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THROUGHOUT A CAREER that’s included tours with stars like Justin Tim-berlake, Madonna, Christina Aguilera, and Janet Jackson, drummer Brian Frasi-er-Moore has always focused on learning new skills. 
The Philadelphia-native is no stranger to the spotlight of the stage and screen: His performance behind Timberlake at the 2018 Super Bowl halftime show marked his second appearance at the big game. But despite his success as a backing musician, Frasier-Moore believes diversity is the key to longevity in the music business. So when he’s not touring with the stars, he’s busy running his con-sulting business, giving clinics and lectures, and working on his � rst solo album. Frasier-Moore began playing at age � ve and was soon performing in church, where 

he learned to keep time by watching the organist bang on the side of his keyboard. Largely self-taught, he was inspired to learn the intricate technqiue of jazz fusion after hearing Vinnie Colaiuta’s drumming on John Patitucci’s album On the Corner. By the time he � nished school, he was playing in clubs every weekend and turned fully professional when the weekend gigs started paying more than his part-time job at a legal publication. 
Once he decided to turn pro, Frasi-er-Moore called every producer, club, and studio he could � nd Philadelphia. “I wanted everybody to know who I was and what I was able to do.”  His persistence paid o�  when he was hired to play with area stars like DJ Jazzy Je� , Aaliyah, and Ginuwine. In 1996, he landed his � rst major tour, as 

the drummer for Whitehead Brothers (who were opening for Blackstreet).  “I was super cocky,” he admits. Then Blackstreet’s drum-mer Gerald Heyward took the stage: “That’s when I found out what this business is about,” he  s ay s .  “ H i s 
sound was incred-
ible.” Among the 
most important lessons from that tour were the value of prepa-ration and keeping your ego in check. Today, he studies every part of every song, taking notes about beats and accents. “Instead of showing all of your chops, it’s better to calm down and learn the music,” says Frasi-er-Moore, who patterns himself after the late and much loved sideman Ricky Lawson. “He played with Michael Jackson, Phil Collins, and other legends and proved you could make a great living being a drummer for hire. Everybody called him [because] he had a great attitude. That’s what I want to be. ” To cover every musical style, Frasi-er-Moore’s drum set blends acoustic and electronic elements, including three snares for di� erent sounds, along with � ve toms. “It’s practical for playing a 30- to 40-song set,” he says. 

When he’s not behind that massive kit, Moore, through his company BFM Consul-tation Services, mentors younger musicians (including Rihanna’s drummer Mike Reid) in skills like managing money and profes-sionalism. He hopes to expand BFM into a school for aspiring pros. “I want to give people con� dence [in managing their careers],” he says. As for managing his own: “I’m putting everything into my brand. Sometimes it seems like playing with Justin or Madonna is the simplest part of the day!”
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P R O F I L E
MAIN CLAIM TO FAME: Drummer for Justin Timberlake, 
Madonna, Christina Aguilera, Janet JacksonBACKGROUND: Began playing drums in churchEDUCATION: Self-taught

INFLUENCES: Vinnie Colaiuta, Ricky Lawson, Dave WecklADDITIONAL CREDITS: Super Bowls 46 and 52EQUIPMENT: Pearl drums. Sabian cymbals, Evans and 
DrumStatic heads, Vater sticks

“There’s 
always someone out there I can latch onto and learn from.” 

Brian Frasier-Moore
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TEACHING WITH IN TUNE

on – but whatever it is, I’m so ready for it!” 
(See Lesson No. 1.) 

“On call” musicians frequently tell us that 
possessing the ability to quickly and expertly 
adapt to new musical situations is a key career 
skill for them. The keen ability to sight-read, 
to take direction and react with precision, 
as well as to understand and lock in with 
other musicians with whom they may not be 
familiar – these are the hallmarks of a suc-
cessful Players subject. The most important 
thing to highlight here is that this is the stuff 
of study, practice and personal awareness, 
over and above any natural knack or talent 
for playing an instrument or singing.

