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MUSIC IS AN OPEN SKY: A REVIEW 
 
by John Clare 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This review appeared in the July/August, 1975 edition of Jazz Down Under] 
 

ne of the traps these days in writing about Australian jazz is to start dithering 
about whether to stick one's neck out and say that a particular musician or 
band is in world class. The temptation has rarely been stronger than it was 

during the festival of contemporary music held over the month of May at Sydney's 
Basement. There were several points at which I thought, 'Surely it can't get much 
better than this'. Suffice it to say that Australian jazz has never been quite as good as 
it is today.  
 

 
 
Brian Brown Quintet performing at Music Is An Open Sky, L-R, Dave Tolley (bass), 
Brown (tenor sax), Ted Vining (drums), Bob Sedergreen (electric piano), Dure Dara 
(percussion): the most potent force in Australian jazz…PHOTO CREDIT HARVEY 
SHIELDS COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
 
Brian Brown's band, which on an earlier visit from Melbourne had impressed me as 
being the most potent force in Australian jazz — perhaps in any area of this country's 
music — were, in their first two appearances at the festival, a slight disappointment, 
and part of the reason for their not towering over the proceedings was the 
astonishing excellence of so many of the other bands. The other reasons were these: 
they have not had their new electronic equipment long enough (mainly two Synthes) 
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to get the focussed intensity they have achieved on their instruments with a 
minimum of electronic extensions.  
 
There was no denying the euphoric floating beauty of what they did, but it was not 
until the third night, which they had to themselves, that the electronic sounds 
became part of their expression rather than an arbitrary and at times overshadowing 
additional presence. On the third night they locked into the pre-set synthesiser 
patterns, humanised and extended them. Dave Tolley's long orgasm on bowed bass 
with electronic sustain was one of those events I mentioned at the beginning of this 
article: it can't get much better than that. 
 
Two other bands — Crossfire and Bloodstone — also showed that it is possible to use 
electric sounds and rocky rhythm cycles, without, on the one hand imitating Miles 
Davis, or on the other sounding like jazz musicians trying to fit their licks into a rock 
context. At times Ned Sutherland with Bloodstone played pretty close to straight rock 
guitar, and while this was exciting in itself, it also served to remind you that the areas 
these bands have moved into is something other than rock. Something other than 
jazz, perhaps, but only jazz musicians could have played it just like that.  
 
One of the real high points for me came from the Jazz Co-Op, whose ability to work 
through modal lyricism and traditional drive to areas of freedom and intensity in 
which their instruments seem to exhaust themselves while the musicians go on with 
their voices and anything that comes to hand, is quite awesome. Drummer Phil 
Treloar excelled himself in a duet with American saxophonist and teacher Howie 
Smith (to whom the festival was dedicated).  
 

 
 
Jazz Co-Op, L-R, Howie Smith (soprano sax), Phil Treloar (drums), Roger 
Frampton (pino), Jack Thorncraft (bass): an ability to work through modal 
lyricism and traditional drive to areas of freedom and intensity… PHOTO CREDIT 
HARVEY SHIELDS COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
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New facets of Smith's playing have appeared each time I have heard him. I don't 
think it is hyperbole to say that he has been an inspiration to all of us. A tribute to 
Albert Ayler by members of the Co-Op and of Brown's band was both surreal and 
rousing. I confess I had always seen those Civil War tunes as an eccentric contrast to 
Ayler's improvisations, but I have now begun listening to them in a new light.  
 

 
  
Tribute to Albert Ayler, L-R, Dave Tolley (bass), Brian Brown (tenor sax), Howie 
Smith (soprano sax), Roger Frampton (alto sax), Jack Thorncraft (bass): both 
surreal and rousing… PHOTO CREDIT HARVEY SHIELDS COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
 

 
 
An unexpected delight, a set by Out to Lunch, L-R, John Conley (guitar), Barry 
Woods (drums), Craig Benjamin (alto sax)… PHOTO CREDIT HARVEY SHIELDS 
COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
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Two unexpected delights: a duet by drummer Alan Turnbull and pianist Paul 
McNamara, and a set by Out to Lunch — a band comprised of two musicians barely 
out of their teens (if indeed they are) and one father figure in drummer Barry Wood. 
I heard only part of a set by Currents — another group of very young musicians, plus 
Phil Treloar - and it seemed to me that they presented one of the most interesting but 
at the same time one of the most underdeveloped concepts of the festival. Three or 
four performances on, I think we will hear something that will widen the scope of 
Australian jazz. 
 

 
 
Saxophonist Eddie Bronson of Free Kata: this band provided the kind of 
controversy a contemporary festival needed… PHOTO CREDIT HARVEY SHIELDS 
COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
 
After an amazing acceptance by big crowds of many sounds that were so recently 
dismissed as insanity, Serge Ermoll's band Free Kata provided the kind of 
controversy a contemporary festival needed. Described baldly, their performance 
sounds like high comedy, and perhaps it was: four crazy professors took the stage 
with piano, bass, drums and tenor sax, blew the most ferocious bedlam of sound, 
abruptly stopped and all but collapsed in a heap. I can tell you my physical response: 
I was exhilarated. I cannot tell you whether it was any GOOD or not. Perhaps it 
doesn't matter. Frankly, I was afraid to voice my opinion lest I be thought a fool. I 
heard musicians saying things that implied Serge and his men THOUGHT they were 
making it in a Cecil Taylor bag, but they were really playing a heap of crap. Others 
said there were some good things going on there. Well, yes, in retrospect I know 
there were some good things happening. I can still hear them. But overall I'll have to 
hear more of it. Which is a good note on which to close. 


