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PAUL GRABOWSKY: ON AN UPWARD PATH 
 
by Adrian Jackson* 
______________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the November, 1991 edition of the APRA Magazine.] 
 

he last time I interviewed Paul Grabowsky for APRA (December 1988), he was 
a talent on the way up. He was already being hailed (in the jazz world, at least) 
as one of Australia's most talented pianists and composers, for work with his 

own groups in Melbourne; with the quartet, Wizards Of Oz; and with the Australian 
Jazz Orchestra. And he had begun to establish a reputation as one of our most 
prolific composers for film and television.  
 

 
 
Paul Grabowsky: hailed (in the jazz world, at least) as one of Australia's most 
talented pianists and composers…PHOTO CREDIT ANDY LIGUZ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
*In 1991 when this was written Adrian Jackson had been writing on jazz for The 
Age in Melbourne since 1978.  
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Since then, Grabowsky's career has continued on an upward path. He has released 
two recordings (6 x 3 on Spiral Scratch, which won the 1989 ARIA award for Best 
Jazz Recording; and The Moon And You on Warners, which has achieved very 
healthy sales for a hard-core jazz product). He has written several more soundtracks, 
and has more in the pipeline. And then there has been his work on television.  
 

 
Due to an association that stretches back to the Melbourne University comedy revue 
(Grabowsky was studying music at the Conservatorium, when Steve Vizard was doing 
law), Grabowsky landed the job of writing music for the successful Seven network 
comedy series Fast Forward. And from there, he landed the job of leading the house 
band on Tonight Live. All of a sudden, Paul Grabowsky became a household name.  
 

 
 
Steve Vizard (left) and Paul Grabowsky, who became a household name… 
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I spoke to him on a Thursday morning in the St Kilda flat occupied by his company 
Grabsound. Having recorded two editions of Tonight Live the night before (one for 
screening on the Thursday), Grabowsky is running late, looking a little tired.  
 
As we talk, he fields phone calls, sorts out last-minute arrangements for recording a 
soundtrack on Saturday, and hunts for a CV to remind him what year he worked on 
which project. He apologises, "1988 seems such a long time ago now; it's hard to 
remember all the things I've done since then." He finds the CV, and starts: "Right, 
(the soundtrack for) Georgia I did in 1988. The next thing I did after that was 
Cassidy, a four-part mini-series directed by Carl Schultz, who is best known for 
having directed Travelling North, and produced by Bob Weiss.  
 
"That was written for an orchestra of about 25. It was basically a classical score, using 
a rhythm section on some cues to give it more of a jazz flavour. The plot involved a 
woman whose father was the Premier of New South Wales. When he dies, she 
inherits his business empire, and discovers he's been involved in some very corrupt 
dealings. There are all sorts of people desperate to get their hands on some of the 
secrets she's got, including this guy that she falls in love with, who's really double-
crossing her.  
 
"So," he explains, "it's really a thriller, with an element of romance. The score had to 
reflect all the conflicting emotions involved. One thing I got into was contrapuntal 
writing. I thought that fugal music was a good analogy for the different threads that 
were going on, and would eventually be tied together."  
 
Grabowsky's next soundtrack was for the ABC television docudrama, Police Crop, 
which investigated the background to the murder of Canberra policeman, Inspector 
Colin Winchester. He recalls, "The only really substantial cue in that was the opening 
sequence, which was slow motion footage of Colin Winchester's funeral, which was 
all terribly sad.  
 

 
 
The opening sequence  was slow motion footage of Colin Winchester's funeral, 
which was all terribly sad… 
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"For this I wrote some music that I'm quite fond of. It was played by (Groovematics) 
Bobby Venier and Ian Chaplin on flugelhorn and sax, with a wash of synthesisers. 
Over that, I got Andrew Gander to play a snare drum in free, broken time against the 
3 /4 of the melody."  
 

 
 
Grabowsky’s music was played by (Groovematics) Bobby Venier (above)  and Ian 
Chaplin (below) on flugelhorn and sax… CHAPLIN PHOTO CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
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From early in 1990, much of Grabowsky's energy has been directed to his 
commitments on the Tonight Live show: he wrote the show's theme, and leads the 
Groovematics in backing a different guest artist (virtually) every night, five nights a 
week, 44 weeks a year. Lately, he has reduced his workload by getting guitarist Doug 
DeVries to take on more of the arranging tasks. He comments, "Doug and I have a 
very similar approach to arranging, so it's a very consistent sound. I think you'd have 
to know both of us very well to be able to pick who's written what chart."  
 