E
ACH IN TUNE MONTHLY PLAYERS 
column begins with a header that 
reads, “Players – The Lives and 
Times of Working Musicians.” In 
a nutshell, these stories are meant 
to profile the careers of artists who 
play professionally on stage and in 
the studio, in supporting roles. 
Most are operating on multiple 

levels, augmenting recording session work, 
tours and appearances with any number of 
other musical activities. The overarching 
theme of most Players stories is that a musi-
cian doesn’t have to become a rock or pop 
star, or even “first chair,” to enjoy a reward-
ing career playing music. 

Our Players columns profile the careers 
of artists who have made their way by taking 
individual paths. The journey is the focus 
of the story, featuring unintended connec-
tions, the fortune that typically results from 
earnest effort, and how each journey is 
made up of a series of changes. Lesson No. 
1: Change Happens. It’s inevitable, so it 
should be expected. 

Change can be uncomfortable for some, 
primarily because it often involves new, 
challenging experiences. By definition, 
having a new experience means doing 
something you have never done before – and 

perhaps you don’t know how to do it, which 
can be unsettling. But meeting challenges 
is often what life is all about. Maturation 
and personal growth depend on our learning 
to confront change and adapt to it, accu-
mulating knowledge in the process. This is 
also what learning music is all about and 
why studying music imparts skills that can 
be applied throughout life. 

For instance, everyone starts out not 
knowing how to play an instrument. Then 
we learn and practice until playing that 
instrument becomes second nature. We start 
out not knowing how to play a piece of music; 
then we learn and practice until we know 
the piece intimately. Once we have gone 
through this process a few times, we begin 
new learning with less trepidation and more 
confidence, realizing that the exercise will 
lead us, as it has in the past, to a positive 
outcome. Relishing new experiences and 
entering into them with confidence gives us 
a better chance for success. 

The Players column in the April 2018 
issue showcased guitarist Jon Dretto, who 
spoke about his efforts to break out as a 
featured artist, but he acknowledged: “I don’t 
have a normal career… I don’t know what’s 
going to happen tomorrow. I don’t know 
who’s going to call, or what tour I might be 

AWARD-WINNING jazz trumpeter Ingrid 
Jensen studied at Boston’s Berklee College 
of Music on a full scholarship, taught in 
Europe, moved to New York City, and had a 
recording contract—all while still in her 20s. 

Such achievements would have most 
young musicians high-� ving themselves in 
the mirror. Instead, Jensen went back to 
the drawing board. “I had good ideas and 
good chops,” she explains. “But I couldn’t 
play them strongly enough.” One night after a gig, friend and fellow 

trumpeter Rebecca Franks told her to call 
Laurie Frink, a teaching legend among 
NYC’s elite players. “I went into a mode of 
deep study with Laurie,” Jensen recalls. “I 
did everything she told me to do—to the 
letter. After day one, I sounded a bit better; 

on day two I improved some more. After 
eight weeks, I found my sound. I could � nally 
play the music I’d been hearing in my head 
all along.”

Jensen grew up in a musical household 
near Vancouver, Canada. Some of her earliest 
memories are of playing her mom’s piano 
and singing songs as a family. At school, she 
wanted to learn the trombone. But because 
her older sister Janet was already playing it, 
her parents convinced her to try trumpet 
instead. “They said ‘no’ to two trombones,” 
she laughs. “But music was always a mode 
of expression in our house. We all studied 
piano. Mom had tons of lead sheets—sheet 
music with just the chords and melodies, 
and they were great for learning tunes and 
improvisation.”

Her parents also exposed her to jazz. “I grew up listening to Louis Armstrong, Harry James, Chet Baker, Miles Davis, Freddie Hubbard, Cli� ord Brown, Clark Terry, and many other great horn players,” she says. “Armstrong and 
Baker both sang and their trumpet tone 

and phrasing re� ected that. My lessons with 
Laurie helped me � nd my own version of 
their vocal quality, and that gave me much 
more con� dence.”With that, Jensen was on her way. Her 

