
 
 

 
Lewis Nash (WKCR, December 1, 2005) – re Nash-Wilson duo at Sweet Rhythm: 
 
TP: [MUSIC: McCoy Tyner-Lewis Nash duo] 
Duets. Lewis records so much and in so many different contexts and situations, that doing an 
hour on your work is like looking for the needle in the haystack. You’ll be quite present in NYC 
area in December and directly after the New York. Next week at Dizzy’s Room with Donal Fox 
and George Mraz. The following week is week one of Cedar Walton’s annual fortnight at the 
Village Vanguard with Roy & David. Then Umbria with Joe Locke. Then at Dizzy’s Room on 
January 10th with Flanagan tribute, with Renee, Peter & Steve Nelson. Frequent associates. 
How did the duo project with Steve Wilson come to pass? You go back a ways, and you a few 
records with him on Criss-Cross in the early ‘90s. 
 
LEWIS: That’s correct. Steve and I have played through the years in various situations. As far as 
the duo format, I enjoy that with the horns, and, as we just heard on the cut with me and 
McCoy Tyner, with the piano, and I’ve done duo with organ, of course, duo with guitar even. 
The duo situation is a challenge in many ways. In other ways, it’s pretty much just like any other 
time you go to play music. You deal with certain repertoire or whatever, with one another 
musician, and you try to make music as best you can interacting with that person. 
 
TP: But this is a working duo, of sorts, and a duo you’ve both chosen to stick with. It’s not a one-
off situation. 
 
LEWIS: That’s right. Steve came to mind for me when I was thinking about doing this as 
someone I enjoyed playing with, number one, and also someone whom I felt I’d have a nice 
working rapport with musically for a number of reasons, not least of which is that his time is so 
great. So when someone has really good time internally, you can try a lot of different things 
which don’t necessarily have to spell out where you are metrically or in a form. A lot of times, 
Steve and I come out at the right place as if it just happened naturally. I don’t have to worry 
about making sure that I mark time for him when we’re playing. He’s one of the musicians I 
enjoy playing with in any situation, but particularly in the duo. 
 



TP: How would it differ than playing in a rhythm section with Peter Washington or George 
Mraz, two of the master jazz bassists on the planet? 
 
LEWIS: First of all, there’s a lot more space without the chordal instrument being there. How 
that would differ from a bass and drum situation is that the sound of Steve’s instrument, of 
course, won’t be in that bass range, to fill out some of that range I’ll often play different 
patterns or motifs between the low toms and the bass drum, things like that, to give some 
weight and low-end sound to the duo. Sometimes Steve will even play bass-type lines, whether 
walking or harmonically in the bass range. We basically try to give as much of a feeling of 
arrangement and orchestration as we can with the two instruments. 
TP: You mentioned to me that your duo playing goes back to college days when you attended 
Arizona State University, where one of your fellow underclassmen was the saxophonist Allan 
Chase, who now runs the jazz department at New England Conservatory. I think you mentioned 
that you and he would open up as a duo for groups like Old and New Dreams, the Art Ensemble 
of Chicago… 
 
LEWIS: Mmm-hmm. Sun Ra. 
 
TP: George Adams and Don Pullen. So not all your fans may know that you have roots in that 
direction as well as creating modern extensions and variations on the masters of jazz lifeblood, 
Kenny Clarke and Max Roach. People who played with those people appreciate your playing for 
your ability to put your own spin on what they did in an idiomatic manner, but they don’t 
necessarily know about that other aspect of your tonal personality. 
 
LEWIS: Well, those were interesting times. It’s before I moved to New York. I was still going to 
college. It was a good time and a good place for me to experiment with some different things, 
and Allan Chase and I had a duo, and we played around Phoenix. We opened for those people 
you mentioned, groups like that. That’s when I first met Ed Blackwell, when he came to 
Phoenix, playing with Old and New Dreams. I met the guys in the Art Ensemble of Chicago. I was 
always open to fresh things. Even though, as you mentioned, a lot of fans and listeners may not 
be aware of that experience I’ve had in that realm, still I always try to bring, even to the more 
conventional (for want of a better word) situations I play in…I always try to bring a feeling of 
freshness and openness to those situations that you might expect in a more open musical 
situation. 
 
