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THE AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM: PLAYING ITS OWN TUNE  

by Loretta Barnard*  

___________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared on the ‘Australia Explained’ website on December 3rd, 2018. 
It can be read there at this link https://australia-explained.com.au/music/the-
australian-jazz-museum-playing-its-own-tune/] 

 

Loretta Barnard: Museums today are dynamic, exciting places that engage us, 
educate us and hopefully awe even the most jaded among us… 

useums: places that collect and care for objects of artistic, historic, scientific 
and cultural significance, places that preserve the past while also making it 
available for present and future generations to enjoy. They sound very noble 

but maybe also somewhat dry, perhaps a little boring. But you know what? Far from 
being boring, most museums today are dynamic, exciting places that engage us, 
educate us and hopefully awe even the most jaded among us. From natural history to 
war memorials, museums allow us moments of quiet contemplation about the 
marvels of our planet or the remarkable achievements of human beings. 
 
_________________________________________________________  
  
*Loretta Barnard is the daughter of the Australian jazz trumpeter Bob Barnard and 
mother of the jazz pianist Casey Golden. She is a freelance writer and editor who, in a long 
career, has done almost everything possible in the book publishing industry. She has edited 
“Jottings Of A Jazzman: Selected Writings Of Len Barnard”and co-authored a book with 
her father, “Bob Barnard’s Jazz Scrapbook: A  Pictorial Memoir”. These days she actively 
pursues her love of music, literature and theatre, and is something of a wannabe roving 
ambassador for the creative and performing arts. 
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One museum celebrating human artistic achievement is the Australian Jazz Museum. 
Chances are that unless you’re a jazz lover – and even if you are – you’ve never heard 
of it. Located in Wantirna in Melbourne’s east, it’s home to the largest Australian jazz 
collection in the country, a collection that’s growing bigger every day. Among the rare 
items held there are recordings (about which more later), posters, festival programs, 
instruments, memoirs, diaries, videos, oral histories, ticket stubs, books, in fact 
“everything related to Australian jazz, Australians playing jazz elsewhere in the world 
and non-Australians playing jazz in Australia”. It’s an astonishing collection holding 
items dating from the 1920s, the earliest days of jazz in this country, right through to 
the newest cutting edge modern jazz being recorded today.  

 

PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 
Some may ask, why have a museum devoted to Australian jazz, of all genres? There’s 
a simple answer. We have produced some of the finest jazz musicians the world has 
seen, men and women whose music has been heard across the globe, men and 
women who have broken down social and artistic barriers and who’ve brought fame 
and acclaim to our nation. Jazz is a rich and highly creative musical form bringing 
both pleasure and intellectual stimulation to listeners, and importantly, jazz has 
played a significant part in Australia’s cultural and social history. It should be 
celebrated.  

The Australian Jazz Museum is helping do that in a dedicated and highly meaningful 
way. Think about this: music lovers often keep mementos of their favourite artists or 
performances, anything from photographs to ticket stubs, magazine clippings, flyers, 
albums, you name it. Much of this is really quite ephemeral – how often have you 
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found a program from a show you saw years and years ago and decided to finally 
throw it out? And how often have you carelessly tossed away something once 
treasured by a departed loved one? Sure, there’s a line between trash and treasure, 
but how do you know which is which? And once you do know, what’s to be done with 
the treasures? Well, dear reader, read on! 

Here’s a little history. Back in 1996, the Victorian Jazz Archive was formed with the 
specific aim of preserving Australian jazz materials collected over preceding decades 
by musicians and their families, jazz aficionados and jazz clubs. Collectors worried 
about what would ultimately happen to their precious posters, records, photographs, 
newspaper clippings and various other rare articles were invited to donate these to 
the Archive so that they could be cared for and preserved for future generations.  

Photographs are an interesting case study in themselves. You only have to think 
about going through your grandparents’ old photo albums and coming across 
pictures of people you don’t know. Grandpa may have neglected to write down 
names, dates, locations. It’s not uncommon. With decades-old photographs, the 
names of long dead musicians who appeared at surf clubs, pubs or local halls are 
easily forgotten. Serious collectors usually record names, dates and venues, and from 
such information a database can be started, and gradually grow as more information 
is fed into them. So if someone comes in with a photo of unidentified people, chances 
are that cross-referencing the museum’s resources will lead to an unnamed musician 
becoming known once more. You get the idea – people keen to preserve the past 
passed on their collections to the Archive.  

