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THE RETURN OF THE REDMAN 

by Gail Brennan/John Clare 

_______________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared in the magazine Australian Jazz & Blues, Volume 1, No 5, 

1994] 

 

he Dewey Redman sound! When Redman played at Sydney's Performance 

Space with Bernie McGann, John Pochée and Geoff Kluke in 1986, John 

Shand, hurrying to the gig, recognised that "light, dry sound" from blocks 

away. It can be the lightest tenor saxophone sound in jazz, with the possible 

exception of the somewhat edgier tone of the late Warne Marsh. It can move close to 

a transparent "classical" sound. But when Redman plays the blues it inflates 

effortlessly, and in the course of any solo he will darken the tone where solid weight 

is required. Sometimes he will make it roar, or woosh like Ben Webster, and he can 

lean on it until the grain of overtones begins to buzz. That is a handsome tone. That 

is like fine wood.  

 

 

Dewey Redman (tenor) playing at Sydney's Performance Space with L-R, John 

Pochée (drums), Geoff Kluke (bass) and Bernie McGann (alto), in 1986…PHOTO 

CREDIT JANE MARCH 

Before Redman played on a Pat Metheny album for ECM, he declared himself in awe 

of the technique of Michael Brecker, who also appeared. But Brecker insisted that 

Dewey Redman should be made a living treasure. He too was in awe of the things 

Redman could do with his tone.  

T 
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Redman (third from left) was in awe of the technique of Michael Brecker (far left). 

Others here are guitarist Pat Metheny (second from left) and bassist Charlie Haden 

(far right)…PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

Paul Grabowsky sees it as almost the platonic ideal of what a tenor saxophone sound 

should be. Playing his most recent album, Living On The Edge (Black Saint), and 

observing that the breathtaking swing is achieved by sculptural and painterly 

manipulation of his tone as much as by his unique relationship to the beat, I began to 

wonder who else he might sound like. Lester Young? Zoot Sims? Hank Mobley? I 

played them all, but there were big differences. Dewey Redman was pleased to hear 

that.  

Redman's sweet Texas drawl is another sound we could talk about. Once, in Sydney, 

he tested the mike by singing some very acceptable Mozart. "My sound," he said, or 

sang, "is the second thing I'm most proud of. I consider it my sound. The first is 

living in New York for 26 years, surviving by playing my music. But as to influences, I 

like Dexter, a guy we have here called Red Connors, Bird of course, Gene Ammons a 

long time ago and Stan Getz at one point. But I've always been captivated by sound. 

Take any group of people I like - whether they're a drummer, a singer, a trumpet 

player - and the thing they have in common is a good sound. I hold that in higher 

regard than technique."  

The 63-year old Dewey Redman has had a close musical association with two of the 

best known and most popular (outside America at least) musicians of our time, 

Ornette Coleman and Keith Jarrett. I wondered if he ever wished that more of their 

fame and, dare we say, money had rubbed off on him. "Fame and money haven't  
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Redman has had a close musical association with two of the best known and most 

popular musicians of our time, Ornette Coleman (above) and Keith Jarrett 

(below)… COLEMAN PHOTO CREDIT CORBIS; JARRETT PHOTO CREDIT HENRY LEUTWYLER 

 

 

rubbed off on me," he laughed, "Not in reference to my son either. I'm not jealous, 

but I'm a little bit envious. He's earned more money in four years than I have in 26. 

This cat is cleaning up!"  

As most readers will know, Dewey's son Joshua won the international Thelonious 

Monk saxophone competition four years ago (Australian Andrew Speight very 

creditably tied for third place) and has been heavily promoted and recorded. Father 

and son have made an exciting CD called Choices, on which Dewey plays tenor on 

only one track, but is featured on alto and melodica on the others.  

"But Joshua has kept a level head," said Redman, "unlike some of the so-called 

Young Lions. No, I'm not rich or famous, but I'm in good company. I have the respect 

of my peers. Musicians have written songs about me - David Murray, Joe Lovano, 

Branford Marsalis and others - and musicians always come to hear me. Sometimes 

you're more popular after you're dead, and that's a funny thing because my agent has 
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had enquiries about my death three or four times in the past few months. The same 

thing has happened to Arthur Taylor - and his records have started selling!"  

When I think of some of the really vivid and powerful American jazz that has come to 

our shores, I immediately recall Duke Ellington at the Sydney Stadium, the three 

nights of the Art Ensemble Of Chicago at Sydney's Seymour Centre, the Preservation 

Hall Jazz Band followed by Dizzy Gillespie and company at the Capitol Theatre, 

Freddie Hubbard with Rufus Reid and Victor Lewis at the Basement, Arthur Blythe 

at Wangaratta, the World Saxophone Quartet at the Harbourside Brasserie, Cecil 

Taylor in Brisbane - and of course Old And New Dreams with Dewey, Charlie Haden, 

Don Cherry and Ed Blackwell.  

