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HORST LIEPOLT: MAN WITH A PASSION 
 
by Eric Myers 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

[This article appeared in the December, 1979 edition of the magazine Encore.] 
 

ike everyone who wields power and influence, jazz producer and publicist 
Horst Liepolt has his share of critics and opponents. It was George Melly who 
wrote that “jazz is a country of fiercely divided factions” and the Australian jazz 

scene, no less than any other area of the performing arts in this country, is no 
stranger to controversy. 
 
Horst Liepolt (perhaps unfairly) has often been the focal point of discussion about 
Australian jazz, purely because, in the entrepreneurial field, he is the one visible 
figure of influence — his is the only head to shoot at. Over the years he has developed 
an enviable reputation: the only jazz promoter who has shown that he can get things 
done, and successfully drum up work for a wide spectrum of jazz musicians. If he is 
the only real jazz promoter in Sydney, he can hardly be blamed for the fact that he 
does his chosen job better than the others who dabble in jazz promotion from time to 
time. 
 

 
 
Horst Liepolt (right) pictured here with the pianist David Martin (left) and the 
American singer Anita O’Day in 1981… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
A new era: When I spoke to him recently, Horst was at pains to minimise past 
controversy. One gets the feeling that, like jazz itself, he is on the brink of a new era. 
During the seventies there has been a resurgence of interest in jazz in Australia, so 
that now it reaches a wider public than ever before. It has now been popularly 
accepted as one of the performing arts, with its own validity and intellectual standing 
— a situation which few dreamt of in the mid-sixties. It is now part of music 
education courses in conservatoria and universities around the country, and it can no 
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longer be excluded from arts festivals which purport to cover all facets of serious 
music.  
 
The first history of Australian jazz, Andrew Bisset’s Black Roots, White Flowers, has 
appeared. Jazz is infinitely more respectable in 1979 than it was. So, then, are jazz 
promoters. 
 

 
 
The first history of Australian jazz, Andrew Bisset’s Black Roots, White Flowers, has 
appeared… 
 
Horst Liepolt recently became Assistant Director of Greg Quigley’s Australian Jazz 
Foundation, basically a jazz education outfit which, in 1979, brought out a great 
number of US musicians and teachers for summer jazz clinics in Sydney and 
Melbourne. The Liepolt-Quigley alliance is not an unnatural one. They share one 
thing in common: the ability to organise and get things done, instead of just talking 
about it. Quigley’s expertise in the area of music education is now being allied with 
Liepolt’s influence in the entrepreneurial field, where he has control of venues and 
responsibilities for the programming of various festivals. In practical terms, this 
means that the US jazz educators coming to Australia in early 1980 will be able to 
appear at the Festival of Sydney, as well as participate in the summer clinics. 
 
Those who do not know Horst Liepolt might wonder how this incongruous German 
expatriate came to be one of the central figures in jazz promotion in this country. 
Writers usually remark on his unlikely combination of Germanic background and 
passion for jazz. Harry Robinson spoke recently of “a spick-and-span German mind 
that can worship the wayward, wilful music which sprang from ebullient black 
people…” 
 
Musical family: One cannot consider Horst Liepolt only in terms of the German 
national stereotype. He came from a musical family; his grandfather was a classical 
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oboe player who worked in symphony orchestras, his mother was a concert pianist, 
his father a writer. He was uninterested in classical music, and frequently fell asleep 
at the classical concerts to which he was dragged by his mother. Yet, he was into 
sound. As he puts it: “I used to really dig the bells ringing in the churches in Berlin — 
just the sound of them — at the time after everybody had knocked off work, before 
the night-life started, at a time when all cities are quiet, except maybe in the pubs”. 
 
He was turned on to jazz in 1944, a time in Germany history when Allied bombers 
were flattening Berlin, shortly before Hitler retired to his bunker, near the end of the 
Second World War. In particular, his head was turned around by Louis Armstrong’s 
version of Savoy Blues. 1944, then, was a crucial turning-point in his life, and 
explains why the jazz club he later opened in Melbourne was Jazz Centre 44, and why 
his record label is now 44 Records. 
 

 
 
The cover of Down Beat magazine, May 15, 1944… 
 
He then discovered that his mother, after all, possessed records by Sidney Bechet, 
Jelly Roll Morton, Ellington, Benny Goodman et al, and he began to develop what 
was to become his life’s passion. In 1945 he saw his first Down Beat magazine, and 
collected records from American troops that occupied the country. 
 
Black quality: One day he realised that amongst his collection of records, his 
favourite ones were, almost without exception, those which featured black musicians. 
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Intuitively, he had recognised the “black” quality in the music which is still a focal 
point in his thinking about jazz. 
 
