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EXCEEDING MY REACH: ‘INSIDE’ THE UNFAMILIAR 
 
by Robert Burke* 
____________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
 
Graeme Lock in his book titled Bluetopia describes a jazz utopia for African 
American jazz musicians as being a: 
 
…space, the future, the sacred, and the spirituals, the remembering with 
time, the past, the secular, and the blues… these impulses can fuse, forming a 
crossroads in the creative consciousness where visions of the future and 
revisions of the past become part of the same process, a “politics of 
transfiguration”, in which accepted notions of language, history, the real, 
and the possible are thrown open to question and found wanting. 
 
In support of his proposition, Lock cites three seminal African American jazz 
artists with differing visions of their future. Sun Ra’s vision was to “spend his 
life travelling the spaceways from planet to planet, not only promoting but 
enacting a vision of future utopia”. Anthony Braxton planned to create a 
political and philosophical discourse by envisioning music being played by 
hundreds of orchestras on different planets in different solar systems. Even 
Duke Ellington had a universal view of Utopia as “a place in the distant future 
where there would be no war, no greed, no categorisation, no non-believers, 
where love was unconditional, and no pronoun was good enough for God”.  
 

 
 
Sun Ra: his vision was to spend his life travelling the spaceways from planet 
to planet… PHOTO COURTESY JOHN FORDHAM’S THE SOUND OF JAZZ  

_____________________________________________________ 
 
* Robert Burke  is Associate Professor of Music at Monash University in 
Melbourne, Australia. 
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Anthony Braxton (above) planned to create a political and philosophical 
discourse by envisioning music being played by hundreds of orchestras on 
different planets in different solar systems... PHOTO CREDIT JAN PERSSON 

Duke Ellington (below) had a universal view of Utopia as “a place in the 
distant future where there would be no war, no greed, no categorisation, no 
non-believers, where love was unconditional, and no pronoun was good 
enough for God… PHOTO CREDIT PINTEREST 
 

 
 
 
Taken literally, these notions of Utopian jazz were “out there” but the 
underlying sentiment is to liberate the music and the musicians from the 
oppression the black American musicians have suffered over the short period 
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of the music’s existence. They use these Utopianisms to express a desire for 
the music to be transformative and liberating.  
 
To appreciate why jazz was ascribed such liberating power, it is necessary to 
consider how the need for it to play that role came about. Jazz originated in 
the United States of America at the turn of the last century as an amalgam of 
diverse styles of music, subsuming ragtime, Dixieland, blues, gospel with the 
polyrhythmic chanting from Africa and the marching music enforced on 
slaves. Over the course of a few decades it developed into a music that could 
articulate the Black American experience from within. During the 40s and 
50s, proprietorial ownership was claimed by Black American musicians and 
adopted by Black American activists in the 60s as part of the representative 
soundtrack for their struggle for equality.   
 
The idea of purity in jazz assumed a racial quality that retains traction today. 
Stanley Crouch of the Lincoln Centre makes no bones about it: jazz “was 
invented by Negroes” and must remain a black man’s music: 
 
...white musicians who can play are too frequently elevated far beyond their 
abilities in order to allow white writers to make themselves feel more 
comfortable about being in the role of evaluating an art from which they feel 
substantially alienated. (Crouch, 2003: 28)  
 

 
 

Eric Porter: the race issue and jazz’s progression from folk music to popular 
music to art music surfaces in his analysis of the significance of Duke 
Ellington… 
 
The race issue and jazz’s progression from folk music to popular music to art 
music surfaces in Eric Porter’s analysis of the significance of Duke Ellington, 
the man who famously stated in the promotion of African American and 
American Art in the 1939 Downbeat magazine that; 
 
Our aim has always been the development of an authentic Negro music, of 
which swing is only one element. We are not interested primarily in the 
playing of jazz or swing music, but in producing a genuine contribution from 
our race. Our music is always intended to be definitely and purely racial. We 
try to complete a cycle. 
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In 1939, Ellington famously maintained that ‘It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t 
got that  swing’.  
 
