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BRIAN BROWN: STILL A FORCE 
 
by Adrian Jackson* 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the March/April, 1983 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

 
 
Brian Brown: one of Australia’s most important modern jazz musicians for more 
than 20 years… PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH COURTESY JAZZ MAGAZINE 
 

elbourne musician Brian Brown has been one of Australia’s most important 
modern jazz musicians for more than 20 years now. He first achieved 
celebrity status in 1974 when his quintet performed at The Basement and 

made the Sydney jazz scene sit up and take notice. The Brian Brown Quintet’s 
Carlton Streets launched Horst Liepolt’s 44 Records label, and Brown’s band began 
to receive invitations to appear at major music festivals around the country. If the 
Australian Jazz Explosion shot anyone to prominence, it was Brian Brown. 
______________________________________________________ 
 
*When this was written in 1983 Adrian Jackson had been a freelance writer for 
several years, and jazz critic with the Melbourne Age since 1978. 
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But his contribution to Australian jazz extends back to the mid-’50s. That was when 
Brown, in his early 20s, returned home after a trip to England. He had acquired ideas 
about modern jazz that hadn’t really reached the Melbourne scene; together with 
trumpeter Keith Hounslow and drummer Stewie Speer, two greats of Australian jazz, 
and two novices in pianist David Martin and bassist Barry Buckley, Brown formed a 
Quintet that virtually introduced the hard bop genre of the ‘50s to Australia. 
 
The band played at Horst Liepolt’s fabled venue Jazz Centre 44, and the repertoire 
was drawn from the books of such American bands as [Art] Blakey’s, [Miles] Davis’s 
and [Sonny] Rollins’. The LP Brian Brown Quintet 1958 (44 6357 715) is proof of the 
band’s vitality. The band broke up around 1960, when Brown decided to drop out of 
the jazz scene for various reasons. 
 

 
 
The front cover of the classic Brian Brown Quintet 1958 LP on 44 Records: proof of 
the band’s vitality… COURTESY DAVID MARTIN 
 
He formed another band around 1964, with pianist Tony Gould, drummer Ted 
Vining and Barry Buckley; it lasted until the end of the decade and, although there is 
no record of the band available, tapes and various recollections suggest that it was 
both one of the most innovative and original bands in the country, and one of the 
most powerful. Brown expanded earlier ideas about the value of writing original 
themes to stimulate the players, and developed a concept about playing what he has 
called the drama of the music, rather than the structure: a concept of interactive 
group improvisation that has been the key characteristic of his bands’ music ever 
since. 
 
After Gould left the Quartet, Brown worked in a variety of contexts in 1971-72, mostly 
involving experiments with mixing jazz and rock elements. 
 
Then, he formed a band with Vining, pianist Ian Mawson and bassist David Tolley; 
when Mawson was replaced by Bob Sedergreen and percussionist Dure Dara joined, 
Brown had the quintet that brought him national recognition. As only hinted at on 
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the band’s two very fine recordings, Carlton Streets (44 6357 700) and Moomba Jazz 
‘76 Volume 2 (44 6357 709), the quintet developed an acute sense of inquisitiveness, 
incorporating free-ranging, imaginative improvisations into their performances, 
taking chances that worked brilliantly. 
 

 
 
That band was one of the great bands of Australian jazz, as was the quartet that 
Brown led from 1976-79, with Vining, Sedergreen and Barry Buckley. Tolley and 
Dara had left to continue daring experimentations with the use of synthesisers that 
Tolley had introduced to the quintet; with the return of Buckley, Brown returned to a 
more straight-ahead jazz context. His three partners had a unique ability among 
Australian rhythm sections to maintain unrelenting momentum, and to develop a 
situation as if working with one mind. Brown adapted his original repertoire to 
exploit this strength, and the band became a magnificently intense jazz unit, playing 
original music of rare astuteness with exhilarating power. 
 
