






Nitai Hershkovits – Interview for ‘Harmonie’ Magazine 

Q: Can you please tell about your musical background and the roots of your musicianship, 
family and other influences? 

A: Nobody in my close family is playing music or related to music though my 2 older brothers 
used to have piano lessons when they were really young but they didn’t take it seriously. I 
remember myself  at 10 years old looking from the side and thinking  “ That’s what I want to 
do!” but it wasn’t until the age of 15-16 that I started studying on a regular basis. My mother’s 
family are all from Morocco and her father had a very good ear for good music and was really 
into Andalusian traditional music so I did get to listen to it when I was younger. My parents used 
to listen to old Israeli folk artists which considered to be ‘high quality music’ because it has 
beautiful melodies and special harmonies to it so I guess that also helped me to develop my ears 
in the beginning.  

Q: Why piano? Does that instrument has any limitations in your eyes? 

A: I used to play the Clarinet for 4 years before I started playing the Piano. I liked it, but one day 
I went to see a big band rehearsal and saw the music-sheet of the piano and everything really 
appealed to me. I remember telling my parents that it’s a much better instrument because you can 
play as much as notes as you like at the same time. Then I started listening to Jazz records and 
transcribing solos on the piano, it was obvious for me right away- I have the best instrument.  
The Piano has its limitations as almost any other thing in the world has, but compare to other 
instruments it allows you to do almost everything you want to without compromising on the 
music. It’s the only instrument that was compared to an orchestra. You have a thing in front of 
you that even leaning on it will make a sound, like a white wall that anything you’ll draw on it 
will be appeared to the eye. I love this challenge of having more and more possibilities of sound 
and shades under my fingers. I feel that it helps to express different feelings and every little 
movement makes it sound differently. Not like a Violin for example which you first have to learn 
how to hold the bow and then where to put your fingers so it’ll be in tune etc etc.. The Piano is 
horizontal and you get to see all the keys from above when you play or compose. That’s a big 
advantage and the reason why most musicians are composing with the piano even when its not 
their main instrument. 



Q: Do you care about the quality of the instruments you play? How does it feel like to play on 
different piano every night? 

A: Sometimes I think to myself that I wish I was playing the flute- You have your instrument 
with you all the time and it’s very easy to carry and so on… I care about the quality but I know 
that I don’t always get what I want, then I might as well take it as challenge. Even though it’s not 
the same Piano every night, it is still my instrument. It is a challenge indeed, arriving in the 
venue, not knowing what difficulties will you have to face. I love this unknown place and living 
for this challenge. It’s very easy to blame the instrument when I feel like I had a bad show but 
honestly, the instrument doesn’t always flatter the artist and it is my responsibility to take the 
blame upon for not being able to take the best out of it when in the moment. So yes, it’s not easy 
but very rewarding when you make a bad Piano sounds like a good one. 

Q: What is your favorite piano manufacture and why? 

A: Among all the pianos Iv’e played on I would say that Steinway & Sons Pianos are my all-time 
favorite manufacture and I think most of Pianists would agree with me. I think that it’s mostly 
because they have a vast range of dynamics and articulation potential before the pianist even set 
on the chair. Fazioli pianos also have this quality and both of them are made with almost 90% (!) 
hand-made crafting.  
It’s hard to speak generally when talking about this instrument as it’s usually is with pianos- each 
one has it’s own subtleties, significant sound and “feel”, though Steinway’s pianos are pretty 
much consistent in that sense. They have beautiful silky tone when playing piano and “thunder-
ish” sound when playing forte. I feel that the effort they put into every piano and the way they 
are making it help me to get the sound I have in my head. In other words, this pianos flattering 
the artist’s playing more than other pianos I have known. 

Q: Do you also play on other instruments? 

A: As I said, I used to play the Clarinet so I still can play but will have to practice if I need to 
play in a more official occasion, of course. I love playing drums. I used to practice in my free 
time at the music conservatory when I was younger. I think it’s one of the most important 
instruments of our day. It’ll make the band sounds accordingly to what vibe and style the 
drummer is bringing to it.  

Q: Could you tell me about your music studies? You got several scholarships, have you ever 
thought of studying abroad like many Israeli young musicians? 



A: I never felt comfortable sitting in a class and studying music in that way. I always preferred 
the more private, one-on-one situations. I believe that you can’t cut the grass all at the same 
height. Some students need more attention on different levels and subjects. There’s is no right 
and wrong but for me that’s how I learn the best.  
For the last 3 years I’ve been taking private piano lessons with Shoshana Cohen. She is almost 
70 now. She was at the best years of Juilliard in NY together with Barenboim and Perlman to 
name a few. Not only that she has a very unique way and approach to listening and playing 
music but also her knowledgeable aspects on life are very deep and sensitive. 

