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BERNIE McGANN & PAUL GRABOWSKY: A MATCH MADE IN JAZZ 
HEAVEN 
 
by Tony Hillier* 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the July/August, 2012 edition of Rhythms Magazine.] 
 

t’s an intercity match that’s made-to-measure for the country’s most important 
jazz festival. Sydney’s alto sax supremo Bernie McGann and Melbourne’s piano 
maestro Paul Grabowsky, arguably the most influential, inventive and 

individualistic players and composers of the modern jazz era in Australia, have 
performed together in a variety of configurations over the past 25 years, but never 
before at the Wangaratta Festival of Jazz, although both have made regular 
appearances there over the years. The anomaly will be rectified on Wang’s opening 
night in what looks certain to be one of the most memorable concerts of the 2012 
program. 
 

 
 
Paul Grabowsky (left) and Bernie McGann (right): arguably the most influential, 
inventive and individualistic players and composers of the modern jazz era in 
Australia… 
________________________________________________________ 
 
* Tony Hillier has for the past 20 years written numerous music reviews and feature 
articles for national publications such as the Weekend Australian and Rhythms magazine, 
as well as producing/presenting music programs for regional ABC and community radio 
and performing at major festivals with his band, Kamerunga. His interest in jazz was 
piqued as a teenager in London in the sixties on hearing Dave Brubeck’s ‘Take Five’ and ‘It’s 
a Raggy Waltz’. He recently instigated a new weekly program on Cairns community radio 
station 89.1 FM, Planet Jazz, which also facilitates his love of world music. 
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Personality-wise, the pairing’s something of a mismatch. McGann is as dry as the 
Aussie bush where he once used to practise daily; a self-effacing, taciturn man who’s 
ill at ease talking about himself or his music. Grabowsky is voluble and urbane, a 
media-sassy performer who’s comfortable either side of a microphone. But on the 
bandstand these virtuoso instrumentalists enjoy a relationship that’s sans pareil, the 
chemistry between them sparked by an instinctive enjoyment of risk taking that’s 
both tempered and complemented by a profound understanding and 
acknowledgement of the jazz tradition, in particular an appreciation of the work of 
Thelonious Monk. 
 
By all accounts, the sparks were flying fast and furious on the most recent occasions 
they’ve performed together, at Sydney’s Sound Lounge in November 2011 and in 
June of this year at the same venue at a packed-out, ABC-recorded concert to 
celebrate McGann’s 75th birthday. “They were some of the most memorable jazz 
playing I’ve been involved with,” declares Grabowsky. The saxophonist concurs, 
“They were great gigs, among the best we’ve done together.” 
 
Like all great partnerships, the relationship is based on mutual respect, although 
most of the off-stage rhetoric tends to flow from the younger player. Asked what he 
appreciates most about McGann’s playing and performing with him, Grabowsky 
replies, “I love Bernie’s time feel. I love the tunes he chooses to play. I love the fact 
that he stretches out, that he takes long solos and gives the band a real chance to 
interact and carry him.” He says he feels blessed to have the opportunity to play with 
the person he regards as the greatest jazz musician that Australia has produced. “I 
love playing with Bernie,” he says in summation. 
 

 
 
McGann (alto saxophone) with pianist Grabowsky in the background at the 
Wangaratta  Jazz Festival in 2012… 
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When asked what he most relishes about performing with Grabowsky,  McGann 
initially responds with characteristic drollery. “He’s a great guy on the microphone 
and at running a band,” and, “Paul has a big brain and he covers a lot of areas,” 
before expanding with comments like, “Technically he’s very adept and a fine all-
round musician,” and, “When he’s loose he can swing as good as anybody.” While 
McGann abhors being in the limelight, you suspect he is grateful for Grabowsky’s 
ongoing patronage and fulsome tributes. As he concedes, “Paul’s always talking 
about me. Some of his quotes are incredible; they’d be as good as I’ve received.” 
McGann was already 30 years into his career when Grabowsky first heard him play 
back in the mid I98Os, after the young pianist had returned from a study spell at 
New York’s famous Juilliard and gigging in Europe. “I first became aware of Bernie’s 
playing through Dale Barlow. He used to talk about him a lot when we were hanging 
out together in Germany. Dale, of course, was a very successful saxophonist already 
— I mean, he was making records with Cedar Walton — so I immediately became 
very interested and wanted to know more. When I returned to Australia to live at the 
beginning of ’86 and formed The Wizards Of Oz with Dale, I started to spend a lot 
more time in Sydney. Then I had an opportunity to hear Bernie.” 
 
