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Linda May Han Oh is likely our top jazz export 

 

Linda May Han Oh in Melbourne this week… PHOTO CREDIT STUART McEVOY 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

ERIC MYERS 

Pat Metheny has to his credit three gold albums and 20 Grammy awards. In the 

jazz world, they don’t come much bigger than this intrepid American guitarist. 

Playing bass in Metheny’s group— not only the electric instrument but also the 

unwieldy contrabass — is a diminutive figure from the other side of the world. 

Her presence is an inspiring sight to many, considering that in jazz female 

instrumentalists have long been marginalised. But the distinctiveness doesn’t 

end there.  

Some critics, such as John Fordham writing in Britain’s The Guardian, have 

described her as “a Malaysian-born New Yorker”. That’s true but slightly 

misleading. This outstanding musician speaks with an unmistakable Aussie 

accent, having grown up in Perth, Western Australia. 
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Her name is Linda May Han Oh, and she may well be Australia’s most 

successful jazz musician. 

Last year Oh’s photograph was splashed across the covers of two influential US 

magazines: Bass Player (which described her as a “polyrhythmic polymath”) 

and Jazz Times (“a major bass voice arrives”). She also has the distinction of 

being the only jazz bassist to have made the cover of New York’s The Village 

Voice. 
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Currently on tour in Australia, Oh has been based in New York for 12 years. 

But it all began in Perth. 

Ethnically Chinese, she was born in Malaysia in 1984, and was three years old, 

the youngest of three sisters, when her father, Teik Kwan Oh, brought his 

family to Australia. A talented multi-instrumentalist from the age of four, Linda 

Oh played piano, bassoon and clarinet. As a teenager on bassoon in the 

woodwind section of the West Australian Youth Jazz Orchestra, she would 

watch the jazz musicians in the big band. 

“Many of them inspired me,” she says. “Players like (bassist) Dane Alderson, 

(saxophonist) Troy Roberts and (trumpeter) Mat Jodrell. This orchestra 

performed regularly and often played concerts featuring Australian musicians 

including James Morrison. All of this was an incentive to pursue jazz music 

further.” 

 
 

Mat Jodrell: one of a number of musicians who inspired Linda May Han 

Oh…… 

At home she was influenced by her eldest sister May Chin’s eclectic record 

collection. It included everything from Miles Davis, Bill Evans and Weather 

Report to Jeff Buckley, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Mr Bungle, John Zorn and 

Meshell Ndegeocello. 

Oh was 15 when a music-loving uncle gave her an electric bass. She auditioned 

for the high school jazz band, and started playing in a local rock group. “Some 

of my first experiences exploring interesting bass lines and odd time signatures 
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was playing along to Led Zeppelin and Tool,” she says. “Flea from the Red Hot 

Chili Peppers was a big influence on me.” 

Jazz was also there with a vengeance. Listening to Weather Report, she heard 

Jaco Pastorius, the first great electric bassist in jazz. Another milestone 

discovery was Oscar Peterson’s Night Train. “I heard Ray Brown for the first 

time, and this led me to seriously take up the upright double bass.” 

 
 

Canadian pianist Oscar Peterson with Ray Brown on the upright double bass… 

Oh graduated from the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts in 

2005 as bachelor of music with first-class honours. She had first visited the jazz 

mecca of New York in 2004 at the age of 20, then returned in 2005. 

In 2006 she was accepted for a masters in music at the Manhattan School of 

Music, which allowed her to relocate permanently. There she met Cuban pianist 

Fabian Almazan and they graduated together in 2008. They played in each 

other’s bands until 2015, and got married in Sydney earlier this year.  
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“I married my best friend,” Oh says now.  “When I moved to New York, I just 

wanted to play, wanted to learn. I took a lot of lessons and took many gigs, 

played in many jam sessions around town —  jazz sessions, R&B sessions, 

wedding gigs, church gigs, a lot of different things. I basically tried not to pass 

up any opportunity to play. I tried to participate in and apply for as many 

performance and composition workshops as I could.” 