Q: Can you remember when were you first exposed to Jazz? Is there a specific recording that 
influenced you more than others? 

A: Well, there are many records that influenced me, though there is one record that my dad 
brought one evening back from work somewhere around 2001, saying that a friend gave it to him 
during a tour in Jerusalem. The name of the album is Sababa. Funny enough, the record consists 
of Israeli musicians only, all were at the age of 17-20 at that time. That’s the first time I heard a  
“Jazz” record. Something about this record just made me feel emotions I never felt from listening 
to music until that time. They are swinging so hard and the melodies and improvisations are so 
unique, so much that until this very day I feel the same when listening to it. 

Q: You’ve been traveling a lot, changing places, countries, cities. Is it hard for you to adapt to a 
new place and culture? Do you enjoy the differences?  

A: I guess it was easy to adapt mostly because the places that I’ve been to are cosmopolitan and 
the people can speak English in some way. Being able to communicate and ask for help when in 
need is an important thing after all. Other than that, I almost never stayed more than one week in 
the same country so didn’t really have to adapt myself to any culture. I love it. Seeing so many 
different places every year could be overwhelming if you start thinking about it, so I try just to 
go with the flow and being in the present. I enjoy traveling around and meet new people, new 
costumes, making friendships which some of them are already very dear to me so I really 
appreciate the fact I get to travel and work in the thing I like the most. The road could be tough 
in times; Waking up at 4am, taking flights, 3h drive and going directly to the venue, even without 
going first to the hotel. But you get used to it pretty quickly because you have not much of a 
choice…  



Q: How did your collaboration with Avishai begin? I believe that this commitment to the band 
and his music also influenced your music and thinking about music itself. If so, how? 

A:  At that time I was playing a weekly gig with Dida, a very talented Guitar player and singer. I 
didn’t even play the piano on that gig, I played the Hammond B3 together with a drummer and 
Avishai passed by and listened. Later on, I played piano on a beautiful record by a great Flutist, 
Ilan Salem, called “Wild”. The record was released on Avishai’s record label so that was the 
second time he heard me and asked me to come to his house and play. I immediately learned 
almost all of his songbook and we just played hours and hours in his house until I went on tour 
and started recording with him. I definitely learned a lot about music during these 4 years. We 
used to share ideas and music that we like so the work flow, not only when rehearsing, was very 
creative and productive. He has much of experience as a band leader so I listened very carefully 
when rehearsing or talking about music. He never compromises on the music and the quality of 
it. I felt that it was very important for him to get the closest result compare to what he hears in 
his mind. He still practices on a regular basis and never feels like he “got it”. That’s a blessing if 
you know to handle it right. I got to spend time with some of my heroes during the time with 
Avishai including himself. Being around such a high-league musicians has an tremendous impact 
on my music and my career and I’m as grateful as one could be for this opportunity.  

Q: You announced your solo path only a few month after releasing the record From Darkness. It 
was actually shocking for fans, but I believe it wasn´t rush decision. May I asky ou what made 
you change your mind and leave Avishai Cohen trio?  

A:  It’s very convenient, in a way, to stay for a long time in a band that works and has a lot of 
show-dates already. but it wasn’t my music played. I started feeling that I want to play my own 
compositions and working on my career as a leader. This decision wasn’t made by a rush or 
stress but in an aware set-of-mind. It’s great to tour and play Avishai’s music every night but I 
feel that now it’s the time for me to go my way. I live for the unknown in life, the surprises, and 
not only for the place I feel the most comfortable in. 



Q: What are advantages of being solo musician for you ? 

A: Playing Solo is an art of itself. Very specific and very delicate. When playing a solo concert I 
feel more exposed than any other musical configuration ,mostly because I have no one to blame 
if something goes wrong. The artist playing a solo wears the hats of the conductor, arranger AND 
the soloist-  all at the same time. The more subtle your playing, the more room for excitement 
and connection with the people’s emotions.. Now, as for the advantages, there are many; I can 
have silence (which is such a precious thing to have, I believe) whenever I want, changing the 
form or the harmony, staying on a vamp or even inventing a new part right on the spot. It’s a bit 
corny, but like in life, being alone or independent requires a lot of attention both on the pros and 
cons. It’s challenging, but again, I believe it's the challenges we live for and not for the things 
that come as fast as they go. 