 

Display area at the Australian Jazz Museum: jazz has played a significant part in 
Australia’s cultural and social history, and should be celebrated… PHOTO COURTESY 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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So by 2003, the Victorian Jazz Archive had won full accreditation as a museum by 
Museums Australia, something they’d been working towards since the beginning, 
and in 2014 it took the final step by changing its name to the Australian Jazz 
Museum, reflecting its role in gathering together jazz materials from across the 
nation. The AJM now holds regular exhibitions, showcasing its various treasures, 
from posters and musical instruments through to rare items like a very special white 
handkerchief that was used by the legendary Louis Armstrong in the 1956 film High 
Society. Signed by Louis, Lucille Armstrong and other members of the Armstrong 
band, it’s one of the gems in their collection.  
 
On a personal note, I was delighted to visit an exhibition entitled ‘The Barnard 
Legacy’ held a few years ago. It was a tribute to my father, trumpeter Bob Barnard 
and his brother, drummer Len Barnard, as well as the rest of the musical Barnard 
family – my cousin, singer Rebecca Barnard, my brothers and my sons, all musicians 
– and not forgetting my grandparents who had a dance band in Melbourne during 
the 1940s and 1950s. Among the exhibits were photographs, programs, posters, 
many albums and a couple of historical instruments: a beautiful silver cornet 
donated years earlier by my father; and the metal and timber ‘Soap Saver’ washboard 
once regularly used by my uncle, who was renowned for playing a wicked 
washboard.  
 

 
 
‘The Barnard Legacy’ held a few years ago, was a tribute to Loretta’s father, 
trumpeter Bob Barnard (right) and his brother, drummer Len Barnard (left) 
pictured here with Len’s daughter Rebecca Barnard (centre)… PHOTO COURTESY 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

Exhibitions, however, are but one part of the work of the Australian Jazz Museum. 
Their aim is to collect and preserve as much of Australia’s jazz history as they can get 
their hands on. This is no mean feat considering the museum receives no 
government support and survives on membership fees and financial donations. 
There are well over 50,000 items in the collection. In addition to these, the AJM’s 
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overseas reference collection which isn’t currently available online, holds over 
25,000 recordings; and there are more than 2,000 titles in the reference library.   

The overwhelming majority of items held by the AJM have been donated. The plastic 
saxophone that once belonged to pioneering jazzman Ade Monsbourgh is there, as 
are the master tapes from the iconic Swaggie record label and the complete archive of 
the Australian Jazz Convention, which is the world’s longest running music festival of 
its kind. And that’s just for starters. By amassing an impressive and comprehensive 
collection of Australian jazz materials, the AJM has created a one-stop resource for 
musicians, academics, researchers, students and jazz lovers.  

 

The plastic saxophone that once belonged to Ade Monsbourgh is pictured above… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Early recordings have always been of particular concern, and in 2000 the museum 
introduced an acetate action program in a concerted effort to preserve and transcribe 
fragile acetate recordings, reel-to-reel tapes and videos. Today in the AJM’s sound 
room, sound engineers patiently and painstakingly transfer rarely heard and never-
before-released music from the 1940s, 50s and 60s to state-of-the-art digital 
technology, preserving the music for posterity and releasing it to the public via their 
own record label. At the time of writing, the AJM has catalogued more than 100,000 
individual tracks, records and personnel details. Imagine the music that would 
literally have been lost forever had the AJM not tasked themselves with preserving it. 
Their stellar work in digitisation has been recognised with a number of awards.  

 

Volunteer and reeds player Barrie Boyes, who works on digitising videos at the 
AJM, and also organises musicians for group visits to the museum… PHOTO 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 

And here’s something that may stagger you. The Australian Jazz Museum is 
run entirely by volunteers. There aren’t many (or any?) institutions of this scale that 
run solely on love! There are perhaps some 40 or 50 dedicated workers, clocking up 
well over 14,000 volunteer hours a year, the annual monetary equivalent of around 
$350,000 worth of unpaid work. Volunteers collect, catalogue, preserve, and work on 
digitising all the material donated, constantly adding to the burgeoning database; 
they organise exhibitions, run workshops and seminars, write and produce a 
quarterly magazine, contribute to radio programs, run a website, maintain social 
media sites. It’s labour-intensive work. Their shop sells CDs, books and other jazz 
memorabilia. As well, volunteers are available to help researchers looking for 
historical material for documentaries, research papers or books.  
 