 
 
Guitarist Doug DeVries:  a very similar approach to arranging… PHOTO CREDIT 
DEAN GOLJA 
 
What is Grabowsky's approach to arranging for the Groovematics? "Simply, it's all 
about making the most of having six people in the band: I try to create a variety of 
grooves, textures and colours, to give the illusion of it being more than six people. 
I'm a great believer in experimenting with different ways of voicing chords —
sometimes I go for a big, open sound, sometimes for tight clusters of chords. I've 
learned a lot of things from listening to Gil Evans; I still think he's the master when it 
comes to voicing chords. I've also learned a lot from listening to film composers like 
(Ennio) Morricone. They can show you a lot about creating a mood instantly."  
 
Grabowsky sees his role on Tonight Live as something of a Trojan horse, allowing 
him to sometimes get what jazz diehards would consider 'the real thing' onto national 
TV. But the network executives are not keen on going too far out on a limb, so most 
of the show's guests are pop singers, of varying degrees of celebrity. Grabowsky 
comments, "I enjoy coming up with arrangements that show off the strengths of the 
musicians in the band, and show off the strengths of the singer, while perhaps 
putting them in a slightly different setting to what they might usually do. I most 
enjoy working with people who are willing to meet me half-way."  
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Of his other TV job, he says, "Fast Forward is mainly like musical cartooning. 
Whenever they do a spoof on a TV show, they can't buy the original soundtrack, so I 
have to recreate it, using synthesisers. The other bit is doing Gina Riley's song 
parodies, which involves sending up pop music by sounding like it, without 
infringing the copyright. It's great fun."  
 
Despite his hectic schedule, Grabowsky has managed to work on several soundtracks 
this year. One was for Paul Cox's A Woman's Tale; his soundtrack for this has been 
nominated for an AFI award. He comments, "It's notable, because Paul Cox has 
never asked a composer to write a score for one of his films before. So I feel that was 
quite an honour. It's a very poignant film; it's about an old woman who's dying, but 
has words of positive wisdom to impart to the people who are looking after her. It's a 
low-key sort of score; I'm surprised it got nominated.  
 

 
 
Grabowsky wrote the music for A Woman’s Tale, the film by Paul Cox (pictured 
above)… 
 
"The main piece I wrote was for the old bloke next door to her, who keeps playing 
this record over and over. I wrote a little tango for that, with violin, cello, double 
bass, guitar and accordion."  
 
The soundtrack he is preparing to record is for Gillian Armstrong's The Last Days Of 
Chez Nous. For this, he has brought German tenor saxophonist Gunther Klatt (a 
colleague from the period he spent in Munich during the early '80s) to Melbourne. 
He says, "It's a very jazz-oriented score. I'm using quite a large group, and the music 
is built around the tenor, that and the classical guitar — which is played not in a 
classical style, by Doug DeVries.  
 
"It's also got a bit of room for Bobby Venier and Ian Chaplin, too. I use those guys 
whenever I can, because I know they can do anything I want, and I know how to 
write for them." The film has a screenplay by Helen Garner, about a marriage that is 
falling apart, and the husband has an affair with his wife's younger sister.  
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The Last Days Of Chez Nous has a screenplay by Helen Garner (above), about a 
marriage that is falling apart… PHOTO CREDIT NICHOLAS PURCELL 
 
Another project in the works is the soundtrack for a 13-part TV series about the 
Russell Street bombing, called Phoenix. "That also," says Grabowsky, "has a jazz-
oriented score. They've asked us to provide a library of music with a jazzy, urban 
feel."  
 
Is it his choice that these two most recent soundtracks should be jazz-oriented? Or do 
producers and directors now think ‘Grabowsky’ when they think of jazz? He 
considers, "It's probably the latter. I have a reputation as a jazz person, so they come 
to me if they want something in that style. "It's a bit of a liability, in a way," he smiles. 
"I mean, some of the other soundtracks I've done, like The Petrov Affair, show that I 
can write in other styles, it doesn't have to be jazzy. I do have a classical background, 
too. So I hope I don't just get typecast in that one style.  
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"But I'm not complaining, because I love doing it. Anything that ups the pro-file of 
jazz in any medium is OK by me." And TV work and soundtracks notwithstanding, 
Grabowsky's first priority is with jazz, as both an improviser and a composer. Earlier 
this year, he assembled a marvellous sextet (Melbourne altoist Ian Chaplin, 
trombonist Simon Kent and drummer Nico Schauble, Sydney tenorist Dale Barlow 
and New York bassist Ed Schuller) to record his follow up to The Moon And You. The 
resulting CD, Tee Vee, should be out later in 1991 on Warners' East West label — and 
will also be distributed, like The Moon And You, by VeraBra in Europe.  
 

