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Aaron Shackelford

For over three decades, Fred Hersch has been 
writing and performing jazz music. As a pianist, 
he has won acclaim for his solo performances as 
well as for work with duos and trios. His colleague 
Jason Moran once compared Hersch at the piano 
to LeBron James on the basketball court, in no 
small part because of his constant innovation 
and exploration. A composer of over 80 recorded 
jazz compositions, Hersch has also worked with 
vocalists including Kurt Elling, Dawn Upshaw, and 
Audra McDonald. 

You are known for collaborations 
with a wide range of musicians and 
vocalists. How do you build these new 
collaborations?
The duo format is a huge part of my musical world. 
Every May, I do a duo series of jazz standards in New 
York. I’m always looking around for people I haven’t 
played with, I’d like to play with, people who would be 
interesting or unexpected. It’s always the same: I tell 
them, “I want to play some of your music if you like,” 
and if they want they can learn some of my music. But I 
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would like to play at least half things that neither one of us needs 
to even look at, so we can just listen and see what happens. 

There’s no telling. Some people I’ve invited and I’ve said, “Great, 
I’ve done that.” Other times I’ve said, “Hey, this is interesting, 
let’s go further.” You don’t really know until you do it. And of 
those collaborations, the one with Julian Lage on guitar and 
the one with Anat Cohen on clarinet seem to have gone further. 
Just based on having a really great night and great chemistry 
and saying, “Hey, do you want to do this again?” and making 
opportunities for it, and of course, Julian and I made an album. 

As somebody who thinks deeply about the 
possibilities of the piano as a jazz instrument, 
what does the collaboration of piano and guitar 
bring to jazz music?
Julian Lage and Bill Frissell are the only guitarists I’ve played with. 
I play with dozens of horn players and singers and other duo 
configurations. But piano and guitar is a very rare combination, 
because it’s so difficult. Both of us can play chords in the same 
register. There’s a lot of possibility for harmonic conflict. It can  
get competitive.

The piano takes on a different sound depending on what you 
put next to it. You put a piano and a bass together, you have a 
very different sound than a piano and vocals or a piano and a 
clarinet. Piano and guitar can be very interesting from a rhythmic 
perspective when it’s right. It really has to be right, though, and 
the only people I’ve been able to make it work with have been Bill 
and Julian. 

How would you describe playing with Julian 
Lage, then?
Julian has always been super easy to play with. For a young 
musician, he has a very mature grasp of jazz language. 
Sometimes, at our best, it’s not like one person is soloing and 
another person is soloing. It’s us making something together. 
That’s really what duo playing is about. It’s not so much about 
“I’m playing this solo here, you’re playing this solo there”; it’s 
about the way we accompany each other. 

What are some of the ways you approach 
composition of new music? 
With any piece of music, there’s a different solution. To compose 
is to assemble. It depends on what elements you’re using. It’s like 
cooking. It’s different processes, whether you braise it or steam it 
or broil it or sauté it; it just depends on what food you’re cooking 
and what you’re after and what the context is. One thing I try to 
always do is integrate improvisation into the fabric of the song. 

What is your composition process for a jazz tune?
I use a kitchen timer and try to write in 45 minutes or less. That’s 
generally how I write them, if they don’t just happen to pop up 
somehow. It compels you to write something instead of sitting 
around thinking about it. You have a self-imposed deadline, and I 
find that interesting. It’s closer to the improvisation process. You 
grab something and work with it and think, “Isn’t that great?” or 
you throw it out, and you only spent 45 minutes on it. Also, I only 
use pencils. No software. 

Is there anything else we should have in mind 
for your visit to Chapel Hill? 
I’m not sure yet what we’ll play, but I’m really looking forward to 
it. I have some good friends down in the area, and it should be a 
fun time.  

Aaron Shackelford is the Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow at Carolina 
Performing Arts.

On March 4, Hersch will perform at Memorial Hall with 
guitarist Julian Lage. In 2014, the two recorded the jazz 
duo album Free Flying, for which Hersch received his sixth 
Grammy nomination.
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