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OBITUARY: ALLAN BROWNE 1944-2015 

 
by Timothy Stevens* 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

[This is the original version of an obituary published in The Age on June 22, 2015] 

 

llan Browne (28 July 1944 –13 June 2015), beloved of generations, was one of 

Australia’s most significant improvising musicians, and his death leaves a gap 

particularly in the Melbourne jazz scene that will be felt for years to come. He was a 

drummer ‘without peer – without jetty, without breakwater,’ as he would have said (though 

never of himself); his influence has been felt in Melbourne since the 1960s and has arguably 

never been stronger than in the last ten or fifteen years, when ensembles were frequently 

inaugurated and recordings seemed to pour out of him. The example he gave to younger 

musicians, and his encouragement of them as they developed, were probably the greatest 

example of musical generosity and care for the community of which he was a part that could  

be imagined. Countless musicians, myself among them, name Al as one of the most 

important contributors to their creative wellbeing and give thanks for the time and attention 

he gave to their education through conversation, in rehearsal and on the bandstand.  

 

 
 

Allan Browne: musical generosity and care for the community of which he was a part… 

PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 

The stylistic diversity of Al’s conception of jazz was in many ways ahead of its time. His 

recording Genre Jumping Jazz (1989) sought to demonstrate what he perceived to be the 

continuities inherent in jazz music throughout its history, permitting traditional styles to  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
*Tim Stevens is a Melbourne improvising piano player and composer who for some years performed 

and recorded with Allan Browne in the trio Browne-Haywood-Stevens. His doctoral thesis (University 

of Melbourne, 2000) was entitled The origins, development and significance of the Red Onion Jazz 

Band, 1960-1996. 
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An early shot of The Red Onion Jazz Band. Back row L-R, Richard Miller, Rowan Smith, 

John Scurry, Billy Morris. Allan Browne is in the centre. Front row L-R, Brett Iggulden, Bill 

Howard… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 

 

 
 

Onaje: (L-R) Allan Browne, Richard Miller, Bob Sedergreen, Gary Costello… 
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coexist in single pieces with so-called modern ones, tracing a line that runs through the 

twentieth century between jazz’s earliest practitioners and those working in the present. It 

was a conception he maintained, too; his many subsequent projects included further examples  

of the fusion or cohabitation of jazz styles and the capacity they have to inform each other. 

Genre Jumping Jazz in fact anticipated the more widely-broadcast statements of Wynton 

Marsalis, who made a very similar case.  

 

 
 

Paul Grabowsky Trio, L-R, Grabowsky, Gary Costello, Allan Browne… 

 

The open-mindedness that gave rise to such stylistic catholicity was singular. Always 

exploring, always questing, Al embodied so much of what characterizes the best jazz: 

enthusiastic collaboration, wilful difference, the resolution of issues in real time, a 

recognition and an ebullient acceptance of the world’s epic pluralism. Furthermore, his work 

in both traditional and post-traditional styles was of the highest order, and this is a rare 

achievement indeed. The astonishing colours he brought from the kit whether playing the 

music of King Oliver or of Paul Grabowsky, performing in the Red Onions or in his final  

 

 

 
 

The Browne-Haywood-Stevens Trio (L-R) Allan Browne, Nick Haywood, Tim Stevens… 
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quintet, were an endless source of delight and wonder to his listeners. Whether playing in 

trios, quartets, quintets – it didn’t matter, the subtlety of the time and the characteristically 

breathing quality of the timbre were unmistakeable, and moved one deeply. To play with Al  

was to be in touch with an individual who thought always of the community, whose 

commitment to the group’s effort was unquestioning and consistent, and who seemed never 

happier than when a soloist presented him with an idea he enjoyed.  

 

 
 

Allan Browne: he took enormous care over the introduction of young musicians to the scene 

and to the conventions of performance… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 

 

The flexibility of his stylistic conception and, I believe, the example of Ade Monsbourgh, led 

Al to become one of the great educators in jazz. He was self-deprecating about his auto-

didacticism – although he was probably the only self-taught drummer who had read  

Turgenev, Tolstoy, Beckett and Proust – and he poked fun at the university’s late arrival on  

 

 
 

Ade Monsbourgh: he played with the Onions on their final gigs at the Wangaratta Festival of 

Jazz in 1996…PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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the jazz scene, but he took enormous care over the introduction of young musicians to the 

scene and to the conventions of performance. Monsbourgh had been a very important early 

influence on the young Red Onion Jazz Band in the 1960s, and Browne and his colleagues 

remained close to him throughout the band’s career. Monsbourgh, in fact, played with the 

Onions on their final gigs at the Wangaratta Festival of Jazz in 1996. Allan carried on so 

much of what Monsbourgh had done for the Onions and made it a central part of his 

musicianship.  

 

 
 

Allan Browne: he will be forever missed by those who heard him, who worked with him, and 

who loved him…PHOTO COURTESY SYDNEY MORNING HERALD 

 

It was Al’s energy that defined him, curiously when his health tended to be so problematic. 

His death shocked everyone because he had drawn back from death’s door on so many 

previous occasions; a great many of us have now said that we thought he was going to live 

for ever. Al will be forever missed by those who heard him, who worked with him, and who 

loved him. So very many. 
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