1995 debut album, Vernal Fields, won a Juno 
(Canada’s version of the GRAMMY). She 
became a busy session and live player, per-
forming in the big bands of Maria Schneider 
and Darcy James Argue, and collaborating 
with with Terri-Lyne Carrington, Esperanza 
Spalding, and many others. But her closest collaborator is her 

younger sister, the award-winning saxo-
phonist Christine Jensen. “She’s a brilliant 
composer and bandleader,” Ingrid says. 
“She’s a solo artist and an in-demand guest 
artist, teaches at McGill University in Mon-
treal, and does clinics at the Miami Frost 
School of Music and NYC’s New School.” 
After appearing on many of each other’s 
solo projects over the years, the sisters 
shared top billing on their most recent 
album, the critically acclaimed, electroni-
ca-� avored In� nitude (2017). “I’ve had a chance to do everything I’ve 

wanted to do,” says Jensen, who was wrap-
ping up a new album and teaching at SUNY 
Purchase College when we spoke. “But I 
keep learning. I tell my students it’s like 
starting with an empty toolbox; each new 
thing you learn adds a tool to the box. But 
after you � ll the box, you’re not done; you 
need to get another toolbox and � ll that one, 
and then the next one and on and on. ” C
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P L AY E R S      THE LIVES AND TIMES OF WORKING MUSICIANS 

BY EMILE MENASCHÉ

P R O F I L E
MAIN CLAIM TO FAME: Award-winning trumpeter, 

composer, bandleader, session player, and educator. Artist 

in Residence at the 2018 Monterey Jazz FestivalHAS PLAYED WITH: Maria Schneider, Clark Terry, Ter-

ri-Lyne Carrington, Esperanza Spalding, Christine Jensen. 

EDUCATION: Graduated from Berklee College of Music; 

studied privately with Laurie FrinkINFLUENCES: Miles Davis, Chet Baker, Louis Armstrong, 

Clifford Brown, Harry James, Freddie HubbardEQUIPMENT: Custom Monette trumpets and mouthpieces

“You keep learning throughout your life”

Ingrid Jensen

BY PAUL IRWIN

HOW TO TEACH  
WITH THE IN TUNE 
PLAYERS 
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THROUGHOUT A CAREER that’s included tours with stars like Justin Tim-berlake, Madonna, Christina Aguilera, and Janet Jackson, drummer Brian Frasi-er-Moore has always focused on learning new skills. 
The Philadelphia-native is no stranger to the spotlight of the stage and screen: His performance behind Timberlake at the 2018 Super Bowl halftime show marked his second appearance at the big game. But despite his success as a backing musician, Frasier-Moore believes diversity is the key to longevity in the music business. So when he’s not touring with the stars, he’s busy running his con-sulting business, giving clinics and lectures, and working on his � rst solo album. Frasier-Moore began playing at age � ve and was soon performing in church, where 

he learned to keep time by watching the organist bang on the side of his keyboard. Largely self-taught, he was inspired to learn the intricate technqiue of jazz fusion after hearing Vinnie Colaiuta’s drumming on John Patitucci’s album On the Corner. By the time he � nished school, he was playing in clubs every weekend and turned fully professional when the weekend gigs started paying more than his part-time job at a legal publication. 
Once he decided to turn pro, Frasi-er-Moore called every producer, club, and studio he could � nd Philadelphia. “I wanted everybody to know who I was and what I was able to do.”  His persistence paid o�  when he was hired to play with area stars like DJ Jazzy Je� , Aaliyah, and Ginuwine. In 1996, he landed his � rst major tour, as 

the drummer for Whitehead Brothers (who were opening for Blackstreet).  “I was super cocky,” he admits. Then Blackstreet’s drum-mer Gerald Heyward took the stage: “That’s when I found out what this business is about,” he  s ay s .  “ H i s 
sound was incred-
ible.” Among the 
most important lessons from that tour were the value of prepa-ration and keeping your ego in check. Today, he studies every part of every song, taking notes about beats and accents. “Instead of showing all of your chops, it’s better to calm down and learn the music,” says Frasi-er-Moore, who patterns himself after the late and much loved sideman Ricky Lawson. “He played with Michael Jackson, Phil Collins, and other legends and proved you could make a great living being a drummer for hire. Everybody called him [because] he had a great attitude. That’s what I want to be. ” To cover every musical style, Frasi-er-Moore’s drum set blends acoustic and electronic elements, including three snares for di� erent sounds, along with � ve toms. “It’s practical for playing a 30- to 40-song set,” he says. 

