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all it the Big Bang of the cosmic sound.
In 1970, at the storied Record Plant recording studio in Los Ange-

les, Lonnie Liston Smith Jr. first sat at a Fender Rhodes electric 

piano. While he waited for the other players to unpack at a 

recording session for the Pharoah Sanders album “Thembi,” 

Smith familiarized himself with the Rhodes. Then, as he 

began to play, history happened.

“Everybody ran over,” Smith recalls, “Pharoah, the engineer, 

everyone said, ‘What are you doing?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, I’m 

just writing this song. It’s the first time I’ve played the Fender 

Rhodes.’ They said, ‘We’ve got to record this right now. What are 

you going to call it?’ I was studying astral projection, and it sound-

ed like we were floating, so I said, ‘Let’s call it “Astral Traveling.” ’ ”
C

Smith, a Richmond native, is credited 
with establishing a vast and influential 
area of the jazz landscape, one defined by 
a fluidity of sound and an upli�ing spir-
itualism. As he sat at that Rhodes piano 
in LA, his career was zooming skyward. 
Stints with great jazz players were already 
in his rearview mirror. But that particular 
moment found Smith dri�ing in a sonic 
direction that would soon reach across 
the globe and that has since spanned 
generations of musicians who have fol-
lowed in his footsteps. 

“Seems like all the songs I did — ‘Give 

Peace a Chance’ and ‘Expansions’ — people 
say they need that now,” Smith says. “�ey 
definitely need ‘Visions of a New World’ 
because I think this is the first time in the 
history of mankind when the whole world 
is shut down at the same time.”

A MUSICAL UPBRINGING
Smith, 81, who now lives in Twin Hickory 
in Short Pump with his wife, Louise, grew 
up in Church Hill, surrounded by musi-
cianship to a rare degree. His father, 
Lonnie Sr., sang with the nationally known 
gospel group �e Harmonizing Four, rub-

bing elbows with some of the genre’s big-
gest names.

“All the gospel groups used to come by 
the house,” the younger Smith remem-
bers. “Sam Cooke when he was with the 
Soul Stirrers, the Dixie Hummingbirds, 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe. She was crazy 
about my father and the Harmonizing 
Four. … She moved to Richmond, and I 
used to listen to her play guitar and said, 
‘Wow, this is di�erent.’ ”

Smith says his father was always on 
the lookout for new sounds, and not just 
within the world of gospel. “He loved all 
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times you reach [inside the piano] to the 
strings. Trying all kinds of things.”  

Given Smith’s adventurous approach, 
both with Sanders and soon a�er with 
Argentine saxophonist Gato Barbieri, it 
seemed preordained that he would link 
up with Miles Davis in the early 1970s. 
Recording for Davis’ albums “On the 
Corner” and “Big Fun” demanded Smith 
make new strides in his development as 
an artist, some of which were spurred by 
the legendary trumpeter’s signature 
directness. 

“Can I take it home and practice?” 
Smith asked upon being assigned to play 
an unfamiliar Yamaha electric organ. 
Davis’ reply: “No.” 

�en there’s the time Smith learned 
at the last minute that he’d be one of 
three keyboardists playing simultaneous-
ly. Davis’ words of encouragement: “What 
the f--- are you waiting for?” 

“�at’s how Miles made you strong,” 
Smith says. “He’d get upset if you weren’t 
creating every day or every night you 
were performing with him.”  

One crucial leap forward during 
Smith’s time with Davis resulted not from 
the bandleader’s gru� motivational style, 
but from Smith’s application of the tools 
Davis was using. “He had all these pedals 
hooked up on the floor on his trumpet,” F
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Musician Pharoah Sanders (left) and Smith in France, 1977

“I had to try to 
FIGURE OUT

ways to get more 
SOUND. So 

I’m using my 10 
FINGERS, but 
then sometimes 

you might use your 
FOREARM.”

he recalls. “ I said, ‘Now, if I hook these 
pedals up to the Fender Rhodes, I wonder 
what would happen?’ And it worked.” 

“It’s not o�en that you get to be inno-
vative and popular and upli�ing all at the 
same time,” Branch says of Smith. “He 
may be the definitive musician to com-
bine those three things.” 

WORLDWIDE SUCCESS 
Smith recorded his 1973 debut, “Astral 
Traveling,” at the encouragement of Bob 

�iele, the producer and Flying Dutchman 
label owner who recorded countless jazz 
greats, including John Coltrane. Audienc-
es responded quickly, and within months, 
Smith le� Davis’ ensemble to form his 
own. While he saw similar success with 
his second e�ort, “Cosmic Funk,” his third 
album, “Expansions,” launched his career 
as bandleader into the stratosphere. “�at 
just took o� worldwide,” Smith says. 

