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THE NECKS: A UNIQUE KIND OF SUCCESS 

Eric Myers interviews Lloyd Swanton 

______________________________________________________________ 

[This piece appeared in the Aug/Sep, 1999, edition of JazzChord] 

he members of the Sydney trio The Necks have achieved a unique kind of success. Not 

only have they developed a substantial following in a number of Australian cities, 

regularly drawing audiences of between 200 and 400, but also, after beginning to 

perform in Europe only in 1998, are soon to commence their third tour there, and without 

subsidies from bodies such as the Australia Council. What is the explanation for this success, 

which is so unusual for a jazz-orientated trio? Or, is it because their music isn’t quite 

orthodox jazz, that it has appeal to many who don’t relate to the jazz tradition? 

Their music is perhaps best described on their own web site at www.thenecks.com 

“Featuring lengthy pieces which slowly unravel in the most intoxicating fashion, frequently 

underpinned by an insistent deep groove, the six albums by The Necks stand up to re-

listening time and time again. The deceptive simplicity of their music throws forth new 

charms on each hearing. Not entirely avant-garde, nor minimalist, nor ambient, nor jazz, the 

music of The Necks is possibly unique in the world today.” 

The Necks comprise Chris Abrahams (piano), Tony Buck (drums, percussion) and the bassist 

Lloyd Swanton. I spoke to Lloyd recently, and asked him to explain the Necks phenomenon. 

“It is hard for us to be objective about [our success],” says Lloyd, “and I would preface this by 

saying that the success we’re seeing, while heartening, is still on a fairly local scale, and, 

considering we’ve been together for 12 years, hardly premature! First up I should stress that 

there are really two versions of The Necks- the live Necks, and the recorded Necks, and 

they’re quite different things in a lot of ways. 

 

The Necks: L-R, Chris Abrahams,  Tony Buck, Lloyd Swanton... PHOTO CREDIT TIM WILLIAMS 
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“Regarding our concerts, I guess we’ve somehow got to the point of critical mass in the word-

of-mouth department, where people are coming along to see what their friends are coming 

along to. And we’ve managed to draw them in without alienating the jazz fans, who can still 

relate to our jazz roots. I also have a theory that because we work with such minimal 

material, our creative processes are very visible and apparent, so maybe we draw a lot of 

listeners who would otherwise be rather bewildered by free improvisation. There’s also the 

fact that, with Tony living in Berlin, we only ever play dates in Australia once or twice a year, 

which I think means we don’t run our audience dry, and also gives a feeling of a special event 

to our shows”. 

“As to the albums, we seem to have found a niche, and without boasting, I think I can say 

that there’s no-one else in that niche. People seem to use our albums for different listening 

situations, compared to other albums in their collection. I suppose we make ambient music, 

in that people are always coming up to us and telling us that they make love to our music, or 

put their kids to sleep with our music, or whatever, but I like to think that there’s enough in 

there that the albums can also sustain concentrated listening.” 

 

The Necks have been releasing albums steadily for ten years since about 1999. Their seventh 

album, Hanging Gardens, will be out on September 20, 1999. “We have very high standards 

for our own performances, the recording quality, and visual design, so I think our albums 

stand out in the pack,” says Lloyd. “Plus we have a good working relationship with a national 

distributor, Shock Records, so they’re readily available.” 

“Tactically, for years The Necks was very much a part-time thing for us, and this was no 

accident. It meant that we didn’t get too precious about it; didn’t have unrealistic 

expectations. Plus with Tony having lived overseas since 1991 there wasn’t much else we 

could do. But as soon as the group started to show some promise commercially, we got right 

in behind it and pushed it along all we could.” 

“Finally, we’ve been fortunate that in recent years there’s been such an explosion of interest 

in trance music, and I think a lot of people are discovering us through that movement. It 
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probably hasn’t hurt our profile to have composed the music to such a highly-acclaimed film 

as The Boys either.” 

 

L-R, Buck, Swanton, Abrahams: “because we work with such minimal material, our 

creative processes are very visible and apparent…” 

The trio has achieved its success with minimal infrastructural support, apart from having 

their albums manufactured and distributed by Shock Records. Fish of Milk, their record 

label, is run by the three musicians, and only releases The Necks’ albums. “I believe that’s 

known in the business as a vanity label,” says Lloyd. “For our live shows we don’t have an 

exclusive agent; we mostly deal directly with venues here and in Europe, but we do have a 

few people in various cities who assist in this regard. We have a publicist, Bettina Stone, but 

not a manager. It’s practically a fulltime job just running the band these days.” 

I wondered how, a decade ago, the three musicians happened on to the music which The 

Necks perform. What did it evolve out of’? 