During my visit, I met a young Russian PhD student who’d travelled from Moscow to 
Melbourne to sift through the Museum’s collection for her dissertation on early 
Australian jazz. This is not unusual – researchers come from near and far to delve 
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into the archive for newspaper articles, sheet music, videos of jazz festivals, 
discographies, diaries, other ephemera. There’s always a rare gem to be unearthed. 

Of course, you don’t need to be writing an academic treatise to look at the collection. 
Say you want to know something about one of the fathers of Australian jazz, pianist 
and bandleader Graeme Bell. At last count, there were well over 2,000 entries about 
him on the AJM’s database. If you can’t find the information you want there, it 
probably doesn’t exist. The AJM’s current patron, internationally renowned musician 
James Morrison, has more than 350 items in the collection.  

 

Pianist Graeme Bell (right) with bassist Harry Harman during the 1960s trad 
boom: 2,000 entries about him on the on the AJM’s database…PHOTO COURTESY 
PETER NEWTON’S HISTORY OF THE SYDNEY JAZZ CLUB 

Music is a great unifier so the material in the Australian Jazz Museum is also a great 
place to research social history. Posters, tickets, programs and the like tell us how 
much things cost back in the day; we can see what products people used by looking at 
the advertising content; we can almost chart the development of poster art from the 
1920s to the present; and we can learn how jazz in this country began and how it has 
been transformed over the decades. Oral histories, diaries and other recordings 
provide first-hand experiences of those who were there, giving us tangible and 
personal evidence of how things were.  

For instance, while studying law at Oxford University in the 1930s, our first real jazz 
commentator, Bill Miller, became an avid collector of jazz records. When he returned 
to Melbourne, he shared these mostly unobtainable recordings with enthusiastic 
listeners via his weekly radio program. Among his other achievements Miller went on 
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to establish our first jazz record label, Ampersand, in 1944. Without the work of the 
AJM, much of this important jazz history would have faded into oblivion. So the 
material in the collection is invaluable not just for jazz lovers, but for anyone with an 
interest in the evolution of Australian society. While you’re brushing up on your jazz 
history you’re also gaining insights into life as it once was.  

 

Bill Miller (left, on washboard) performing with the pianist Willie ‘The Lion’ 
McIntyre in 1962: Miller established our first jazz record label, Ampersand, in 
1944… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

Jazz as a musical genre has undergone a plethora of changes over the last century, 
across America where it was born and across the world. Here in Australia, we were 
fortunate enough to have some true trailblazers, people who embraced the new 
rhythms and converted a country, people like Graeme and Roger Bell, Ade 
Monsbourgh, Errol Buddle, Bryce Rohde, John Sangster, Bob and Len Barnard, Don 
Burrows, Judy Bailey and many many others. We have such a rich tradition of jazz in 
Australia and it’s all being preserved by the Australian Jazz Museum. But don’t think 
it’s just about the past – the AJM collects right across the jazz spectrum, actively 
gathering modern recordings and realia knowing that these items will be making 
history tomorrow.  

There are perhaps only eight or nine dedicated jazz museums across the globe. I’ve 
visited one or two of them including the National Jazz Museum in Harlem, New 
York, and while they certainly have some striking items in their collections, they 
didn’t impress me nearly as much as the Australian Jazz Museum. There may have 
been a bit more glitz but to my mind Harlem didn’t even come close to Wantirna. The 
Australian Jazz Museum is doing extraordinary work. It’s a place all Australians 
should be proud of. So before you take Grandpa’s old record collection to the op shop 
or hurl his collection of concert programs into the recycling bin, stop and think 
whether you’re really throwing away part of Australian history. Come on – you now 
know what to do. 
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Ralph Powell, a qualified librarian who looks after the AJM’s jazz books collection: 
The Australian Jazz Museum is doing extraordinary work. It’s a place all 
Australians should be proud of… Below is a shot of Mel Blachford, the AJM’s 
Collection Manager, pictured with the late pianist/vocalist Janet Seidel… PHOTOS 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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Loretta Barnard wishes to thank:  
The Australian Jazz Museum www.ajm.org.au/ 
My particular thanks to the AJM’s Collection Manager Mel Blachford. 

http://www.ajm.org.au/

