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OBITUARY: ROGER FRAMPTON 1948-2000 
 
by John Clare 
 
____________________________________________________ 
 
[This obituary appeared in The Sydney Morning Herald on January 6, 2000. Jazz 
pianist, saxophonist, composer and arranger Roger Frampton was born in 
Portsmouth, England, on May 20, 1948. He died in Wollongong, NSW on January 
4, 2000, aged 51.] 
 

 

Roger Frampton will be remembered as a pianist, saxophonist and composer who 

did it all his own way… PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 

omething profoundly sad and inspiring took place over the past six months or 

so. Roger Frampton, known internationally as a pianist, saxophonist arid 

composer of singular brilliance - genius, according to some - had been wasting 

before our eyes as the effects of an inoperable brain tumour advanced. Yet the more 

frail he appeared, the deeper and more certain his playing became. Given three or 

four months to live early in 1999, he declared: "Let's not have any doom or gloom. I 

want to play."  

Play he did, with the band Ten Part Invention, with the trio The Engine Room, and 

with the Europe-based Steve Lacy, who was the pioneer of the soprano saxophone in 

modern jazz. Interviewed on Andrew Ford's Music Show on ABC Radio, Lacy twice 

introduced Frampton into the conversation, remarking that Frampton's knowledge 

of Thelonious Monk was so deep that he was able to play Monk tunes in his own way 

while sounding absolutely authentic.  
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Frampton's association with the American alto saxophonist Lee Konitz went back io 

years. On every Australian visit, Konitz insisted on playing with him. The two wrote 

and swapped tapes and discs. They shared an inquiring musical ethos, and a mixture 

of openness and cranky intolerance of the mediocre.  

 

Lee Konitz: on every Australian visit, Konitz insisted on playing with Frampton… 
PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

Australia has a long history of undervaluing artists who are then recognised overseas, 

but Frampton was greatly admired by critics here and by many musicians in both 

traditional and modern jazz areas. His composing and improvising were also 

admired in contemporary concert-music circles. Due to his diversity, his eagerness to 

experiment and his idiosyncratic musical humour, Frampton had periods when 

certain factions were highly resistant to his work. This resistance evaporated in 

recent years.  

At the 1999 Wangaratta Festival of Jazz, Ten Part Invention played an hour of 

Frampton's music to a packed town hall. Frampton was at the piano as usual, 

although he had been ill through the day, and he played an unaccompanied interlude 

that will not be forgotten. He even managed a brilliant solo on the sopranino 

saxophone, with few hints of technical fragility. At a festival where many people will 

leave halfway through a recital to hear something else, it was remarkable that no-one 

left the hall. Everyone rose spontaneously at the end to roar their appreciation.  

On January 4, Frampton died in his sleep at home in Wollongong. With him were his 

partner Sherylene, his parents and many friends. Earlier, the saxophonist Tony 

Gorman had read some poetry to which Frampton had once set music. Unable to 

open his eyes, Frampton smiled in recognition of certain lines and played imaginary 

piano with his fingers throughout.  
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In Bruce Johnson's Oxford Companion To Australian Jazz, Frampton described 

himself as a "comprehensivist" who could play with anyone. He had been seen at 

various times as an outstanding Member of the avant-garde and as an upholder of 

traditions. There was never any hesitation on his part to visit the deepest traditions 

and the wildest experimental areas during the course of a single performance. His 

collection of discs and tapes included music from all over the world, in all idioms, 

from John Cage to African choirs.  

Frampton saw Cage's prepared piano pieces not as museum pieces but a medium for 

further development. Frampton "prepared" the piano in his own way, and among his 

most treasured recordings are three that he made for the label Tall Poppies: Totally 

Prepared, Two Pianos One Mind. and Pure Piano. The second of these uses two 

pianos, one prepared and the other untouched, which Frampton plays 

simultaneously.  

Roger Frampton was born on May 20, 1948, in Portsmouth, England, where he 

formed a quintet at the age of 15. He played with a number of leading British jazz 

musicians before his family moved to Adelaide in 1967. Frampton came to Sydney in 

time to play at the famous El Rocco club before it closed in 1969. In the early 197os, 

he formed The Jazz Co-op, with drummer. Phil Treloar and bassist Jack Thorncraft. 

With the addition of American saxophonist Howie Smith, this became the main 

attraction at the "non-commercial end of the week" at the newly opened club The 

Basement (Galapagos Duck was the attraction on Friday and Saturday).  

 

 

Three members of the quartet Jazz Co-Op, L-R, Howie Smith, Roger Frampton, 

Jack Thorncraft… PHOTO COURTESY JAZZ DOWN UNDER 
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Frampton had, by then, begun an association with composer David Ahern, with 

whom he toured Europe in the band Teletopa, collaborating on several occasions 

with Stockhausen.  

 

Teletopa in Japan in 1972, L-R, Peter Evans, Geoff Collins, David Ahern, Roger 

Frampton… 

For all his individualism, Frampton was a great collaborator. Fruitful associations 

were struck up with some of our most original musicians, including John Pochée, 

Bernie McGann, Phil Treloar, Mark Simmonds, Steve Elphick and Keith Hounslow. 

One of the great losses to us in Frampton's death was the burgeoning association 

with American trumpeter Don Rader. They made a duet album on Tall Poppies last 

year, called Off The Beaten Track. Frampton and I performed a series of 

improvisations some years ago. His musical responses were the most resourceful and 

brilliant of any that I had encountered.  

Frampton was largely self-taught, but in his last years he studied for a doctorate, 

which he received from Wollongong University in December. Among those present 

were Pochée and drummer and composer Treloar, who had flown from his home in 

Japan. Frampton is survived by his daughter Emily and his partner Sherylene. 

_________________________________________________________ 