The LP Upward (44 6357 711) gives a fair picture of the band’s music and worth, 
even if it doesn’t capture its onstage magic; two tracks on the Ted Vining Trio LP 
Number One (446357 712) come a bit closer. 
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The Brian Brown Quartet toured Europe in 1978, performing at several Scandinavian 
jazz festivals; and dissolved early in 1979. 
 
Since then, Brown has been working with a band whose rhythmic approach, 
superficially at least, owes more to jazz-rock styles than to the jazz tradition. He 
recorded a worthy album in this style in 1979, Bells Make Me Sing (AIJA 002), a 
bright album notable mainly for the soloing by Brown, Sedergreen and guest Keith 
Hounslow. But in the last two years, Brown has been comparatively inactive, 
performing sporadically in Melbourne, rarely outside it, and not recording. 
 
Over the last year or so, the Brian Brown Quintet has become known as the 
Australian Jazz Ensemble, usually including Brown on soprano sax and flute, Bob 
Sedergreen on keyboards, Jeremy Alsop on bass guitar, Alex Pertout on percussion 
and, occasionally, Bob Venier on trumpet. 
 

 
 
Brian Brown (left) on tenor saxophone with members of the Australian Jazz 
Ensemble: Bob Venier (flugelhorn) and Jeremy Alsop (bass)… PHOTO CREDIT JANE 
MARCH COURTESY JAZZ MAGAZINE 
 
I have often found Brown’s performances in the last few years disappointing, for 
various reasons. Most of them boil down to the fact that I believe the band and its 
music have lacked the depth, maturity and power of the previous Quartet. Too often, 
I felt the band was playing the same material the same way, with too little discipline, 
purpose and inspiration. 
 
Still, comparisons with the previous band are both unfair and pointless. And to be 
fair, the band has on many other occasions had a lot to offer. On a good night, the 
rhythm section contributes plenty of bright vitality and energy, while Sedergreen, 
Venier and Brown play brilliantly articulated and developed solos, the sum achieving 
the sort of uplifting inspiration that has always been Brown’s aim. 
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Brown himself has been similarly inconsistent as a soloist. I suspect he has suffered 
from lack of motivation, lack of time to devote to instrumental practice, and dental 
problems. I have heard him play poorly, by his own standards, several times. But 
more often, he has continued to display the virtues that have always marked him as a 
valuable improviser: a very personal sound on his instrument, a reluctance to resort 
to cliches or technical grandstanding, and a keen desire to express fresh and 
attractive ideas. His playing tends to be more reflective, less startling than it used to 
be — which perhaps reflects both the style of the band’s music, and the fact that he 
now rarely plays tenor saxophone. 
 
I suspect that Brown’s involvement with his work at the Victorian College of the Arts 
and the apathy of the local jazz scene have removed much of Brown’s incentive to 
continue forging ahead with his band. But if Brian Brown has in some ways been 
treading water for the last two years, he now says he has the opportunity and the 
incentive to renew his creative efforts. And I have no doubt that he still has the 
creative ability to assert a positive influence on the jazz scene in this country. 
 
Adrian Jackson: The Quartet reached its peak in 1978, leading up to the 
tour of Scandinavia, but broke up not long after you came back. How did 
that come about? 
 
Brian Brown: The tour went wonderfully for us, we really played as well as we 
possibly could and the audiences there really loved us, and the fact that we had 
something of our own. When we came back, nobody here seemed to care one little 
bit, and we found that hard to believe — that was a dent to our morale. Another 
factor was that we were part-time musicians who had just done a very exhaustive 
tour; the band had played itself out. Also, I’d started to write stuff that didn’t really 
suit Ted and Barry, and had to work around that. And the crunch came when Ted 
 

 
 
Ted Vining: the crunch came when he moved to Sydney… PHOTO COURTESY ROGER 
BEILBY 
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moved to Sydney, and Barry said he’d prefer not to play with any other drummer. 
We‘ve played together a few times since then, but we’ve all moved on from there. 
 
