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Wangaratta festival: sheer volume stretches the friendship 

 

Paul Grabowsky performing with The Others at the Wangaratta festival… PHOTO CREDIT 
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ERIC MYERS 
 

The good news is the Wangaratta festival, in its 28th year, is as splendid as ever and the 

vision that inspired it 30 years ago has survived. With a vastly impressive program devised 

by a new team of artistic directors (Adam Simmons & Zoe Hauptmann for jazz, and Frank 

Davidson & Scott Solimo for blues), one had to be ruthlessly selective as to which concerts to 

attend. 

With the National Jazz Awards this year a brass competition, the festival was in many ways a 

battle of the trumpets. Interestingly, the award was taken out by a trombonist James 

Macaulay, 29, from Melbourne, who edged out a field of outstanding trumpeters. 

Scott Tinkler, regarded by some as the world’s greatest trumpeter, was presented with his trio 

Drub for an hour of collective improvisation. He chose to perform without amplification, 



2 
 

which meant that even his powerful sound was overridden at times by the electronic sounds 

of Carl Dewhurst’s guitar and Simon Barker’s drums. Otherwise the music raised more 

questions than answers. When three jazz musicians are making it up on the spot, what is the 

organising principle that brings the music together and distinguishes it from cacophony? This 

was hard to discern. Tinkler played a lot of notes but many audience members reacted to the 

regrettable sameness in the music by steadily streaming out of the venue. 

 

Scott Tinkler: regarded by some as the world’s greatest trumpeter… PHOTO CREDIT LAKI 

SIDERIS 

An unlikely trio called The Others took a different approach. Paul Grabowsky (keyboards), 

Kram (drums) and the multi-instrumentalist James Morrison also played an hour of free 

improvisation. It was the most exciting music I heard at the festival. Morrison planted the bell 

of his trumpet on the microphone and communicated directly to the audience. Grabowsky and  

 

Kram: playing with a mixture of sensitivity and groove... PHOTO CREDIT ADRIAN VAUGHAN 



3 
 

Morrison are two of the most gifted melodic players in Australian jazz and it was hard to 

disguise from whence their music is derived: the jazz tradition, and the ingrained habit of 

playing off other musicians. Kram, a rock drummer from the group Spiderbait, played with a 

mixture of sensitivity and groove. Whatever the inspiration, Grabowsky was pushed near the 

end of the performance into a full-blooded exhibition of R&B piano that brought the house 

down. Morrison, with a bewildering variety of instruments available to him and playing with 

admirable restraint, was with them all the way. No one left the venue, and the result? A 

standing ovation. 

 

James Morrison of The Others… a standing ovation… PHOTO CREDIT ADRIAN VAUGHAN 

The nominated international star of the festival was trumpeter Christian Scott and his quintet 

of young Americans. Scott is a superb trumpeter, and much of his music made an impact, but 

there has to be something amiss when audience members leave, not because the music is 

monotonous or boring but because they fear damage to their hearing. The volume level on  

 

The American trumpeter Christian Scott: The volume level on which he insisted was not 

merely loud but deafening... PHOTO CREDIT ADRIAN VAUGHAN 
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which Scott insisted was not merely loud but deafening. This is apparently a new style of jazz 

for the 21st century, called stretch music. If this is what is needed to increase the jazz 

audience among young people, I fear the worst. Still, most of the Wangaratta audience of 

baby boomers and grey nomads braved the pain. 

The most exquisite trumpet playing I heard at the festival was provided by Phil Slater, whose 

quintet played an early morning concert. Featuring Matt McMahon (piano), Brett Hirst 

(bass), Simon Barker (drums) and Matt Keegan (tenor saxophone), this group played a one-

hour suite especially composed for this performance. It was abstract, for the most part, but so 

soft, subtle, laid-back and undemonstrative that it was hard to believe this music belonged to 

the same genre as the aggressive stretch music from the US visitors. 

 

The trumpeter Phil Slater: a one-hour suite especially composed for this Wangaratta 

performance… 
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