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evaN Cobb
Nashville Know-how
By Bob Doerschuk

Four years ago, Evan Cobb moved from New York City to Nashville, Tenn. His reason was as 
valid as any could be for a guy in his mid-twenties: He was dating a woman at Vanderbilt 
University. Nowadays he’s happy to call Music City home.

“When I got here, people immediately start-
ed taking me under their wings,” says the sax-
ophonist and oboist, relaxing on the veranda of 
the Crema coffee shop, the downtown Nashville 
skyline towering a few blocks away. “It seemed 
like it was pretty easy to get along in this city. 
There were lots of musical opportunities. The 
community seemed to be more welcoming than 
in the great jazz world of New York, so I figured 
I might as well go for it.”

Cobb, 31, has put together a steady routine 
both playing and teaching music. He admits he 
couldn’t have done it without the training he 
received as an oboe student at Northwestern 
University and later at SUNY Purchase, where 
he received his master’s degree. At least as 
important was the time he spent away from the 
campus, learning about professionalism, com-
portment onstage and other essentials by observ-
ing his teachers at their gigs.

“The faculty at Purchase was great, but 
everything was happening in New York City,” he 
recalls. “That’s where they conducted their busi-
ness. I would see everything: how they dressed, 
their stage manner, how they treated the crowd 
and the employees at the bar. You could see when 
bands were happy and when they just treated it 
as a job.”

Even earlier, while touring with a Chicago-
based jam band called Buddha’s Belly before 
enrolling at Purchase, Cobb had been thinking 
about how to prepare for a full-time career in 
music. Once he’d settled in Nashville, he assessed 
what the scene had to offer and did what had to 
be done to make sure he would survive and even 
prosper there, personally and creatively.

“I was lucky not to have college debt,” he 
says. “If I had to write $450 checks every month, 
with my credit going way down, it would have 
put me under almost insurmountable pressure. 
But it really took me just a couple of months to 
get on my feet here.”

He began by setting up shop as a freelance 
teacher. Step one involved getting to know some 
local players who were already established in 
that area, including saxophonists Don Aliquo, 
Jeff Coffin, Matt Davich and Denis Solee. Word 
of Cobb’s arrival and capabilities spread through 
the network quickly. “The second month I was 
here, Chris West was going to Europe with the 

Dynamites for a couple weeks,” Cobb remem-
bers. “He got my name from Don and called me, 
and I did all his teaching during that time. He 
probably had about 20 students, and I was think-
ing, ‘Wow, this is the way to go!’”

So Cobb got some business cards printed up 
and dropped in on a meeting of the Middle 
Tennessee School Band and Orchestra 
Association. “I swallowed my pride, introduced 
myself and got a bevy of my own schools where 
I could teach,” he says.

Cobb’s website and his CD, Falling Up, also 
function as calling cards for peers as well as 
audiences. A tech-savvy friend helped him set 
up the elegantly designed EvanCobbJazz.com, 
which provides easy access to his blog, biog-
raphy and photos. Cobb updates it periodically 
through WordPress and calls his friend no more 
than once or twice a year for technical help. And 
Falling Up was released physically as well as 
digitally for specific business reasons, paid for 
with about $4,000 raised at Kickstarter.com.

“I did hire a publicist, who distributed 
[Falling Up] to a good radio list,” he notes. “It’s 
gotten some radio play, which is nice. Yes, the 
business is changing, but just about everybody 
you’re going to want to have your music is going 
to want your CD. Just last night, I went out to 
[bassist] Victor Wooten’s camp to observe and 
hang. Bob Franceschini, this big-time saxophon-
ist, was there, and I was ready with a copy of the 
CD to give him. I’m not going to say, ‘Give me 
your email and I’ll send you a link.’ You don’t 
want to make anybody do any extra work.”

With teaching providing a significant part of 
his income, Cobb built his other activities around 
its seasonal nature. “You know you’ll have spring 
breaks and when they come, depending on which 
county the school is,” he says. “And my [number 
of] lessons goes from about 30 to six in the sum-
mer, so I’ve really got to budget. Luckily, most 
of these schools also do band camps, so I’ll get 
hired for a week or two as an instructor. I’ll also 
book more funk band road stuff in the summer 
and plan to get more of my own creative projects 
done at that time.”

While conceding that jazz gigs are scarcer in 
Nashville than in many larger cities, Cobb points 
out that there’s a flip side to that situation. “There 
are fewer places to play in the standard jazz quin-
tet mode, but there aren’t fewer musical oppor-
tunities,” he observes. “For example, I play with 
the Nashville Symphony. I would never, ever get 
called to play with the New York Philharmonic. 
But here, I’ve gotten to play classical concerts. 
I played the Bolero solo this summer under 
Giancarlo [Guerrero, musical director of the 
Nashville Symphony], which was incredible. I 
even played Jazz at Lincoln Center just this past 
winter, and that wouldn’t have happened while I 
was living there.”

If there’s one lesson to draw from Cobb’s 
varied accomplishments in Nashville, that would 
be to put a huge amount of energy into network-
ing. “Playing well is such a small part of the gig,” 
he reflects. “Getting on people’s call lists isn’t 
just about, ‘Hey, listen to me play “Giant Steps.”’ 
You might be an incredible player, but you have 
to earn your way onto the list by being a strong 
musician, well-rounded and approachable—
somebody who’s not just a soloist but who knows 
how to make the whole band better.”  DB
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