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BOBBY GEBERT: SCULPTING A CAREER  

by John Shand* 

_______________________________________________________ 

[This article appeared in the magazine Australian Jazz & Blues, Volume 1, No 5, 

1994.] 

ife paths and career moves have a funny habit of happening as much by 

accident as design. Take Bobby Gebert. One of the country's leading pianists 

for many years, Bobby has become typecast as Sydney's accompanist par 

excellence. This may have led to much work backing many fine artists, but the lack of 

opportunities for his trio to strut its stuff has Gebert concerned that the typecasting 

might be assuming the mantle of a straightjacket. Add to this the fact that Bobby also 

feels he has been falsely branded strictly a bebop player, and it is no wonder he was 

keen to use our talk to set the record straight about a thing or two.  

 

 

 

Bobby Gebert: this scene here is so small that we all need each other… 

______________________________________________________ 

*John Shand is a playwright, librettist, author, journalist, drummer and critic. He 
has written about music (and occasionally theatre) for The Sydney Morning 
Herald for over 24 years. His books include Don’t Shoot The Best Boy!: The Film 
Crew At Work (Currency), Jazz: The Australian Accent (UNSW Press) and The 
Phantom Of The Soap Opera (Wizard). His website is www.johnshand.com.au. 
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"I was a member of the avant-garde when I was 17," he declared. "It just happens that 
to make a living out of gigs, you have to play everything. I'd love to do a night of free 
music somewhere, but people wouldn't believe that I could do it. They'd think I was 
joking, or would go in and play bossa novas all night. I would love to do some free 
things with someone like Sandy Evans, or with a percussionist, maybe, to expose one 
of the other sides of my work. I write very freely. I write that way more than in a 
bebop style, but I don't get a chance to play my music."  
 
Warming to his subject, Gebert explained how his own typecasting was symptomatic 

of what he sees as the single biggest threat to the wellbeing of Australian jazz. "This 

little scene that we've got here is so small that we all need each other. It's self-

destructive to polarize things. You've got this guy saying that's too old-fashioned; 

that's in that slot - when it all should just be music.  

"I've got a record of Coleman Hawkins where he played solo saxophone, and it's free. 

It's not a thing that only belongs to the new people. They used to do that in the '40s: 

get in a room and all just play, and out of that would come something. How would 

those great guys have found what they did if they didn't first explore everything?  

 

 

Coleman Hawkins: he played solo saxophone, and it's free. It's not a thing that only 

belongs to the new people… PHOTO CREDIT JAN PERSSONCOURTESY TWITTER 
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"One night in the early '80s, I went to hear Hank Jones at the Village Vanguard, and 

it was quite a shock to see people like Keith Jarrett and Richie Beirach there - guys 

that have their own individual style - just in awe of this 65-year-old master. It's 

something we don't pay enough attention to. There are a lot of good piano players out 

there who have been ignored. We don't have a ' statesman' category like America: 

people like Hank Jones, Tommy Flanagan and Cecil Taylor, who are all between 60 

and 75. Here, there's this huge gap between about 35 and 60, and people get put 

down for being too old-fashioned. All that's happening is people are missing out on 

something."  

 

 

People like Keith Jarrett (above) and Richie Beirach (below) were in the Village 

Vanguard to hear Hank Jones… JARRETT PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST BEIRACH 

PHOTO CREDIT STUART NICHOLSON 
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Gebert: he was named the Jazz Performer of the Year, and his trio was Jazz Group 

of the Year… PHOTO COURTESY NATIONAL JAZZ CO-ORDINATION OFFICE 

Gebert is also tired of what he finds to be a prevailing disposition among local players 

to take musical criticism as personal criticism. "It's just a thing that seems to be in 

our culture: we're so paranoid of being exposed. I think that goes right through 

Australian sport, everything."  

Lest this give the impression that Bobby had more axes to grind than flags to wave, 

there were other matters to bring out his own brand of placid ebullience. First of all, 

no fewer than two "Mo" awards had recently fallen from the heavens: Gebert was 

named the Jazz Performer of the Year, and the trio was Jazz Group of the Year. More  
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used to rubbing shoulders with the might-have-beens and should-have-beens of 

show-biz, I asked to see the trophies. Prefaced by a quip to the effect that such things 

were hardly pre-eminent in the Gebert scheme of things, he took me through to 

where the two golden statuettes adorned a mantlepiece near his baby grand.  

Hopelessly naive in such matters, I asked if they were gold. Gebert looked at me 

askance. "Yeah, sure," he said. "I'd be in New York by now..." Another reason for 

optimism was the fact that an album of trio music, called The Sculptor (on ABC 

records), should be released about the time you read this. Since the recording, the 

band's line-up has changed, with Ashley Turner replacing Jonathan Zwartz on bass, 

while Andrew Dickeson continues his crisp work behind the drums.  

In addition to the regular work - a steady four gigs a week at the time of the interview 

- the trio rehearses twice a week for four or five hours. When they are to back a 

visiting performer, Gebert endeavours to get the charts in advance, and have the 

band as well prepared as possible before the artist's arrival. This was the case with 

both Johnny Griffin and Claire Martin, for instance.  

 

Johnny Griffin: he wanted the piano to be almost non-existent… PHOTO COURTESY 

JAZZ MAGAZINE 

"You're not there to show what you can do. You're there to make the guy sound as 

great as he can. Johnny Griffin wanted the piano to be almost non-existent. When he 

was working with Monk, he used to love it when Monk went to the bar, because he 

reckoned Monk fucked him up... He didn't want to know about me pushing or 

shoving. He just wanted the sounds and the rhythm.  

"Everyone wants something different. It seems like it's in vogue in England not to 

have the hi-hat on ' 2' and ' 4' in ballads, for some reason. It's not the way I would do 

it, but that's what Claire Martin liked. Though she's very talented, and her material is 

great.  
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UK singer Claire Martin: it's in vogue in England not to have the hi-hat on ‘2’ and 

‘4’ in ballads, for some reason…. 

 

 

L-R, Gebert (piano), Warwick Alder (trumpet), David Seidel (bass), Andrew 

Dickeson (drums)… 

"I like accompanying singers, but I would much prefer to play instrumentally more. 

With the trio, I look for important traditional things that work, and then try and 

work them over. I don't take someone's personal thing; I just take the essence of what 

works, and then try and put it into our form."  

With The Sculptor out, and plans for a piano "choir" afoot, perhaps Bobby Gebert 

will find a way to shake off the straight-jacket, without shaking off all the work.  


