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HORROR MOVIE, IT’S THE 6.30 NEWS: WHY THE AUSTRALIAN 
MEDIA IGNORE JAZZ 
 
by Peter Jordan* 
 
‘... it would be unkind to dismiss all of jazz music as being entirely 
unlistenable.’  

- The Age, 29 April zoo8 
 
‘Jazz genius and accessible’  

- The Australian Financial Review, 15 February, 2008 
_______________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in Extempore I, November, 2008.] 
 

 had collected jazz albums by American greats since I was a teenager but it 
wasn’t until I moved to Sydney to go to university that I discovered Australians 
could play the music with equal force. Flicking through The Sydney Morning 

Herald one Friday in the early 198os,I came across a preview piece about a 
saxophonist called Bernie McGann. The writer’s powerful evocation of his music 
intrigued me enough to take the long bus trip from North Ryde to the city. 
 

 
 
A drawing of the saxophonist Bernie McGann by the writer John Clare… 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
*Journalist and broadcaster Peter Jordan has written on music for a number of 
publications, including The Sydney Morning Herald, Rolling Stone, The Wire and Jazz and 
Blues Magazine. He has reported on music for ABC Radio National’s Arts Today and his 
documentary on Graeme Bell’s groundbreaking post-war trip to Europe, A Walk In 
Wenceslaus Square, went to air on RN’s social history programme Hindsight in 1996. He 
was a founding member of the Sydney Improvised Music Association (SIMA) and has 
served in various capacities on its executive committee. In 2008 Peter was editor of the 
Jazz Australia website. He lives in Sydney. 
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Jenny’s Wine Bar was a nondescript watering hole at the desolate and windswept end 
of Pitt Street. After paying the modest cover charge, I bought a cider and sat at an 
empty table—there were a lot to choose from—and waited for the trio to start playing. 
I have no distinct memories of the music, but remember leaving the venue feeling 
both confused and exhilarated. McGann was indeed a revelation, but how was it 
possible that Australian musicians I had never heard of were able to generate the 
same level of intensity and exhibit similar improvisational skills to the Americans 
whose records I cherished? A door had opened on new and rich world. 
 
Thank you, John Clare. 
 
Words matter. 
 
Unfortunately, there are considerably fewer of them discussing jazz in the public 
realm than there used to be. 
 
Celebrity and lifestyle content, on the other hand, has spread through the media like 
the Ebola virus. It has laid waste to substance and bloated its hosts with the froth and 
bubble of gossip and consumption choices. Stories about marginal film starlets, pop 
singers’ drug habits and other ephemera have refrained the agenda, turning the 
trivial and vapid into legitimate news and severely limiting space for much else. 
 
The meatiest arts articles in the broadsheet newspapers are now often buy-ins from 
the UK or the US, although reading The Sunday Times feature on Scarlett 
Johansson’s stillborn singing career - which was republished in The Australian -  
demonstrated that not even that venerable British publication is immune from 
celebrity twitter. The appeal of such material was made clear in one comment found 
in the blogosphere and quoted in the article: ‘Who cares if she [Johansson] can sing? 
She’s got great tits.’ 
 

 
 
Scarlett Johansson: who cares if she can sing? She’s got great tits… 
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That this mutation of the media’s priorities should take place at a time 
when Australian jazz is experiencing a creative boom is particularly regrettable. 
Serious arts coverage in general has been forced to take a back seat to celebrity- 
led puff and aggressively marketed entertainment extravaganzas; but jazz has 
fared particularly harshly, treated with a mixture of benign neglect and outright 
hostility. Such is the gulf between the high levels of artistic endeavour and their 
insipid public representation that it threatens to stunt the development of jazz in 
this country. 
 
Why is it so? 
 
Key to understanding the mainstream media’s attitude to jazz is a set of 
interrelated stereotypes which prosper despite considerable evidence to the 
contrary. Some of these stereotypes have international currency, although many are 
home-grown prejudices that have taken root with a particular virulence. There are 
also jazz’s economic limitations, which put musicians and organisations at a great 
disadvantage in comparison to rock/pop and classical forms when attempting to 
market their activities. 
 
