
 
Lewis Nash (WKCR, June 26, 2006): 
Lewis Nash Quintet at the Village Vanguard. 
 
[MUSIC: Kenny Drew Trio, Apasionata] 
 
TP: That featured one of the most prominent drum-bass combinations of our time, Lewis Nash 
and Peter Washington, who’ve been playing on bandstands countless during the ‘90s with 
Tommy Flanagan, and are performing together this week in the Lewis Nash Quintet at the 
Village Vanguard. Since 1999, when you first seriously undertook leading groups and 
performing out with them… This will be your second group-leader gig this year on New York 
bandstands. You were at Dizzy’s Room in January. You’ve played often with a septet, and lately 
a trio as well with Steve Nelson and Peter Washington, and a duo with Steve Wilson. Is this 
quintet a new band for you? 
 
LEWIS: The newness this week is basically having Gerald Clayton on piano. In the past, generally 
it’s been Mulgrew Miller or Renee Rosnes or no piano, and others on occasion. But Gerald is a 
fantastic young musician who is certainly going to make a name for himself. Many people are 
aware that he’s the son of bassist-arranger John Clayton. 
 
TP: New repertoire this week? 
 
LEWIS: A few things. We do have all this various repertoire in a soup, and each night, depending 
on the vibe or feeling, I decide whether we’re going to play it or not. Basically, this week is not 
so much about new repertoire, although I generally like to do a gig in town when I do have 
something new to offer. But I didn’t want to let a whole year go by without playing at the 
Vanguard. So this week really is about our creativity on the stage in the moment no matter 
what we play, because there won’t be any incredible unveilings of new material. 
TP: Do you approach your role, your performance in any different manner when you’re leading 
a group versus playing as a sideman? Does your point of view become the guiding flow for the 
performances when you’re leading the group? Although of course, it would in other ways when 
you’re a sideman. 
 
LEWIS: Of course, since it’s more or less my musical vision in that sense, I am providing some 
direction for how I want it to go pacing-wise and all of that. But I am actually trying to allow 
everyone else to establish a direction without dictating where I feel it should go. I don’t like that 
kind of dictatorial way of approaching it from a bandleading standpoint. I like to be open to the 



input from everyone else. So while I am selecting the set and the pieces, and kind of deciding 
how long they’re going to be and all that, I just give some basic parameters and then let 
everybody go where it’s going to go. 
 
TP: You’ve also developed a circle of people around you, good friends with busy schedules 
who’ve made time to play on your gigs and help develop the sound of your band. 
LEWIS: You bring to mind several things to me. For me, I was listening to and enjoying Bill 
[Stewart]’s interview on the way here, and some of the things you were talking about… As a 
sideman, I have a lot of different varieties of things that I’m really happy to do, and fortunate to 
be able to do. So I get a lot of different looks and feels, musically speaking, from all these 
different things I’m doing, so when I come to do my thing, I can bring elements of those various 
things to mind. But also, I don’t feel like I have to necessarily explore some of the other things 
that I explore in other situations to greater depth just because it’s my situation. I might feel like 
I can do some other things. And those things may change each time I play live as a leader. But 
I’m so satisfied that I don’t feel a need to explore so many different varieties of things in my 
own situation. I can concentrate on certain things. 
 
TP: Has being a leader evolved your own drum technique or sense of flow as a drummer? Do 
you find that you do certain things that are idiosyncratic to you more readily than you would in 
sideman situations? Ways of hitting beats… 
 
LEWIS: Not so much now. Maybe in the earlier years of deciding to do things as a leader, that 
might have been the case. But I’m not even sure then how much it was the case. Because so 
much of how I approach the instrument and how I approach making music with people is 
consistent, no matter what. So whereas there may be things I’m less apt to do in one situation 
versus another because of the type of music or the style or whatever, I think generally there is a 
consistent thread that you can hear running through everything. I can tell it’s me. Whether it’s a 
piece of music that’s quirky and out, or if it’s a piece of music that’s straight down the middle, 
swinging, I know how I touch the drums, I can hear that same consistency throughout that. I 
think that’s an important thing. 
 
TP: You went out with Betty Carter in 1981. So you’ve been a working professional New York 
musician for 25 years. There’s 25 years of musical history that you’re part of now. In an overall 
sense, what are some of the salient things you’ve seen change in the musical ideas people are 
articulating now vis-a-vis 1981, when you came up. There are continuities, but it’s a very 
different world. 
 
