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JazzChord, Apr/May 2000 

__________________________________________________________ 

eople often tell me how lucky I am to have a job (actually, two part-time jobs) 
programming jazz festivals, where I get to hear a lot of great music, and 
hire all the musicians who I think deserve to be featured at those festivals. And 

I do indeed count myself lucky to be working to promote a form of music that has 
always given me a great deal of pleasure, and with musicians for whom I have a lot of 
respect. But the job does have its drawbacks. One is that you cannot possibly hire 
every band who wants to be featured at a festival; not even every band that you think 
deserves to be included. No matter how fair you try to be, you are always bound to 
disappoint, even offend, a few people. The disappointment is compounded for those 
you have had to turn down repeatedly, for one reason or another. A related difficulty 
is trying to listen to all those bands who want to be considered. Often, people will 
invite me to come and hear their band at a gig, and there are times when you just 
can't fit it in. It may seem easier to send a tape or CD; but there have been times 
when I've had 30 or more tapes or CDs sitting on my desk, waiting for me to give 
them a listen (hopefully, not just a cursory hearing of one or two tracks). Yes, it's 
great to receive a lot of free CDs; but sometimes you want nothing more than the 
time to enjoy listening to an LP you bought ten years ago. This year's Melbourne 
International Jazz Festival provided more than a few headaches, with the late 
cancellation of tours by two major international acts. I won't go into too much detail 
about Canadian singer Diana Krall's cancellation (others than to say it involved a 
breach of contract by her management, with whom the festival is currently 
negotiating a claim for compensation). But imagine the implications when a festival 
program has been built, financially, around a concert at the Melbourne Concert Hall; 
the venue has been booked (along with production, accommodation, ground  
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Canadian singer Diana Krall: barely two weeks before the event, you get a phone 
call telling you that the tour is off…. 
 
transport, a support act, etc); a good deal has already been spent on marketing and 
advertising ; press, radio and TV interviews have been lined up; almost half the seats 
in the Hall have already been booked; a post-concert reception has been organised 
with guests including Festival sponsors and media; and two interstate shows 
arranged via the Festival are already sold out. Barely two weeks before the event, you 
get a phone call telling you that the tour is off. Let's just say it was a learning 
experience, but one that I wouldn't like to repeat. The same goes for the cancellation, 
at even shorter notice, of the Nuevos Maestros Cubanos. This band seemed sure to be 
a real sensation, and even though they were unknown here, publicity organised via 
the Festival had generated a great deal of interest. Their tour had been organised via 
the band's agent, one Claude Ajavon, who represented their Costa Rica-based record 
company. Barely a week before their first advertised show, the agent advised me that 
there had been delays with travel arrangements from Cuba (which our contract 
stated would be his responsibility); as a result, the tour was cancelled. The festival is  
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Sam Keevers: his 13-piece Afro-Cuban band, Un Grupo Cabrones performed at the 
9th Ward to a full house, and a packed dance floor…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN 
JAZZ REAL BOOK 
 
still waiting for Mr Ajavon to return the deposit that had been paid for the band's 
services. Again, the festival had the problem of trying to explain the situation to the 
public who had been looking forward to hearing the band, dealing with the media, 
organising ticket refunds, and organising substitute acts. One pleasing consolation 
was the outcome on the night of the Cuban band's first scheduled performance at the 
9th Ward. We booked Sam Keevers' 13-piece Afro-Cuban band, Un Grupo Cabrones, 
as a replacement, offering ticket-holders the option of a full refund, or a part-refund 
plus entry to the Cabrones' show. The result? A full house, a packed dance floor, and 
plenty of great music.  
 
* Newspaper sub-editors can be quite clever in assigning sub-headings to stories 
that summarise the content, while catching the reader's eye. Why, then, are so many 
of them so damned lazy when it comes to subbing stories involving jazz? I'd love a 
dollar for every story I've seen headed by a line containing that hoary old cliche, ‘And 
All That Jazz’. Is it subs' code for 'I Haven't Even Read This Story, I Wish I Was 
Down The Pub'?  
 
* Jazz festival work has meant that I do not write as much as I once did. (I still do the 
odd review for The Age, and regular CD reviews for The Bulletin and Rhythms). 
There was one period of a year or two where I tried to make a living as a jazz critic. 
It gave me a stronger understanding of the jazz musician's lot in life. There is no such 
thing as job security, you are expected to be grateful for being paid a pittance, and 
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you often wonder whether anyone out there (editors, sub-editors, readers) was really 
paying much attention to what you were trying to say. Having a partner in full-time 
employment was pretty much a necessity. It's no wonder that most jazz critics in this 
country hold down a 'day job' of one form or another (in many cases, as a full-time 
journalist or sub-editor).  
 

 
 
Adrian Jackson (right) pictured here with Wayne Shorter: jazz critics should have a 
genuine love of the music, and a thirst to hear both new and familiar players… 
 
*What qualifications does a jazz critic need? I don't buy the line that you have to be 
a musician yourself (not that it would hurt). A non-musician can see the performance 
from the point of view of the majority of the audience, who aren't musicians either. 
What a jazz critic should bring to their work is the ability to write well, to express 
their ideas clearly, along with an understanding of the history of the art form (and its 
various genres) that enables them to assess a performance in its proper context. 
Above all, they should have a genuine love of the music, and a thirst to hear both new 
and familiar players. One thing I would certainly recommend to anyone who wants to 
write about jazz (and a few who already do!) is to go out and hear live music at every 
opportunity. Don't miss any significant visitors from interstate or overseas when 
they're in town: who knows when you'll get another chance to catch them? And don't 
overlook local bands, either; hearing them on a regular basis is the best way to 
understand what they're trying to do, and to get an idea of when their playing is 
inspired, untogether, or somewhere in between.  
 
 


