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Enthralling jazz but for a kind of hush 
 
 

 
 
Bill Frisell at the Sydney Con Jazz Festival… PHOTO CREDIT ANTHONY BROWELL 

 

MUSIC  

Various Artists 

Sydney Con International Jazz Festival, Sydney 

June 2 

Published in The Australian June 4, 2019 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

ERIC MYERS 

This splendid festival, with more than 20 concerts or workshops from 10am 

to 9pm, provided an enticing smorgasbord for jazz enthusiasts, who crowded 

the corridors and performance spaces of the Sydney Conservatorium. There 

obviously is an appetite for this one-day event, which brings together 

performers from all over Australia and some from overseas. 

The massive expansion of jazz education in Australia in recent years has fast-

tracked a new generation of brilliant jazz artists, and many of them were in 
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David Theak’s 18-piece Australian National Jazz Orchestra. It performed 

some fascinating compositions by the venerable pianist/composer Judy 

Bailey, now in her early 80s and still at the height of her powers. 

 

Judy Bailey: a lifetime of experimentation in how to get the richest sound out 

of the large jazz orchestra… PHOTO CREDIT JIM ROLON 

I have never heard a big band with a more glorious ensemble sound, courtesy 

of Bailey’s writing, exemplifying a lifetime of experimentation in how to get 

the richest sound out of the large jazz orchestra.  

Bailey likes to give individual players short solos, backed with various 

colours from the other musicians. Many solos here, however, played by some 

of Australia’s greatest improvisers, were inaudible. The reasons can be 

canvassed elsewhere. Suffice to say that while our musicians have progressed 

astronomically, our sound technicians are light years behind. 

Something similar marred an otherwise beautiful performance by Melbourne 

alto saxophonist Angela Davis, accompanied by three highly talented Sydney 

Con students Matt Harris (piano), Oscar Peterson (bass) and Chloe Kim 

(drums). Davis used a microphone to speak to the audience but not for her 

saxophone. The music was unamplified, other than a pick-up on the bass. As 

soon as the music moved into overdrive, splendid solos by Davis and Harris 
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were overridden by the drums. This minor irritant could have been rectified 

had the piano and saxophone been provided with a smidgen of amplification. 

 

Melbourne alto saxophonist Angela Davis: a smidgen of amplification 

needed… 

The quartet led by the American pianist Billy Childs included Dayna 

Stephens (saxophones), Christian Euman (drums) and Australian bassist Alex 

Boneham, best known as a member of the Australian quartet the Vampires. 

Childs and colleagues are all accomplished virtuosos, and their high-energy 

set was awe-inspiring. Their music, reminiscent of the cathartic music of 

John Coltrane’s late period, had the added spice of extremely complex 

rhythmic innovations. 

Until halfway through their set, when they played Horace Silver’s exquisite 

tune Peace, there was little space in the music. I was unable to warm to this 

quartet but admired its commitment to the music and its powerful ambience. 
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Billy Childs at the piano, with Dayna Stephens (alto saxophone) in the 

foreground… PHOTO CREDIT ANTHONY BROWELL 

Guitarist Bill Frisell’s trio included Thomas Morgan (contrabass) and Rudy 

Royston (drums). It is fashionable to regard Frisell as beyond category, a 

musician who can bend his talent to any form of improvised music, but he is 

unquestionably what jazz is all about. 

 

L-R, Thomas Morgan (contrabass), Bill Frisell (guitar), Rudy Royston 

(drums)… PHOTO CREDIT ANTHONY BROWELL 
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The key to Frisell’s warm reception was melodic beauty. Without 

commentary, and allowing the music to speak for itself, he strung together a 

number of well-known jazz standards (Lush Life) and pop tunes (What the 

World Needs Now). Fascinated by gadgets that enhance his sound 

electronically, he really made the guitar sing. 

The three musicians were subtly able to deconstruct many of the tunes, and 

the freedom in their music was mesmerising. Also it was a trio built on 

infectious grooves, with space provided by Royston, a great drummer. Frisell 

would smile with delight at the interaction of his two colleagues, and their 

music was full of something rather unusual in modern jazz: fun. 

 

Frisell’s music was full of something rather unusual in modern jazz: fun… 

PHOTO CREDIT EMMA FRANZ 
 

Their standing ovation, which prompted a brief encore, was uplifting, and 

brought the festival to a close on a triumphant note. 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Angela Davis performs on Saturday at the Melbourne International Jazz 

Festival, which runs until June 9. 

 