When Horst Liepolt talks about jazz, his voice tends to trail off into silence or into the 
hesitant, “hip” jargon that has traditionally identified jazzman, as if the enthusiasm 
outstrips the words necessary to describe it. It reveals the temperament of a man who 
thinks about music, not in intellectual and literal terms, but in terms of feelings and 
colours. It is an area of perception that seems to have little to do with verbal 
expression. 
 
Still, I asked him to describe the distinctive quality of black music. “Those black 
musicians,” he said, “had a quality which was sweet — they really played music., 
there was something that was terribly honest about it, and it was blowing, they were 
steaming… If they played a love-song, they played it like they were making love . . . if 
they played a song where the motif maybe was ‘the old bitch left me this morning’, 
then they played it angry… I’m not putting any white players down… but all the 
innovators in jazz have been black. If you can’t hear the difference, then you don’t 
really know what the shit is all about, I think…” 
 
Horst Liepolt came to Australia in 1951, to Launceston, Tasmania, where he worked 
as a “powder-monkey” on construction projects for the Hydro-Electric Commission. 
(For the uninitiated, the “powder-monkey” was responsible for placing dynamite in 
rocks and blowing them up. Students of trivia may also be interested to know that, 
later in Sydney, he worked as a lift-driver for Leon Fink.) He got on well with 
Australians, and spent six months in Tasmania before going on to Melbourne. 
 

 
 
The famous (split) shot of the Brian Brown Quintet, performing at Horst Liepolt’s 
Jazz Centre 44 in the late 50s, L-R, David Martin (piano), Brown (tenor 
saxophone), Keith Hounslow (trumpet), Barry Buckley (bass), Stewie Speer 
(drums)… 
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In Melbourne in the early fifties, the traditional jazz scene was going through a 
unique and golden era which, Horst believes, is difficult to explain to those who did 
not experience it. The whole era is beautifully documented, he says, in Dick Hughes’s 
book, Daddy’s Practising Again. Still, with players emerging like Errol Buddle, 
Graham Lyall, Brian Brown, Alan Lee, Stewie Speer, Keith Hounslow, Alan Turnbull 
etc, contemporary, bebop-style jazz was developing and, in 1957, Horst opened Jazz 
Centre 44, which lasted until 1960. 
 

 
 
The Canadian Oscar Peterson at the piano, then anti-clockwise, Horst Liepolt, Ray 
Brown, Ed Thigpen at The Embers in Melbourne in 1959… 
 
Move to Sydney: In the early sixties, there was an exodus of Melbourne jazz 
players to Sydney — Mike Nock, Chris Karan, Keith Stirling, Stewie Speer, Graham 
Lyall etc —and Horst Liepolt was among those who felt the need to move. Soon, he 
opened the Bird and Bottle in Paddington, beginning a career in jazz promotion  
 

 
 
Liepolt (centre) outside the Bird and Bottle in Sydney with saxophonists Keith Barr 
(left) and Bob Bertles (right). This photo appeared on the cover of the August, 1961 
edition of Music Maker… 
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which is still going nearly 20 years later. He now has responsibility for jazz 
programmes at the Festival of Sydney, the Australian Museum, the Manly Jazz 
Carnivale, the Sydney Hilton, the African Queen at Double Bay, and his label, 44 
Records, has released nearly 30 LP’s of Australian jazz. 
 

 
 
A typical Horst Liepolt promotional sticker, this time for the Sydney International 
Jazz Festival in January, 1980… 
 
On a personal level, Horst Liepolt exhibits a firm idea of what, for him, entails quality 
of life. In conversation, you find that he has an imaginative, creative temperament 
not unlike that of the jazz musician himself, couching his ideas in terms of feelings 
which have no rational explanation. He was first fascinated by jazz because, he says, 
“it has a certain feel, a certain life-thing…” 
 
He has, I believe, an intuitive appreciation of how jazz is related to culture, how 
music and art are related to personality and social influences. To him, jazz is an 
instant art-form, perpetually developing. Unlike more popular music however, it has 
a strong and proud intellectual heritage — as the classical music of the black man — 
as well as the capacity to express a great range of human emotions. 
 
“That’s what I like about jazz,” says Horst Liepolt, “because it’s got that life-quality, 
that development thing, you know… it’s forever moving… Some people get the same 
buzz from something else… whatever … I get it from jazz. For me, jazz runs the whole 
spectrum of emotions… It makes you laugh, it makes you cry, makes you happy… 
sad, makes you want to dance, makes you want to make love… makes you want to 
fight…” 
 
__________________________________________________________ 


