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JOHN COLBORNE-VEEL: THE PLIGHT OF THE UNKNOWN 
AUSTRALIAN COMPOSER  
 
by Bruce Johnson*  
__________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the March, 1984 edition of the APRA Magazine.] 
 

 
 

John Colborne-Veel, here on trombone: almost impossible to get public 
performances of his work… PHOTO  CREDIT JANE MARCH  
 

 begin with an observation upon the jazz scene, because I know it best. The 
Australia Music Centre issued a book called Australian Jazz Compositions, in 
1978. At 279 pages and, say, five songs per page, that's a listing of around 1,400 

songs. Call it 140 LP records. Call it around ten three-hour concerts (allowing for 
breaks). A lot of music. But you would be hard put to find many songs in that 
considerable collection that have been played more than once, and, outside the 
profession, you would be lucky in the extreme to discover someone who had heard of 
more than three or four of the composers represented.  
 
Or, consider this. Every year at the Australian Jazz Convention there is an Original 
Tunes Competition. Let's say there are fifteen to twenty entries each year. But except 
for the very occasional example, or from a band like Herb Jennings' Ockertunes, you 
could go a year in any city in Australia and never even hear the winner played, let 
alone the rest of the field. So much creative purpose, so little outlet.  
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*When this was written in March, 1984, Bruce Johnson was head of the School of 
English Literature at the University of New South Wales, and an active jazz 
musician who had worked with a number of bands here, in England and the USA. 
He presented a regular weekly jazz programme on 2MBS-FM, where he was Jazz 
Co-ordinator, and was writing for a number of jazz publications, including 
Quarterly Rag of which he was also editor.  
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John Colborne-Veel is familiar with the situation. He began composing jazz in his 
teens. By now the considerable list of his compositions includes one which won the 
competition mentioned above, in 1969, and a jazz suite, the Toad Hall Suite, which 
has been enthusiastically reviewed in JAZZ: The Australasian Contemporary Music 
Magazine. You know the Toad Hall Suite. You don't? The interest of this article is in 
the question, why not?  
 
Why, generally, do so many Australian composers remain unknown, unheard? Is it 
perhaps a precious fastidiousness on the part of the composer, a disdainful 
withdrawal from the practical business of pushing his work? Not in this instance. In 
the case of the Suite, for example, Colborne-Veel personally organised rehearsals, set 
up a concert at which it was performed along with other Australian compositions, 
arranged a recording session (meeting the costs himself), and has organized two 
additional performances of the work. Everytime, it has been warmly received by 
audiences and reviewers. But that has been the end of it. A total lack of follow up.  
 
Is the problem a simple lack of quality? As in any creative realm, in many cases the 
answer is yes. But not in enough cases to account for the minimal visibility of so 
many Australian composers. Consider Colborne-Veel again. In 1969, while he was at 
the NSW Conservatorium, he began composing in the European as well as the black 
American tradition. He has by now completed a considerable range of work: 
orchestral, ballet, string quartets, piano solos, saxophone quartets, music for guitar, 
choir, brass trio, trombone quartet, cello . . . He has just completed a Concerto for 
Contra-Bassoon and Strings, one of only two ever written, as far as he knows. A lot 
of music, but is it any good?  
 

 
 
Pianist Gerard Willems: he has privately recorded piano reductions of the scores of 
two of Colborne-Veel's ballet suites… 
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I spoke to a number of people eminent in the field. Gerard Willems, concert pianist 
and lecturer at the NSW Conservatorium, has privately recorded piano reductions of 
the scores of two of Colborne-Veel's ballet suites. He spoke of their ‘atmospheric 
appeal’ and regarded the composer as someone who deserves encouragement. 
Renata Malek, from the Wollongong Conservatorium, conducted Colborne-Veel's 
Serenade in B Minor for two violins, 'cello, oboe, clarinet and bassoon, written for 
the wedding of cellist Adrian Falk and Susan Lewis, former Executive Secretary of 
the Opera Foundation of Australia. She was taken by its unusual harmonies, and 
"found the flow of the melody, the unusual combination of instruments, and the 
serenity of the work attractive."  
 
Arthur Hubbard, member of the Elizabethan Theatre Orchestra and Lecturer at the 
NSW Conservatorium, heard a rehearsal of the Contra Bassoon Concerto. He was, in 
his words, "very impressed", and in fact felt that it had potential also for low brass 
solo work.  
 

 
 
Saxophonist Paul Furniss: he found one of Colborne-Veel's saxophone quartets 
musically very interesting… 
 
Paul Furniss, one of the country's most respected jazz saxophonists and former 
teacher in the jazz studies course at the NSW Conservatorium performed one of 
Colborne-Veel's saxophone quartets some years ago. He found it musically very 
interesting. He and his colleagues used to look forward to playing it, as much as they 
did to similar published works from places like the United States, England and 
France. Conductor and composer Werner Baer, former Supervisor of Music for NSW 
for the ABC, heard Colborne-Veel's Serenade and felt that here was a composer with 
something to contribute.  
 
For all this, Colborne-Veel finds it almost impossible to get public performances of 
his work. In 1978 Michael Curry of the Australian Ballet Company requested a seven 
minute orchestral piece. Before the completed Andante was even heard, however, 
someone holding the purse strings learned that the commission had gone to an 
unknown. Funds were cut off, with the comment, as it filtered back to the composer, 



4 
 

"Why not use something by Tchaikovsky?" That is the first problem: a general 
unwillingness to spend money on something which is both Australian and unknown.  
 

 
 
Michael Curry of the Australian Ballet Company. He requested a seven minute 
orchestral piece, but funds were cut off… 
 
Colborne-Veel's saxophone quartets were to have been performed at the Adelaide 
Festival by the Australian Saxophone Quartet, led by Colin Smith. Then the Festival 
budget apparently had to be trimmed. The consequence was that an Australian 
Quartet playing Australian compositions were the ones to be axed from this 
Australian Festival.  
 
Colborne-Veel doesn't recount these incidents with any rancour or self-pity. Nor does 
he regard himself as a special case. He considers, as a simple fact of his career, that 
the unknown Australian composer, whoever and wherever he is, is up against 
barriers erected by his own countrymen. In jazz, Australian audiences just don't want 
to hear Australian compositions, and so bands, however much they might wish to 
introduce such material in their repertoires, simply have to rely upon well-known 
American standards to remain employed.  
 
As far as writing in the European tradition is concerned, the same is true. Australians 
at large still lack faith in their own artistic judgement. They still wait upon the verdict 
of the United States or Europe. The main but meagre outlet here for the unknown 
composer is through such channels as self-funded enterprises, and competitions 
(with only one winner or perhaps three at most). The St Cecilia Society is interested 
in publishing a series of guitar pieces on which Colborne-Veel is currently working.   
 
For him, however, as for hundreds of promising, but unknown, Australian 
composers, the main hope is that somehow their work will receive European or 
American approval, and that this will filter back to the Australian public, nervously 
awaiting instruction as to what they may applaud. Jonas Mohan is sufficiently 
impressed with the Contra-Bassoon Concerto as to take the score on his coming 
overseas study tour to try to drum up interest in publishing or recording it. Perhaps, 
then, we shall be able to hear it.  


