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PLAYING AD LIB: IMPROVISATORY MUSIC IN AUSTRALIA 1836-1970, 
by John Whiteoak, Sydney, Currency Press, 1999. ISBN O 86819 543 X. 
 
Reviewed by Bruce Johnson* 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
[This review appeared in the Apr/May, 1999 edition of Jazzchord.] 
 

ohn Whiteoak is both a practitioner and scholar of popular music, and brings to 
bear a breadth of sympathy and expertise that has made him one of the most 
important Australian researchers in recent developments in the study of music 

in Australia, in particular, shifting music scholarship away from a modernist 
preoccupation with the linkage between music and composer/text, to the study of its 
linkages with performance/context. This interest naturally drew him to the study 
of improvisational practices. 
 

 
 
John Whiteoak: shifting music scholarship away from a modernist preoccupation 
with the linkage between music and composer/text… 
 
When a musician improvises in a particular environment as opposed to reading from 
a score, a different array of skills is deployed which are not easily accessible to the 
analytical repertoire of score-based musicology. Yet non-score based music  
________________________________________________________ 
 
*When this was written in 1999, Bruce Johnson was Associate Professor of English 
Literature at the University of New South Wales, and an active jazz musician who 
had worked with a number of bands in Australia, England and the USA. He was a 
prolific writer for various jazz publications, and also President of the Jazz Co-
ordination Association of New South Wales.  
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represents the majority of the world’s musical ‘product’. From private vocal 
‘doodling’ to the chanting of street demonstrators, from garage band to so-called folk 
or ethnic music concerts (who, however, is not ‘ethnic’?), music in the moment of 
performance, the moment when it is actualised as sound, is to a greater or lesser 
extent an improvised encounter between the past (memory) and the present (the 
performance situation). 
 
The author presents the period 1836-1970 as teleological and self-contained, 
embracing both the rise and demise of (high) modernity as an impulse for ever 
increasing improvisatory freedom and also an exhaustion of this impulse in popular 
culture. The word ‘improvisatory’ in connection with music inevitably evokes jazz, yet 
before the approved forms - centred on what we would loosely call ‘classical music’ – 
banished improvisation, the practice was much more widely taken for granted. 
Interestingly, the moment of that banishment corresponds to the moment at which 
jazz began to arrive in Australia, which helps to explain why this African-American 
based music now dominates the discourse of the history of improvisation. 
 
The first half of the book is therefore an invaluable revision of this impression, 
showing how pervasive was improvisation in a range of pre-jazz musical practices. 
Through the extensive use of colonial and later primary sources the reader is taken 
on a musical tour of numerous performance sites including the silent cinema, early 
melodrama, pantomime, gospel meetings, cathedrals, white and African-American 
minstrel shows, vaudeville, dance halls, free-and-easies, and private homes. The two 
detailed chapters on early African-American influence (‘Early Blackface Minstrelsy’ 
and ‘Ragtime and Ragging’) demonstrate the existence of a rich Australian jazz pre-
history’ which includes various jazz- like forms of improvisation. 
 

 
 
With notable exceptions like pianist Judy Bailey (pictured above), women on a jazz 
bandstand tended to be thought of as superfluous ornaments… PHOTO COURTESY 
JUDY BAILEY 
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There are some refreshing surprises in this survey. For example, in the postwar 
period, jazz has been an extremely blokey activity, to an extent that is downright 
embarrassing when you find yourself on stage with someone who never grew out of 
the accompanying strut and rhetoric. Until not so long ago, and with notable 
exceptions like Judy Bailey, women on a jazz bandstand tended to be thought of as 
superfluous ornaments whose primary function was to sing about victimisation in 
love. It will be a surprise to many, then, to discover how far women were at the 
forefront of the assimilation of improvisational techniques in the early years of 
African-American musics in Australia. This was not only in the home, but in the 
public sphere: women dominated in silent movie accompaniment, one of the main 
sites of improvisational collage, and also one of the most significant channels 
through which modernity infiltrated Australian culture. 
 
The second half of the book identifies jazz as a primary site of improvisation in 
Australia after the practice disappeared in approved musical genres. Chapter 5 
studies the evolution of ‘jazzing’, both as a social and musical practice, from its 
first appearance in Australia up to the swing era. The chapter ‘Towards 
experimentalism’ covers early Australian jazz experimentalists and successive 
progressive tendencies including bebop to third stream. The final section takes the 
reader ‘Beyond Jazz Experimentation’, examining free and modal jazz, Eastern 
influences, experimental literature, experimental theatre, visual arts, experimental 
pop. Using several major case studies, the final chapter grapples with some very 
complex concepts, such as the relationship of improvising to composing, of visual art 
to improvised music, of experimental rock and jazz to experimental art music, or the 
philosophy of improvisatory practice. 
 
Dr Whiteoak’s work on Australian improvisatory musical practice goes back over ten 
years of historical research, collecting, and performing as focussed fieldwork, and 
this book is developed out of his PhD dissertation presented at La Trobe University 
in 1993. I should declare my interest in this: as one of the examiners of that 
dissertation, I enthusiastically recommended publication, and Currency Press is to be 
congratulated for its continuing commitment to the documentation of Australian 
performance history, at a time when few other Australian publishers are willing to 
support such ventures. 
 
The study will help to continue the major revision of the conventional histories of 
Australian music and its role in society through its demonstration of the 
pervasiveness of improvisation in our music practices from colonial times. This is not 
a book that massages and coddles the romantic mythologies that have grown up 
around various Australian music genres. It is undoubtedly the major musicological 
study in its field, and will lead to a reappraisal of the history of Australian contact 
with African-American music traditions. Reading through the author’s research over 
the last few years has instructively and constructively required me to modify a 
number of my own suppositions about that history. It is not a book for those to 
whom prejudice and mythology are security, nor for those who think they already 
know all there is to know about jazz in Australia. Many will dismiss some of the ideas 
as a knee-jerk reaction simply because they are uncomfortable. That is to be expected 
in relation to a major revisionist work of such scholarly integrity. It must be stressed, 
then, that any serious attempt to come to terms with Australian jazz, to understand 
how it came to be the way it is, will have to take this study into account. 


