
1 
 

BENNETTS LANE: THE EMERGENCE OF AN INSTITUTION 
 
by David James* 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[This is the INTRODUCTION to David James’s book World’s Best Jazz Club: The 
Story of Bennetts Lane, published 2014 by Major Street Publishing Pty Ltd] 
 

n a Lonely Planet travel guide to Australia, Bennetts Lane jazz club in Melbourne 
was described as “the world’s best jazz club”. It came as something of a shock, 
particularly to jazz aficionados with an eye to America or Europe. What about the 

New York clubs, such as Blue Note or the Village Vanguard? Or the legendary Ronnie 
Scott’s club in London? Surely they have better claims to being the best jazz club in 
the world? 
 
Look a little closer, however, and the observation is not so surprising. If we ask the 
question ‘what is a jazz club?’ Lonely Planet’s opinion starts to look eminently 
justified. A jazz club is more than just a place of entertainment, a pub or night club 
that happens to play a particular style of music. It is an important part of a city’s 
culture. On that measure Bennetts Lane is exceptional. Whereas the famous jazz  
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*David James, journalist, author, jazz flautist and composer, has been a business 
journalist for 30 years. Between 1985 and 1990, he was the jazz critic for the 
Melbourne Herald, and writes jazz reviews for The Age and the Guardian. He 
wrote the book, published in 2014, World’s Best Jazz Club: The Story of Bennetts 
Lane. 
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clubs of New York principally derive their reputations from the city itself - New 
York’s status as the centre of jazz activity in the world or New Orleans’ reputation as 
the origin of the form - Bennetts Lane has acquired an international reputation in a 
city that is, at best, only a marginal player in the world jazz scene. There have been 
many fine Australian jazz players, but few would think of Melbourne as one of the 
genre’s epicentres. 
 
In proportionate terms, Bennetts Lane has made a bigger contribution to the night 
life and culture of the city it inhabits than other jazz clubs. Put another way, without 
Bennetts Lane it is unlikely that jazz would have become as healthy in Melbourne as 
it has, whereas the New York jazz scene would almost certainly have thrived 
irrespective of the survival of specific venues. 
 
A jazz club has other dimensions. The best become a magnet for famous recordings. 
The Village Vanguard, for instance, has been the venue for the production of records 
of live performances of some of the most famous players of the genre: Bill Evans, 
John Coltrane, Wynton Marsalis, Dizzy Gillespie. On that score, Bennetts Lane is 
exceptional. In conjunction with ABC radio, the government broadcaster, the club 
has been the place for the biggest archive of Australian jazz recordings ever compiled, 
a veritable history of the form over the last two decades. It is also routinely the place 
for the launching of new CDs. 
 

 
 
The pianist Bill Evans: an example of the famous jazz artists who have recorded at 
New York’s Village Vanguard… 
 
Jazz clubs have a further role, the nurturing of local talent. On this metric, Bennetts 
Lane occupies a high position. It has provided an audience for Australian jazz 
players, which has proved notoriously difficult in the past, especially in some of the 
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more experimental or challenging areas of the music. Unlike in New York, London, 
Berlin or Paris, jazz is not automatically popular to Australian audiences. Neither is 
there a ready stream of tourists seeking out the music. By surviving for over two 
decades, Bennetts Lane has provided a focal point for aspiring musicians, a way for 
ambitious local artists to find an audience. 
 
The club’s strong link with educational institutions such as the Victorian College of 
the Arts (VCA) has contributed to the sense of a career path for well-trained 
musicians - to the extent that such a thing is possible in a genre as fragile as jazz. 
Unlike classical music, where there are clearly-defined pathways to success and a 
reasonable expectation of good salaries, jazz has been a notoriously difficult area in 
which to earn a living. 
 
Jazz clubs are also businesses, and usually rather temporary ones. Audiences, never 
willing to pay high prices for jazz music, have over time become even less willing to 
spend. There has been a growing expectation that music is, if not free, at least cheap. 
The money that can be charged at the door has varied little over the last two decades, 
meaning that in real terms it has fallen by more than half. Most venues try to 
compensate by selling food with reasonable margins but this is not the direction 
Bennetts Lane has taken. The strategy was always been to focus only on the music, 
not on dining with music as a background. There have been many clubs that host 
jazz. But around the world there are very few jazz clubs: places where the music 
comes first.  
 

 
 
Bennetts Lane founder Michael Tortoni: by emphasising the music before all else, 
he created an environment in which the jazz playing mattered...PHOTO COURTESY 
THE AGE 
 
Indeed, many venues have a dismissive approach to musicians. Some of the most 
famous live jazz recordings of the 1950s and 1960s were harmed by the incessant 
conversation amongst people at the venue – hard to believe when it was 
performances of seminal artists like saxophonist Sonny Rollins or pianist Thelonious 
Monk. In these venues, the musical performance was simply an adjunct to the social 
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activity, little better than a background noise providing atmosphere. It has been the 
curse of many musical venues, with an obviously dispiriting effect on the musicians.  
 
Bennetts Lane founder Michael Tortoni, by emphasising the music before all else - he 
is himself a bassist who understands the musicians’ life - created an environment in 
which the jazz playing mattered. And making jazz matter has in recent decades 
proven to be a daunting challenge; the emergence of rock and popular music has 
pushed jazz into the background. 
 
So when looked at in this wider context, the Lonely Planet’s rating starts to look 
entirely reasonable. This is not to suggest that Bennetts Lane is the best club in the 
world to hear jazz. There are many other better claimants to that title, especially in 
New York. But it has been the best place to hear Australian jazz. And as a venue that 
has fostered and contributed to its local musical culture it has few, if any, peers in the 
world. 
 

 
 
Wynton Marsalis: there are not too many jazz clubs like this, anywhere….PHOTO 
CREDIT CAROL FRIEDMAN 
 
It also enjoys an international reputation. Tortoni likes to recount an occasion when 
the trumpeter Wynton Marsalis was playing at the club. He was chatting with him at 
the side of the stage. Marsalis said: “There are not too many jazz clubs like this, 
anywhere.” 
 
“I knew then I was on the right track,” says Tortoni. 
 
This, then, is the story of Bennetts Lane, which is in turn the story of Australian jazz 
over the last two decades. The characters, the musical styles, the changing aesthetics, 
the new techniques. Interviews with musicians who have played at the club will serve 
as a sketch of the artistic endeavour that has occurred at the venue. 