  

Cuban pianist, and Linda May Han Oh’s husband, Fabian Almazan…PHOTO CREDIT WOUTER 

SCHENK 

A significant turning point was her attendance in 2007 at Canada’s Banff Centre 

for Arts and Creativity. The director of the jazz program that year was 

innovative American trumpeter, composer and educator Dave Douglas. He was 

impressed with Oh and invited her to play and record with him. She was being 

initiated into the big time. 

 
 
Oh (far right) performing with Sound Prints: from L-R, Lawrence Fields (piano) Dave 

Douglas (trumpet), Joe Lovano (tenor sax)… 
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“The first recording I did was Orange Afternoons with Ravi Coltrane, Vijay 

Iyer and Marcus Gilmore,” Oh says. “After that I started playing in various of 

Dave’s groups including his quintet, then with the group Sound Prints with 

saxophonist Joe Lovano.” 

In 2011 Oh was asked by drummer Terri Lyne Carrington to play on her 

album The Mosaic Project, a critically acclaimed all-female endeavour that won 

a Grammy for best jazz vocal album. Carrington describes Oh as a “masterful 

bassist, versatile, solid, technically superior and creative.” 

 
 

Drummer Terri Lyne Carrington: in 2011 Oh played on her Grammy award 

winning album The Mosaic Project … 

“She heightens any experience she is a part of,” the drummer tells The 

Australian. “She internalises music easily, making it a part of her. These 

qualities are clearly evident because she works all the time with so many great 

artists and also as a leader, which is not always easy as a bassist. 

“She’s a fine composer as well, writing beautifully challenging music with 

fluidity. Linda is an important voice in jazz today and jazz tomorrow.” 

As for Metheny, Oh first met the guitarist in 2013 when she played with Sound 

Prints at the Detroit Jazz Festival. 

“We were playing on the same stage as Pat’s band,” Oh recalls. “I met him and 

spoke briefly with him at backstage catering. He was really warm and it was 

great to meet one of my idols.” 
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Two years later, backstage at the same festival, she ran into Metheny again. He 

asked if she had received his message about working together. “I said I hadn’t 

and gave him my correct email address. After that, we played duo at his place 

and then trio with drummer Antonio Sanchez and he asked me to join the band. 

We played some of Pat’s tunes — some of his classics that I already knew, and 

some jazz standards including Miles Davis’s Solar. 

 
 

Oh: Metheny had tried to contact her, but had the wrong email address… 

“What was funny was that in college I would often practise along to records, 

especially songs with no bass, and I used to play along with Antonio’s version 

of Solar on his album Migration, released in 2007, which was recorded duo 

with Pat. It was a real trip to be playing eight years later with both Antonio and 

Pat.” 

 

L-R, Pat Metheny, Linda May Han Oh and Antonio Sanchez perform at the 
Newport Jazz Festival in Rhode Island last August. PHOTO CREDIT GETTY IMAGES. 
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Metheny waxes lyrical about Oh. Last year he told Jazz Times that she was one 

of the most exciting new bass players he had heard in a long time. 

“Linda has all the things you want: great time, a really big and yet dynamic 

sound, a fantastic harmonic sense and real facility on the instrument. She has an 

indescribable presence in the music that is really hard to find,” he said. 

 
 

Pat Metheny: Linda has an indescribable presence in the music that is really 

hard to find…PHOTO CREDIT GIANCARLO BELFIORE 

“She owns the space around the notes she plays in ways that really add up to 

something more than the notes and sounds. There is a transcendent thing 

happening there that is really what makes music music.” 

_____________________________________________________________ 

Linda May Han Oh will be giving workshops as well as recording with students 

today at The Jazzlab in Melbourne. Tomorrow she performs at the National 

Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne with Fabian Almazan and musicians from 

Monash University’s Sir Zelman Cowen School of Music. On September 21, Oh 

and Almazan will perform at the Ellington Jazz Club in Perth along with 
trumpeter Ricki Malet and drummer Ben Vanderwal. 


