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PETER BOOTHMAN 

by John Clare 

___________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared in the May/June 1976 edition of Jazz Down Under] 

f all the impulses which prompt the making of art, probably the most 

potentially dangerous for the artist is the desire for earthly bliss, Nirvana. 

Charlie Parker used the urge to artistic advantage, but personal disaster. 

Certain professional mystics, on the other hand, have used it for artistic disaster and 

personal profit — or so it seems to me.  

 

 

Peter Boothman: one of the most notable characteristics in his playing is the 

yearning for bliss… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 

What the hell are we talking about? Just this: the feeling that surely there has to be 

something more. Some people will accept that, son, you've got your job in the bank, 

you can get rotten on Friday and Saturday nights, and don't let anybody tell you life 

has anything more to offer. In trying to see just how far beyond this we can go, some 

people, like Charlie Parker, virtually destroy their bodies. Others rather become 

obsessed with their bodies' wellbeing, getting into special diets and exercises.  

Still others search for the moment of ecstasy in creating music, film, painting, poetry, 

whatever. This yearning for bliss has been one of the most notable characteristics in 

the playing of Sydney guitarist Peter Boothman.  
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A year or so ago, I heard him playing with vibraphonist Sid Edwards and it seemed to 

me he and Ned Sutherland were the first guitarists in Australia to incorporate the 

devices associated with rock guitar in a searching jazz context. It had always seemed 

incongruous to me that the electric guitar, largely pioneered by jazz musicians, had 

been treading water in jazz for so long while horn players had been exploring new 

expressive dimensions. It had been played — however beautifully — within the tonal 

limitations imposed by the electronics of 10 years ago, or more.  

 

Ned Sutherland (above) and Boothman: the first guitarists in Australia to incorporate the 

devices associated with rock guitar in a searching jazz context… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ 

MAGAZINE 

Of course the supersonic volumes of rock tend to destroy the play of dynamics which 

is one of the most important aspects of jazz, and it is true that many rock guitarists 

have used their effects in a less than creative way. Still, the first problem is not 

insurmountable and the second precedent does not have to be followed. It is not fair, 

either, to say that Jimi Hendrix has been the only inventive rock guitarist.  

 

With singer Jeannie Lewis (above) Boothman employed  sustained bending tones, 

feedback, shredded notes… PHOTO COURTESY NATIONAL LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA 
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In his collaborations with singer Jeannie Lewis, too, Boothman was able to employ 

sustained bending tones, feedback, shredded notes, in the same spirit that horn 

players have used growls, wah-wah mutes, vocalised shrieks, high split harmonics.  

He says that he was not influenced by Hendrix at that time, has in fact only just 

begun to listen to him. "It was mainly that I was a frustrated horn player," he 

maintains. "The odd thing about those times was that at home I was listening to very 

quiet things, like Joe Pass, Barney Kessel. I was still prejudiced against rock, having 

discarded it in my teens as being juvenile, and I hadn't really started listening to 

people like John Coltrane. In fact, I am just getting into all the things I missed.  

 

 

Boothman has only just begun to listen to Jimi Hendrix (above)… PHOTO COURTESY 

PINTEREST 

"I remember having a group with (drummer) Phil Treloar, when I was heavily into 

Barney Kessel and so on. Phil came in one day and said he'd got so deeply into Elvin 

Jones and Coltrane that he was going to throw out all his Shelley Mannes and Oscar 

Petersons. I couldn't go with him; I just wasn't ready for it.” 

Directions 

"The reason I was playing the way I was with Sid and with Jeannie was a personal 

thing. I had had a fairly conservative upbringing. I had worked in a bank up till my 

early 20s. Suddenly I started to question all the conventions of behaviour to which I 

had subscribed. I was breaking out, but I wasn't really sure which direction I was 

taking. I began drinking an awful lot. I was also part owner of Guitar City -  a 

specialist guitar shop — and the combination of that workload and the wild way I was 

playing and the amount I was drinking nearly led to a nervous breakdown.  
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"I had to get out of it. I more or less retired for a few months to Scotland Island, 

where I have a place, and I have now sold my share in Guitar City, so that I can 

concentrate on music entirely, hopefully on a more stable personal basis.  

