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PAUL GRABOWSKY: A TALENT TO BE RECKONED WITH 
 
by Adrian Jackson* 
______________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the March/April, 1983, edition of Jazz Magazine. Below is 
also an excerpt from Adrian Jackson’s review, published in the same edition, of a 
concert on January 30, 1983 at RMIT Union Theatre, which included a 
performance by Paul Grabowsky, Gary Costello and Allan Browne.] 
 

n the late ‘70s, pianist Paul Grabowsky impressed a lot of observers around 
Melbourne as a talent to be reckoned with. He proved himself a very capable 
bebop pianist with his band Giant Steps, worked with a variety of performers 

including Robyn Archer and George Dreyfus, and really made people sit up and take 
notice when he formed an association with saxophonist Ted White, contributing both 
brilliant piano playing and interesting compositions to White’s Quartet. 
 
He left for Europe in 1980, and returned in December 1982 for a brief holiday that 
saw him working in the stage band for Jeannie Lewis’s show So You Want Blood. He 
only gave two jazz performances while he was in Melbourne: a night with the Ken 
Schroeder Quartet that reiterated his command of the florid, bustling bebop piano 
style, and a concert (see review below) that showed he has begun to mature into an 
exceptionally talented improviser and writer. 
 

 
 
Pianist Paul Grabowsky in performance with Gary Costello in 1983…  
PHOTO CREDIT ADRIAN JACKSON 
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I spoke with Grabowsky in January, 1983, about his experiences in Europe. 
 
“Being in Europe has just been a fantastic learning experience for me,” he enthused. 
“I’ve had the opportunity to play things and learn things that would have taken me 
years to do here, or I never would have got the chance at all.” 
 
At first, Grabowsky went to London, which he describes as “a waste of time - there’s a 
real air of disillusionment around the scene there.” An Australia Council grant 
allowed him to spend some time in New York, where “I had the biggest thrill of my 
life so far, sitting in to play Just Friends with Chet Baker at the Village Vanguard. I 
studied composition and orchestration at Juilliard, and took lessons with John 
Hicks, Jim McNeely and Joanne Brackeen. 
 

 
 
Grabowsky sat in to play Just Friends with Chet Baker (pictured above) at the 
Village Vanguard: the biggest thrill of his life so far… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
“Mostly I learned from listening to people and talking with them, and learning their 
personal relationships with the music. Another thrill I had was playing once with 
Jamil Nasser, who’s just a great jazz bassist.” 
 
But most of Grabowsky’s time has been spent in Europe; he’s been based in Munich, 
and is earning a handsome reputation for himself on the European scene. “I played 
with trumpeter Dusko Goycevic’s big band in Munich, and I met a drummer named 
Lala Kovacev, whose band works at adapting southern Serbian and Macedonian folk 
music with jazz improvisation. I’ve toured and done an album with Lala’s band. 
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Trumpeter Dusko Goycevic: Grabowsky played with his big band in Munich… 
 
“I’ve also been working with Gunther Klatt, a great young tenor player who’s the new 
star on the German scene. [Joachim] Berendt’s really behind him, and we won first 
prize at the International Jazz Federation’s first European Jazz Competition last 
year. 
 
“As well as that, I’ve got a sextet, with Billy Elgart on drums who used to play with 
Paul Bley, another American Wayne Darling on bass, Allan Praskin on alto, Gunther 
on tenor, and Herman Breuer on trombone. The band is The Paul Grabowsky Sextet 
Plays Ornette Coleman, or Plays Thelonious Monk. They are two of the greatest 
composers of the century and two of the biggest influences on me, so I get a lot out of 
playing just their music. In addition, I’ve got a band called Just Friends, with Harry 
Sokal from Art Farmer’s band on sax, that plays only original music. 
 

 
 
Thelonious Monk (above): he and Ornette Coleman are two of the greatest 
composers of the century and two of the biggest influences on Grabowsky… PHOTO 
COURTESY PINTEREST 
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Ornette Coleman (above): he and Thelonious Monk are two of the biggest influences 
on Grabowsky… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
He admits, “I haven’t got a style of my own yet. I was heavily into bebop and chord 
changes for a long time, and now I’m getting away from chord changes, or at least 
wanting to approach them differently. 
 
“I’m interested in exploring the tradition of music, making the tradition of jazz live 
today. I’m into Bud Powell, Monk, Duke, Jelly Roll, James P Johnson, rather than 
the music being made today which tends to be slick. 
 

 
 
Dale Barlow (above) is in Germany: maybe we can form another Australian Jazz 
Quintet… 
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“I try more to play the piano orchestrally, as well as in a hornlike way. I like to get as 
many colours as I can from the instrument. 
 
“The extended forms of Charles Mingus, the intensity of Cecil Taylor, Ellington and 
Monk’s use of colours and spaces between colours, are all things that have made me 
think about my music differently.” 
 
As for the future, Grabowsky will return to Europe in March. After that, he hopes, 
“What I would like to do is come back home and base myself in Melbourne, maybe 
bring some of the guys out here to tour, and help get some spirit into the scene here.” 
 
Grabowsky also mentioned that Sydney saxophonist Dale Barlow and guitarist Peter 
O’Mara are in Germany at present.* “They’re both very serious and open guys, and 
I’d love to do something with them.” He added, with a laugh, “Maybe we can form 
another Australian Jazz Quintet.”  
 

 
 
Grabowsky: I try more to play the piano orchestrally, as well as in a hornlike way. 
I like to get as many colours as I can from the instrument…. 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
*Editor’s Note: Dale Barlow has since left Germany and is now in New York. For 
Adrian Jackson’s comments on Paul Grabowsky’s performance on January 30, 
1983, see below. This is an abridged edition of the whole review… 
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Adrian Jackson writes: Odwala’s series of monthly concerts — to be held on the 
last Sunday afternoon of each month in 1983 — got off to a great start when a crowd 
of around 140 turned up to hear strong performances from Odwala and visiting artist 
Paul Grabowsky. 
 
Pianist Paul Grabowsky’s set was an effective contrast to Odwala’s. He played mostly 
original compositions, and employed a wide variety of approaches; he rarely 
approached Odwala’s level of energy, but provided plenty of rewarding subtleties. 
Grabowsky was accompanied with fine empathy by local bassist Gary Costello and 
drummer Allan Browne. 
 

 
 
L-R, Gary Costello, Allan Browne, Paul Grabowsky… 
 
Grabowsky proved himself an excellent pianist with a lovely touch, capable of playing 
lucidly or forcefully, as the context dictated. His astute compositions varied from the 
pretty Little Lady’s Waltz and the ECMish Behold The Dawn, to the flurrying groove 
of Standing, Standing and the relaxed bebop of Gunther Meets Dex. The most 
impressive was Another Sphere, a Monk tribute that alluded to various Monk 
themes, and to his penchant for wry humour, dissonant jabs and stride outbursts — 
and brought Monk’s spirit to mind very effectively. 
 
Grabowsky finished with a busily fluent workout on Ornette’s When Will The Blues 
Leave? The audience’s enthusiasm was well deserved, as he had provided a program 
of consistently stimulating compositions and playing. The debut concert was 
definitely a success, and the remaining concerts offer Melbourne fans something to 
look forward to. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 


