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his is a fascinating, ground-breaking book, and I don’t say this because Bruce 
Johnson is a friend and colleague. It is simply that his argument, the way I 
read it, is a convincing explanation of why jazz has been marginalised in 

Australian cultural politics for most of the Twentieth Century. He has uncovered an 
agenda that has remained, if not entirely hidden, then unsatisfactorily explained 
hitherto: those forces in Australian cultural discourse which enable proponents of 
‘high culture’ to maintain control over what is considered of value in the arts. 
Needless to say, jazz had a long history of being ignored and undervalued by our 
cultural custodians, the minimal advances made in the last 20 years 
notwithstanding. 
 
In this review I wish to summarise the book’s argument, although I concede that I 
know very little about Cultural Studies, which the author teaches at the University of 
NSW (he is Associate Professor of English there). I have an average layman’s 
appreciation of modernism and post-modernism (which I have found 
incomprehensible for a long time, although my understanding of those intellectual 
movements is increasing, courtesy of the book’s explanations); and I have a limited 
knowledge of the history of classical music and painting, which figure prominently in 
the book.  
 

 
 
The author Bruce Johnson (pictured here with flugel horn, with the saxophonist 
Splinter Reeves) can approach many aspects of his subject through the eyes of the 
working jazz musician…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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On the other hand, I have a good knowledge of the history of jazz generally, and of 
the history of Australian jazz in particular, which also inform the book. Also, I have 
been a professional musician, waiting for the phone to ring. Of course, Bruce can 
approach many aspects of his subject through the eyes of the working jazz musician; 
he has been doing gigs for over 30 years, and some of the most endearing sections of 
the book are those that he reproduces from the notes he has made on his experiences 
as a jazz player - “snapshots of gigs or people who have given their lives to gigs”. 
 
So, Bruce Johnson has a unique combination of academic and musical experience 
which gives him unusual authority to tackle what is in effect an exposure of the 
structures that underlie conservative control of traditional musical discourse. That 
discourse which is predicated on the assumption that art music is of much higher 
value than other musics - for example, vernacular musics, such as jazz - is 
“profoundly out of touch with contemporary music practices and the enfolding social 
dynamics”, he writes. “Nevertheless, it provides the authoritative models for 
education, public policy, support and promotion, with exclusionary consequences 
that are socially divisive, intimidating and futile as a definitive standard for musical 
practice in Australia.” 
 
Following the end of the First World War, modernity appeared in Australia, as in 
most western countries. Modernity expressed itself in technological changes (such as 
the wireless, sound recording and amplification); emancipation (particularly of 
women); the rise of mass culture; and a new sense of identity. This was the Jazz Age 
or, if you like, the Roaring Twenties. Bruce argues that, in Australia, of all musical 
forms, it was jazz that especially welcomed the essential aspects of modernity. He 
provides a host of evidence, not only that jazz mattered between the wars, but that “it 
played a pivotal role in the transition to modernity of Australian society - both as the 
latter reflected upon itself and as it projected itself internationally.” 
 

 
 
A typical image of the so-called Jazz Age, or the Roaring Twenties… 
 
Some of that evidence includes jazz’s use of “previously inadmissible sounds”, “new 
age instruments” (such as the shovelene; the “jazz stick”, or brushes; banjo, drum 
kits, the saxophone). Jazz also brought into the music “timbral extensions outside 
the range of traditional notation”; the use of glissandi, smears, muted ‘wa-wa’ effects, 
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growls; and extension of the expressive range of the human voice (owing to the 
arrival of electric amplification). All in all, jazz - brash, syncopated, sometimes 
cacophonic – was the music of the New Age of skyscrapers, speed and loud noise. 
 