A prevailing attitude, often implicitly expressed by the agenda setters rather 
than articulated, is that jazz has had its day; that it has run out of puff; that it is 
a heritage music. The absence of revolutionising figures—’jazz geniuses’ such as 
Parker or Coltrane—around whom the music has traditionally been catapulted 
forward, reinforces the idea. 
 
Take Kerry O’Brien’s 7.30 Report interview with Herbie Hancock on the eve of the 
2007 Melbourne International Jazz Festival. It was a rare appearance by a jazz 
musician on Australian television, and the conversation revealed much about the 
rear view mirror through which jazz is commonly viewed. 
 

 
 
ABC broadcaster Kerry O’Brien: his conversation with Herbie Hancock revealed 
much about the rear view mirror through which jazz is commonly viewed… 
 
O’Brien began by asking Hancock about his experiences playing in Miles Davis’ ‘6os 
quintet. The pianist responded graciously (how many times had he been asked about 
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this?) as he explained that he developed his own identity working with Miles, 
although what that identity actually constituted was not of interest to the interviewer. 
 

 
 
Herbie Hancock (right) pictured with Miles Davis: O’Brien was interested in 
Miles… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
The second question was also about the band: Hancock related a story about how 
Davis surreptitiously listened to the members of the group rehearse in the 
trumpeter’s basement. Watching the interview at home, I started to cringe. Surely 
O’Brien would ask the pianist about his own career or perhaps something about jazz 
more generally? But no, O’Brien was interested in Miles. 
 
Kerry O’Brien: In the book Miles Beyond you’re quoted talking about your 
embarrassment when you once played a completely wrong chord in the middle of a 
Miles Davis solo and you found his response remarkable. 
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Herbie Hancock: It really blew my mind. I mean, if you can imagine, it was one 
of those nights where everything was in sync. It was one of those nights whe ... 
 
Herbie goes on to tell the story about the time Miles used his gifts to right a 
harmonic wrong.  
 
But let’s press pause for moment. 
 
This line of questioning might have been appropriate had Hancock been in Australia 
to take part in a Miles Davis tribute project or to publicise his memoirs, but he was 
here with his own group to headline a major festival and to perform in other capitals. 
There was much fertile ground to cover in the present, including the American’s new 
album, River: The Joni Letters, a recording of such popular appeal that it went on to 
win the Grammy for best album of the year—in any category. 
 

 
 
Herbie Hancock (right) pictured with Joni Mitchell in 1978: O’Brien was not 
interested in the American’s new album, River: The Joni Letters, a recording of 
such popular appeal that it went on to win the Grammy for best album of the year—
in any category… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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However, O’Brien steadfastly located the interview in the past. 
 
Kerry O’Brien: There’s a story of the ‘91 Montreux Jazz Festival, just two months 
before Davis died... 
 
And on it went. 
 
Finally, O’Brien is satisfied that has mined the Davis legend but nonetheless isn’t 
keen to move forward, to interrogate what is or isn’t happening now or to do his 
celebrated interviewee the courtesy of asking what he is up to currently. O’Brien 
seems to have a picture of what jazz is, and it has little to do with contemporary 
reality. What that image looks like was fleshed out in the next question: 
 
Kerry O’Brien: You performed and acted in the powerful 1986 jazz film Round 
Midnight and picked up an Oscar for writing the original music score, the story of a 
deeply afflicted and tragic genius of jazz, in this case a saxophonist. How often have 
you seen variations of that story in real life? 
 

 
 
A scene from the film Round Midnight: O’Brien sought to locate Hancock amid the 
‘tenements and bleak hotel rooms with drug dealers scuttling down the halls and 
alleys’… 
 
O’Brien now seeks to locate Hancock amid the ‘tenements and bleak hotel rooms 
with drug dealers scuttling down the halls and alleys’ but the musician exposes the 
outdated image with a polite, ‘Well, a lot of that happened before I really came on the 
scene.’ Hancock is 68. Clearly some notions die hard. 
 