“For my part, in the 1980s, I got very interested in hypnotic music, music that was far from 

the Western dramatic tradition, music where rhythm and texture and losing oneself in time 

were more valued than functional harmony, melody, and drama,” said Lloyd. “In different 

ways, I feel that Coltrane and Miles Davis hinted at this, with My Favourite Things and In a 

Silent Way respectively, but they both then moved well away from that area. I got very much 

into dub reggae, minimalist music, Jon Hassell, James Brown, all sorts of traditional musics 

from around the globe. Inevitably, this filtered through into my jazz playing, and I found the 

structures of jazz not suited to it. When I was playing jazz gigs, I was often starting to enjoy 

playing the one-chord vamp intros and codas more than the tunes themselves, and 

eventually saw the need to form a vehicle for playing music based entirely on that. I’m sure 

the other Necks would have a similar story to tell. From the first time we got together, the 

concept was complete, and we haven’t changed it at all since then, though the sounds that we 

create within that concept have evolved dramatically over the years.” 

I asked if The Necks’ music was a reaction to much of today’s contemporary jazz, which is so 

much built around virtuosity and highly technical playing. 

“I’d like to think that there’s far more driving our music than mere reaction to some other 

music, and we do consider our music to be contemporary jazz, at least in part,” said Lloyd. 

“But certainly we would see our music as an alternative to that sort of virtuosity and highly 

technical playing which does exist in contemporary jazz”. 
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People often miss the fact that, in concert, The Necks’ music is free music, totally improvised. 

Lloyd confirmed that there is no discussion between the three musicians immediately before 

they perform. No-one knows even who will start playing first. “[The music] is completely 

spontaneous,” says Lloyd. “That’s the whole point. The place to discuss the music is on stage, 

through our instruments.” 

I wondered if Lloyd had any explanation for The Necks’ overnight success in Europe. 

“I’d stress first that we only started touring there in September 1998,” Lloyd responded, 

“although we’ve done two tours so far, we’re off again this September, and we’ve already 

started booking ones for May and September next year. 

 

Tony Buck: living in Europe in 1999, and very well-respected… 

“Firstly, there’s demographics. Our music is essentially big city music, and in Europe, there 

are so many more goodly-sized cities in close proximity to each other, than in Australia. But 

the wonderful thing about the European demographic is that all these big cities in close 

proximity have such a positive cultural influence on the hinterlands. Hence an avant garde 

festival is able to prosper in a town such as Ulrichsberg, Austria, which is just a dairy village, 

and we are able to play our music there. 

“Secondly, the avant garde scene is so much more substantial in Europe than anywhere else 

in the world that I know of, certainly more than anywhere in the US. It’s not massive, but 

there are artists and agents and managers and publicists and record companies and venue 

owners all making some sort of living, working just in the avant garde area. We slot right into 

that. And despite apparent big cutbacks in funding in recent years, government assistance is 

still far greater than in Australia. Government funding of culture in most European countries 

appears to be on about the same level as sport funding is here. 

“Thirdly, they like us, and we seem to be different to anything else they’ve got there. 

“Fourthly, Tony lives there, and he is very well-respected. Because of that, he is able to 

secure us good gigs with decent fees. 
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“Finally, it’s a reasonably viable unit, financially speaking. Our only significant expenses are 

two air tickets and a rentacar for a month. 

I asked Lloyd about the nature of the reaction to The Necks’ music in Europe. 

“They don’t seem to have heard anything quite like us over there, but they click very quickly 

with what we’re on about, and we seem to fit very comfortably into their avant garde scene. 

We get a very warm reaction, not as fanatical, more intellectual. What I would see as the 

sensual side of our music doesn’t seem to have been picked up on as much over there, 

however.” 

In a conversation I had with Lloyd Swanton some time ago, he indicated that he would be 

reluctant to take a larger group like The catholics overseas again. This was because of the 

exact opposite economic equations to those for The Necks. 

 

Swanton’s (original) group The catholics in 1990: Front L-R, Sammila Sithole, Swanton, Sandy 

Evans. Rear L-R, Waldo Garrido, Tony Buck, Dave Brewer, James Greening…PHOTO CREDIT 

ROMAN CERNY 

This didn’t mean, however, that The catholics’ overseas tours were futile. They had still 

achieved a great deal. “The catholics’ [tours have] been wonderfully enriching experiences 

for everyone involved, they’ve made a lot of people in other countries realise that there’s 

some great music being made in Australia, they’ve shown us that the appeal of our music is 

not just an Australian phenomenon, and we’ve seen that no-one overseas seems to be doing 

quite what we’re doing with our music”, said Lloyd. “I just can’t make it financially viable.” 

I wondered why Lloyd has indicated, in the past, that he appears to prefer musical forms that 

are on the periphery of jazz, rather than jazz itself. Lloyd responded: “Why shouldn’t I? If 

we’re not going to open ourselves to fresh influences, then we would all have to agree that 

jazz reached the peak of its expression in say, 1920. Now that is obviously an unsustainable 

position, because a) hindsight has already told us otherwise, and b) it was an amalgam music 

from its very beginning anyway.” 


