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THE INTERNATIONAL JAZZ BOOM 
 
by Gail Brennan/John Clare 
 
There is an international jazz boom, but it may not survive in Australia. It risks 
being stifled by the image makers, and accumulated populist and traditionalist 
prejudices… 

- Gail Brennan/John Clare 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on  Saturday, September 1, 
1990.] 
 

he international jazz boom will be good news, not only for jazz, but for other 
new music activities — if it lasts. A range of factors  from economic 
considerations to the carefully cultivated prejudice that the music has always 

faced, make any jazz boom a precarious thing, particularly in Australia. 
 
Because of its peculiar position of influence and obscurity — classed neither as 
classical nor pop, often containing elements of things to come but rarely 
acknowledged when those elements enter the "mainstream", ubiquitous but often 
invisible — jazz offers a unique viewpoint, and any examination of its precarious 
situation must throw a slightly different light on cultural trends generally. Let us first 
look at a small sampling of attitudes to the music itself. 
 
At a recent composers' symposium, the author of a book on Peter Sculthorpe asserted 
that rock bands such as INXS and Men At Work had taken something uniquely 
Australian to the world. He saw no point, however, in Australians playing imitations 
of American jazz. Now, a number of composers were irritated by these remarks, but 
musicians and composers are much less influential than authors. 
 

 
 
The rock group INXS: they have a very good rhythm section, and that is not to be 
sneezed at… 

T 
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Before we go any further, I should point out that I was a fan of Men At Work, and, 
although I share the view of INXS that is held by many rock critics, I still think they 
have a very good rhythm section, and that is not to be sneezed at. From any point of 
view, however, these bands are every bit as American as most Australian jazz bands, 
and neither of them have offered anything more distinctive than, for instance, 
Clarion Fracture Zone, The Necks, The Bernie McGann Trio, The Mike Nock Band, 
etc, etc, etc. 
 
Jazz, like rock, has become an international language, and new developments are as 
likely, these days, to come from Europe, Africa or Australia, as from America. Many 
classical musicians and composers are aware of this. Writers less so. Many, but not 
all, of the major jazz artists have been black. Some of' the music is difficult. This is an 
affront to old, and still lingering, cultural models. It is not so hard for us to concede 
that James Brown is the king when it comes to pure dance rhythm excitement. John 
Coltrane, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Cecil Taylor, etc, may present more 
complex problems of acceptance. 
 

 
 
It was not hard to find someone who was also interested in Little Richard (above), 
Indian music, black gospel music, and Stravinsky (below)… 
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A caller to an ABC radio program listed jazz among his interests., "Tell me," asked 
the host, "is jazz just for strange people, or is it for trendies like me with $40 
haircuts?" Perhaps it's for people who are not in such a hurry to classify themselves. 
When I played in a rock 'n' roll band in the 1950s, I faced an audience that was 
unified in dress and attitude — a tribe that would happily wage war on some other 
tribe if an easy victory seemed likely.  
 
When I began frequenting the El Rocco in Sydney and Jazz Centre 44 in Melbourne, 
I was struck by the diversity of interests and social backgrounds represented there. It 
was not hard to find someone who was also interested in Little Richard, Indian 
music, black gospel music, and Stravinsky. 
 
The present day equivalent of those clubs is the Strawberry Hill Hotel, and on many 
nights you will encounter the same diversity. In Europe and, to a lesser extent, in 
America, it is fashionable to be interested in a range of music. In Australia, it is still 
trendy (to use a word that hangs on here) to invest your identity in one kind of music, 
dress accordingly, and scorn, if not fight, all other tribes. Behind our new cultural 
strut lurks the fear that we will be caught listening to something that is not the very 
latest thing. 
 
"Well, jazz," a young fellow said to me, "is all about virtuosity. I saw this self-satisfied 
figure doing all these technical tricks, and everyone cheered like mad, but there was 
no emotion in it, it didn't mean anything, and even though I haven't heard much jazz, 
it sounded like a lot of cliches." As it happens, I couldn't agree more. I feel the same 
way about rock guitar heroes who have leeched the genius of Jimi Hendrix to create a 
macho travesty — but everyone knows that there are other levels to rock. 
 

 
 
Jimi Hendrix: rock guitar heroes have leeched his genius to create a macho 
travesty… 
 
"The modernist and avant garde movements in jazz took the music away from the 
people and linked it with the kind of bourgeois, ivory-tower elitism that prevails in 
galleries and concert halls." This attitude is fostered in a curious, perhaps 
unconscious, pincer movement by the rock industry and art education institutions. 
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A number of complex theories give it respectability. Like Marxism, these theories 
offer an extremely useful and interesting critique, but attempts to implement 
convenient interpretations of them usually run into big trouble. In fact they often 
lead to a mild form of cultural Stalinism.  
 
