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RUSS NOLAN

Do the Hustle
In-demand saxophonist Russ Nolan knows well enough that artists 

trying to establish themselves in a crowded, competitive environ-
ment cannot rely solely on talent to ensure a modicum of success (or 

even a sustainable wage). Indeed, it is his regular focus on self-promotion 
and aggressive networking that has made a difference when it comes to 
generating opportunities that have moved his career forward. Ten years 
of experience in sales and marketing from the early stages of his musical 
career helped, too.

“Selling people a product or service is not much different than selling 
what you do to strangers,” Nolan said prior to a recent trio gig at a social 
gathering hosted by a church on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. “That’s why I 
don’t get freaked out by the sales aspect of the music business. It is about stay-
ing organized and being methodical—making lists, creating a database, cold 
calling and keeping in touch. Most importantly, I make sure that I’m always 
easy to reach: I never want to lose a gig or miss hearing about something new 
because of a lack of communication.” 

Nolan’s enthusiastic involvement in a wide variety of musical endeavors 
keeps his phone ringing. Since moving to New York City in 2002, he has 
made a name for himself as a forceful and dexterous practitioner on tenor 
and soprano saxophones with a growing expertise in Latin rhythms and 
musical styles—kindled initially through weekly dance excursions with his 
wife, Luz. In recent years he has been leading his own jazz ensemble (usually 
a quartet or quintet) and a salsa band for dancers, picking up corporate and 
wedding jobs when he can, and working with students as a clinician—the 
fruits of making connections and cultivating relationships.

“Hustling and doing what’s necessary to compete and survive—it’s not 
different for artists or those working in a corporation,” Nolan said. “The nice 
thing is my hard work gets me closer to achieving my goals, and the result is 
something I enjoy: being able to make music.”

Nolan’s continuous striving for new professional vistas and opportuni-
ties correlates with his output of recordings as well, with the steady appear-
ance of four CDs in the last five years, including the newly released Sanctuary 
From The Ordinary: Live At Firehouse 12. Picking up on the nickname 
“Rhino” given to him by a fellow salesperson many years ago (“He said I liked 
to charge ahead,” the saxophonist said), Nolan releases his CDs on his own 
label, Rhinoceruss Music. The inherent latitude on self-produced, self-re-
leased recordings allows Nolan to feature his own original compositions and 
choose his bandmates, oversee the album design and offer explanatory notes 
on the tunes, all of which help to personalize “the product” and bring the lis-
tener closer to the artist.

Making the most out of every situation is the hallmark of every DIY 
musical artist, and the recording of Sanctuary stands as a good example of 
how an enterprising performer looks to synchronize events and opportuni-
ties. The May 2015 “live” recording of Nolan and his working band—pianist 
Mike Eckroth, bassist Daniel Foose and drummer Brian Fishler—was put in 
motion a year earlier when he booked a gig at the New Haven, Connecticut, 
Firehouse 12 performance space only to discover that it was a studio facili-
ty as well. 

“I wrote a lot of new music knowing we’d be able to record it there, and 
fortunately I was able to get a bunch of other gigs with the band right before,” 
Nolan said. “It was all one take—11 songs from two sets. I picked the best 
nine.” Similarly, Nolan will turn an out-of-town job as a clinician into a mini-
tour, booking shows and gathering local musicians from a large array of con-
tacts to join him on the bandstand. Once the gigs are set, Nolan then sends 
out e-blasts to one of the few dozen region-specific email lists he has generat-

ed from previous visits to different areas around the country.
Full of moxie and positive thinking, Nolan, 48, grew up in a small town 

an hour north of Chicago. After earning his bachelor’s degree in perfor-
mance from the University of North Texas in 1991, he moved to the Windy 
City to start his music career. “I called every music and club listing in the 
Yellow Pages and really pushed hard to find work,” he said. To this day, the 
saxophonist has never had a booking agent. To help support himself, he 
found work as a salesperson, first in the insurance business, then in the nat-
ural gas market. Even after moving to New York, Nolan continued to work 
for several years as a Midwest sales rep for Northfield, Illinois-based Gand 
Music and Sound, which helped beef up contacts and secure his many jazz 
workshop and clinician gigs.