When he’s not behind that massive kit, Moore, through his company BFM Consul-tation Services, mentors younger musicians (including Rihanna’s drummer Mike Reid) in skills like managing money and profes-sionalism. He hopes to expand BFM into a school for aspiring pros. “I want to give people con� dence [in managing their careers],” he says. As for managing his own: “I’m putting everything into my brand. Sometimes it seems like playing with Justin or Madonna is the simplest part of the day!”
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INFLUENCES: Vinnie Colaiuta, Ricky Lawson, Dave WecklADDITIONAL CREDITS: Super Bowls 46 and 52EQUIPMENT: Pearl drums. Sabian cymbals, Evans and 
DrumStatic heads, Vater sticks

“There’s 
always someone out there I can latch onto and learn from.” 

Brian Frasier-Moore

AWARD-WINNING jazz trumpeter Ingrid 
Jensen studied at Boston’s Berklee College 
of Music on a full scholarship, taught in 
Europe, moved to New York City, and had a 
recording contract—all while still in her 20s. 

Such achievements would have most 
young musicians high-� ving themselves in 
the mirror. Instead, Jensen went back to 
the drawing board. “I had good ideas and 
good chops,” she explains. “But I couldn’t 
play them strongly enough.” One night after a gig, friend and fellow 

trumpeter Rebecca Franks told her to call 
Laurie Frink, a teaching legend among 
NYC’s elite players. “I went into a mode of 
deep study with Laurie,” Jensen recalls. “I 
did everything she told me to do—to the 
letter. After day one, I sounded a bit better; 

on day two I improved some more. After 
eight weeks, I found my sound. I could � nally 
play the music I’d been hearing in my head 
all along.”

Jensen grew up in a musical household 
near Vancouver, Canada. Some of her earliest 
memories are of playing her mom’s piano 
and singing songs as a family. At school, she 
wanted to learn the trombone. But because 
her older sister Janet was already playing it, 
her parents convinced her to try trumpet 
instead. “They said ‘no’ to two trombones,” 
she laughs. “But music was always a mode 
of expression in our house. We all studied 
piano. Mom had tons of lead sheets—sheet 
music with just the chords and melodies, 
and they were great for learning tunes and 
improvisation.”

Her parents also exposed her to jazz. “I grew up listening to Louis Armstrong, Harry James, Chet Baker, Miles Davis, Freddie Hubbard, Cli� ord Brown, Clark Terry, and many other great horn players,” she says. “Armstrong and 
Baker both sang and their trumpet tone 

and phrasing re� ected that. My lessons with 
Laurie helped me � nd my own version of 
their vocal quality, and that gave me much 
more con� dence.”With that, Jensen was on her way. Her 

1995 debut album, Vernal Fields, won a Juno 
(Canada’s version of the GRAMMY). She 
became a busy session and live player, per-
forming in the big bands of Maria Schneider 
and Darcy James Argue, and collaborating 
with with Terri-Lyne Carrington, Esperanza 
Spalding, and many others. But her closest collaborator is her 

younger sister, the award-winning saxo-
phonist Christine Jensen. “She’s a brilliant 
composer and bandleader,” Ingrid says. 
“She’s a solo artist and an in-demand guest 
artist, teaches at McGill University in Mon-
treal, and does clinics at the Miami Frost 
School of Music and NYC’s New School.” 
After appearing on many of each other’s 
solo projects over the years, the sisters 
shared top billing on their most recent 
album, the critically acclaimed, electroni-
ca-� avored In� nitude (2017). “I’ve had a chance to do everything I’ve 

wanted to do,” says Jensen, who was wrap-
ping up a new album and teaching at SUNY 
Purchase College when we spoke. “But I 
keep learning. I tell my students it’s like 
starting with an empty toolbox; each new 
thing you learn adds a tool to the box. But 
after you � ll the box, you’re not done; you 
need to get another toolbox and � ll that one, 
and then the next one and on and on. ” C
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composer, bandleader, session player, and educator. Artist 

in Residence at the 2018 Monterey Jazz FestivalHAS PLAYED WITH: Maria Schneider, Clark Terry, Ter-

ri-Lyne Carrington, Esperanza Spalding, Christine Jensen. 

