1. When and why did you start playing?

Started playing piano at age 5.  Stopped lessons at 8 when we moved from NYC to Miami Beach.  Started playing Farfisa organ in rock bands from Junior High School through High School.  Played trombone in school bands since 5th grade. Started studying jazz at age 20 – first heard jazz at age 17.

2. How many instruments do you play professionally?

Primarily acoustic piano.  I just became a Steinway Artist which is helping a lot to furnish me with great pianos whenever possible.

Sometimes I play my Nord Electro keyboard.  Occasionally a Hammond Organ or some other electric keyboard (still love the sound of a Rhodes).  But acoustic piano is my primary instrument and the “love” of my life.

3. What was the first tune(s) you learned?

Fur Elise by Beethoven.

4. Is your family musical?

There is a musical heritage in my family going back to Odessa in the Ukraine.  An older cousin of mine played piano and accordion but none of my parents played an instrument.  They were, however, professional ball room dancers for a time.

6. Which musicians do you admire? Why?

John Coltrane, Bill Evans, Miles Davis, Andrew Hill, Wayne Shorter, Herbie Hancock, Bela Bartok, JS Bach, Beethoven, Stravinsky, Gershwin, Ravel, Joni Mitchell, the Beatles ….the list is endless, really.  What I admire most is the attention to creating/expressing one’s own individual sound/voice.

7. Which improvising musicians have you learned from?

Mark Whitecage, Joe Fonda, Herb , Gebhard Ullmann – really ALL the musician’s I have ever played with and continue to play with.  I have been traveling to Argentina to teach and perform the last 4 years and have learned so much listening to the local musicians and playing their music.  I have a band in Hungary with Joe Fonda and we are learning how to play over Hungarian rhythms.  

8. Who was your first teacher? What are some of your opinions about the state of music education today?  I had my first teacher 54 years ago and do not remember his name.  I do remember that he was not sure I was old enough to learn music but on the second lesson I understood enough about the symbols of notation so that he continued to give me lessons for 3 years.  Important teachers for me include Frank Stagnitta, Chuck Marohnic, living 25 years in NYC as a working musician and listening to an amazing amount of great music both live and recorded.

9. How do you practice for improvement and growth?  Describe your process for practicing.

I am enrolling this summer in a week-long intensive piano performance workshop which is primarily involved in correcting technical problems and integrating your body/spirit/mind with a holistic context.  I do not practice daily any more, primarily for physical reasons but also because so much of my time is spent working on the “business” of music (touring – logistics – organization, etc.). I spend the week before each tour finishing new music and organizing what I want to perform.  I am constantly searching for new teaching materials: there is an enormous amount of high level material available now.   I learn a lot myself from going through these new materials.  I am also doing more listening again, which is maybe the greatest teacher of all. 

10. What is your creative process for composing?

Composition is a long-term process for me.  I gather ideas over time and periodically come back to them.  Most of my writing takes place at the piano.  Occasionally I write something directly from my head onto paper and will then work with that material at the piano to develop the composition.  I use the computer mostly for notation and arranging.  Ultimately I sit at the piano and search for new sounds (voicings/rhythms/etc.)  which then begin to take shape and coalesce into some kind of musical form.

11. How do you balance touring, teaching and personal time?

I have an agreement with my wife that I will only be away 2 weeks at one time.  I try to stick to that as much as possible.  I negotiate with my students at the College for longer lesson times and less frequent lessons.   My adult private students are willing to be flexible around my traveling schedule and normally study bi-weekly as a rule.  None of this would work if not for the love and support of my wife, poet Tina Barr. 

12. Talk about the music and musicians performing on your upcoming release with Miles Griffith on ARC?

I have a very special relationship with Miles Griffith.  First of all I love his voice and his musicianship.  Second of all, I love him as a human being.  He is truly a rare spirit on the planet.  We have been playing together in various ensembles for about 14 years or so.  This quartet features us performing with 2 extraordinary Swiss musicians:  Bassist Dominique Girod and Drummer Dieter Ulrich.  These musicians are amazing and the Cd was recorded at Swiss Radio in Zurich after our 2008 European tour.  All the music is original written by myself, Miles or some collaborators of Miles.

13. You have written so many original compositions, have you been in competitions?  Any composition awards or prizes?

I believe I have written somewhere around 400 compositions.  I entered the Monaco Jazz Composition Contest in early 1990 and won 2nd place and $1100 which at the time was a fortune for me.  Other than that, I concentrate on performing and recording my music with a number of different ensembles around the world.  As of this date I perform with musicians in Hungary (Eastern Boundary Quartet), Switzerland (In Transit Quartet), Germany (Conference Call), Mexico (Omar Tamez), Argentina (EMU Musicale), Serbia (Szilard Mezei), Denmark (Jon Hemmersam), Poland and of course the USA (Fonda/Stevens Group; Griffith/Stevens Quartet; Southern Excursion Quartet; SSF Trio and others.  I have over 100 of my original compositions recorded and all this is delineated on my web site.

14. When is your next tour scheduled to commence?  With whom and where will you be performing?  I just returned from Mexico recently where I played a week as an invited guest with guitarist Omar Tamez, Steve Swell, Joe Fonda, Ramon Lopez and Felix Petry.  My next tour will be in October 2010 at which time I will be touring with my new Memphis quartet featuring vocalist Joyce Cobb, bassist Jonathan Wires and drummer Renardo Ward.  We just released our debut CD on Archer Records out of Memphis.

15. What types of events and venues are your favorites to play?  And, why?  I like playing small intimate venues that are smoke-free!!!!  The venue must have a good piano in proper tuning.  

I think the condition of the piano for me is paramount!!!

16. What advice would you give to musicians entering the music business?  Have a back up skill that you can always have to earn money.  I have musician friends who have worked early on as accountants, computer programmers, word processers, proof readers, substitute teachers, taxi drivers…….!!

Secondly I would tell them the following:

1.  Be honest!!!!!!

2.  Keep your word even if costs you money.

3. Be on time – NEVER be late.  Be dependable!

4.  Remember that everyone deserves respect.  Treat people as you would want them to treat you.  This business is more about PERSONAL relationships than about how great your music is. Get to know the presenters, club owners, etc.

5.  Pay your musicians NO MATTER WHAT HAPPENS!!!

6.  Write contracts simply and clearly. Even if they are not legal as international documents they create a clear agreement that you can always refer to!

17. What would like your musical legacy to include?

I hope that I leave a body of work that people will want to listen to and perform.  That somehow my music will continue to add to the positive energy on this planet.

