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OBITUARY: HARRY STEIN 1919-1994 

by Bruce Johnson 

__________________________________________________________ 

he funeral and wake - a roistering affair - following the death of Harry Stein in 

May, 1994, brought together under one roof representatives of many of those 

disparate invisible cultures that underpin local traditions and fortify them 

against exploitative centralist engineering. 

Harry was part of a series of intersecting cultural networks, and with a particular gift 

for seeing how they might often be harnessed together to exercise collective cultural 

purchase. A long-time left-wing political activist, a jazz enthusiast and amateur  

 

Harry Stein in Paris, 1949… 

drummer, a journalist, with a clear-eyed appreciation of the pictorial arts, and an 

energetic organiser - Harry Stein had a particular gift for constructing fruitful 

alliances out of margins, short-circuiting the centre and discovering genuinely 

alternative cultural realities. 

His communist party affiliations converged with his enthusiasm for art to produce an 

exhibition which, In a sense, disclosed ‘genres’ of  working class painting which the 

arts establishment had ignored. His work in the youth arm of the ACP, the Eureka 

Youth League and his love of jazz, positioned him to create an alliance which gave 

Melbourne jazz in the 1940s a home base - the Uptown Club, on the EYL premises - 

and, from 1946, what has become the world’s longest running and most democratic 

jazz festival, the annual Australian Jazz Convention. 
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Harry Stein (right) pictured with the trombonist Doc Willis (left)… 
 

Through the same conjunction of marginalised interests, Harry Stein initiated the 

manouevre that put Australian jazz on the world stage. His work in getting the 

Graeme Bell band to represent Australia at the International Youth Festival In 

Prague in 1947 resulted in one of the most important and influential exports of 

cultural capital in the history of this country. It is impossible to do justice to the 

breadth of his interests and influence. 

 

The Graeme Bell band in 1947: it was Harry Stein’s initiative in getting the Bell band to 

represent Australia at the International Youth Festival in Prague in 1947… PHOTO COURTESY 

AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

When his memoirs are published in August, 1994, his many friends from so many 

disparate areas of society will be surprised, I believe, when they discover just how 

wide-ranging has been his contribution to our ‘underground history’. As a personal 

friend of many years’ standing, Harry’s death mattered a great deal to me, but it also 

mattered to the vernacular traditions of this country, far more than each of us 

separately knew. 