It was love-at-first-listen. “Bernie’s playing had a quality that I’d never heard before 
and it was intriguing. It was incredibly swinging. It was real Australian jazz. He 
wasn’t attempting to imitate. Bernie had found his own voice. You could hear 
influences, of course. But the sound and his way of playing the horn were completely 
unique.” 
 
Grabowsky wasted no time investigating ways to work with him. “I had a project 
happening in Melbourne called the Alto Summit,  a real kind of blowing band. It was 
a good chance to get some great players together. We had Ian Chaplin, Bob Bertles 
and Bernie.” A couple of years  later, the pair renewed their association in the 
Australian Jazz Orchestra, a Bicentennial project that toured Australia and the  
 

 
 
The McGann/Grabowsky album Always: it confirmed McGann’s exquisite ability as 
a ballad player on classics such as God Bless The Child and Night And Day… 
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United States playing largely original music. In the early ‘90s, when Grabowsky was 
given the opportunity to form a band with Sydney musicians, McGann was his first 
selection. That quartet, which also included drummer Alan Turnbull and bassist 
Adam Armstrong (later the singer Shelley Scown), chalked up a good few gigs, 
including festivals, but never recorded together. 
 
It wasn’t until 2006 that McGann and Grabowsky finally got to make an album 
together. Always, a collection of standards released by the ABC, confirmed McGann’s 
exquisite ability as a ballad player on classics such as God Bless The Child and Night 
And Day. “There’s no better ballad player in the country than Bernie McGann, very 
few better in the world probably,” asserts Grabowsky. “He has such a plaintive 
sound; there’s a real sense of loss and yearning, and fun at the same time.” 
 
Having the ability to instil fresh perspective on familiar ballads or bebop standards is 
another of McGann’s fortes. As the saxophonist says, “You’ve got to keep watching 
for new angles, even if you know a piece inside out. I’m always looking for new 
material.” At the moment he’s working on one of Charlie Parker’s more obscure 
numbers,  Cardboard , and Henry Nemo’s  Don’t Take Your Love From Me , a tune 
most famously recorded by John Coltrane. He hints that he might include both 
numbers in their set list on Wang’s opening night, along with Paul Desmond’s lovely 
ballad  Wendy . Desmond, one of the best-known players from the West Coast’s ‘cool 
school’ of jazz, was one of McGann’s first influences. “He was a terrific player... 
immediately identifiable,” he says. Later, the Sydneysider drew on the playing of 
Ornette Coleman and Albert Ayler for inspiration, en-route to cultivating a highly 
personalised style of his own that has led to his being hailed as one the most 
significant original players in Australian jazz. 
 

 
 
McGann, pictured here practicing in the Royal National Park: maybe he was 
conversing with the birds… PHOTO COURTESY LUCAS PRODUCTIONS 
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“Bernie’s a man of few words but in many ways he represents  what is best about our 
jazz,” says Grabowsky. “I always think of Australian heat and dryness and Australian 
birdlife when I hear him play. When he used to practise in the [Bundeena & Royal]  
National Park 40 years ago maybe he was conversing with the birds,” he adds with a 
laugh. “There’s something of the kookaburra about Bernie — in the nicest possible 
way. He’s also like a great painter in the way he’s developed this style, and then 
continued refining it. But everything that he does is unmistakable because of the 
style.” 
 