While jazz embraced modernity, it is interesting to contrast the reaction of art music 
to the phenomenon of modernity. Johnson says that by the 1950s and l960s, 
depending on which expressive form is being discussed, the ideology of modernism 
had become institutionalised as “the authorised perspective on our cultural 
modernisation”. Since then modernism has come under increasing critical scrutiny, 
and has led to revisionism in a number of cultural practices - but not yet in the 
historiography of music. The author notes that classical music scholars point to a 
number of innovations in western art music that signify modernism: “... the 
emergence of micro-tonality, dissonance and the weakening of tonality; the 
expansion of instrumentation and musical coloration; the questioning of goal-
oriented narratives; a new interest in music composition as process and in its 
performance conditions.” He demonstrates that jazz has exemplified all, or most of, 
these innovations, but this has not registered with classical music scholars. They 
refer to jazz as merely an influence on modern composers, such as Stockhausen, 
Carter Babbit, Martino. “At precisely those moments where one could expect jazz to 
surface, it remains conspicuously silent... The closest which that seminal 
development in modern music, jazz, can get to the discourse of modern music is as 
an influence on it, but not an example of it.” In this way he illustrates the mechanism 
through which modernism operates: it “purges modernity of one of its most 
significant characteristics.” 
 

 
 
Jazz is referred to as merely an influence on modern composers, such as Karlheinz 
Stockhausen (pictured here)… 
 
This sort of selective vision is exemplified in Australian music historiography, he 
argues. In Roger Covell’s pioneering 1967 work Australia’s Music: Themes for a New 
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Society, Covell cites John Antill’s 1946 symphonic work Corroboree as the first 
example of “music truly belonging to the twentieth century... being written in 
Australia”. Therefore, “by this account no Australian music had signalled the arrival 
of the twentieth century until it was half gone.” Covell goes on to argue that 
modernism does not arrive in Australian music until the 1960s with the music of 
Richard Meale and Peter Sculthorpe. This odd conclusion, Bruce notes, comes about 
because Covell conceives the arrival of modernism in “Eurocentric formalist 
terms”. 
 

 
 
In his book Australia’s Music: Themes for a New Society, Roger Covell argues that 
John Antill’s 1946 symphonic work Corroboree is the first example of “music truly 
belonging to the twentieth century... being written in Australia”… 
 
Consider also how classical music scholars have regarded Don Banks, one of our 
most distinguished composers, and an influential figure in the modernist wing of 
Australian music. His significant career is usually dated from his departure for the 
UK in 1950, where he arrived in order to experience the up-to-the-minute 
enlightenment which had been denied him in Australia— where, it is incidentally 
noted, he “dabbled” in jazz. The truth is that Banks was a key figure in modern jazz 
experimentation in Melbourne in the 1940s, particularly in relation to bop, and  
appeared on a number of records that are milestones in both traditional and modern  
 

 
 
Don Banks was a key figure in modern jazz experimentation in Melbourne in the 
1940s, particularly in relation to bop… 
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jazz. Banks himself recalled that “the practice of jazz improvisation opened up  
exploratory opportunities no longer available to him in the Western art music 
tradition, and asserted with unequivocal vigour that by the time he left Melbourne, 
Australia had already left an ‘indelible impression’ on him.” 
 

 
 
The pianist Graeme Bell (foreground) with his brother, trumpeter Roger Bell, in the 
background: both members of Graeme’s Australian Jazz Band in 1947-48, which 
had a profound influence in Czechoslovakia and the UK…PHOTO COURTESY 
AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Johnson also argues that the first significant projection of a distinctive Australian 
presence internationally occurred with the tour of Graeme Bell’s Australian Jazz 
Band in 1947-48, which had a profound influence, particularly in Czechoslovakia and 
the UK. In 1993 when Graeme Bell returned to Prague as a guest of the government, 
he was welcomed rapturously as the father of the Czech jazz movement. And of 
course, the Bell band’s sojourn in the UK in 1948 revolutionised British popular 
music. This tour “decisively altered the subsequent history of popular music and its 
relationship with the larger cultural field in Europe and the United Kingdom... This 
achievement on its own confers on them a unique status among our cultural 
exports.” In other expressive forms, such achievements would be regarded as central 
to confirming their importance. However, in studies of the impact of Australian arts 
overseas, the Bell band is rarely mentioned, while the impact of Australian painters 
in England in the 1950s is often regarded by Australian cultural theorists as the first 
significant projection of Australian modernity. Ironically those artists included a 
number who moved in the same bohemian circles in Melbourne as the Bell band. 
 