TP: One thing that might also be surprising to some people is that you came to hardcore jazz 
fairly late in the game. You weren’t a teenage student of every record of Art Blakey and Philly 
Joe Jones. It didn’t really happen until college. 
 
LEWIS: Right. In my high school years I was playing a lot of R&B, Funk, Earth, Wind & Fire, James 
Brown type stuff, and I was playing football and playing sports, and being a jazz musician was 
the furthest thing from my mind. 
 



TP: Is there any connection between the way you developed—not starting early, but learning 
rudiments, time, vibe, etc.? 
 
LEWIS: You know, I wonder. I don’t know if I can say with any certainty. But the fact that it was 
always something I did for fun and I never thought in those earlier days about “this is what I 
want to do for a living, this is what drives me, this is what I’m here to do”—I didn’t have those 
thoughts. I was a broadcast journalism major, and my mentor…I didn’t know him, but Max 
Robinson, who used to be on ABC News, the first African-American anchor. I wanted to do 
things like that, and follow in those footsteps. But the music started to rope me in. 
 
TP: When did it start to become apparent to you that you were going to become a musician and 
not a voice? 
 
 
LEWIS: I’m a voice on the drums, I hope. But I had a professor at Arizona State whose name is 
Charles Argersinger. He still teaches in Washington State now. One day he pulled me aside in 
the hallway at Arizona State, and he asked me point-blank: “Lewis, you’re not a music major, 
are you.” “No.” “You’re not planning to go into music as a career, are you?” “Nope.” He said, “I 
think you’re making a mistake.” 
 
TP: Why did he think that? Did he say? 
 
LEWIS: He didn’t really spell it out, but I assume he’d heard a lot of young musicians and people 
he felt had potential or didn’t have potential, and he probably… He did say that “‘I think you’re 
someone who could go somewhere in this, and you should think about it.” 
 
TP: What qualities were people hearing at that time? You were playing in Phoenix in rhythm 
section, behind Art Pepper or Sonny Stitt. What were those experiences like? Were they harsh? 
Were they supportive? 
 
LEWIS: They were demanding, but not harsh. I met Sonny Stitt on the stage. I played a week. 
We had no rehearsal, we just came in as the local rhythm section. Of course, he used to do that 
all the time. The first tune he counted off I think was Cherokee at some breakneck, ridiculously 
fast tempo, and that was, “Hello, I’m Sonny Stitt.” Those kinds of experiences for a young 
musician…it’s great. It just throws you right into the fire. 
 
TP: As far as learning the correct tone… Were you thinking by that time of the way Max Roach 
might be handling this situation, or Billy Higgins, or Philly Joe Jones, or Shadow Wilson, etc.? 
Were you trying to bring any of that vocabulary to bear by that time? 
 
LEWIS: Definitely. 
 
TP: How did you do that without seeing them? Drums is kind of a visual instrument, isn’t it? You 
have to learn to put your body in position to make transitions and so on. 



 
LEWIS: That’s true. I didn’t have very much exposure to these great drummers—I should say 
none—in terms of watching them. I didn’t see any of the great names drumming-wise… 
Actually, that’s not true. I did see and hear Dannie Richmond with Mingus in the late ‘70s, and 
Blackwell. But Max and Elvin, Tony Williams, until I came to New York, I didn’t have a chance to 
observe them up-close, the way we do, putting them under the microscope and watching every 
little thing they do. 
 
TP: How did you pick up vocabulary? 
 
LEWIS: What I heard on the records, I tried to emulate and find the best way to reproduce 
those kinds of sounds and phrases, and hope that what I came up with was close. 
 
TP: you came out of Phoenix with Betty Carter, didn’t you. 
 
LEWIS: Yes, I did. Another into-the-fire type situation. Freddie Waits actually recommended me 
to her. I had met him. He came through Phoenix with the Billy Taylor Trio. 
 
TP: I recall you saying that she was very specific and precise about tempos and feels, but 
wanted you to be creative within those parameters. 
 
LEWIS: That’s very correct. It’s a good way of putting it. She knew exactly what she wanted, and 
sometimes we didn’t quite know how to give her that in the best way, but we’d try to find it. It 
was a challenge to play with her at that stage of my career. It was probably the best thing for 
me then. 
 