McGann’s renowned ability to generate something extraordinary at the drop of a hat 
contradicts the saxophonist’s mantra for improvising, “Try not to think too much” — 
a credo borrowed from Charlie Parker. If his improvisations fall short (something 
they rarely do), he says it’s of little concern. “It doesn’t matter if you screw up... the 
important thing is to surprise yourself”. Grabowsky puts it in more cerebral terms. 
“The thing about improvising is that you go for things and those things are 
sometimes very obscure. I mean, you’re responding all the time to what’s going on 
around you. In jazz it’s a collective accomplishment and it allows you the freedom. 
There are always surprises and a sense of going up an untravelled path.” 
 

 
 
The bassist Jonathan Zwartz (pictured above) and drummer Tim Firth (pictured 
below) make up the rest of the McGann-Grabowsky Quartet… 
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Like so many players weaned on American bebop, McGann delights in, “squeezing in 
a few quotes” between improvisations, professing to get off on their “cryptic” nature. 
Grabowsky regards quoting as a precursor of sampling. “I think the use of quotation 
in bebop is an early version of the found object.” 
 
Bass player Jonathan Zwartz and drummer Tim Firth, the other players in the 
McGann- Grabowsky Quartet, comprise an engine room that affords the lead players 
maximum freedom. “The first time that we all played together in 2011, I thought, 
‘This is a very special band’,” says Grabowsky. “It had something to do with the way 
that Jonathan, Tim and I were able to really connect on a very intuitive level. 
Whereas a lot of the other playing I’ve done with Bernie has been more straight-
ahead, this band had a straight-ahead thing as its kind of platform but went much 
further than that. I’ve known Jonathan almost as long as I’ve known Bernie... he’s a 
really astonishing musician. Tim is a gifted young drummer. He’s got great ears, a 
fantastic technique and a beautiful sound. He’s a very sensitive, very aware drummer 
with very firm roots in the jazz tradition, so it’s a pleasure to play with him. A lot of 
the music I play these days is not what you would call straight-ahead. I play mainly 
my own music, which is quite quirky in a lot of ways.” 
 

 
 
A shot taken at the 2012 Wangaratta Festival, L-R, Paul Grabowsky, Jonathan 
Zwartz, Bernie McGann, Tim Firth, Peter Rechniewski… 
 
Grabowsky and McGann both appreciate the opportunities that Wangaratta affords. 
The pianist, whose previous Wang outings include gigs with Sandy Evans, Steve Lacy 
and Han Bennink, says festival director Adrian Jackson does “a brilliant job on a 
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limited budget.” He opines that Wangaratta is the most important jazz event in 
Australia for all the right reasons. “It doesn’t rely on big stars and hefty ticket prices . 
It doesn’t rely on hype. It relies on quality and it relies on the support of the local 
community and I think those things are really important in imbuing it with 
tremendous integrity. It’s a great opportunity for Australian jazz musicians to come 
together and hang out and listen to each other’s music in a very collegiate 
atmosphere and entertain the loyal fans who come year after year.” 
 
Grabowsky believes that Australia still languishes in a kind of remote part of the jazz 
notoriety even although he says overseas aficionados are becoming more aware of 
local talent. “There’s a quality thing going on here which is quite extraordinary, in 
terms of its diversity and accomplishment. The Europeans and Americans have been 
able to really promote their music, whereas it’s more a kind of underground 
movement in Australia. Mind you, I think that my generation has done a lot to bring 
it on to the national stage, to say, ‘We’re here, our time has come’.” 
 