EDUCATION: Graduated from Berklee College of Music; 

studied privately with Laurie FrinkINFLUENCES: Miles Davis, Chet Baker, Louis Armstrong, 

Clifford Brown, Harry James, Freddie HubbardEQUIPMENT: Custom Monette trumpets and mouthpieces

“You keep learning throughout your life”

Ingrid Jensen

MUSIC HAS ALWAYS been a family a� air 

for keyboardist Steve Weingart. He began 

studying at age 3 when his mother recog-

nized his talent; today, he collaborates with 

his wife, vocalist and bassist Renee Jones.

Yet Weingart is a seasoned collaborator 

outside the family circle, too, recording and 

touring with legends like guitarist Steve 

Lukather, drummer Dave Weckl, bassist 

Victor Wooten, and saxophonist Dave 

Sanborn.

Born in Dayton, Ohio, in 1966, Weing-

art’s � rst studied classical piano. As a very 

young child, he says, “I became aware of 

notes and their corresponding names and I 

was able to demonstrate that I have perfect 

pitch.” Jazz improvisation entered his rep-

ertoire at The College Conservatory of 

Music in Cincinnati, where professor Pat 

Harbison gave him two pages with scales 

and related chords. “I studied them in every 

possible way, in every possible key signature, 

in every song I learned,” he recalls. He was 

still in college when he began playing pro-

fessional in the Cincinatti area. “I’m pretty 

sure it was one of my teachers who recom-

mended me to a guitarist looking for a 

keyboardist,” he says. “He had a band and 

took a chance with me.”

In 1994, Weingart decided to relocate 

to Los Angeles with the goal of writing and 

performing original music. “I was really 

ambitious,” he says. “I did a lot of  networking 

and attended jam sessions to meet area 

musicians, which eventually led to a lot of 

creative [partnerships].”

At one gig, Weingart was performing 

when Dave Weckl walked into the 

club. The buzz that he was there got 

all the way to the stage. “On a break, 

I went to meet him, and we made 

plans to play and write. At the � rst 

session, we were already ‘� nishing 

each other’s sentences’ musically and 

had written our � rst tune together.”

Beginning with Weckl’s album Transition, 

(2000), Weingart recorded and toured with 

the drummer’s band for several years. In 

2005, he joined former Toto guitarist Steve 

Lukather in the band El Grupo, eventually 

recording three CDs with them. 

Meanwhile, he began forging his own 

identity as a headliner. He released his � rst 

solo album Life Times in 2003. He and his 

wife, whom he met in high school, released 

their debut album as a duo, Dialogue, in 2011, 

and are now on their third, Oasis. Though 

he loves playing in bands, he also welcomes 

the challenge of solo performerance. “Jazz 

pianist Michel Petrucciani once said, ‘A 

pianist is not complete until he’s capable of 

playing by himself.’ I have to agree!” 

Despite his many accomplishments 

(which include writing a keyboard textbook 

used by the Musician’s Institute) Weingart 

still regards himself as a student. Last sum-

mer, he set the goal of composing a work 

influenced by the classical music of his 

youth,and dove into learning about sym-

phonic composition. “One thing that allows 

me to switch gears is my curiosity,” he says. 

“I took an ‘Instrumentation and Orchestra-

tion’ class at UCLA. I really enjoy studying 

the ‘serious’ works of Ravel, Scriabin and 

Debussy.” As for learning so many styles, 

“I’ve always had great admiration for musi-

cians who can quickly adjust and perform 

in any situation.” 
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BY GEOFF GIORDANO

P R O F I L E

MAIN CLAIM TO FAME: Jazz keyboardist and composer 

with extensive recording and touring credits

BACKGROUND: Began classical piano studies at age 3; 

started playing jazz as a college student

EDUCATION: University of Cincinnati College-Conservatory 

of Music

INFLUENCES: Herbie Hancock, Weather Report, Chicago, 

Edvard Grieg, professor Pat Harbison 

ADDITIONAL CREDITS: Member of bands led by guitarist 

Steve Lukather’s and drummer Dave Weckl’s band

EQUIPMENT: Casio Celviano GP-500 Grand Hybrid Piano, 

Casio Privia PX-5S, MOTU Digital Performer software

“I was 

really 

ambitious in 

seeking out a 

creative 

situations”