LEWIS: You could say that in many respects. I’m not sure I’d be the best arbiter of that. I came 
here in 1980 the first time, and I was going around to hear as much music as I could possibly 
hear. At the same time, I was taking some lessons with Freddie Waits. There were certain guys 
who were working quite a bit. Billy Hart seemed to be everywhere in those days; he was playing 
every week somewhere, or it seemed like two different places a night at times! Some of the 
greats were still leading bands—Woody Shaw, Dexter Gordon, Art Blakey, Betty Carter (whose 
band I was in). There were these kind of iconic leaders who were still around, and young guys 



wanted to be in their bands and hone their craft and whatnot. For me, I tried to bring a certain 
sensibility to the music. When I got here to play with Betty, before that in Arizona, I had been 
playing a lot of different things with people who’d come through town—Sonny Stitt and people 
like that when they’d pick up a rhythm section—but I also had an ear to the more exploratory 
things. I had a duo with saxophonist Allan Chase, and we opened concerts in Phoenix—before I 
even moved to New York—for Old And New Dreams, which is how I met Ed Blackwell and 
Dewey and Don and Charlie Haden. Then we opened for the Art Ensemble of Chicago, we 
opened for Sun Ra., playing this duo. I had bells on my ankles. We were doing a lot of 
interesting and exploratory things. So I always had an ear to those kinds of things. But what I 
realized was that I didn’t want to marginalize myself… I don’t know if that’s really the right way 
of putting it. But I wanted to take advantage of whatever I could get from the people who had 
been the movers and shakers in the music further back, the Betty Carters and Ron Carters and 
Tommy Flanagans and people like that. I didn’t want to not be able to associate myself with 
that lineage. 
 
TP: You didn’t want to cut yourself off. 
 
LEWIS: No. So I felt like, okay, at some point in the future, I can always… I’m not going to lose 
my desire to be creative, I’m not going to forget how to explore. So I wanted to make sure I 
immersed myself in where the music was coming from to such an extent that I had an 
opportunity to interact with these great players. So over time, I have fortunately been able to 
do that. People like Horace Silver and McCoy and all these different people I’ve played with, all 
of that has contributed to whatever it is I’m offering as a bandleader, I hope. 
 
TP: Another thing I touched on a little earlier with Bill, we were discussing about the ways in 
which over the last 15 years odd meters and world rhythmic structures have become more part 
of the musical vernacular rather than slightly more exotic, as it was in the ‘80s. From your 
perspective, as someone who became established during the ‘80s, before people like Danilo 
Perez and Ed Simon came to town, and when Steve Coleman was just starting to deal with the 
things he did with Dave Holland… How do you see those developments affecting the rhythmic 
template of jazz these days? Has that changed a lot? 
 
LEWIS: I think it’s just become more of a wide palette, I guess. The stuff has always been there, 
people have been exploring things from Max and Brubeck and various people in the ‘50s, and 
there’s already a precedent in world music. So I think the foundation was already laid for 
people to explore a lot of different things, whether it’s odd meters, whether it’s interesting and 
different harmonic ideas or structural things with tunes that are not necessarily 32-bar song 
forms of AABA. People have been exploring a lot of different things for a long time. What you 
have to learn how to do is incorporate all of it, and not be afraid of any challenges, and then 
also not be afraid to be basic, too. You can be complicated and simple, and both things work. 
Also, everyone has a different thing to contribute to this thing. We’re not all supposed to do the 
same thing. 
 



TP: Did anything new happen in the last 15 years? How would say the sound of jazz in 2006… If 
you’d left the planet in 1990, came back now, and hadn’t heard any jazz since, what changes 
would you discern? 
 
LEWIS: I leave the planet on a regular basis, but I do come back. You know, Ted, I really never 
think of it in those terms. But I suppose the same way there’s new technologies… If you left the 
planet, came back 15 years later, and the Internet. So I imagine for your ear, yes, but when 
you’re in it, you can’t hear or observe the changes so clearly, I guess. It might be like if you go 
away and come back home and see someone who was an adolescent when you left, and when 
you come back they’re grown up but it’s the same person. That probably didn’t answer your 
question. 
 