It was once thought that the avant garde in art would liberate the masses. When 
some of the avant gardistes became fascists, theory flew to the opposite pole. Pop 
culture would break the cultural grip of the bourgeoisie. In the late 1960s this looked 
like working. Interestingly enough, jazz played a large part in that explosion of 
creative energy. 
 

 
 
Musicians like John Coltrane (above) and Ornette Coleman (below): they had 
already begun to create the climate with their ideals of world music and a pan-
religious awe… 
 

 
 
Musicians like John Coltrane and Ornette Coleman had already begun to create the 
climate with their ideals of world music and a pan-religious awe, expressed in terms 
like A Love Supreme, Interstellar Spaces, Om (all John Coltrane album titles) and, 
yes, World Music. 
 
Mike Nock, who was in America in the 1960s, told me that Los Angeles and San 
Francisco radio stations played Roland Kirk, Ornette Coleman, Coltrane and many 
other jazz artists alongside the Beatles, The Mothers Of Invention, The Grateful 
Dead, etc. 
 
Nock played many of the rock venues in John Handy's band and his own Fourth 
Way. Miles Davis played the Fillmore. The Grateful Dead, in a recent interview, said 
that much of their inspiration came from the so-called avant garde of jazz. 
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According to Mike Nock (above) Los Angeles and San Francisco radio stations in 
the 60s played Roland Kirk, Ornette Coleman, Coltrane and many other jazz artists 
alongside the Beatles, The Mothers Of Invention, The Grateful Dead… 
 
As the rock industry became a monolith and music became "product" (a term that 
would have amused Marx), all exotic elements, with their marketing complications, 
were weeded out. Of course, many inspired and highly creative things still reached 
the public, but they had to be classifiable as rock. 
 
Therefore, all alternatives are derided until pressure of demand forces the rock 
industry to take them under its aegis. In Australia that can take quite a while. 
 
Recently I filled in for someone on an FM station. I had a number of calls from young 
people saying how good it was to hear some "accessible" jazz. Some of the things I 
played were contemporary and others were from the avant garde of the ‘60s and 
'70s. 
 

 
 
It is now apparent that Pharoah Sanders, with his African finger pianos, exotic 
textures and rhythms, was not avant garde, but simply ahead of his time… 
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It is now apparent that Pharoah Sanders, with his African finger pianos, exotic 
textures and rhythms, was not avant garde, but simply ahead of his time. Rigidly 
populist theory does not treat such artists kindly. Like all theory, it needs to be 
rethought, constantly, in the face of reality. 
 
When Charles Mingus took his band out on to the ghetto streets, he found that, "the 
further out we got [that is, the more avant garde], the more they liked it. That music 
was their life!" Lucky lot they gave for populist theory. 
 

 
 
When Charles Mingus took his band out on to the ghetto streets, he found that, "the 
further out we got… the more they liked it”… 
 
The hegemony of Rock Industry Rock harms more than jazz. When a listener rang 
2MMM, Australia's highest-rating station, to ask for some tracks by Prince, she was 
told, "We don't play poofters". I have several ear witnesses to this exchange. Prince 
was a no-no for the Good Ole Boys of the Oz Rock Industry, until one of his singles 
hit the charts.  
 
Thus has Pop Culture broken the cultural grip of the bourgeoisie. 
 
Alternatives are ideologically unsound. All artists must embrace Pop Culture, thereby 
purging it of its exploitative aspects. And in no time, we will see the withering of the 
State. 
 
In fact, this line of thought has made it very easy for a lot of spoiled brats to pose as 
teenage rebels, well into middle age. It has created a climate in which it is seen as 
precious to actually listen to music (reverence before the TV screen is approved, 
however). 
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You must bring your ego along in full sail and criticise the music even as it flies past 
your ear. According to Herald art critic John McDonald, "people use theory to 
immunise themselves against aesthetic experience". 
 
"Jazz is in danger of drowning in its past." True. Jazz radio programs in Australia 
are, by and large, a driving hazard. Turn them on, you fall asleep (the ABC's Nightly 
Planet is an exception, and that is not specifically a jazz program). Turn on jazz radio 
in New York and you don't want to go out, for fear of missing something. 
 
Because I take an unhealthy interest in the present, it has been assumed that I am 
against anyone playing in an old style. Not so. If current developments are not aired, 
however, the jazz boom will pass on as just another fad, a period flavour, leaving no 
residue of serious listeners in its wake.  
 