More than 40  years later, Wynton Marsalis in an interview with the New York 
Times resurrected the idea that for music to be jazz it needs to swing and be 
based on the blues. On being appointed to the Lincoln Centre as musical 
director he promulgated that any music that didn’t swing or was not based on 
the blues would be excluded from the program. Marsalis’s “mentor and best 
friend” and co-board member of the Lincoln Center  Stanley Crouch was more 
emphatic:  
 

 
 
Stanley Crouch: Wynton Marsalis’s mentor and best friend… 
 
These [free jazz] people are not jazz musicians. They may be improvisers and 
they may like jazz, but that doesn’t make them jazz musicians. A transvestite 
doesn’t become a woman just because he puts on a dress and make-up and 
walks like a woman. 
 
Writers such as Gregory Thomas hailed the idea as representing the 
emergence of what might be called a jazz canon: 
 
The clearest indication that jazz has "arrived", however, may be its 
institutionalization in the American academy and in elite institutions such as 



5 
 

the Smithsonian Institution, Carnegie Hall, and Lincoln Center.  (p 288, 
2002) 
 

 
 
Gregory Thomas: he hailed the idea as representing the emergence of what 
might be called a jazz canon… 
 
Charley Gerard argues that black music ideologists are correct when they 
suggest that black musicians talk an exclusive language when playing jazz 
because they bring a cultural history and sensitivity to it that white musicians 
have no access to.  
 
The problem with such a definition is that it not only excludes white people, it 
also excludes other black cultures and histories. Both South and Central 
America received many more African slaves than the USA. Even within the 
USA, the definition excluded musicians who are generally acknowledged as 
jazz masters. 
 
For instance, among those excluded by the institutional elite was Cecil Taylor 
because according to Crouch while the black pianist did improvise, he didn’t 
swing. Taylor responded by labeling the Lincoln Centre’s definition of jazz as 
“parochial and retrogressive nonsense”.  In essence, whereas Marsalis was 
asserting that jazz had a canon that is beyond challenge, Taylor argued that 
challenging it was the essence of jazz. 
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Cecil Taylor: excluded by the institutional elite because, according to Crouch,  
while the black pianist did improvise, he didn’t swing... 
 
What then might a jazz canon be? Gregory Thomas defines canonization as  
 
… the process by which a person, a work (or oeuvre), or a form is assessed by 
institutional elites and experts as of high value, value so high that the person, 
the work, or the form will be remembered and studied over long periods of 
time. Canons are yardsticks of value used especially in academia (Thomas, 
2002; 288). 
 
There are several contentious issues with this definition when it comes to jazz. 
First, it gives jurisdictional power to an ill-defined institutional elite. Such an 
entity did not exist when jazz was developing nor during its most productive 
years, when a number of tunes generally agreed upon to be within the centre 
of the canon were created. Rather than an academic panel, evaluation of tunes 
that were to become ‘standards’ was in the hands of musicians, critics and 
audiences.  
 
Musicians most often continued to play those tunes that allowed them to find 
new aspects, while audiences demanded those tunes that they enjoyed hearing 
- and they were often the same tunes. 
 
Thomas argues that a jazz canon is akin to a literature canon or an art canon: 
a collection of products that are agreed upon as being worthy in such a 
collection. There is then, an element of fashion in it. However, the jazz canon 
– if it exists in those terms – has another aspect that needs to be 
accommodated. The jazz canon consists of tunes that are still being re-
interpreted and re-created. It may therefore be thought that nothing within 
the canon is permanent or sacrosanct.  
 
Crouch’s comment that Cecil Taylor is not a jazz player because even though 
he improvises, he doesn’t swing is a self-defeating proposition. Any suggestion 
that swing trumps improvisation as a defining characteristic is untenable for a 
number of reasons, the main one of which is that improvisation is at the heart 
of creativity. Without creativity, jazz music runs the risk of becoming sanitized 
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and the canon a fossilized collection of repertoire pieces and essentially 
positions jazz as finishing in the late 1950’s/early 1960s.  
 
However, although Marsalis and the Lincoln Centre hold great sway in the 
USA, other players continued the tradition of pushing boundaries by 
improvising, testing out new ideas, often borrowed from elsewhere, both 
within the canon and without. This aspect of jazz has been a part of jazz for as 
long as any other.  
 