The program host’s questioning is predicated on a notion of jazz as period music, and 
so an interview with a significant artist is akin to a stroll through the Long Room at 
Lords, admiring the silverware in the trophy cabinets and reminiscing about former 
glories. 
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Contrast this approach with an interview O’Brien did with author Peter Carey in 
March, 2oo8.* The past is touched upon, but Carey’s latest book His Illegal Self 
forms the axis around which the conversation revolves. (I should note that more 
recently O’Brien did a much more satisfying interview with Sonny Rollins following 
the saxophonist’s Sydney performance.) 
 

 
 
In the interview with novelist Peter Carey (pictured above) O’Brien concentrated on  
Carey’s latest book His Illegal Self, not on the past… 
 
The past—or some imagined version of it—was central to Jim Schembri’s 
failed attempt at satire in The Age (‘Say No to Jazz’, April 2oo8). Written as a 
humorous warning to Melburnians on the eve of the city’s annual jazz festival, it 
was brimming with clichés, from black berets to hipster lingo (‘Jazz lovers ... use 
words like “cat” and “hip” and “far out” and “bebop” a lot.’), and played on a suite 
of hackneyed images that were more Gilligan’s Island than Bennetts Lane. 
 
The beret also made an appearance in Anna Goldsworthy’s profile of Andrea Keller in 
The Monthly (March 2008), suggesting a hitherto underground movement of 
headwear fetishists - or the fact that these scribes need to get out to more gigs. (I 
have been going to jazz performances for nearly three decades and can’t remember 
the last time I spotted one.) 
 
Goldsworthy has written well on classical music for the magazine; she is also an 
accomplished pianist. However, her knowledge of jazz appears considerably less 
secure. She was unable to locate Keller in the jazz tradition and used the prism of 
classical music through which to analyse her work. Improvisation itself was called 
into question. Goldsworthy thought that it was incompatible with structural  
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
* www.abc.net.au/7.3o/ 

http://www.abc.net.au/7.3o/
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complexity: ‘To an ear trained in the clear destinations of classical music, 
improvisation can sound like a fidget, a fiddle, a way of marking time.’ Which 
musicians suggested this lack of purpose to her: Louis Armstrong, Charlie Parker, 
Sonny Rollins, Cecil Taylor, Bernie McGann? Goldsworthy admits that by listening to 
Keller’s work she came to see that the two can coexist, although I was left wondering 
who else might be lying awake at night fretting about the aimlessness of 
improvisation. 
 

 
 
Pianist Andrea Keller (pictured above): the writer Anna Goldsworthy (pictured 
below) was unable to locate Keller in the jazz tradition and used the prism of 
classical music through which to analyse her work… KELLER PHOTO CREDIT ROGER 
MITCHELL 
 

 
 
Her understanding of jazz performance culture is also wide of the mark. ‘The soloist 
improvises, to hoodlum shouts from the audience; another steps in and tries for one-
upmanship, to greater applause.’ Hoodlum shouts? Nice phrase; however the cries 
from the audience are not rude interjections but signs of encouragement, a remnant 
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of the sacred in the jazz tradition. In black churches, parishioners would holler in 
affirmation and support as the minister, often in impassioned tones, delivered his 
sermon. Secondly, the macho element of improvisation is at best a marginal part of 
performance. Cutting contests and jam sessions at which the players sought to outdo 
one another are part of jazz lore, particularly in the American context, but the 
competitive element has little to do with contemporary jazz today. The players have 
significantly more ambitious aims than to blow harder and faster for longer. 
 
I don’t want to sound too precious. Goldsworthy is a perceptive writer, but the piece 
had the whiff of an anthropologist studying an exotic tribe. (By the way, the beret 
doesn’t indicate its wearer is ready to mate.) The artist and the art form deserve 
better. 
 
