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OBITUARY: JACKIE ORSZACZKY 1948-2008 
 
by John Shand* 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

[This obituary appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald in early 2008] 

 
ore than anyone else, Jackie Orszaczky was the hub around which the many-
spoked wheel of the Sydney music scene revolved. While the music itself was 
always his priority, he engendered a sense of community in the process of making 

it. That a community of musicians could better serve the music, and that the music 
innately served the needs of the wider community, were central concepts to the Orszaczky 
philosophy. The singer, band-leader, bassist, composer, arranger, producer and festival 
organiser was born on May 8, 1948 in Budapest, Hungary. He died on February 3, 2008, in 
Sydney, Australia, after living with cancer for two years. 
 
While he preferred to live in relative anonymity in Australia, he was a star in his native 
Hungary, where TV crews attended his rehearsals, and he headlined at massive outdoor 
concerts. In 2006 he quietly received Hungary's Knight's Cross of the Order of Merit for 
his ‘contribution to music and culture.’ 
 

 
 
Jackie Orszaczky speaking in June 2003 at Pataky Culture Centre, Budapest, Hungary… 

______________________________________________________ 

*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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If he eschewed stardom, he lightly wore the mantle of guru bestowed on him by two 
generations of soul, funk, jazz and rock musicians who passed through his bands, and 
learned about integrity even as they learned about arranging for horns, or weighting the 
parts of a rhythmic structure to give it forward momentum. Players of all ages crammed 
into the tiny front room of his Erskineville home, eager to drink from the Orszaczky 
wellspring. 
 
His achievements in Australia were an impossible dream for the boy born Miklos Jozsef 
Orszaczky in Budapest in 1948. He initially studied classical piano and violin, and at five 
his singing already excited his violin teacher. If Hungary was then something of a political 
basket-case, it was a musical crucible. Children learned countless folk songs (thanks to 
Kodaly), Bartok had recently left a towering legacy, and snippets of western pop, soul and 
jazz stole across the borders - enough to whet appetites, launch imitations and make this 
restricted-access music seem like the voice of freedom. It was a combination of influences 
which informed Orszaczky's music to the end. 
 

 
 
Orszaczky: he came to Australia from Hungary in 1970 with the progressive rock band, 
Syrius… 
 
At the age of 12 he was in a four-piece vocal group singing doo-wop and gospel songs. "At 
14 we formed a band," he once said, "and it was decided I would be the bass player." It 
stuck. He fleshed out his knowledge of jazz and soul by listening to The Voice of America 
when the short-wave broadcasts could be picked up. His early professional experiences 
were character-building, including playing eight hours a night for two weeks in a Berlin 
strip-club, being paid half the German rate, but five times what Hungary offered. 
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An early Syrius album released in Australia by Festival Records… 
 
His progressive rock band, Syrius, already a force in Hungary, came to Australia in 1970. 
Their impact was considerable, although by the time their one Australian album was 
released they were heading home, Orszaczky having been called up. He returned four years 
later and stayed, becoming musical director for Marcia Hines, which established his 
reputation as Australia's soul music maestro. 
 

 
 
Singer Marcia Hines: Orszaczky’s stint as musical director for her established his 
reputation as Australia's soul music maestro…. 
 
Bands of his own followed, including the irrepressible and popular Jump Back Jack, the 
Gray Suits, Godmothers, Grandmasters, Lesleyans, Budget Orchestra and the Jackie 
Orszaczky Band. Meanwhile there were off-beat projects such as Industrial Accident, for 
which Orszaczky hung around a shoe factory and transcribed the rhythms of the 
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machinery, and the Hungarian Rap Sadists, which merged Hungarian poetry with 
something between punk and jazz. He also arranged for such pop/rock acts as the 
Whitlams, Tim Finn, Savage Garden, You Am I and the Hoodoo Gurus. 
 
Orszaczky loved his Hungarian heritage, proudly showing his homeland off to his touring 
bands, and he relished the food, which was cooked at home and sought out in Sydney 
eateries. He saw a strong parallel between Hungary's ancient folk dirges and the blues, 
believing they expressed and abreacted the same primal human emotions. 
 
He played his last gig on January 24, 2008, by which time moving was difficult. But once 
seated on his habitual stool his singing was stronger than it had ever been, to everyone's 
surprise, including Orszaczky's. 
 

 
 
Orszaczky (left) pictured here with his partner and collaborator, singer Tina Harrod…    
 
The beauty of the man shone through his music. Although singing was his favourite craft, 
he will be equally remembered for his profound bass lines, his multi-faceted piccolo bass 
playing, and his brilliant songs, epitomised on the Family Lore album. If his presentation 
was pleasantly eccentric and relaxed, there was always  an intensity about the intent. Some 
marvel at the breadth of his endeavour, but to Orszaczky it was all music; all life rendered 
in sound. 
 
He is survived by his partner and collaborator, singer Tina Harrod, and two daughters 
Anna and Mia. 
 
 


