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Jazzfest review: Kirk MacDonald never met a set of  chord changes he couldn't slay 

When Kirk MacDonald plays, it’s as if complex chord sequences lie down in sweet surrender as the tenor saxo-

phone hero carves wending, highly charged, eloquent melodies. 

The 54-year-old Torontonian has been an imposing figure in Canadian jazz for half his life, thanks to his virtuosic, 

high-energy playing. So it was once more, Wednesday night on the TD Ottawa Jazz Festival’s main stage, when 

the spotlight was on MacDonald ‘shard-hitting quartet. One of the pillars of MacDonald’s playing is the music of 

John Coltrane, who shifted jazz’s paradigm in the 1960s by raising the bar for saxophone intensity and melodic 

possibilities. So when MacDonald announced that he would play a song by one of his influences, it was no big 

surprise when it was Coltrane’s piece Lonnie’s Lament. 

In MacDonald’s hands, the lament became rangy a mid-tempo swinger, with the saxophonist making it sound 

like every torrent of well-chosen notes was as natural as breathing. The five other pieces of MacDonald’s set 

were originals from his most recent album, Symmetry. He opened the concert with the title track, a 5/4 romp 

through beautifully connected chords. That odd meter, once a novelty but now part of the expanded bread-and-

butter of contemporary jazz, reappeared with the set’s brisk closer, Mackrel’s Groove, which was a nod to Den-

nis Mackrel, the American drummer sharing the stage with MacDonald. 

The quartet, which also included MacDonald’s fellow Torontonians Brian Dickinson on piano and Neil Swainson 

on bass, kept the focus and intensity high throughout its set. It would have been a calamity otherwise, as Mac-

Donald’s compositions seem built for exuberant, expansive expression. The closest thing to a ballad was Mac-

Donald’s waltzing Shadows, which cooled the mood somewhat initially. But even then, by the time Mackrel was 

soloing, the music was near boiling again. 

In some quarters, modern mainstream jazz such as MacDonald’s can seem a little passé, lacking the cachet of 

jazz with more hip-hop or heavy metal in it, or for that matter, bluegrass with no jazz in it.But when you hear the 

sheer quality of what MacDonald and his A-list peers can do after spending their lives to become that proficient 

and personal at their music, you have to ask: Are you serious? 

PETER HUM - OTTAWA CITIZEN - June 25, 2014 

KIRK MACDONALD BRINGS JUNO-WINNING JAZZ HOME FOR HALIFAX FESTIVAL 

Musician has come a long way since growing up in New Waterford in the 1970s. 

One of the busiest jazz musicians in Canada, Kirk MacDonald has been on a roll for the past year. 

But he says that could be true of almost any year given how many projects the Cape Breton-born musician and 

educator has on the go at any given time. “I’m kind of just doing the same things I’ve always done,” says the 

Juno Award-winning saxophonist, back in his home province to play the TD Halifax Jazz Festival, at the Carleton 

on Friday. “For some reason, people are paying a little bit more attention this year; maybe the stars just aligned 



 

that way, who knows? “I’ve been producing a record every year now for the last eight or nine years, since I got 

back to recording in earnest with Family Suite. And I’ve got another record that will be out in the fall, which is 

another big band record.” 

Relaxing with a coffee at the Westin Nova Scotian before getting caught up in the jazz fest schedule, MacDonald 

is glad to be back on the East Coast. He’s playing here for the first time — joined at the Carleton by bassist Steve 

Kirby and drummer Dave Laing — since picking up the Juno for his 13th album Vista Obscura in March, and 

SOCAN’s Hagood Hardy Jazz Award in June. 

He’s certainly come a long way in the Canadian jazz world since growing up in New Waterford in the 1970s, 

straining to hear the strange new sounds he was picking up on his clock radio from somewhere further south. “I 

believe the signal was coming from Buffalo, N.Y.,” he recalls. “There was no real radio in Cape Breton broadcast-

ing late at night, but I could get this faint signal, and I recall listening to bits and pieces with one ear to the radio 

until 5 or 6 in the morning. “MacDonald began to find his calling through high school music teacher Terry Hill, 

and later Nova Scotia’s dean of jazz, Don Palmer, while sharing K-Mart and Woolworth’s discoveries of Miles Da-

vis and Herbie Hancock records with friend and drummer Tom Roach, who lived four houses away. 