Steve Weingart

Weingart 

performs with 

his wife and 

duo partner  

Renee Jones
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included tours with stars Justin Timberlake, 
Madonna, Christina Aguilera and Janet 
Jackson, drummer Brian Frasier-Moore has 
always focused on learning new skills.” The 
story goes on to note that “when he’s not 
touring with the stars, he is busy running 
his consulting business, giving clinics and 
lectures, and working on his first solo 
album.” (See Lessons Nos. 2 and 3.)

Players subjects also explain that 
performing different kinds of music can 
result in varying economic benefits. 
Artists pursuing their lifelong love of, 
say, Klezmer or polka may find it chal-
lenging to play that music as their sole 
income-producing activity; but they 
may still feel compelled to keep chas-
ing that muse. So, to make ends 
meet, they also write articles and 
books, they find sponsors for blogs, 
they lecture, they record. They also 

travel frequently so as to keep as active a 
performance schedule as possible. The 
principle here: Do what you love, and engi-
neer your life and career to accommodate 
that love.

Jazz pianist Steve Weingart was the sub-
ject of our March 2018 Players column. In 
the story, he talked about the benefits of 
collaboration. When he moved to Los Ange-
les to write and record, he says, “I did a lot 
of networking, and attended jam sessions to 
meet area musicians, which led to a lot of 
creative partnerships.” In the process, Wein-
gart met star jazz drummer Dave Weckl, 
beginning an association that has benefited 
each musician’s career. Lesson No. 4: Players 
Succeed by Playing Well with Others. 

We frequently hear from those fea-
tured in Players that musicians who are 
known for being easy to work with get 
more musical opportunities. Typically, 
our Players subjects have good attitudes, 
regardless of how gifted or in-demand 
they may be. They recognize that this 
quality enhances their worth, and that 
it’s an important ingredient for success. 
Consciously managing one’s personal-
ity on the job in an effort to fit in, get 
along and cheerfully cooperate with 
collaborators leads to more gigs. In 
an industry where work is rarely 
constant – and you are, in a sense,  

Our Players subjects do, and have done, 
many things in music. They have experi-
mented and discovered what they like and 
what works for them. That’s Lesson No. 2: 
Try Things. Being open and willing to attempt 
a variety of activities increases the chances 
of finding satisfaction. Sometimes satisfac-
tion comes from doing things you didn’t 
expect to do, then discovering that you like 
them. In other words: You’ll never know 
until you try.

Some of our Players subjects have sus-
tained their careers by doing multiple things 
at the same time, including intermittent 
touring and studio work alongside teaching, 
writing and performing in large and small 
ensembles, in both local and far-flung set-
tings. For the subjects of our Players stories, 
the musical life is a mixture. That’s Lesson 
No. 3: You Can Do More Than One Thing. 
Our subjects also tell us that one musical 
activity tends to inform another. One Play-
ers subject soon to be profiled in In Tune 
teaches percussion to other teachers via 
live lessons he webcasts, doing this even as 
he tours as a drummer himself. He says 
that his performance work always contrib-
utes to his lessons, enlivening them. 

The May 2018 Players column about 
drummer Brian Frasier-Moore opens with 
the line, “Throughout a career that has 

in business for yourself – being fun to 
hang out with, in addition to being an 
excellent player, is an important asset.

These insights are focal points for every 
Players story. They are there to be identified 
by student readers and shared in classroom 
discussions; they can also be the subjects 
of essays. Students can be asked to find 
similar “Players” and compare and contrast 
their careers; students can research and 
watch videos of the musicians performing 
and/or being interviewed about their gear 
or their impressions of other artists with 
whom they have worked. Overall, we hope 
that these musicians and their stories inspire 
students. If you assess reader comprehen-
sion and find that to be the case, you can 
conclude that your students have learned 
the lessons of Players.