Q: It seems like Israel is a cradle of highly talented young musicians, especially in jazz. How 
come?  I think it was Ziv Ravitz, who tol dme that it´s maybe because of eating hummus☺ Your 
opinion? 

A: In my opinion, it might be because of the fact we are a very small country with a very special 
mixture of cultures. That allows more possibilities for new colors and sounds to be created . I 
believe it’s also because of the “survival-mode” we are constantly living in . I don’t like nor want 
to talk politics so I would just indicate that - Surrounded by many great cultures but not being 
able to go and visit, being in a constant useless war (what war isn’t?) all of the above can make 
you very restless and frustrated. So my mind started working like “I have to be the best, that 
what makes me not thinking of where I am and maybe even be somewhere else”. Something 
similar to distraction from reality. Then there is the miracle factor that, indeed, many talented 
musicians are being “exported” from Israel and we can only assume and try to give it the 
explanation.  



Q: Could you tell me something about your collaboration with Zohar Fresco? And are there now 
any new collaborations on your mind? 

A: Zohar is a master of his instrument though he wouldn’t like me to title him in that way 
because he is very modest. Working with him was like going to school not once but 3 times a 
day. He really studied the meaning of rhythm to it’s root. Besides having conversations with lots 
of insights and wisdom, I was opened to a whole new world of rhythm in the most raw way. 
There was no drums set, or something else to hold you while you play, we were all depended on 
each other. Also, the forms of the songs and lyrics are unique and not conventional so I had to be 
super focused in order to get use to them. We used to tour together with Saxophonist Daniel 
Zamir without a bass player, so I was in charge of that too. It was so out of my comfort zone. I 
knew I have to be around him if I wanted to get to be a better musician. 

Q: Do you also teach or give workshops now? 

A: Yes I do. Not on a weekly basis but I give private lessons as well as workshop- It’s one of the 
things I like the most. I can’t think of many similar situations in the world like in music 
workshops. I get to spend time both as a teacher and a student. I play with the students and trying 
to get involved in their work and thinking process as they do with me. It’s fulfilling. When I’m 
ready to learn new things, which is very often, I usually ready to teach as well. 

Q: Is there anything in particular at the moment that draws your attention in music or literature? 
Could you tell me more about you “heroes”, favourite artists and musicians? 

A: I’m now reading a book that Shoshana handed me as a present (one of a few that I got from 
her already). The book is simply titled “The Art of Piano Playing” and it’s written by the great 
Soviet pianist and pedagogue Heinrich Neuhaus. He taught an important notable pianists such as 
Sviatoslav Richter and Emil Gilels. It’s just like gold to me. Throughout the book he simply 
takes you into his method of teaching as if you were in the class in Moscow. Very generous, 
artistic and genuine yet not compromising. Regarding my heroes- I’ll need much more than 2 
pages to tell you about them. The thing is, some of my heroes are my close friends which I 
admire, and that’s not an obvious thing. They are making such good and high quality music and 
been giving me a lot of inspiration throughout the years.  
In the last few weeks I’ve been listening to different genres and artists. Some of it is African, 
Dub, Brazilian and also what we call “Beat” music. All of it is simple but soulful. For example:  
Madlib, Dilla, Scientist, Francis Bebey, Airto Moreira, Bebeto etc.  But I always find myself 
coming back to Bill Evans. The reach harmonies, his complex and well-crafted compositions. 



For me he is still the most modern pianist of our time. I admire his constant exploring and 
studious approach. It’s me that need a break every once in a while to study 4 bars of his music.  

Q: Tell me about some of the directions you are taking musically these days. Are you planning a 
new album? 

A: Besides my main piano projects,  lately I have recorded and co-produced a special album 
together with Rejoicer (Yuval Havkin) and it will be released on Raw Tapes Records. Talking 
about not being in your comfort zone - this album is a good example. Rejoicer, a very fine and 
important figure in the beats international scene, works mostly as a producer (in-studio process). 
That is a different concept from what I was used to which is performing and playing live. On this 
album we made beats, combining acoustic and electronic elements; editing, sampling and the 
result is a very wild but genuine attempt to get the right mix between the two. It’ll be released in 
a month or so, and will feature incredible musicians such as: Kurt Rosenwinkel, Georgia Anne 
Muldrow, Amir Bresler and more…I’m moving to NY and looking forward to play and learn 
from new, fresh minds as much as I can, and of course finding the right people to work with on 
my music. It’s another milestone as important as every decision I took in my life and I’m very 
excited to see where it will take me next! 