 
 
Dizzy Gillespie (above) introduced Afro-Cuban Jazz and Stan Getz (below, on 
the left, pictured with Antonio Carlos Jobim and Astrud Gilberto) brought in 
the bossa nova from Brazil… 
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Jazz has always included musicians who are dynamic and explorative 
throughout the genre’s development and revered artists have always added 
innovations that have become watershed aspects. Dizzy Gillespie introduced 
Afro-Cuban Jazz, Stan Getz brought in the bossa nova from Brazil and even 
Duke Ellington looked to the Orient in his Far East Suite. These and others 
like them were the real pioneers in the advancement of jazz as a global music 
and music in general.  
 
There is no argument that jazz was developed by African Americans and 
became an important part of American culture. However, by the beginning of 
the 21st century, jazz has become established as a global phenomenon and 
therefore no longer under the curatorial of people such as Wynton Marsalis 
and Stanley Crouch. In its 100-year history, jazz has continually evolved and 
splintered into unexpected and dynamic mutations in the same way that any 
domain of knowledge does. In retrospect, any attempt to impose constrictions 
was always likely to fail. As Marsalis sought to close the front gate of the jazz 
canon (to quote Ornette Coleman), many others were sneaking in through the 
back door. Nowadays, according to George Lewis, jazz has outgrown the 
defining characteristics of its African American jazz heritage and morphed 
into what he termed the World of Jazz or more simply World Jazz, a genre 
that encompasses a plethora of other genres and styles.  
 

 
 
George Lewis: jazz has outgrown the defining characteristics of its African 
American jazz heritage… 
 
The music of the above-mentioned artists, Gillespie, Ellington and Getz, 
undoubtedly has those blues and swing elements to some degree. But what is 
more pertinent here is that each played with a ‘jazz sensibility’ that was more 
concerned with how jazz could be played than how jazz should be played. For 
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them, jazz was not museum music but living music that is evolving as it 
interacts and acculturates with other musical genres of the world. For them, a 
jazz sensibility takes center stage; as both the driving force for change, 
development and innovation within the genre and as its principal defining 
characteristic. Without it, even swing don’t mean a thing. 
 
What is a jazz sensibility? A musician with a jazz sensibility has studied the 
idiom; listened to and transcribed the greats; understands the rhythmic, 
harmonic complexities and idiosyncrasies of the genre. Most importantly has 
played with like-minded musicians. But the essence of jazz sensibility is 
improvisation, where there is freedom to express new ideas informed by the 
history of the music. In his book The Power Stronger Than Itself: The AACM 
and Experimental Music, George Lewis states: 
 
the pursuit of individualism within an egalitarian frame has been central not 
only to the jazz moment, but also to African American music before and since 
that moment. (p xii)  
 
Lewis acknowledges that while jazz came out of and was shaped by the black 
American experience, its development trajectory has changed in the 21st 
century; there is not the segregation of the past that was an inherent part of 
the music. At the same time, jazz has developed worldwide, broadening its 
sphere of interaction to beyond black African Americans ownership or 
curating. In effect African American jazz has become a subset of the music 
that they created, leaving the door ajar for other subsets, such as European 
jazz, Gypsy Jazz, South American jazz to take a pre-eminent position.  
 

 
 
Rob Burke: a white Australian jazz musician living in the 21st century… 
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Lewis is one of those voicing his concern for the future of experimentation or 
the avant-garde by black American artists. He believes the experimental 
avant-garde has moved into the international arena after the salient years of 
artists such as Albert Ayler, the Art Ensemble of Chicago and artists 
associated with the AACM. Lewis laments that the Lincoln Centre has 
responded by focusing on the past, a closed canon that has no future beyond 
itself. For Marsalis, keeping the genre in the hands of those whom he sees as 
its rightful owners is worth the loss of innovation.  
 