These lessons have applications for most 
young music students – in terms of their 
musical, but also personal, lives. The rise 
and success of celebrity artists can cer-
tainly inspire and be instructive, but the 
insights of rank-and-file musicians, work-
ing to the side or just behind the stars, 
may actually be even more inspiring for 
students by illustrating the wide range of 
possibilities in music. 

TEACHING WITH IN TUNE

IN THE TRADITION of rock drummers 

(like Rush’s Neil Peart and Foo Fighters’ 

Dave Grohl) who also wear the hats of 

bandleader and songwriter, Germany’s 

Anika Nilles takes a versatile approach to 

her artistry. “As a drummer or musician in 

general,” she says, “you have to be multifar-

ious: a teacher, a composer, a producer, your 

own brand manager, and so on.” 

Nilles’ � rst EP release, Alter Ego in 2014, 

was followed in 2015 by her � rst worldwide 

tour—as a clinician (demonstrating drum-

ming techniques in an educational context) 

rather than a concertizer. Her debut album, 

the 10-song Pikalar, arrived in February 

2017, and for next year she’s planning a 

book, a series of international drum camps, 

songs for a new album, and a tour for her 

pop/rock fusion band Nevell. She also writes 

for numerous drumming journals and has 

won polls in DRUM! and Modern Drummer; 

the latter magazine noted that her playing 

style incorporates “quintuplets, sextuplets, 

and various combinations of other odd 

groupings over straight 4/4 time.”

You could say that Nilles has drumming 

in her blood. Born in Ascha� enburg, Ger-

many, in 1983, she grew up with “a drum 

set and a rehearsal studio in our basement 

where my dad [also a drummer] was rehears-

ing with his band. I sat there and watched 

my dad playing. He taught me the first 

grooves.”

From there, she recalls, “I moved to 

di� erent teachers. I started learning drums 

at a local music school, and then I had some 

private teachers and was in bands and orches-

tras, where I learned a lot about playing with 

other musicians.” She began composing at 

age 19 (on guitar) and got 

her first paying job 

about nine years ago: 

“I got hired for a 

mus ic  book i ng 

agency specializing 

in big, high-class 

events. Of course they 

were looking for a female drummer!”

Setting goals has been key to Nilles’ 

success. She advises players to think about 

what type of musician they want to be—

specialist, all-around player, traditionalist, 

teacher—and adjust those goals as desired. 

“I appreciate drummers who are able to play 

all styles of music,” she says, “but I also 

appreciate those who are specialists and still 

can lead the band through di� erent music 

styles. In the end it’s all about timing, sound, 

and feel.” 

Speaking of sound, Nilles is quite par-

ticular about the sonic impact that her drums 

and cymbals make. “I love a dry cymbal 

sound and a punchy, deep-tuned drum 

sound,” she explains. “I try to hear what a 

song needs to � gure out a suitable drum 

sound. In the studio it’s easy because you 

can change drums, cymbals, and heads for 

each track. A good live sound should work 

for all tracks, so I prefer a good mix of dry 

and brilliant cymbals in di� erent sizes and 

tune the drum set appropriately.”

Being a musician, she notes, is about 

more than one’s equipment. “Success for 

me is to reach people with my craft on the 

one hand and be emotionally satis� ed with 

what I’m doing on the other hand.” 
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Anika Nilles

P R O F I L E

MAIN CLAIM TO FAME: World-touring drummer, 

composer, and educator with more than 13 million 

YouTube views

BACKGROUND: Grew up in a family of drummers 

(her father, two uncles, and a cousin), left a career in     

social education to pursue music

EDUCATION: Studied at the Popakademie University of 

Popular Music and Music Business in Mannheim, Germany

INFLUENCES: Jeff Porcaro, Michael Jackson, 

Joss Stone, John Mayer, John Scofi eld, Foo Fighters

EQUIPMENT: Meinl cymbals, Vic Firth sticks, 

Evans drumheads, Tama drums

“In the 

end it’s all 

about timing, 

sound, and 

feel.” 