At The Sydney Morning Herald the issue is more about absence than 
misunderstanding. Over the past decade, and despite the best efforts of its 
longstanding jazz writer, the Herald has published only a handful of stories on 
Australian jazz musicians and their projects in its arts pages. During this time Kristin 
Berardi beat 70 other singers from around the world to win the prestigious vocal  
 

 
 
Kristin Berardi (above) beat 70 other singers from around the world to win the 
prestigious vocal competition at the Montreux Jazz Festival in 2oo6… PHOTO 
COURTESY LOUDMOUTH 
 
competition at the Montreux Jazz Festival in 2oo6, and Melbourne saxophonist 
Jamie Oehlers won the 2003 White Foundation World Saxophone Competition. Had 
a young filmmaker or novelist returned to Australia after achieving a comparable 
level of success, their accomplishments would have been celebrated. Closer to home, 
there were interesting stories to tell about talented Sydney musicians and the 
extraordinary music they were making. 
 
Mike Nock attributes the casual dismissal of jazz in some quarters to intellectual 
laziness and a lack of cultural curiosity, and says he hasn’t experienced the 
phenomenon in other countries. Fellow Sydney pianist Matt McMahon points to the 
mercurial nature of jazz, its refusal to be easily defined. ‘This fluidity is hard to 
package, or to grasp, and hard to sell,’ he says. ‘It’s confusing for audiences and 
promoters who have no time to grasp the complexity of not just the music but also 
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the different kinds of objectives that musicians may have from performance to 
performance.’ 
 

 
 
Saxophonist Jamie Oehlers won the 2003 White Foundation World Saxophone 
Competition. Had a young filmmaker or novelist returned to Australia after 
achieving a comparable level of success, their accomplishments would have been 
celebrated…  PHOTO CREDIT LAKI SIDERIS 
 
Hard. Confusing. Complexity. These are not words arts editors and other media 
gatekeepers like to hear. In an environment where editorial resources are limited and 
commercial pressures are being felt by journalists like never before, decision makers 
live in constant fear of alienating a general audience, however that is conceived. No 
sin is greater than publishing material that may be regarded as challenging. 
 
In this context jazz is often regarded as too intellectual—music that appeals only to a 
knowledgeable few—and is the province of that much despised group, the 
‘aficionados’. Like every other jazz writer, I have experienced the difficulty of pitching 
stories to sceptical editors while desperately trying to find an appealing angle. A 
piece I wanted to write on US pianist John Hicks got the go-ahead in the SMH’s 
entertainment supplement because I remembered that he had gone to school with 
Tina Turner; a preview of saxophonist James Carter’s tour got a run in part because 
he had been given the tick of approval by Rolling Stone and included in the 
magazine’s annual ‘hot list’ that year. (Warning: jazz needs to be accompanied by a 
pop culture reference at all times.) 
 
That was more than a decade ago. Times are even tougher now. The lowest common 
denominator rules (‘Sex Pistols singer John Lydon wants to write a song for Britney 
Spears; says smh.com.au), and accessible angles have to be found to make everything 
else palatable. The Australian Chamber Orchestra, for instance, generated 
considerable coverage in 2007 when it announced that a private benefactor had 
acquired one of the world’s rarest violins, valued at $10m, for the use of the ACO’s 
leader, Richard Tognetti. What impact this violin would have on Tognetti’s sound 
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was not discussed, but the yarn was more easily digestible than a discussion of the 
Bach cello concerto. 
 

 
 
Australian Chamber Orchestra’s leader Richard Tognetti: considerable coverage in 
2007 when it was announced that a private benefactor had acquired one of the 
world’s rarest violins, valued at $10m, for his use… 
 
Perversely, the media is often interested in musicians from other genres who 
incorporate jazz into their work, like English classical violinist Nigel Kennedy who 
recorded an album for the Blue Note label (‘Geezer’s back, after a whole lot of 
jazz; trumpeted the Herald). In this sense, jazz is like an inert gas that only finds its 
expression when combined with another, more potent, element. 
 

 
 
The media is often interested in musicians from other genres such as English 
classical violinist Nigel Kennedy (above) who incorporate jazz into their work… 
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One area where jazz gets regular coverage in the broadsheet papers is CD reviews. 
Most local albums get reviewed in The Australian, The Sydney Morning Herald and 
The Age, and it is common for one jazz review to appear weekly in each. 
The Australian’s jazz writer John McBeath said that in 2007 he reviewed 38 CDs, 
of which 28 were home-grown. Australian musicians are well represented in the 
other two papers as well; this is the one area where the critics have a large degree of 
control. Perhaps one should be grateful for small mercies but, at around 150 words, 
these reviews don’t allow much information, particularly context, to be conveyed. 
(Critical haiku is a new art form.) 
 