TP: It didn’t, but that’s fine. As Charlie Parker once said immortally on that video, “music speaks 
louder than words.” In 2003-04, or maybe in 2004-05 you did a few recordings for M&I, the 
Japanese label… 
 
[MUSIC: “Tico, Tico”] 
 
What’s it like to play so much with the same bass player? You’ve played a lot with George Mraz 
over the years, with Christian McBride and Ron Carter. But the names Washington and Nash go 
together in a certain interesting way. How has it evolved? 
 
LEWIS: There are certain vibes that you feel from musicians when you play with them for the 
first time. Even though I’ve played with a lot of different bass players, as you’ve mentioned, the 
special rapport I have with Peter… I have a special rapport with the other guys you mentioned 
as well. But with Peter, I don’t have to worry about whether he’s going to be doing what I need 
him to do to make everything come across like I’d like it to. You were asking me if I’m thinking 
about the directions of how things are progressing as we’re playing with my group. With Peter 
as the bass anchor, there are certain things I know are going to be in place, and I don’t have to 
worry about those things. They are unspoken things. It’s telepathic almost. So it’s kind of a 
comfort zone, a comfort level having him there that allows me to feel free to do a lot of things 
that I might not attempt. 
 
TP: Can you name what a couple of those things might be? 
 
LEWIS: He can sense when I’m orchestrating things a certain way and breaking the time, exactly 
what to do to keep the forward momentum of the time going, so it doesn’t seem like we both 
pulled the rug out from under everyone else. In other words, we kind of share the duties of 
keeping the forward propulsion of the music going. Also, sometimes I can just look to him and 
nod if I want to change the feel, and he knows to go wherever I’m trying to make it go. His ears 
are wide open. He picks great notes in his walking bass lines. I’m often keying off of the bass for 
the harmonic structure and framework of the tune much more than the piano comping or 
something like singing the tune in my head. I’m more focused on the movement of the bassline. 
 



TP: I recall reading Max Roach saying that there’s no such thing as melodic drums, but there is 
such a thing as rhythmic design, and people sometimes confuse rhythmic design for playing 
melody on the drums. You seem always to be very conscious of rhythmic design within the 
forward motion. How has that concept evolved for you? 
 
LEWIS: That rhythmic design that Max was talking about, in the sense he’s speaking about the 
melodic interpretation… Another word I’ve heard for it is linear. I tune the drums in a way that 
the intervals are wide enough that it can give the impression of melodic movement. If I play 
certain fills, and the drums are extremely close in the tuning, you don’t get the sense of 
separation and you don’t get the sense of movement up or down a scale. So if I tune the drums 
at wider intervals, then it seems to give more of an impression that I’m playing some types of 
melodic things. I like to interject phrases that are not just drum fills, but maybe necessarily a 
continuation of the line I might have heard the soloist just playing, except I’m articulating it on 
the drums, so when he takes a breath (if it’s a horn player), I’m almost thinking in terms of 
continuing his linear thought process on the drums until he puts the horn back to his mouth, 
and maybe inspire him to go rhythmically in one direction or another, rather than just a drum 
fill for the sake of filling space and very drum-oriented—I might make it more linear. 
 
TP: Let me repeat a couple of questions I asked Bill Stewart before. I asked him early on in his 
career how aware he was of the history of the drums in reference to his own development, 
and, if he emulated other iconic drummers, who some of those drummers might have been. 
That led to asking him at what point he got beyond those influences and began to assimilate 
them into his own thing. 
 
LEWIS: Of course, anyone who gets involved in this music at the drums is going to have to go 
through a certain group of players if they’re really going to say that they’ve studied the music 
and the history of jazz drumming. For me, in my earliest development, before I really started 
playing jazz, I was playing a lot of R&B and funk, and that’s pretty much what I was playing. So I 
wasn’t as… Coming from an R&B, funk and blues… My mother used to listen to a lot of blues—
B.B. King and Muddy Waters and that stuff. Coming from that kind of background, I wasn’t 
necessarily as attracted to the Rock elements, the fusion stuff so much. Even though I could 
appreciate the drumming aspects of Tony and Billy Cobham and the guys who played in the 
fusion genre, I was more attracted to the funkier, danceable things at that time, in those earlier 
years. Then once I became aware of people like Max Roach and Roy Haynes and Philly Joe 
Jones, Elvin, Jimmy Cobb, and all the various people, then I started to explore the possibilities of 
that approach to playing the drums. So my influences went from James Brown’s drummers and 
the Stax records, Al Green and that whole feel, to the guys I just mentioned in straight-ahead 
jazz, Kenny Clarke and those people who laid the foundation in jazz drumming. So in a way, I 
have less of the influences of, say, the fusion era, like Tony and Billy Cobham, Jack DeJohnette 
with Miles, in that context. That stuff actually came later rather than earlier, whereas for some 
guys that’s some of the first stuff they got into. Whereas for me, I got into the other stuff, and 
then I kind of backtracked. With my knowledge of music being a little greater, than I think I was 
able to appreciate and assimilate more of the elements of the more modern players… 
 



TP: How would you assimilate vocabulary? Playing along with records and trying to replicate the 
style? 
 