How did the next band come together? 
 
Well, I’d lost Ted, and there was no drummer around to compare with him in that 
style, and no acoustic bassist had Barry’s stamina; so rather than work with 
players who were fixed in their ways, I thought I’d go for youth. I checked out the 
kids who went to Jamey Aebersold’s first clinic here, and I chose David Jones and 
Jeremy Alsop. They had fantastic talent, and I had a good talk with them about my 
music, and Bob and I blooded them in the band. They brought such great 
enthusiasm and energy to the band, it’s just a joy to play with them. Keith 
Hounslow, who remains one of my very favourite musicians in this country, 
brought his special magic to the band for a while, including the Bells Make Me 
Sing record, but he didn’t continue because he was working more with Frank 
Traynor and McJad, and also he didn’t relate to the volume, which was never a 
worry for me and Bob. 
 

 
 
Drummer David Jones: he and Jeremy Alsop brought such great enthusiasm and 
energy to the band… 
 
How did the music change? 
 
The new personnel, and the fact that David and Jeremy are splendid soloists, 
changed the band greatly. I still proceeded with my drama concept of the music; we 
were playing, in many ways, the same music — working within similar guidelines 
of shapes, rhythmic sequences and capsule phrasings — but playing it very 
differently. The type of energy, the textures and interactions became very different. 
Jeremy and David — and when he left, Virgil [Donati], who’s another incredibly 
talented young drummer — both play very lightly yet very strongly, and that sets 
up a very strong and complex rhythmic spectrum to play against and with. It’s 
changed the way I play, because I’m able to play differently, and also Bob: he hasn’t 
lost that wonderful straight-ahead groove or his command of those bluesy 
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tonalities, but in the last few years I’ve noticed he’s thinking in terms of more 
impressionistic sweeps and flows. 
 

 
 
Pianist Bob Sedergreen: he hasn’t lost that wonderful straight-ahead groove or his 
command of those bluesy tonalities… 
 
Since the Bells LP, the Brian Brown Quintet has become the Australian 
Jazz Ensemble... 
 
Yes, that was done for several reasons, partly with an eye on overseas tours, but 
mainly because I didn’t want it to be simply my band. I wanted to take the 
responsibility for the music away from me as a composer and throw it onto the 
shoulders of each member of the band as an improviser. I’ve got the best musicians 
available, and they’ve worked with me enough to know where I’m headed. I told 
them I don’t want anyone to play a role, me as leader, Jeremy as accompanist, or 
whatever: each player has to play as if he is a soloist, and as creative artists, fit 
their ideas into the concept of the music and what the others are playing. The result 
is our version of the music of today. It’s not rock or funk, it’s lighter and very 
flowing, it’s improvised music as creative as we can make it be. 
 
You’ve also performed more often in a duo with Bob. 
 
Well that grew out of performances where Bob would throw in ideas from old songs 
we used to play years ago like Carlton Streets or Hilltop, and we’d have musical 
conversations. We can read each other’s minds incredibly well, so I find it very 
stimulating and enjoyable to play duets with Bob. We played a concert as a duo, 
and also with David Baker joining in on our thing, up in Sydney, and from our 
point of view they went very well. 
 
How did the clinics go? 
 
Well, I think it went pretty well, but what really came out of it, I thought, was the 
realisation that we don’t need all these Americans to come out here to make 
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something like that happen. I mean, they had the Mel Lewis band there, but apart 
from David Baker, it was blokes like Bob and myself who did the lion’s share of 
the work, up to five or six hours a day. We had to work hard to look after the 
students who weren’t in it simply for the big band aspect. Mark Murphy was a good 
example of someone with a special talent that we need to bring out because we don’t 
have anyone who can do that here, but otherwise we don’t need to bring out guys 
who don’t care to teach, or who have nothing special to offer anyway. 
 