America is belatedly pumping a great deal of money into jazz. It is not surprising that 
the more familiar forms benefit most. Marketing people obviously have a large say in 
where the money goes. No-one benefits more than a young player who chooses to 
play in an old style, except perhaps those who play a sort of jazzy singles bar music.  
 

 
 
Dewey Redman: pioneers like him (above) and Sonny Rollins (below), as well as the young 
musicians of the New York lofts, seem to be getting a reasonable spin-off... 
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Thus, Kenny G is named by Billboard as saxophonist of the decade. Phew! One 
accepts this, because pioneers like Dewey Redman and Sonny Rollins, as well as the 
young musicians of the New York lofts, seem to be getting a reasonable spin-off. In 
Australia that spin-off is much smaller. The vital, young, Melbourne jazz scene, from 
which Paul Grabowsky and Vince Jones rose to national prominence, has been 
scuttled, for the time being, simply through the sale of two important venues. 
 

 
 
Paul Grabowsky (above) and Vince Jones (below) rose to national prominence, 
through the vital, young, Melbourne jazz scene…PHOTO CREDIT ROGER MITCHELL 
 

 
 
The action is now in Sydney, but only one venue presents a high ratio of original and 
contemporary music, and that is the Strawberry Hill, on Monday, Tuesday and 
Wednesday nights. This venue represents the end — at least for now — of a long 
search by the Sydney Improvised Music Association (SIMA) for a proprietor willing 
to try out a few nights of contemporary jazz. 
 
One of the big problems with contemporary jazz is that its followers do not drink 
hugely. On the other hand, pubs are obliged to stay open at the dead, early end of the 
week. The Necks and the Bernie McGann trio have drawn crowds of 120-odd on 
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Monday nights. This may seem like very small beer, until you do a random check of 
other pubs on the same night. 
 

 
 
The Necks (above) and the Bernie McGann Trio (below) have drawn crowds of 120-odd on 
Monday nights…. The Necks are L-R, Chris Abrahams, Lloyd Swanton & Tony Buck. The 
Bernie McGann Trio are L-R, John Pochée, McGann, Lloyd Swanton… 
 

 
 
Clubs in the business area must contend with the hideous institution of "raging". 
Australian audiences are probably the loudest in the world. Someone suggested to 
me that the phenomenon of pub rock had something to do with this. Maybe. 
 
In any case, music that demands a high degree of listener involvement and a fairly 
low level of background noise is usually presented only on special nights, when a 
higher door charge signals changed conditions, in which it is actually permissible to 
ask the person yelling in your ear to pipe down. 
 
The current boom has persuaded many unlikely people to present themselves as jazz 
artists, and some very curious vocal styles can be heard in the city. Still, the Soup 
Plus remains a worthwhile institution, in which young musicians can gain invaluable 



10 
 

experience playing the basics. For myself, I would like to see a little more of the really 
traditional music for which the Soup was always a showcase. 
There are at least as many talented young musicians involved in jazz as there have 
ever been. That they have a venue in which to experiment, as well as play with 
established masters, is one of the intermittent miracles of Sydney jazz. 
 
The Strawberry Hill venue has been going for only six months. People have already 
begun remarking on the atmosphere and the congenial audiences. It happens every 
time the music takes root. It gets better and better, until the venue changes owner. 
Arts administrator Eric Myers has reported on the long-term success of a venue in 
Amsterdam, the Bimhuis, that is run by a subsidised musicians' co-operative, and 
which serves also as a forum for other new music, as well as jazz.  
 

 
 
Arts administrator Eric Myers has reported on the long-term success of a venue in 
Amsterdam, the Bimhuis*… 
 
SIMA usually invites musicians from other areas to participate in its highly 
successful special concerts (a minority of these publicly deride jazz, because their art 
institute following demands an adversary stance, and they are simply not game to 
attack rock). If I were a multi-millionaire, I would run a club that would present 
contemporary jazz three nights a week. One night would be devoted to various ethnic 
musics, perhaps another to unclassifiable new music, another to classical music and 
perhaps another to traditional jazz. On Saturdays there would be shows devised by 
people like Robyn Archer, Graeme Murphy and the Page brothers. People who 
insisted on shouting "Me! Me! Brilliant! Brilliant! I wore this amazing hat!" over the 
music, would be escorted politely to the bar at the back by a trained gorilla. 
Admission would be set by means test… 
 
Within a year it would be making money, because it would be the only place in town 
you'd want to be. Even as I dream, I am aware that we are already in a golden age. It 
is a very precarious golden age, and it always has been. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*For information on The Bimhuis in Amsterdam, see Eric Myers’ article “Visit of 
Huub van Riel in 1998” on this site at this link 
https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/jazzchord-articles4 

https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/jazzchord-articles4