 
 
Jazz writer John McBeath: in 2007 he reviewed 38 CDs, of which 28 were home-
grown, in The Australian newspaper… 
. 
However, the comprehensive coverage raises interesting questions: if there is so 
much recording activity—surely indicative of a vibrant musical culture—why aren’t 
other aspects of the scene discussed? Where are the artist and event profiles in the 
arts pages in proportion to the culture being produced? 
 
There are no doubt those who believe that the jazz community sounds shrill 
bemoaning its marginality and that the media coverage the music currently receives 
is appropriate to its popularity. However, if we widen our frame of reference for a 
moment and compare the treatment of the art form in Australia with many western 
European countries, it becomes clear that this is far from the case. 
 
The arts have a more central place in European society. They are simply taken more 
seriously, and jazz is correspondingly accorded a level of respect that is largely 
unknown here. Different countries have historically had different kinds of 
relationships with jazz: what it symbolises varies, but there are common themes and 
a generally greater level of inclusion. Australian pianist Chris Cody has lived and 
worked in France for many years and says jazz has a very visible presence in the 
media. 
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‘Instrumental jazz groups... get to perform live on the numerous television chat 
programmes where the guests—writers, artists, politicians, and celebrities— discuss a 
wide range of topics, light and serious. In other words, jazz like other art forms has a 
visible and audible place in mainstream society. It is heard in the street, cafés, 
supermarkets, on radio and television, and on film and television soundtracks. 
 

 
 
Australian pianist Chris Cody (above) has lived and worked in France for many 
years and says jazz has a very visible presence in the media... PHOTO COURTESY 
SYDNEY IMPROVISED MUSIC ASSOCIATION 
 
‘A lot of the television shows about books, politics even sport use jazz in their theme 
music. Arte, the French/German TV station... will often broadcast concert footage 
from recent festivals, and I’ve watched excellent programmes on Steve Lacy, Chet 
Baker and Esborg Svenson Trio among others.’ 
 
If traditional media outlets fail to adequately reflect the reality of Australian jazz then 
at least new digital channels offer the possibility of alternative ways of reaching an 
audience. Many artists have an online presence, whether a MySpace page or a 
personal website, and these tools allow them to connect with listeners in a way that 
was unthinkable little more than a decade ago. However, these specialist channels 
are simply not able to replicate the reach of the mainstream media. Digital 
distribution, including the expansion of public broadcasting channels, offers the 
possibility of greater exposure for Australian jazz, though how such production 
would be financed remains a major consideration. 
 
A new national jazz organisation is currently being developed, and one hopes this 
significant move towards collective action will result in pressure being exerted on 
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media organisations to provide more appropriate coverage of Australian jazz and its 
practitioners. 
 
On the other side of the fence, music organisations and individual musicians need to 
better understand how media stories are generated. The process of news production 
is passive to a degree that would shock many people. Nick Davies, in his recent 
analysis of British newspapers, Flat Earth News, detailed the result of a situation in 
which papers are under increased pressure to produce more, cheaper content. The 
same is true here. He found that 6o percent of stories in the quality press ‘consisted 
wholly or mainly of wire copy and/or PR material, and a further 20 percent 
contained clear elements of wire copy and/or PR to which more or less other 
material had been added.’ While the jazz sector needs to better understand the way 
the media creates its stories, this is clearly no guarantee of success for all the reasons 
already discussed. 
 

 
 
Mike Nock: no stranger to the vagaries of the jazz life and the negative attitudes the 
music sometimes attracts… 
 
Mike Nock is no stranger to the vagaries of the jazz life and the negative attitudes the 
music sometimes attracts. Despite this, he says he has high hopes that change for the 
better is not far away. 
 
‘My main reason for saying this is the ever-increasing number of young musicians I 
see constantly emerging, with both extraordinary instrumental skills and stories to 
tell, who I believe are already creating far-reaching changes in the Australian cultural 
landscape.’ 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 


