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Watching the mallets of vibraphonist Steve Raybine tear through a rendition of classic standards like “Summertime” or one of his own tunes, you get the impression that anyone can make music so easily – it appears to be as simple as sliding groceries over the barcode scanner at the store.

But it’s an illusion, as all artistry is when executed at high levels, appears to be simple. For Raybine, it’s taken a lifetime relentlessly dedicated to practice, composition and performance. Originally from Oshkosh, Wisc., Raybine graduated from the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, N.Y., in the 1970s. Living the life of a professional musician, he moved to L.A. after his undergrad and landed that record deal so many artists used to long for, taking him and his jazz fusion group Auracle all over the country and overseas to festivals in Montreux, Switzerland; Frankfurt, Germany and Sopot, Poland. In his spare time, he worked supporting legendary names like Dizzy Gillespie and Dave Brubeck.

Raybine has also adapted to a dying record industry, opting to go the route of the teacher to find a steadier source of income. He found this stability after earning his master’s degree and doctorate in music from the University of Iowa. This is also where he met his wife, who took a job at a hospital in Omaha, with Raybine soon following suit and moving to Omaha for his own career in music.
In Omaha, he’s established himself as a working pool of musical knowledge, directing UNO’s jazz band for a period of time and also teaching upwards of 2,500 private lessons a year, which he continues to do to this day. 
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For his own music, he’s just released his third disc, “In the Driver’s Seat,” put out by his own Bad Kat Records. Over lunch last week, Raybine shared insights to his musical life and one thing becoming most apparent: in a music industry when the independent artist is king, he means business.

Tell me about the new record.
I worked on this record for about a year-and-a-half. The two people that I worked a lot with were my primary engineer and co-producer Doyle Tipler and my executive producer Chris Acker.

Where did you record at?
I recorded it at several places. The live rhythm track parts, you know, those were done primarily at the Warehouse here in town. And then all of the other parts – my vibraphone parts, horn section parts, individual saxophone parts, individual trumpet parts, some vocal stuff – that was all done at Doyle’s studio.

I think that it is my best product that I’ve done. I went the extra mile on it in many ways, because I wanted to have horn sections on a lot of the tracks, so my normal tunes were augmented by a horn section. I suppose it harkens back to when I was doing more full jazz band stuff, so it’s kind of my own combo augmented by a fuller big band sound in same ways.
The guest artist on the first tune, on tenor sax and alto, Michael Paulo, he’s out of L.A. Steve Kujala, the flautist on track three, he’s also out of L.A. They just did their tracks out there and then sent it to me. I sent them the initial rhythm tracks, or melody stuff and they laid their own tracks on top of it.

It’s kind of interesting how jazz, when you play it live, you play off of each other and there’s improvising. Why’d you take the approach of piecing your album together?
For my marketplace, it’s not meant to be a live CD per se. It’s comprised of tightly constructed arrangements that would be accessible for radio play. And in most of the market place for jazz today, I shouldn’t say this across the board, but for the certain market I’m going for, they’re looking for really elaborate production. I can recreate it all live, it’s just when you get it ready for radio, it has to have a certain sound. I mean you can’t just think like the artist, but you really have to think like the producer.

Tell me how you got into music originally.
Initially, I went to music school at the Eastman School of Music (Rochester, N.Y.) when I was 18. Finished my bachelor’s degree there in performance. Then I moved to L.A. with my band Auracle and we ultimately got a record deal on Chrysalis Records but then I was also performing as a studio musician in L.A., making extra money doing that. We toured Europe a couple times. We did a lot of the West Coast stuff, but we did do some East Coast things. I did that for about four-and-a-half, five years and then I went back to college, got my masters, got my doctorate in music. Went into teaching jazz and percussion. During that period I started writing again really intensely. In about 2000, I went back and started making CDs again, putting my own projects together. I kept the teaching thing going with my own private studio.

How do you perceive the jazz scene in Omaha?
I think the scene in Omaha is OK. Like anything else, it varies. It depends on how many venues are open at any one given point in time. They have two really good jazz festivals that they do. Jazz on the Green, which I did this year. The Omaha Riverfront Jazz and Blues Festival, which I didn’t perform at but I did a clinic there this year for a lot of the kids. So that’s really good, gets a lot of notoriety. It competes with the indie market and other kinds of music, but you can find it at different places.

What’s your practice routine like? 
The first thing I always do when I practice my vibraphone is I get through my repertoire. I have a lot of songs I have to keep in tiptop shape. I cannot afford to not sound really good. I have a certain level of professionalism I expect from myself and they expect from me, you know the people that are hiring me. So I always keep it sharp, because I never know when I’m going to get called. It’s exhausting to go through a lot of repertoire, but you got to do it to keep it in shape.

So I’ll do my own repertoire first, and then I’ll work on other jazz standards that are also part of my repertoire. Then I’ll learn new things. A session might be an hour to two hours of intensive practicing. And that’s maybe all the time I’ve got, so I’ve got to make it count.

The people who are successful are the people who practice all the time.
Well, once you stop practicing, I think you stop being viable as an artist. I like practicing. I always felt I was achieving something; I was getting better. But for those artists that no longer practice, I mean, from my vantage point as a performer you’re really diminishing your skills. That’s just the reality of it. Audiences expect a lot from you. I don’t ever want audiences to hear me and think, ew, he needs to practice.

One thing I think is interesting is the label of smooth jazz. I think it can kind of turn people off sometimes. Why not just call it jazz? What differentiates it as smooth jazz? Is it pure marketing?

I think so. It’s a label. It’s a way to categorize a certain style of music. There’s a certain texture that people have sort of associated with this music. By the way, I should say that I think the music is a lot more interesting live than what a lot of what you hear on radio, which is I suppose a watered-down version. The guys live really cut loose, but the radio can get a little homogenized.