“Things kind of unfolded very slowly, in terms of getting a view of the history of the music,” says MacDonald, 

who moved to Toronto in 1977 to study music in Humber College, where he now teaches as a full-time professor 

and conducts an annual Youth Jazz Canada summer workshop.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

In 1999, he earned his first Juno Award for The Atlantic Sessions — in the “mainstream jazz” category, if that 

term makes any sense — and again this year for Vista Obscura. By turns elegant and hard-swinging, the album 

was recorded last year with veteran Memphis-born pianist Harold Mabern, plus Canadians Neil Swainson on 

bass (who also appears on The Atlantic Sessions), drummer Andre White and saxophonist Pat LaBarbera. A 

friend for the past 30 years, Mabern is a walking history of jazz, dating back to the late ’50s when he got a gig 

with Harry (Sweets) Edison the same day he moved to New York from Chicago. He went on to play with Lionel 

Hampton, Donald Byrd and Davis. Perhaps most famously, he was part of Lee Morgan’s band in 1972 on the 

night the talented trumpeter was shot dead by his common-law wife on the bandstand at New York’s Slug’s Sa-

loon. 

With that kind of talent, making Vista Obscura didn’t require a lot of prep work. “It was pretty loose, we played a 

couple of nights, then had two relatively short days of recording, with Pat coming in on the second day,” says 

MacDonald of LaBarbera, who previously worked with him on a tribute to the great John Coltrane, which turned 

out to have some bearing on Vista Obscura. 

“There are two Coltrane songs on there, Lonnie’s Lament and Naima, and this is how loose the sessions were, 

we weren’t planning on recording either. “But sometimes good things happen in the moment.” 

STEPHEN COOKE - ARTS REPORTER – CHRONICLE HERALD 

QUOTES 

Kirk MacDonald has maintained his integrity as one of Canada's leading saxophonists for over 25 years. As a 

composer and performer, Kirk has managed to turn out exceptional musical projects every few years that reflect 

his musical growth and direction. 

Pat LaBarbera (saxophonist with Buddy Rich, Elvin Jones – Humber College Faculty)- 2009 



 

 

Kirk is a bridge between tradition and modern saxophone playing. He is one of the shining lights in Canada’s jazz 

scene. If you are looking for some modern jazz language to check out, this would be a great CD. Masterful play-

ing and in the present. 

Jerry Bergonzi (saxophonist, composer with Dave Brubeck – New England Conservatory Faculty) - 2010 

I find it difficult to put into words the level of respect & admiration that I have for Kirk. He has the rare ability to 

translate music into emotion & that’s something that only a true master musician can do. 

Dennis Mackrel (drummer/conductor with Count Bassie, Hank Jones – Queens College, New York Faculty) - 

2011 

In this age of rampant commercialism, it seems that dedication to one's art is in danger of extinction. Not so in 

the case of Kirk Macdonald, one of my favourite musical partners for the last thirty plus years. I've had the good 

fortune to play with Kirk in a host of different musical settings. For me, the experience has always been inspira-

tional as well as educational. Kirk's musical inquisitiveness seems to have no end. He's constantly pushing the 

envelope, searching for new ideas, new sounds. 

Lorne Lofsky (guitarist with Oscar Peterson, Ed Bickert – York University Faculty) - 2012 

Over the past decade, Toronto tenor saxophonist Kirk MacDonald has established a national identity. His 

throaty, full-bodied sound graces numerous recordings, and his performances across the country have made 

him a must see attraction. Coupled with superb compositional abilities, MacDonald's complete musicianship 

gives him a creative edge. 

Greg Sutherland - THE JAZZ REPORT 

Finally MacDonald whose tone is the essence of tenor sax, packed to the gunwales with harmonics and over-

tones, began to do that thing that he does - an endless stream of bop - like lines which he pours out, without 

repeating himself, as though he wasn't simply playing licks, but tapping into a subterranean jet-stream of me-

lodic invention. 

Steve Pederson - CHRONICLE HERALD 

 