The discussion convincingly ties the Bell band to the Australian ethos: the fact that 
their music was embedded in local culture, rather than an imitation of an overseas 
model; their playing of original compositions; their development of an “Australian 
jazz style” which was “robust enough to prevail in [the Bell band’s] international 
negotiations; their “amateurism” (Graeme Bell was the only member of the band who 
didn’t have a “day job”); the mateship evident in the band; their obvious affinity with 
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the ‘She’ll be right’ spirit that improvises workable solutions from whatever is lying 
around (they left for overseas with one-way tickets only, all they could afford); their 
“aggressive egalitarianism”. I was very interested to read that the Bell band’s time in 
England in 1948 coincided with some legendary exploits by Australian sportsmen. 
With Don Bradman’s great cricket team in England in that year, and the success of 
the Australian tennis players Frank Sedgman and John Bromwich at Wimbledon in 
1948, British newspapers spoke of “an Australian invasion”, which assisted the Bell 
band to make an impact in the media. 
 

 
 
The seminal Australian singer Barbara James who, through skilful microphone 
technique, extended the possibilities of vocalisation... 
 
There is a parallel theme in the book which also needs to be summarised: that 
modernity in Australia was linked with the emancipation of women, who helped to 
undermine a conservative, masculinist culture by welcoming American influences. It 
is argued that, following the First World War, “jazz became the pre-eminent musical 
expression of women’s emancipation.” Dance halls proliferated, and were suddenly a 
new phenomenon in the 20s, quickly becoming “a site of emancipated femininity”. 
Those dance halls also came to be the most common venues for jazz bands. Moral 
guardians were threatened by the explosion of the popularity of jazz dancing, which 
was perceived as a preliminary to “destruction”. In terms of the music, Bruce argues 
that women vocalists assimilated American styles more quickly than their male 
counterparts, and were more creative in the use of new devices such as the 
microphone, leading to the articulation of lyrics which was more like everyday 
speech, replacing the declamatory vocal styles which existed before amplification. He 
gives an interesting analysis of the vocal approach of the seminal Australian singer 
Barbara James who, through her skilful microphone technique, extended the 
possibilities of vocalisation. “… Her recordings in the 1930s are landmarks in the 
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transition of Australian music to the twentieth century,” he writes. James is a case 
study of the role of female jazz/Swing singers in “opening Australian culture to the 
vocal innovations that originated in the alliance between technology and African-
American music... Because of their gendered position in the cultural politics of 
Australia in the 1930s and 1940s, women were primary channels for the infiltration 
of an Anglo-centric musical culture by American influences.” 
 
The proponents of “high culture”, the writer maintains, have failed to realise that “a 
new model of cultural dynamics based on factors such as class, relations of 
production and consumption and mass media” has emerged. They “overestimated 
the pliancy of mass culture to their standards of taste, civilisation, excellence, and the 
redemptive power of their own idealism in steering the young away from vulgarity to 
the sites of higher culture.” 
 
Jazz is “the inaudible music” in two ways, says Johnson. First, because music in 
general is everywhere, washing over all our social activities, we do not notice it, or 
hear it. Second, more particularly, jazz is “inaudible” in studies of Australian music. 
But jazz needs to be taken more seriously by the conservative power blocs — 
patriarchal, inward-looking, anglo centric — that are still able to exert considerable 
influence in arts discourse in this country. Jazz is arguably the most important form 
of popular music in the twentieth century. Personally, I have no doubt that it is. And 
this brilliant book has powerfully underlined that view. 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


