to
play. You know you can play amillion notes and be technically correct, but that’s not music, asfar as|
concerned. Very often Miles Davis would play few notes, few complicated things, but the things that he
chose, were so heartfelt that the soloists that played after him, playing thousands of notes, paled by
comparison, on some of hisrecords.

DL: In addition to Wayne Shorter, who else to you have respect for as ajazz artist at your level of playing
and improvising?

HH: He' sthetop asfar as |’ m concerned.
DL: Hecame through with the St. Louis Symphony Orchestralast fall —just amazing.
HH: Oh Yeah, yeah. | think that he is doing the most cutting edge music that exists today.

DL: Areyou involved with music education? Y ou recently played at Berklee College of Music in Boston
asapart of their anniversary — was that a rewarding experience?

HH: What | liked was that alot of genres were represented and major artists agreed to participate in that
event. There was represented alot of cultures. There was Latin music, African music and straight ahead
jazz, and rock and pop.

DL: Areyou better received in the states or overseas?

HH: | find that there is alot more attention paid to jazz outside of the United Sates than inside the United
States.

DL: Do you have any upcoming television appearances?
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HH: Well, Miles Davisis being honored for the Rock ‘N’ Roll Hall of Fame, and that’s being televised. |
put alittle band together for the four minute musical segment we' re going to have for that. There are other
people that are being honored too. That' s the next televised appearance that | will have.

DL: How do you enjoy spend your time?

HH: Sometimes | read. | like technology. I'm very often in my office on my computer. | usually don’t
have time to relax; I’ m usually working on one thing or another, but necessarily music.

DL: What new projects do you envision on the horizon?

HH: We have some ideas that | think can be very, very interesting. | don’t want to talk about them now,
because they’re not etched in stone. But I’m very excited about putting some new music together in away
that hasn’t been done before.

DL: That’s what we want to hear — That there’'s more Herbie coming!

HH: I’'m not limiting myself to audio, I’m thinking both audio and video at the sametime, so let’s say
multimedia. I'm also thinking a convergence of cultural direction. Converging dance, music, art, books —
that kind of thing I’'m keeping open like that. So that what may come out may be the result of not just
musical ideas, but could be the result of books and music.

DL: Wéll that is one of the things | always found to be fascinating about Wagner’ s work. His operas
involved the singing, the lighting, even back then, the music, the words, the scenery, the building, the
whole experience was the piece of art.

HH: Asamatter of fact you hit the word on the head — experience. Thiswill be an experience for the
audience, rather than it just being arecord that they hear, we're looking at creating environments and
using various other directionsin culture, as part of the team — integration. | mean Wagner did his operas,
but thiswill be, in away, compared to opera, but it won't be operal It will be totally different.

DL; I think those lasting things that get passed down through time, through generations, are things that are
really an experience, not just a piece of music.

HH: Right. You know what | like doing? | like putting different kinds of things together. Things hat are
normally not put together, things that people don’t normally hear together at the same time.

DL: Wédll | think that your new DVD, Possibilities, really doesthat. Thereisawide range of music on
that.
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HH: Thereis, thereis. | like when things don’t stay the same, when they can morph into something
completely different. So you get taken on ajourney. I’ve doneit in away, with the Possibilities record.
That’ s one example of how to do that. This new stuff is atotally way, an approach to doing that.

DL: Wéll it sounds like people will dig it. Because | think that is what everybody islooking for — new
experiences, plus one that they can relate to. | think that your new DV D has something for everybody.

HH: yeah, that’swhat | like to do. | wanted to say one other thing about the new DVD. | wasn’t just
looking to do avideo, just to sell videos. It wasn't just arecord that was about records. We talked during
the process of making the DV D about social issues, about the environment, about political issues, about
family, about aging, about medical problems, about fun, about sports, about.... We talked about Life. |
wanted the music to grow out of life relationships, even though the relationships were new and short. But
| wanted the music to grow out of the lives of the person and not just puting a bunch of notes together
because they sound good, not composition in a standard sense. | think that’ s the reason the record sounds
the way the sounds, and | hope the message comes across in the DVD, and That’ s because those people
who | collaborated with on the record were called upon to be human beings. To interact together and
record it live so you get a sense of the musicians interacting and responding to each other. That human
element and that is what makes a difference and what givesit the life and the vitality. In today’ s world,
the creative process doesn’t always work that way. It's much more cut and dry and people do things with
layers, and yes you can make music like that. But you'll never get it to come out with that kind of heart.

DL: Getting back to some of the social issues that you were talking about, there were some very poignant
momentsin the DV D, with some of the thing that you and Santana were saying, that there were several
key insights that you have had about living your life, and | think that is knowledge that alot of people
could benefit from having.

HH: Exactly. We had those discussions because, to me, that’s part of making the music. It’s not just
sitting in the studio looking at music paper or just responding to music. That’s kind of a shallow or
surface way of looking at the power of music. But when you include a perspective that is further back and
more all encompassing, then those additional elements become part of the creative process and therefore
part of the music.

DL | think it is something tangible that you can actually feel.

HH: Right, exactly.

By Derek Lauer

END OF INTERVIEW