 
 
Singer Mark Murphy at The Basement, Sydney, in 1981. Also in the shot, L-R, Willie 
Qua (drums), Dieter Vogt (bass) and Tony Esterman (piano)… PHOTO CREDIT 
EDMOND THOMMEN 
 
Do you think the Summer Jazz Clinic serves a useful purpose, with all the 
institutions around the country that offer courses in jazz studies? 
 
Oh, I’m sure it does. There are people who can’t attend any of the year-long courses 
because they can’t get in, or they can’t afford it, or whatever, and people who only 
want to dabble in it occasionally. 
 
How do you see the future of the Summer Jazz Clinic concept? 
 
Well, as I said before, I think the charisma of the American superstars is beginning 
to wane a little. I would like to see a first-class educator like David Baker heading 
the faculty made up of Australian musicians, with maybe another one or two 
Americans genuinely out here to teach. I think I could run it in Melbourne, Don 
Burrows in Sydney and Hal Hall in Adelaide — I don’t think it’s right it should only 
take place in Sydney— and in fact, we might put one on during every term break, 
rather than just in January. That would help overcome the problem of students 
being fed too much information too quickly. 
 
Can you tell us about the Jazz Studies course that you run at the 
Victorian College of the Arts? 



9 
 

I set up the course in 1980. It’s a 3-year diploma course which leads to a Diploma in 
Arts (Music). It’s got a broad curriculum, aimed at helping students develop to their 
fullest potential in a creative fashion. The Victorian College of the Arts is funded by 
the State Government, it’s not a teacher-training institution, students are accepted 
on the basis of having the potential to become outstanding performers on the 
international scene. We try to avoid the narrow approach like they tend to have in 
America, churning out competent but anonymous players like a sausage machine. I 
think it’s important to convince the students that jazz didn’t die with Charlie Parker 
or John Coltrane or whoever, that there’s room for them to make a contribution of 
their own. We’re always trying to develop the human aspects of the player, because 
I’ve always believed jazz needs to be very fresh and personal. 
 
So what exactly do you teach the students? 
 
Well, we trace and analyse improvisational trends, composing, arranging, film 
scores, studio procedures, philosophies of contemporary music, aural training, 
keyboard training, basic and advanced concepts of theory, and what they learn is 
continually applied in small and large group situations. Everyone has to do some 
keyboard study, and we encourage them to take up a second instrument. In 
addition, they are entitled to one instrumental lesson a week from an approved 
teacher of their instrument, and those teachers include musicians like Bob Venier, 
John Barratt, Matt Kirsch, Peter De Visser, David Jones, Virgil Donati, Jeremy 
Alsop and Gary Costello. Of course, I’ve had absolutely fantastic assistance from the 
other members of the faculty, who are of course Bob Sedergreen and Tony Gould; 
and Graeme Lyall will be taking some classes this year too. We have our own fields, 
but we also try to spread ourselves around, circulate our ideas among all the 
students. We’re always analysing their playing, trying to help them grow. 
 

 
 
Trumpeter Bob Venier: one of the approved teachers at the VCA… PHOTO CREDIT 
PETER SINCLAIR 
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What results have you seen so far? 

 
Oh, I’m very pleased with the progress so far. Some of the students are already able 
to take their place out there. Saxophone player Rob Burke, bass player Stephen 
Hadley, Peter Jones the drummer and Alex Pertout on percussion and vibes, 
impress me as really outstanding players already, and Colin Hopkins, Tony Norris 
and Lachlan Davidson show a lot of writing ability. We took in 17 new students this 
year, giving us a total of 40. 
 
You don’t concentrate on big band training at all? 
 
No. We do some large ensemble work, but I think it offers some limited values that 
are to do with craftsmanship, but the standard big band thing isn’t a terribly 
creative affair. 
 
How do you see your future here in Australia as a musician? Five years 
ago your band was, I don’t think there’s much argument, the leading 
contemporary band in the country, but today I think a lot of people 
would feel your best music is behind you. 
 