 
 
Albert Ayler: after the salient years of artists such as he, the experimental 
avant-garde has moved into the international arena… 
 
It may have become apparent by now that I am not an African American 
musician. Rather, I am a white Australian jazz musician living in the 21st 
century. I have studied and played jazz for over 40 years including 
collaborations with the likes of Kenny Werner, Dave Douglas, George Lewis, 
George Garzone, Hermeto Pascoal, Enrico Rava, Tony Gould, Paul Grabowsky 
and a plethora of jazz artists from around the world. I have released more 
than ten albums under my name that have received critical acclaim and have 
played on over 200 albums. 
 
I think I have an understanding of who I am and what I do; that is the easy 
part. I am an improvising musician with jazz expertise in what I call a ‘jazz 
sensibility’; but I play music that is outside what many of the experts believe is 
the jazz canon. I experiment with music of the past and the now, and think 
about what it could be in the future. I collaborate with musicians that 
improvise based on their culture, what they have listened to and their 
openness to new musical ideas and cultural diversity. My jazz sensibility goes 
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beyond swing and blues; it is about being in the moment and not playing pre-
conceived ideas, patterns and licks. 
 
So, where is my seat at the table in the Utopia Jazz Cafe? More importantly, 
who is the maître d’? Let me give you one brief example of how playing with a 
jazz sensibility transcends what is being played. Here is a snippet of a 
recording of improvised music inspired by two ragas from northern India; 
music not often played with a jazz sensibility. It is a live recording of the Rob 
Burke and Tony Gould Quartet, an ensemble including bassist Nick Haywood 
and drummer Tony Floyd, who have performed together for more than 15 
years. The composition is called Charukeshi and the melody is a combination 
of two Indian Ragas: Raga Charukeshi1 and Raga Basant Mukhari2  
 
While the general principles of improvising over a purely linear piece apply - 
that is, improvisations are drawn from melodic and rhythmic material in the 
composition - the performance here is not tied to any specific rhythmic system  
or form found in Indian music. Although the flavour of Indian music can be 
heard at times through rhythms, the sounds on percussion and double bass, 
and at other times the musical ornamentations refer vaguely to the sub-
continent, the quartet makes no claim to expertise in what is a highly complex 
and deeply cultural music, but rather takes this melody from North India as 
an inspiration, and places it in a Western jazz context as a vehicle for free 
improvisation. Therefore, while the improvisation is influenced by the nature 
of the pre-conceived melody, it falls within a free, jazz-based idiom rather 
than any deliberate attempt to be part of Marsalis’s notion of a jazz canon. The 
music is performed with a jazz sensibility following the lead of artists such as 
Ornette Coleman and Charlie Mariano.  
 
In this performance, the group takes an idiosyncratic approach to many areas 
of structure. There is an indeterminacy in the form, no underpinning 
harmonic structure, but there are always harmonic implications in melodic 
lines, and in this example as with most music created by this quartet, re-
harmonisation and manipulation of material is a constant, whatever the 
vehicle and a constant is the musical question “what if I play this – what will 
you do?” 
 
So, it seems that even though I don’t know what a jazz utopia is because we 
can’t agree what jazz is and a utopia is an impossible and unattainable 
illusion, I am perfectly at ease with the impossibility. I play with a jazz 
sensibility. I have a good understanding of what Marsalis insists is the jazz 
canon, but like many other jazz musicians, I have no hesitation to play music 
outside those boundaries.  
 

                                                 
 

1
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jBapuSFn-x8 

 

2
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xn2EQKwWWnU 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jBapuSFn-x8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xn2EQKwWWnU
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My idea of jazz is the making of music that is greater than the sum of the 
contributions of its players and transcends the boundaries that each of us 
brings. As Robert Browning said, “A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, else 
what’s a Heaven for?” 
 

 
 
Robert Browning: A man’s reach should exceed his grasp, else what’s a 
Heaven for?… 
 
On the other hand, I do know that the idea of the canon as a table in exclusive 
society into which gatekeepers lead new musicians who have proven 
themselves worthy to chairs recently vacated by elder statesmen is a futile 
dystopia populated by players who are happy with their grasp. I’d rather jostle 
for a seat in the game of musical chairs happening at the crowded table in the 
rowdy, untidy and uncertain club next door where there is no maître d, and 
there is always a perfect note beyond the musicians’ reach.  
 
____________________________________________________ 
 