LEWIS: Yeah. Playing along. Because then you turn it up loud, or you have headphones and 
you’re playing along, and you can almost interject yourself into the band, in a sense. That’s one 
way of beginning to assimilating some of the vocabulary, just playing along. 
 
TP: Were a lot of these guys coming through your town? 
 
LEWIS: No, not that many people came through Phoenix. I didn’t see much. 
 
TP: Probably you’d heard Ed Blackwell before you opened for Old & New Dreams. 
 
LEWIS: Yes. 
 
TP: But seeing him probably put a whole different spin on what he was doing. 
 
LEWIS: Definitely. But I didn’t get to see that many great players. Only towards the end, before I 
eventually came to New York in the late ‘70s… As I mentioned earlier, Sonny Stitt came through 
town and I played with him, and I’d meet and see other people that way. I heard Tony Williams 
with VSOP I think in ‘78 or ‘79. Yeah, I began to see and hear a few people like that. But coming 
to New York and being able to sit in the front row of the Vanguard to watch and listen to Elvin, 
yeah, there wasn’t anything like that going on in Phoenix, I’m afraid. 
 
TP: Many young aspirants will be sitting in the catbird seat or the Vanguard this week, and get 
there when the doors open at 8:15 to get a bird’s eye view of Lewis Nash and quintet… This 
puts you together with Billy Hart, who as you said was playing everywhere when you came to 
town… Dark Shadows. 
 
[MUSIC: “Dark Shadows:; Ray Bryant (RRB), “Glory, Glory”; Hannibal-George Adams, Cry] 
 
We heard Lewis getting into a very African conception of the trapset. I think you said you heard 
Sunny Ade’s talking drummers and were trying to get that quality, as well as Edward Blackwell. 
And it doesn’t get any more fundamental than Glory, Glory. 
We’ll hear recordings Lewis made with several people who recently passed on. Jackie McLean, 
and John Hicks, with whom you performed on three Joe Lovano nonet recordings. Did you ever 
record trio with John? 
 
LEWIS: I didn’t record trio with John, but I made gigs in trio with him. He brought something 
special to any situation. But in the Lovano dates and in the nonet, John was such an integral 
part of the sound of that group. 
 



TP: That nonet gig is an interesting one, because there’s lots of room for you to roam and travel 
rhythmically and sonics to weave in and out of. Since Lovano himself likes to play drums… 
Unfortunately, the only tracks that are applicable are 10-16 minutes… 
 
[MUSIC: w/ Jackie McLean, “Little Melonae”] 
 
LEWIS: It was an interesting date, because I think that may have been the first time that Jackie 
and Junko met, in the studio. Of course, that happens quite often in jazz anyway. I remember it 
very well, because I remember someone in the studio mentioning something about intonation, 
probably someone associated with the label, some peripheral person, and I remember hearing 
Jackie say, “I’ve played out of tune my whole life; why should I start playing in tune NOW?” I 
thought that was the funniest thing I had… It was tongue-in-cheek, it was just everything. It 
lightened up the session and allowed us just to go ahead and play. It was a funny comment. 
 
TP: When you hear Lewis Nash, you’ll be hearing someone who’s embodied the experiences of 
playing on a regular basis, at one point or another, for ten years with Tommy Flanagan, on 
many occasions with Tommy Flanagan’s good friend Sonny Rollins, with Ron Carter for years, 
with Betty Carter, with McCoy Tyner, with Don Pullen, and with just about every significant 
musician who made a mark on jazz from the 1940s on up, and even going to a date with Doc 
Cheatham and Benny Carter and Hank Jones. All those experiences are encoded in Lewis’ 
playing and performance and presentation in one manner or another, and you should not miss 
him when he’s leading a band. 
 
[MUSIC: w/ McCoy Tyner from Illuminations, The Chase] 
 
 