 
 
L-R, Nico Schauble, Ed Schuller, Simon Kent, Grabowsky, Dale Barlow, Ian 
Chaplin… PHOTO CREDIT PETER GOUGH 
 
Not surprisingly, for a musician whose writing and playing are so full of ideas, 
Grabowsky has plenty of new recording projects in mind. He wants to do an album of 
original material with the Groovematics; there is the possibility of a Groovematics 
album featuring some of the singers who have guested with them on the show ("It's 
not my top priority at the moment, but if people like Paul Kelly want to do it, it would 
be worth doing").  
 
And he has recently started working in a quartet situation with Sydney altoist Bernie 
McGann. Beyond that? "The next thing I hear is a big band album, with people from 
all over the world — like Gunther Klatt, Eddie Schuller, Dale Barlow, Bernie McGann, 
Nico Schauble. It would be similar to the sextet concept, expanded to the whole 
palette, in an Ellington-inspired kind of way."  
 
After that, he laughs, "The next record would have to be a trio." Of his composing in 
the jazz context, he explains, "I'll create bands for what I hear as being the right thing  
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Grabowsky (foreground, at the piano) performing with altoist Bernie McGann… 
 
at the time. "For instance, with the sextet, I made an album in New York with a 
three-piece front line, and I just loved that sound. So when I came back, I organised 
for Eddie to come out here, and set up a six-piece band.  
 
"A week before Eddie arrived, I remembered I had a record to write. So I went away 
for a weekend, and did a lot of walking along the beach, and sat down and wrote all 
the music for the album. If the sound is there, the music just flows from that." He 
considers, "In a way, that whole body of music was probably a cathartic reaction to 
the constraints of the television gig. After all of that, knowing you can do anything 
you want is a daunting prospect — until you relax, and just let it happen." Shaking his 
head, he smiles, "It's a mysterious process, writing music."  
 
 

PAUL GRABOWSKY: WORKS 1980-1991 
 
FILMOGRAPHY  
1985  Wills And Burke (with Red Symons)  
1986  The Petrov Affair  
1986-7 The Bit Part  
1987  Painting The Town (with Joe Camilleri)  
         Point Of Departure (with Joe Camilleri)  

The Maltese Connection (with Joe Camilleri)  
Dusty  

1988  Georgia  
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1989  Cassidy  
Police Crop  

1991  A Woman's Tale  
 
LIST OF COMPOSITIONS  
 
1980  Behold The Dawn  

Don't Look Back  
Standing Standing  

1981  Clouds, Thoughts  
Little Lenny's Waltz  
The Little Mouse And The Peppermill  

1983  The Bean  
Coal For Cook  
October  
Premonition  

1984  Another Sphere  
Ballad In Search Of A Title  
Contact Sport, Midnight Waltz  
Moving Parts I  
Nock-Turn  

1985  Exiles  
The Happy Go-Lucky Country  
No Inadequate Words  
Rick Pinko Sims  
Robs  
Third Generation  
Three Myths  
Winter Descent  
Zenopede  

1986  Colonial Sketch No. 1  
Dream  
Horace  
Mouse  
Arrest  
Pling  
Promises To Keep  
The Ravin'  
Rompin' At The Cereal  
Second Chances  
Sex Appeal  
Six Four Five Three  
Strung  
Two Hearts, Three Hearts  
You're Back, I'm Hip  

1987  A Charming Lie  
Circle In The Square  
Clambake  
Club No 2  
Divided Self  
Hailey's Comet  
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Match Bison  
The Moon And You  
On The Beach  
The Party  
Radish  
Rainbow Cake  
A Sweet Defeat  
The Swing  
Where Can I Park My Horse?  

1988  Beyond The Valley Of The Desks  
Bundle's Big Bop  
Caravan Of Dreams  
Disappearing Shoreline  
For Frank  
In The Pit  
Moving Parts II  
The Mystery Of Love  
Shiva, Hey Presto  
Shrill Hemp  

1989  Bit Part  
Cassidy  
Clambake  
Dusty  
Georgia  
The Little House And The Pepper Hill  
The Party  

1990  Bundle In Lotus Land  
Clumsy News Photo  
Digots  
Eyeball Stimulation  
Fast Forward  
Handyman Herring Collection  
Handyman Theme  
Legzopena  
Nightmare In Lemon Scented Gum Street  
Police Crop  
Redmond Herring Collection  
Rose Lee  
Setemol Commercial  
Soapy Drink Driving  
Tonite I'm Alive With You (with Yuri Worontschak)  
Trolleys  

1991  Continues  
Godzilla  
One Step At A Time  
Passing Fancies  
Rain  
Snap Dance  
The Return of Prince Planet  
Roony's Tune  
Tripping The Light Fantastic  


