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PAUL McNAMARA 
 
by John Clare 
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the January, 1976 edition of Jazz Down Under.] 
 

aul McNamara looks strong as a bear in a way that goes beyond being solidly 
built, which he is, though he is not a huge man. His forehead is high, his face 
broad, but his nose is sharp, hawkish, and under his hawkish brows his eyes 

have the clear intentness of some black-bearded clansman watching across the hills 
for the marauder’s approach. His approach to the piano, however, is certainly the 
most peaceful in Australian contemporary jazz; it is probably the least aggressive in 
all jazz here. 
 

 
 
Paul McNamara: his nose is sharp, hawkish, and under his hawkish brows his eyes 

have the clear intentness of some black-bearded clansman watching across the 

hills… PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 

There is nothing weak or innocuous in Paul’s playing. It is in fact consistently strong 
and assured, and funky enough to please the [members of] Galapagos Duck whom he 
joined about a year ago; but it lacks the nervous edge, the vindictive bite which is the 
spice of most jazz solos. As well as his work with the ‘Duck’, Paul has been playing 
often freely experimental duets with either Phil Treloar or Alan Turnbull on drums, 
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calling themselves The Two, and there are times in this situation when I think he 
may be reaching for something quite rare in modern jazz. He seems to be confronting 
the problem of applying a non-angry temperament to an experimental idiom in 
which most of the playing which you remember afterwards is somewhat fierce. The 
piano players who have influenced him have confronted the same problem - Bill 
Evans, for instance - but because there are not very many of them in an idiom in 
which most players are indirectly influenced by Cecil Taylor (even if they never listen 
to him), the common procedure of working out a personal synthesis of several styles 
is not really available to him. I heard him say one night, “I’m just trying desperately 
NOT to play like Keith Jarrett.” 
 

 
 
Paul has been playing often freely experimental duets with either Phil Treloar 

(above) or Alan Turnbull (below) on drums, calling themselves The Two… PHOTO 

CREDITS MARGARET FREDRICKSON (TRELOAR) JOE GLAYSHER (TURNBULL) 
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Keith Jarrett and Jack De Johnette, of course, inspired Paul’s drums and piano 
duets. In briefly reviewing them last issue, I said, “Paul displays a sensitive touch, 
pellucid sound and consistent strength and sometimes he is the perfect accompanist 
(to the drummer). These are in fact duets in the real sense, with either drums or 
piano occupying the focal position, or both playing with equal weight. Paul has been 
a consistent delight, but the two drummers have stretched everyone’s expectations of 
what drums should do, in a rhythmic, textural and melodic sense. Phil’s kit has all 
the innovations — a great gong which he sometimes plays with a cello how 
(producing a pedal drone),  a series of flat discs (in fact circular saws before the teeth 
are cut into them) from which wa wa sounds are produced, with the aid of a cupped 
hand, and even chords are struck. Alan is no less engrossing, simply by combining, 
extending and transforming every conventional technique in a personal alchemy.” 
 

 
 
Keith Jarrett (left, pictured here with Jack De Johnette, centre, and Gary Peacock 
on the right)… 
 
The emphasis there seems to be on the drummers. Understandable, I think, for two 
reasons. The drums are playing a very unusual role, number one, and two, I had the 
feeling, confirmed in a surprising way in the following interview, that Paul was just 
beginning the journey towards discovering the full extent of his talent. 
 
Paul plays four nights a week with the Galapagos Duck and, whether or not they have 
an appearance lined up, he spends at least one day a week playing with Phil Treloar 
at Phil’s place. I did not think to ask him how much studio work and so on he was 
doing, but I would think some. Yet he is still to be seen listening to everything that’s 
happening in contemporary jazz. When there’s an interesting band playing, you can 
usually look around and see Paul there. Sometimes he seems to be scowling at what 
he hears, sometimes he seems worried, at times he is completely lost in ¡t. 
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Here is a man, aged 30, who has never been away from the piano since he was a 
small child, but who only began to take it really seriously less than a year ago. In a 
quiet way, Paul was one of the most surprising people I have written about. From 
here on, I leave you with his words — save a couple of interjections. 
 
“I understand that I played the piano when I was four. According to family legend, 
the first steps I ever took were towards the piano, though that might be apocryphal. 
Both my parents played piano and we often had sing songs, which were much more 
common in those days. You know, we’d play and sing things like Carolina In The 
Morning. I was born at Mascot, here in Sydney.” 
 
John Clare: “Ha! I used to ride my bike from Maroubra to Mascot and watch the 
planes.” 
 
“Yeah, I was always fascinated by the planes, [Mascot is of course where Kingsford 
Smith Airport is located].  It is a pretty strange area. I started piano lessons at six or 
seven. My parents were very eager for me to learn. I kept it up right through school, 
and during high school I was playing for parties and so on. It was just a weekend 
thing, even for a while after I left school. I learned toolmaking as a trade....Yeah, 
Phil Treloar did a trade too: metal working. But then I was playing one or two nights 
a week and that became three. Soon I began playing in the clubs* and I gave away the 
other thing. 
 