 

 

Old and New Dreams, L-R, Charlie Haden (bass), Don Cherry (pocket trumpet), Ed 

Blackwell (drums), Dewey Redman (tenor sax)… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

Here we heard Dewey Redman produce that curious, eery effect with his voice 

hooting and bawling through the saxophone, as he did on Ornette Coleman's New 

York Is Now and Love Call. Later, when Dewey played with his own marvellous band 

- Geri Allen, Lloyd Swanton, Eddie Moore - at the Kakadu Club in Sydney, some 

young friends came to me halfway through the first set and expressed 

disappointment that he wasn't doing it then. I told them to wait, to listen to the tone, 

the phrasing, the rhythm. At the end of the set they came back and said I was right; 

they'd allowed themselves to go into some of the deepest music they'd experienced. 

And then in the second set, Dewey did what they had been waiting for.  

"It first came to me in San Francisco," he told me. "I thought about it, and I decided 

that I would never do it as a gimmick. I decided I would only do it when it was 

appropriate, when that was the way the music was going. I'm more interested in 

making music than having a trademark. You know, when I did those records with 

Ornette, I was literally shaking with fright. Well, I knew Ornette from San Francisco - 

in fact went to school with him in Fort Worth - but Elvin and Jimmy Garrison were 
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on those records, and you know they'd been with 'Trane. Jimmy asked me what was 

wrong and I said I was scared. I said I had no business being there. He put his arms 

around me and told me to just play naturally, don't feel you have to do anything you 

don't do. Bless him. That helped." 

 

 

Redman playing musette: When I did those records with Ornette, I was literally 

shaking with fright… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

I remarked that, much as I loved the hard bop of the 1950s and early 1960s, 

whenever I played, say, Change Of The Century by Ornette Coleman, it struck me 

that in a way it swung more. It was simpler on one level and more complex on 
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another. It was almost the ideal of what swinging jazz should be. Was it that the 

concept allowed them to drop all academic fussiness?  

"A thing you'll notice on all Ornette's records," Dewey replied. "is that he always has 

a swinging drummer. Ed Blackwell or Billy Higgins or Charles Moffett. The swing 

was always there. It had to be: he was from Texas! But he opened up the harmonic 

thing and that could give the feeling of things running easier. Then you got some 

sound effects players who missed the point. Whatever Ornette did, he was always 

swinging. It's not generally known that he has been given honorary degrees by the 

music departments of a number of universities. I think he's a genius. He's still a very 

humble man, and he's been through a lot of shit, man. He was my only true friend in 

New York. Oh yes, I was very lucky to play with him, and with Keith Jarrett, and all 

those people. I have been very lucky."  

 
 
On all Ornette's records he always has a swinging drummer such as Ed Blackwell (above) 

or Billy Higgins (below)… BLACKWELL PHOTO CREDIT STUART NICHOLSON; HIGGINS PHOTO 

CREDIT JOHN REEVES 

 

Finally, I asked if Dewey saw the big promotion of academically correct bebop in 

America, almost to the exclusion of anything else, as a backlash of some kind.  
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"No, it's just the current thing - like there was fusion and now this, but it's beginning 

to fade out. There are a couple of nice young players there. Racism does have 

something to do with that. You feel the difference in Europe. When I go there I'm on 

TV, people ask for my autograph, to sign records. You're an artist.” 

 

Dewey Redman, snapped in performance in India: I always play some bop, some 

free music and the blues. I'd get bored if I had to play just the one kind all night… 
PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 

"I don't like to be categorised. I always play some bop, some free music and the blues. 

I'd get bored if I had to play just the one kind all night. But people are more 

conservative about music than they are about, like, painting. You know, people say 

Coltrane must have been crazy to play like that at the end. They don't say that about 

Picasso. In painting people are interested in every period an artist goes through."  

Exactly. By coincidence, I had just played a collage of the introductions to Coltrane's 

Om, Africa Brass and Selflessness on Shannon O'Neill's program on 2MBS FM. Later 

I ran into young listeners overwhelmed by the beauty of this allegedly "ugly" music. 

This is part of the tradition, and to exclude it is to impoverish jazz. The same applies 

to the great Dewey Redman.  

At Wangaratta, Dewey will play in trio form with American drummer Skip Hadden 

and the peerless Lloyd Swanton on bass. It is likely that people like Paul Grabowsky, 

Ian Chaplin and maybe even Steve Lacy will appear as guests with this band. 

Grabowsky is also writing a piece to feature Dewey with his Art Orchestra. Dewey's 

trio will also play the Melbourne International Festival Of Arts on October 14 and 15, 

the Travelodge in Brisbane on the 18th, Sydney's Basement on the 20th and 23rd, the 

Bowling Club, Armidale on the 21st, the Basement on the 26th and 27th, and Olim's, 

Canberra on the 28th.  

__________________________________________________________ 

Dewey Redman has played the same Selmer Mark VI tenor saxophone for 28 years. 

He uses a Berg Larsen hard rubber mouthpiece with a Prestini No 4 reed. 