I suppose the experience with Jeannie's band was a bit overwhelming to someone 

like me, who frankly had not had a proper grounding.. For instance, I was asked to 

give some courses at The Con recently, and I concentrated a lot on the historic 

aspects. I played a lot of Charlie Parker stuff. I missed out on all that, because mostly 

you could only hear things like Dave Brubeck.  

 

 

Boothman: he had not really experienced the kind of force and commitment that is 

in that Mingus stuff… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ MAGAZINE 

“One of the first things that woke me up to the variety of jazz was a recording of the 

Downbeat poll winners. You know the one with Miles and Cannonball, Coltrane, 

Charlie Mingus, Gerry Mulligan with Art Farmer. The kind of force and commitment 

that is in that Mingus stuff I had not really experienced about the time I started 

playing with Jeannie.  

"The coming together of rock and jazz musicians in that band was very exciting. 

These days I am often distressed when rock musicians I respect put down jazz and 

jazz musicians I respect put down rock. The philosophy and approach of jazz and 

rock are very different, but people who dismiss one or the other miss a great deal.  
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"The thing we had in common in that band was freedom. For that reason we could 

sometimes be mediocre, and sometimes things happened — to us on stage, to the 

audience — which cannot be described or explained. The closest thing to what we are 

doing seems to me Free Kata, although they are much more jazz-oriented. When it 

really happens with Free Kata, I find it tremendously exciting.  

"Incidentally, EMI have a lot of our free stuff with Jeannie on tape, but they won't 

issue it because they think it will put off the commercial market they are trying to 

build up for Jeannie.  

"The first jazz I got into was pretty wild stuff, actually — things like Charlie Ventura 

whom a cousin had on record. That was in my teens and I was into Chuck Berry and 

Bill Haley as well. It all gave me a charge, and I was quite astonished when I found 

that many people could not respond to jazz in the same way. It has to do, I suppose, 

with listening habits, what we are conditioned to expect in music, but I realised that 

the freedom of jazz improvisation was not a thing that many people could easily 

follow or accept.  

 

 

Boothman first got into players like Charlie Ventura (above)… 

"I didn't start playing until I was in my 20s and working in a bank. A guy there had a 

guitar and he showed me how to play Peter Gunn, and I was quite surprised that I 

was able to fumble through that. I went to Nicholson's and bought a $24 Challenge 

model Col Joye guitar. It stayed under my bed for quite a while. When I did start 

playing I was into Barney Kessel, but I couldn't really play it for a long time. I used to 

play standards and fumble my way through solos.  

"Another thing that got me intrigued with jazz somewhere along the line was reading 

Evan Hunter's book Second Ending, which as you know was about jazz and drug 

addiction and so on. I remember thinking 'What's this?' It was a whole other scene."  
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Evan Hunter’s book Second Ending: it was about jazz and drug addiction and so 

on… 

How dangerous, I cannot help thinking.  There was a time, in my late teens, when I 

swallowed more pills than was good for anyone, How dangerous. How lucky that 

some persuasive person did not appear with a needle at precisely that time! There are 

probably a lot of us who were lucky to get through crucial periods more or less 

unscathed, but I think of Peter Boothman in these terms more than I do most others.  

With Peter Boothman the vulnerability is still there, the strange combination of 

gentleness and recklessness. It is very evident in his playing. Lately, he has been 

playing with trios which vary from job to job. The trio on his new record (see review, 

page 26) uses Alan Turnbull on drums and Dieter Vogt on bass. At a Jazz Action 

Society [concert] at The Musicians Club he used Dieter and Laurie Bennett. When he 

shared a night at The Basement with Out to Lunch, he used Ed Gaston and John 

Pochée.  

A couple of the younger guys who come down to The Basement got a bit impatient 

with the delicate, restrained approach with which the trio began their set. Yet at the 

end, there was a lot of freedom of interchange between the musicians and a lot of 

energy had developed. I personally enjoyed it.  

Peter Boothman is a relatively late starter. He has not yet acquired the weight of 

musical knowledge of some of our other important musicians, but he has a very 

musical ear, a sensitive touch, and already, I think, a feeling for the guitar that is 

quite distinctive.  

 