 
 
Pianist Chuck Yates: he turned Paul on to Oscar Peterson…PHOTO COURTESY RAY 
MARTIN 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*John Clare writes: Our small but significant overseas readership may be puzzled 
by references in Jazz Down Under to clubs. They are not jazz clubs but huge 
drinking, recreational and entertainment complexes, complete with poker 
machines, run either by the Rugby League football clubs or the Returned 
Servicemen’s League. 
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“My first awareness of jazz was not a particularly intense one. I began going to Chuck 
Yates for lessons and he turned me onto Oscar Peterson. Before that I’d been into 
Dave Brubeck and Andre Previn in a mild way. Actually I went to Chuck once very 
early on, when I wasn’t ready to absorb what he had to offer. That was, oh, 12 years 
ago. I didn’t gain all that much except an awareness that he was into things that I 
wasn’t. Years went by in which I just drifted. Then I looked him up again and went to 
him for maybe six or twelve months — I’m very vague about times — and that was the 
beginning of a whole new kind of musical thing for me. Chuck is getting a reputation 
as a teacher, but that aside, he has a lot more to offer than people realise. 
 
“I became aware how shallowly I was into music compared to a lot of other people. 
Chuck put me onto Oscar, and then onto Bill Evans. That was very recently, and it’s 
only very, very recently that I’ve been able to enjoy those people’s music for what it is 
without trying to copy them. I’m concentrating on my music — some kind of stuff 
that comes from me; no one else. At the moment it’s Keith Jarrett I can’t listen to. 
That three-record set had such a profound influence on me that — it’s so close to the 
identity that I’m trying to achieve — that I have to put it away for a time. Listening to 
it now would be disastrous. 
 
“What I’ve been trying to catch up on lately are some of the things I should have been 
listening to when I was into Brubeck. Like those Miles Davis Workin’ and 
Steamin’ albums you’ve got there. That stuff is so great, and I never really listened to 
it. 
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“My deeper interest was starting about the time I joined Galapagos Duck, and it was 
a good job to get at that time That band is such a jigsaw puzzle of different things 
which happens to make up a very successful package that it provides a good 
opportunity to just play in a band in a way that’s not too restrictive. 
 
“Just before that I’d been working at the Wentworth Hotel dining room with Doug 
Foskett, and that was good because people sat in whom I’d never played with before, 
like Graham Ruckley, Jack Thorncraft, Graham Lyall. Of course we played opposite 
Buddy Rich’s band during their tour, and that was a revelation for me, both 
for the music and the attitude of the guys in the band. They were so keen, so serious, 
so open and helpful. As a consequence, you just couldn’t ignore the music. It was so 
strong; it hit you like a brick. I’m afraid their attitude contrasted with a lot of 
Australian musicians, myself included! They were really there to play the music, not 
try to finish a little earlier so they could get pissed. 
 
“What else had I been doing? I worked casually for a few months before joining the 
Duck. I was Judy Stone’s musical director for a while. It was really only after I’d 
joined Galapagos Duck that I began not only listening more deeply, but thinking 
about a more serious form of self-expression for myself. 
 
“Alan Turnbull suggested the idea for a duo, which became The Two, with him or 
Phil, depending on who’s available. We were in Perth for the February Festival. He 
was with Don Burrows and I was with the Duck, and we played together; he said, 
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‘What about getting together?’ He played me the album with Keith Jarrett and Jack 
De Johnette, and as I said that was one of the profound listening experiences for me. 
We did some nights at The Basement, and I got Phil to do one night, and we’ve been 
doing it seriously since then. Phil and I do one afternoon a week just as a workshop 
thing, whether we’ve got a job lined up or not. 
 
“It’s getting more and more interesting, because Phil and Alan are two of the most 
musical drummers in the country, but they are completely different. With Alan, it’s 
more successful when we play tunes and improvise on them, with some free 
improvisation. With Phil, we just start playing. We just play out the music, and it’s 
like we just can’t wait to see what we’re going to play next. 
 
“Anything could start it — a sound, a note - but being free doesn’t mean that we have 
to play as many notes as possible. I think that’s a trap for a lot of players today. They 
think that in a free situation they’ve got to play lots of notes and they’ve got to play 
very aggressively. I think what some of them produce springs more from nervous 
tension than from a real expression of themselves.  
 

 
 
McNamara: I believe you can be very free and yet sound quite ordered… 
PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 

“You know, I believe you can be very free and yet sound quite ordered, because - well, 
it’s like a zen thing: if you can really relax and play yourself, it will assume, 
yeah, a sort of natural order. Miles is as good an example as you’ll find of relaxed 
playing being really expressive, and also of being able to say something without 
necessarily using a lot of notes. 
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“Still, I must admit that things which once seemed to me much too frantic and 
intense, I can see now that they were really necessary in order to explore possibilities 
in certain directions. And, I find I’m beginning to enjoy things I never did before. I 
was never really attracted to Archie Shepp or Cecil Taylor, or even Keith Jarrett on 
the records I’d heard. 
 
“I do have a natural preference for gentler things. I don’t really think it’s for me to 
say whether or not I’m a gentle person. But I find now that I can play the faster 
things now with more conviction, and enjoy it, and without ever setting out to do it, I 
find I’m able to get into things like Cecil Taylor. 
 
“The jazz rock thing? I’m inclined to agree with you that In A Silent Way and Bitches 
Brew were a really valid exploration of the possibilities in that direction, but, yeah, I 
sometimes think Miles exhausted those possibilities and should have moved onto 
something else. I liked the electric piano work on those things, but it doesn’t attract 
me anymore. Not to want to play the electric piano, I mean. 
 

 

Miles exhausted the possibilities of jazz rock on In A Silent Way and Bitches Brew… 

“You know, it’s only lately that I’ve begun to really fall in love with the piano. I’ve 
never really been away from it, yet I’ve always taken it for granted. I’ll tell you 
something that comes into my head a lot these days: ‘It’s all there. You’ve just got to 
see it’.” 
________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 