 
 
Brown on tenor sax: his best music behind him?... PHOTO COURTESY SYDNEY 
MORNING HERALD 
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Yes, well, there are always going to be conservative listeners who are going to say 
that what you’re doing today isn’t as good as what you used to play. That doesn’t 
worry me, I’ve dealt with that through three generations of change now. I’m the 
opposite of course, the new band is always the best as far as I’m concerned. There’s 
no point looking back, you’ve got to get on with it. I guess while I’ve been 
concentrating on getting the College set up, I’ve been less concerned with my own 
playing. Now I’m keen to concentrate more on the band and get things happening 
again. As far as performing interstate is concerned, the big problem is airfares, but 
really it’s just a matter of exposure. We haven’t recorded for a few years, but that 
will change shortly. Really, it’s up to us to present the best music possible, and if it’s 
good enough, it will get support from the audience. 
 
How about in Melbourne? 
 
Well, I think the problem boils down to the fact that I’ve been overexposed here for 
so long, I’m just part of the furniture. It’s never been my intention to be obscure, I 
want the music to be as happy and accessible as possible; but we’re not an 
entertaining band, we demand some concentration from the audience. And in 
Melbourne the trad scene dominates, the audience and the venues are happy to 
have everything comfortable, they don’t want anything that’s challenging. The Jazz 
On Tuesday series last year presented plenty of really first-class bands, but didn’t 
really get much audience support. I really can’t understand it. But we’ll press ahead 
with that again this year at the Prince of Wales, and the Australian Jazz Ensemble 
will be part of that. And we’ll be concentrating on our tour to Europe in May and 
June. 
 
Tell us about that. 
 
Well, I toured Germany in December with Felix Werder’s contemporary music 
ensemble, and I’d sent tapes ahead, and met a lot of people, and I’ve lined up 
invitations for the Australian Jazz ensemble for concerts and radio broadcasts in 
West Germany and Belgium. The only problem now is funding. The fares are so 
high, whatever assistance we might get from the Music Board will determine how 
many of us go. 
 
And what are your plans for recording? 
 
There could be three or four albums out this year. The first will be out in March, 
and that will be Wildflowers, which we did for Move. It’s me on soprano, flute 
and pan-flute, with Bob on piano, and a string ensemble on some tracks. I’m very 
pleased with it. The next will be by the quartet, with Bob and Virgil and Jeremy. 
We’ve already started the recording. We’ll be doing new compositions that show 
how we’ve moved on since Bells Make Me Sing. 
 
What’s new about it? 
 
It’s to do with a different way of handling harmony, other than the traditional 
diatonic approach. It incorporates the concept of each player being responsible for 
how the music develops. There are areas of structure and areas of free 
improvisation, and it’s all dependent on inter-communication. It’s lighter and 
flowing, nothing to do with rock or funk. We’ll put that album out on AIJA. I hope  
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The Wildflowers album cover: a different way of handling harmony, other than the 
traditional diatonic approach… 
 
that will re-establish the group as a fairly important group in Australia. Apart 
from that, Swaggie are interested in the Quintet tracks we recorded at the same 
time as the big band stuff for Carlton Streets. And there’s other stuff we’ve 
recorded in the last year or so that I’d like to have out at some stage. 
 
Any thoughts on the general scene in Australia? 
 
Well, Melbourne of course could be a lot better, but there are a lot of encouraging 
signs, especially when you look at the younger players. Sydney, from what I’ve seen 
of it, seems to have become somewhat more conservative than it used to be, which is 
a great pity. I think one problem is that too many bands simply sound like 
individuals without a collective sound. If musicians thought more about 
communicating with each other, then it would lift the standard greatly. I’d like to 
dream Australian musicians will take back the initiative in creative music, believe 
in themselves, support each other, and get on with the job of putting Australian 
music where it should be. And I would like to be part of that. 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 