ALTHOUGH HE’S BEEN PLAYING the 
keyboard since the age of 5, pianist and com-
poser Fabian Almazan didn’t get his � rst “real” 
piano until seven years ago, when he was 26. 
Even after attending a performing arts high 
school in Miami and being accepted into the 
Brubeck Institute—an acclaimed jazz program 
founded by jazz great Dave Brubeck at Cali-
fornia’s University of the Paci� c—Almazan 
says his main instrument was a “really cheap 
[electric] piano,” the only instrument that 
would � t in his family’s small trailer home.Born in Cuba, he was 9 when his family, 

moved to Miami seeking political asylum. 
Although both his parents worked three jobs 
to make ends meet, there was always time for 
music. His dad, a classically-trained bassist, played 

jazz in Miami and greatly admired Miami -based 
virtuoso Jaco Pastorius. But Fabian became more 
interested in the keyboard when his older sister 
started taking lessons. He took lessons from a 
private teacher through his high school years, and 
after graduating from the Brubeck Institute, he 
went on to earn a master’s degree from NYC’s 
Manhattan School of Music.Now based in New York City, the 

33-year-old has built a busy and varied 
career. His � rst big break was a gig with 
famed jazz trumpeter Terence Blanchard in 
2007, an ongoing collaboration that earned 
Almazan a 2016 GRAMMY nomination. 
In 2008, he added “� lm composer” to his 
résumé, writing music for Spike Lee’s Miracle 
at St. Anna followed by George Lucas’s Red 

Tails in 2011—the same year he founded 
his own label, Biophilia Records. Almazan sees the label as a way to combine 

music with social and environmental activism. 
“My goal is to help society,” he says. “We need 
[art to express] human psychology. Art brings 

peace.” Biophilia artists are required to volunteer 
to help environmental causes, and their music is 
sold exclusively through online downloads to 
avoid the need for the plastic used in the manu-
facture of CDs. 

In addition to his roles as sideman and label 
owner, Almazan is a recording artist. His third 
and most recent solo album, Almazan, earned 
him recognition—along with bandmate, label-
mate, and � ancé, jazz bassist Linda Oh—in NPR’s 
2017 Jazz Critic’s Poll, thanks to his inventive 
mix of Latin and experimental jazz. “I want 
to dispel stereotypes of the jazz musician,” he 
says. “Jazz is not something from the past; it is 
alive and evolving.” Yet when it comes to maintaining his piano 

technique, his practice routine often goes back 
to the classical masters. “I love Chopin,” he 
says. “I know a number of Chopin études that 
I like to play back-to-back to get my blood and 
heart going.” 

Aside from his instrument, Almazan’s most 
trusted tools are the two notebooks he carries 
at all times.  “One is a manuscript notebook 
where I come up with exercises and compo-
sitional sketches,” he says. “The second is 
basically pages upon pages of goals and objec-
tives for every aspect of life, whether personal 
or professional.”

As for setting and achieving goals, he o� ers 
this advice to young musicians: “Keep your 
minds and ears open. Come to terms with the 
fact that it is not a straight road ahead. There are 
many, many failures along the way. Be humble, 
respectful, genuine, and attentive—and you’ll 
be surprised how happy you’ll be.”  
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P R O F I L E

MAIN CLAIM TO FAME: Pianist and composer; founder 

of Biophilia Records; sideman with Terence Blanchard
INFLUENCES: Maurice Ravel, Igor Stravinsky, Frédéric 

Chopin, Jonny Greenwood, Danilo Perez, John Coltrane
EDUCATION: New World School of the Arts, The Brubeck 

Institute, Manhattan School of Music (M.M.)

SELECTED CREDITS: Nominated for a 2016 GRAMMY 

with Terence Blanchard; composed music for fi lms by Spike 

Lee and George Lucas; 2014 NEW Jazz Works commission 

recipient from Chamber Music America; released solo 

albums Personalities (2011), Rhizome (2014), Alcanza (2017)
EQUIPMENT: Yamaha acoustic piano pickup system, Dave 

Smith synthesizer, Ableton Live recording software

“I never chose music as a career; it’s more of a friend that I couldn’t part ways with.”
 

Fabian Almazan