 
 
The Wizards of Oz, circa the mid-1980s, L-R, Grabowsky, Lloyd Swanton, Dale 
Barlow, Tony Buck:  the rivalry that used to exist between Melbourne and Sydney 
has evaporated… 
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Both McGann and Grabowsky agree that the rivalry that used to exist between 
Melbourne and Sydney has evaporated. “I think Dale Barlow and I really put that 
particular ghost to rest when we formed The Wizards Of Oz in the ‘80s. We wanted to 
make a band that had Sydney and Melbourne players in it, as much as anything else 
to say, ‘Look, this shit’s gotta stop’.” As to which is Australia’s top jazz city, he says 
it’s always been swings and roundabouts. “Melbourne was really important in the 
early ‘60s with The Embers club and Jazz Centre 44, and all the Sydney guys came 
down to play in those days, including Bernie. Then it swung back to Sydney later in 
the ‘60s and in the ‘70s at  The Basement and places like that. There’s probably more 
going on in Melbourne at the moment because of the clubs that are open, in some 
cases seven nights a week, but Sydney’s coming back. There are new kids on the 
block now. I mean, Brisbane’s producing really great players. And there’s a real scene 
in Perth.” 
 

 
 
Bernie McGann at the 2012 Wangaratta, with Grabowsky in the background at the 
microphone… PHOTO CREDIT AUSJAZZ.NET 
 
While he concedes Australia is producing more good jazz players per se than ever 
before, McGann wonders whether they’re as well grounded as his generation. 
“There’s more musicians coming out of The Con, but they’re not listening to the right 
stuff. They can all read and are good ensemble players, but they’re not influenced by 
the tradition. They need a sounder grounding.” Grabowsky concurs to a degree. “It’s 
an irony because when we were learning, it was really hard to get jazz records. Tapes 
were passed around like hallowed objects. To really study the music, you had to work 
very hard at it. These days, everything’s readily available, so there’s no excuse for 
people not knowing the jazz tradition. I think it’s all too easy, so it’s easy to get 
distracted. The tradition is very important, but I think we have to balance these 
things. I do hear some really exciting original voices emerging in Australian jazz, and 
these are voices that are not heavily reliant on the jazz tradition necessarily. I’ve 
always had a kind of scholastic interest in the music, but I also like swinging as much 
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as anything else and I like playing the tunes that cause me to play in a certain way. 
Maybe what Bernie’s saying is that the kind of rigour that we had to apply in order to 
play this music isn’t really the way they’re being taught now and therefore they’re not 
learning how to work hard at the music.” 
 
Apart from his various exploits in the jazz realm, Grabowsky has scored a number of 
feature films in Australia, the UK and the US. His most recent score combines film 
work and jazz. “With The Eye Of The Storm, what I’ve done is taken the soundtrack 
and done jazz extemporisation on the pieces. Most of the jazz parts of the album are 
with Julien Wilson. All of the score elements are with Branford Marsalis.” 
 

 
 
McGann, noted on his new album Wending for his “raw-toned edge, unexpected 
leaps to the upper register, unorthodox lines and ceaseless invention...” 
 
Over the heart problem that ailed him a couple of years ago, McGann also has a great 
new album. Wending had the Weekend Australian’s jazz reviewer John McBeath 
waxing lyrical about the alto whiz’s, “raw-toned edge, the unexpected leaps to the 
upper register, unorthodox lines and ceaseless invention.” 
 
Grabowsky will be ultra-busy over the next few months, even by his own mercurial 
standards. Since standing down as director of the Adelaide Arts Festival, he’s taken 
up a professorship at Melbourne’s Monash University. Later this year he’s taking 
Crossing Roper Bar, the project he instigated with indigenous NT-based songmen, to 
perform at the London Jazz Festival and the Ethnographic Museum in Paris. Next 
year he’s co-ordinating a tribute to Louis Armstrong and conducting an Australian 
Art Orchestra collaboration with young improvisers. Away from jazz, he’ll be 
involved in a production of Stravinsky’s The Rite Of Spring and a 2013 cycle of 
Wagner’s Ring, even though he confesses that it’s always a challenge to go between 
jazz and classical.  
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
The McGann-Grabowsky Quartet performs at the WPAC Theatre at the 2012 
Wangaratta Jazz & Blues Festival on Friday November 2, 2012. Wending is 
available through Rufus Records. Eye Of The Storm is available through Alberts. 