The music database Discogs lists 33 
pressings of “Expansions,” including mul-
tiple editions from 1975, the year it was 
released, manufactured as far away as 
Germany, France and South Africa. “Bob 
�iele was dealing with RCA Records, and 
they started scrambling,” Smith says. 
“�ey had to go back and reprint thou-
sands and thousands.” Smith’s break-
through LP landed at No. 10 on Billboard’s 
year-end jazz albums chart for 1975. 

“Back in the days when he released 
the ‘Expansions’ album, there was no 
genre called smooth jazz,” says Branch, a 
founder of the Richmond Jazz Society. 
“He would be the bridge between smooth 
jazz and spiritual jazz, because his music 
is very smooth and very appealing and 
very soothing, not as abrasive as some of 
the other spiritual jazz or some of the 
avant-garde jazz.” 

�e title track of “Expansions” is a jazz-
funk touchstone, featuring a buoyant 
blend of treated keyboard sounds and 
fusion elements, with vocals from Smith’s 
brother Donald entreating listeners “to 
understand we all must live in peace.”

“My father and my mother were very 
spiritual,” Smith says. “I was expanding 
on making it more universal, that gospel 
and that spirituality that I received from 
them. Let’s take it to the whole world and 
expand their minds, so we can have a 
vision of the new world, everyone living 
in peace and harmony.” 

�ose themes remained at the fore-
front of Smith’s music, from a string of 
late-1970s albums on Columbia Records 
to an early-1980s run on Bob �iele’s newly 
formed Doctor Jazz imprint. A key col-
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laborator during this period was two-time 
Grammy winner Marcus Miller. �e iconic 
bassist and composer was just 16 when he 
was introduced to Smith, yet Miller quick-
ly earned Smith’s confidence, and some of 
Miller’s earliest compositions found a 
home on Smith’s Columbia-era albums. 

“He provided me with that stage as a 
writer,” Miller says, “and he would let me 
arrange the band and tell them what I 
thought they should play, which was kind 
of crazy, because I’m this li�le 16-, 17-year-
old kid instructing the older guys. But he 
got a kick out of it.” 

Identifying and empowering promising 
young players is among the highest call-
ings a masterful jazz musician can answer. 
Miller draws a direct line from Smith’s 
support to that of Miles Davis, with whom 
Miller would also go on to collaborate.  

“Once [Smith] figured out that I had 
some talent,” Miller recalls, “he’s like, ‘C’mon, 
do your thing.’ And I’m doing the same 
thing with young guys in my group. I don’t 
know if Miles had a mentor, or if it just 
came from him, but that’s a tradition that’s 
being passed down through generations.”

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE 
There may be no better lens through 
which to view Smith’s lasting impact than 
that of Devonne Harris, who plays keys 
for Richmond group Butcher Brown and 
produces beats as DJ Harrison. “Here’s a 
guy who took his dream and his vision 
and actually made it happen,” Harris says. 
“For a lot of creatives who are here in Rich-
mond, that’s definitely influential.”  

Harris grew up surrounded by Smith’s 
music — “My dad had a lot of his records,” 
he says — and he sought out those same 
albums upon starting his own collection. 
He’s since continued down Smith’s trail-
blazing path by customizing the sound of 
his keys. “He creates his own textures,” 
Harris says. “I’ve definitely picked up on 
that from him.” 

Smith returned to Richmond from New 
York in 1988, seeing in his hometown qual-

ities that local artists such as Harris con-
tinue to benefit from: a location that’s 
convenient for East Coast touring and 
easy access to air travel. Ironically, Smith 
was in Atlanta being interviewed for radio 
when Butcher Brown first crossed his 
radar a handful of years ago. “�e inter-
viewer said, ‘Man, have you heard this 
group from Richmond, Butcher Brown? 
Let me play this record for you,’ ” he recalls. 

Smith made contact via the group’s 
drummer, Corey Fonville, and he arranged 
to visit the Butcher Brown home studio. 
“We jammed a li�le bit, we hung out, he 
played the Rhodes and started playing 
some of his hits,” Fonville recalls. “It was 
a very special moment.” 

“Having him over at the house was like 
our own private master class,” Harris says. 
“It was great. It was almost like he wanted 
to come into our world. Obviously, we 
know so much about his world.” 

As a beatmaker, Harris understands 
another important facet of Smith’s legacy: 
hip-hop sampling. Smith’s compositions 
have been sampled heavily, perhaps most 
notably on Jay-Z’s “Dead Presidents,” a 
song that incorporates the lilting piano 
from Smith’s “A Garden of Peace.” 

Smith’s 1977 “Live” album was crucial 
to Harris’ early exploration of sampling, 
and repurposing Smith’s music is one way 
to acknowledge that influence. “He’s one 
of the artists that understands that sam- C
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Musical partner and friend Marcus Miller (left) listens 
as Smith plays the keys of the cosmos.
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