TP: The same could be said for a number of musicians in your generation who came up in that 
tough-love crucible that was the Betty Carter band. 
[MUSIC: “Stomping At the Savoy”; “Tickle-Toe”; then with Celtic Jazz Collective, w/ Paddy 
Keenan on bagpipes] 
 
TP: You were saying that part of the appeal of performing with Steve Wilson is his musicality, 
his time. You both share a quality of being extremely well-grounded in the fundamentals. He 
plays a lot of big band sections, studio things, but when it comes to improvising and doing 
something creative, he’s completely prepared to do that as well. You’re a few years older, but 
coming out of similar experiences. Last year, there was a month when you did a weekly duo at 
Sweet Rhythm. How did it evolve from beginning to end. 
 
LEWIS: Each time we did it, of course, you build on the previous time in terms of ideas, the way 
things evolve musically. That was good for us, because we’re both busy doing so many other 
things, and we have a limited amount of time that we can dedicate to the duo projects. So 
when we had that string of performances, that really helped us to solidify the sound we heard 
for the duo at that time. 
 



TP: Did the sound evolve over the month, or did it remain on the template on which it began? 
 
LEWIS: I don’t know if the sound evolved, but the way that we approached probably became 
freer than when we first started. We’re still trying to find that happy medium, that balance 
between freedom and the opposite of that… 
 
TP: Freedom and form, or whatever it is. You’re the kind of musician who’s able to find freedom 
within form in situations that other people might handle by rote. You take those fundamentals 
and you always seem to find a new twist or some vocabulary of your own. How much do you 
work on that off the bandstand? How much comes to you when you’re on the bandstand? 
 
LEWIS: I would say that a lot of it comes while you’re on the bandstand in the middle of the 
moment. But you have to be daring, brave enough to take a chance in a particular situation 
where it’s easy to play it safe. I’m always trying to make whatever I play be logical. Just because 
it’s logical doesn’t mean it has to be corny or rote. But some of the most creative things done in 
a musical situation I think can be considered logically a part of what’s going on without them 
being done over and over again or something common. 
 
TP: But you play on a lot of one-off sessions. You might not have played with the person before. 
You might be seeing the music for the first time. A lot of money is at stake—studio time. How 
do you keep both processes going, the imperative of trying to do something to at least satisfy 
even yourself that you’re not doing it the way it was done before, but also fulfilling the 
function? Is it a process of logic really? 
 
LEWIS: It really is. I think so. I can think of many recording sessions where just what you 
mentioned is the case. You’re seeing the music for the first time. You’re probably not going to 
play it again after that live, it’s just for this recording, but maybe the music is challenging in 
certain ways, maybe form-wise or changing meters or something you’re just not familiar with, 
or maybe it’s musicians who you don’t play with all the time, so you’re still trying to establish 
the kind of rapport in the studio playing. So when you have these kinds of challenges, you 
always fall back on your basic musicianship. For horn players, it might be: Am I playing in tune? 
Am I reading this part correctly? Am I making these changes? And so on. For me in the rhythm 
section: “Am I setting up the figures, or am I making the transitions in the music smooth enough 
so there’s a certain flow where the other musicians can do whatever it is they need to do? Am I 
helping make sure that everyone who’s playing feels a certain comfort zone that allows them to 
play to the best of their ability? Is the time feel steady? Am I helping them to feel whatever 
changes might be going on in the music to the best of my ability from the drums? 
 
TP: A lot of people in jazz particularly, when improvising on their instruments, think of other 
instruments. Trumpeters think of saxophones, that sort of thing. In that regard, I’ll bring up a 
comment I once read from Max Roach, which is that you don’t play melody on the drums, you 
play rhythmic designs on the drums, which is a slightly different thing, and almost gives the 
illusion of melody. I don’t know if you would subscribe to that statement or not. But one 



characteristic of your tonal personality is that you play rhythmic designs within the flow of a 
moment. Can you talk about creating in that way? 
 