Nolan’s musical evolution has kept pace with the development of his 
career’s business side. Chicago-area mentors like conductor-compos-
er Cliff Colnot and Bloom School of Music founder David Bloom impart-
ed on him helpful insights on being a professional musician. Studying with 
pianist Kenny Werner and saxophonists Dave Liebman, Chris Potter, Joel 
Frahm and John Ellis advanced Nolan’s technical prowess. He credited pia-
nist Manuel Valera, who appears on his 2013 album, Relentless, in shaping 
his view of how Afro-Caribbean and pan-African rhythmic styles can be 
merged with modern jazz harmony.

In the meantime, Nolan has managed to earn a black belt in martial arts 
while also maintaining a steady presence on the salsa dance circuit around 
New York City. Incredibly, he does not own a car and utilizes mass transpor-
tation for most of his gigs.

“Every move Russ makes is a smart calculation,” said Fishler, who first 
appeared on the saxophonist’s acclaimed 2012 album, Tell Me. “There’s noth-
ing he isn’t aware of. He is a master of getting his music out to the public on a 
consistent basis.”  —Thomas Staudter

Hard-working saxophonist Russ Nolan has his own label.
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keyboard School Woodshed    By Russ NolaN
Pro SeSSion

Note-Centric Ear 
Training With 
Pentatonics
The abiliTy To sTarT a line or phrase on any noTe of The 
chord is one of the marks of a mature improviser. To help get you there, one 
helpful ear-training exercise can be practiced with the assistance of a chord 
instrumentalist like a keyboardist or pianist. 

To start, play and hold the note C (concert pitch). After the note sounds, 
have the keyboard player randomly play a chord within the modes of the C 
major scale: Cmaj7, Dm7, E phrygian, F lydian, G7, Amb6 or Bm7b5. Once 
the chord sounds, develop the line from C using Jerry Bergonzi’s eight for-
mulas found in his popular book Inside Improvisation Series Volume 2—
Pentatonics. See Examples 1, 2.

By not knowing the mode of the major scale beforehand, you will train 
your ear to recognize the relationship between your starting note and the 
chord’s quality and root. In the same way, you can also play the same line 
through all seven modes.

Once you play through the major scale modes, move onto the melodic 
minor modes: CmMaj7, D phrygian natural 6, Ebmaj7#5, F7#11, G7b13, 
Am7b5 natural 9, B+7#9. See Example 3.

Although there are no “modes” of the diminished scale, using C as a 
launching point the accompanist could play through C/Eb/F#/A7#9 or 
dom7b9 (half-/whole-step diminished scale) or C/Eb/F#/Adim7 (whole-/
half-step diminished scale). See Examples 4, 5.

Exercises can also be developed for harmonic minor, whole tone and 
other scales. See Example 6.

If this isn’t enough to practice, you can also use C as a non-chordal tone 
to launch a line. This is a favorite technique of Chicago saxophonist-educator 
Rich Corpolongo. As before, play and hold a C and then have the accompa-
nist play a chord that does not have a C in it, such as Bmaj7, Bb7#9, AbmMaj7 
or similar. As Bird once said, you are always a half-step away from a “right” 
note, and your ear will help you resolve the line into the chord by playing a 
half-step in either direction. See Examples 7, 8.

This exercise has expanded my vocabulary and has helped me break out 
of my improvisational ruts (“Did I really play that same line again?”). It has 
also prepared me for the times I sit in with a band, an unfamiliar tune is 
called and I am simply told, “You’ll hear it.” If you haven’t been in a situation 
like that yet—find one.  Db

Russ Nolan is a New York-based saxophonist and educator. His current Latin and modern jazz 
recording, Relentless (Rhinoceruss Music), features pianist and Latin jazz Grammy nominee 
Manuel Valera. 
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