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OBITUARY: DON BANKS 1923-1980 
 
by Michael Barkl with Bruce Johnson 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[Although not a formal obituary this appeared in the Oxford Companion to 
Australian Music (1997) edited by Warren Bebbington.] 
 

omposer Donald Oscar Banks was born in Melbourne on 25 October, 1923, and 
died in Sydney on 5 September, 1980. He played piano from the age of five, 
showing an early interest in improvisation which was developed from 1938 

with fellow high school jazz enthusiasts including Keith Atkins (reeds).  
 
He studied composition with A E H Nickson and Dorian Le Gallienne at the 
University of Melbourne under a Commonwealth Reconstruction Training 
Scholarship 1947-49; with Matyas Seiber in London 1950-52; with Milton Babbitt in 
Salzburg at the Seminar in American Studies 1952; with Luigi Dallapiccola in 
Florence on an Italian Government scholarship 1952-53, and with Luigi Nono on a 
London Youth and Music scholarship 1956.  
 

 
 
Banks studied composition with, among others, Milton Babbitt (above) in Salzburg, 
and with Luigi Nono (below) in Italy 1956… 
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After war service Banks formed the Don Banks Boptet, a jazz sextet with Banks on 
piano, in 1946.  
 

 
 
Don Banks Boptet circa 1946, L-R, Lin Challen (bass), Banks (piano), Charlie Blott 
(drums), Splinter Reeves (clarinet), possibly Doug Beck (guitar)…PHOTO COURTESY 
OXFORD COMPANION TO AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
 
He lived in London 1950-71 and worked as a copyist, jazz arranger, composer of 
television commercials, incidental music for television series, documentary films, 
feature films and concert music. With Margaret Sutherland he established the 
Australian Musical Association in London, serving as chairman and vice-president.  
 

 
 
In London Banks established the Australian Musical Association with composer 
Margaret Sutherland (pictured above)… 
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Banks was director of the Composers' Seminars for the Society for the Promotion of 
New Music in 1967, 1968 and 1971; founding and executive member of the British 
Society for Electronic Music, and music director of Goldsmiths' College, University of 
London, from 1969 to 1971.  
 
Banks visited Australia briefly in 1970 to direct the Composers' Seminar for the Perth 
Festival and returned permanently in 1972 for a creative arts fellowship at the ANU. 
He was the first chairman of the Music Board of the Australia Council, 1973, head of 
composition and electronic music at the Canberra School of Music, 1973-77 and head 
of the school of composition at the NSW State Conservatorium, 1978-80.  
 
From the late 1930s Banks was associated with the Melbourne jazz community, 
including Graeme Bell with whom he performed and made private recordings. With 
Charlie Blott and Splinter Reeves he became active in the postwar Melbourne bop 
movement, as pioneer composer and pianist, and leading his Boptet in clubs, 
concerts and radio. In 1949 worked with a visiting Duke Ellington alumnus, the 
cornettist Rex Stewart.  
 

 
 
L-R, Johnny Rich (trombone), Jack Banston (drums), Roger Bell (trumpet), Bud 
Baker (guitar), Ade Monsbourgh (trumpet), Bill May (bass), Pixie Roberts 
(clarinet), Graeme Bell (piano), Rex Stewart (trumpet, during Stewart’s 1949 tour… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 
Once he achieved international eminence in 'third stream' and avant-garde 
composition, he incorporated jazz into his work for concert hall, film and as an 
educator. Banks was a linchpin of the postwar experiments in Melbourne, leading the 
earliest bop recording sessions including what is arguably the first Australian bop 
composition, his Feeling Dizzy. His departure for England contributed significantly 
to the decline of this phase of Australian jazz history. Upon his return, his position of 
influence helped to achieve institutional recognition for jazz. 
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Banks's works, particularly his concertos, made a significant impact in England in 
the 1960s, while his later ‘third stream’ music of the early 1970s was an important 
contribution to the genre.  
 

 
 
Banks: Upon his return to Australia, his position of influence helped to achieve 
institutional recognition for jazz… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ AUSTRALIA MAGAZINE 
 
His compositions include Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano (1962), Concerto for Horn 
and Orchestra (1965), Settings from Roget (1966) for voice and jazz quartet, 
Concerto for Violin and Orchestra (1968), Prelude, Night Piece and Blues for Two 
(1968) for clarinet and piano, Tirade (1968) for soprano, harp, piano and three 
percussion, Intersections (1969) for electronic sounds and orchestra, Meeting Place 
(1970) for chamber orchestra, jazz group and synthesiser, Limbo (1971), a cantata for 
three voices, eight instruments and tape, Nexus (1971) for symphony orchestra and 
jazz quintet, Equation III (1972) for chamber group, jazz quartet and electronics, and 
Prospects (1974) for orchestra.  
 
Banks's concert music displays an exceptionally high degree of craftsmanship in 
matters of orchestration and musical development. His technical resources ranged 
from serialism to bebop to electronic music, and the integrity of his work served as 
an important model to the young composers under his influence after his return to 
Australia. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 