LEWIS: The melodic impression comes from the fact the rhythmic variations that may be played 
on the drumset give the feeling of a melodic line in the way the rhythms are put together. Every 
melody has a rhythmic component. So when you’re expressing yourself in phrases which have 
the same types of rhythmic components that melodic lines have, then you’re going to give the 
impression that you’re playing a melody. But this kind of linear approach to playing the drums 
of which Max Roach was the founding father in the music is something that really attracts me. 
It’s something I like to do or attempt to do. I’m always trying to find a way to keep that 
approach to playing the drums somehow involved in the evolution of the music, so that’s not 
just thrown away or thrown out as something that was done in the past, but it’s being made to 
find a contemporary way… I don’t know if that’s the best way of putting it. But a way of today’s 
creative jazz playing or creative improvising, utilizing that approach to the drums as well as all 
the other ones. 
 
TP: Try to parse that a bit. By “today’s approach to the drums,” are you talking about 
incorporating the way drummers play in contemporary dance-oriented music, or the broader 
rhythmic palette that’s more commonly available to jazz drummers now? 
 
LEWIS: I mean that in the sense that a lot of other influences have become a part of playing this 
music, influences from the various so-called world musics, and also in terms of the more recent 
developments in drumming going back to the ‘60s and ‘70s with Tony Williams and Elvin and 
Roy Haynes, who has been a part of it, it seems like, forever—and still is. That kind of freshness, 
without losing the approach of that linear style. I guess always trying to find a way to keep that 
as a part of the equation. 
 
TP: Playing 100-150 gigs a year with Tommy Flanagan for ten years, and many gigs over a long 
period with Ron Carter, would be a very good way of honing those skills and that sensibility. 
 
LEWIS: I would say so, yes. And all of the recording sessions as well. Because there you have a 
chance to hear back right away things that you try, and you can go in and listen and say, “Oh, 
okay, that didn’t come out quite like I wanted it to; I can go back and try a different thing 
again.” So being in the studio a lot has been helpful in refining or defining whatever it is I’m 
trying to do. 
 
[MUSIC: From Sea Changes, “Verdandi”; Love Letters, NTB] 
 
TP: You’ve done five-six dates for Japan with this group (Chestnut-Mraz-Nash), and performed 
about a month ago at Dizzy’s Room with them. By the way, wasn’t Elvin Jones the drummer on 
the original performance of Verdandi, which Tommy Flanagan made a staple of his ‘90s 
repertoire. With Manhattan Trinity, it’s a configuration put together for the studio that 
becomes a working group. It must be very different when you do it live. 
 



LEWIS: Yes. Especially since we hadn’t really established a live group personality yet. Everything 
had been done in the studio. 
 
TP: And the producer gives you the tune list and tells you to do something with it. 
 
LEWIS: Yes. But given the level of musicianship with Cyrus and George, we could pretty much 
do whatever we wanted and make it work. So it’s a great situation to be part of. 
 
TP: We were talking about being creative and fulfilling the function in the studio. We’ll play now 
one Grammy-winner and one Grammy-nominee record that Lewis was part of. You performed 
on Nancy Wilson’s RSVP this year, which won the 2005 Jazz Vocal Grammy, and you appeared 
on Gerald Wilson’s 2004 Grammy-nominated date, New York Sound. 
[MUSIC: Nancy Wilson, “I Let A Song Go Out Of My Heart”; Gerald Wilson, “Jeri,” from In My 
Time] 
 
TP: Since 1998, you’ve been leading ensembles of varying sizes—septets, quintets, quartets, 
trios, been in the Vanguard, been at Dizzy’s at the Kaplan Playhouse. No records yet, though. 
Only a couple of dates with trios for the Japanese market on somewhat circumscribed 
repertoire. It seems every year that you’re doing more and more, gradually building up 
repertoire and a base of concerts on which other people can draw in recognizing you as a 
bandleader. What are your aspirations in this regard? 
 
LEWIS: I think they are never-ending for someone who desires to continue to grow musically. I 
think about various things I’d like to do every day that I haven’t done yet. Wearing the 
bandleader hat takes a lot of work and takes a lot of time and effort, but it’s worthwhile to 
watch things come to fruition that began as just an idea or a thought. With that in mind, I’d like 
to do a lot more things in the future. Nothing specific comes to mind right now, but we have 
unlimited possibilities. 
 
[MUSIC: Diaspora, from Blues for Marcus] 
[END OF CONVERSATION] 
———- 


