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JOHN SANGSTER: AN APPRECIATION 
 
by Len Barnard 
 
[This article was published in the  March/April 1982 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
“The loveliness of these works wears no disguise, so that it is singular that the full 
distinction of ¡t as theatrical music was not comprehended by those who should 
have appreciated it: it was so pretty as well as so beautiful, that often it was 
contemptuously dismissed by those who pride themselves upon the possession of 
taste”.  
 

 
 
Osbert Sitwell (1946) 
 

o write an appreciation of an old friend is not all that easy, if one is to keep 
objectivity and the true essence running parallel. But to plunge in thus: 
JS is from hardy Scots stock, and wasn’t born with the modern gift of 

insincerity.  
 
In his younger days, he always had the questing mind, hearing all, reading 
voraciously. With all this absorption into his raw talent, his life needed only the heat 
of experience to fuse them together. In fact, even today, his music is really shreds and 
bits of what-not snatched from a hundred-and-one queer corners. 
 
From 1948 he was ever-inventive, blowing the hottest cornet, examples of which are 
regrettably rare on record. I would often meet him at the old Musicians’ Club, 31 
Little Collins Street, Melbourne, which was full of cheery, confident little men 
looking like waiters down on their luck. Graeme Bell needed a drummer for his 1951 
tour of Europe, so JS got himself a ragged drum-kit with kapok-filled Chinese tom-
toms, and mastered the idiom in a disgustingly short few weeks. 
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Then, back in Australia, Graeme broke up his band in 1955, and went to Brisbane 
with JS as a piano-drums duo, working the Celebrity Club, and the Blue Moon. These 
were the sort of night-spots where the braised steak came out of Tom Piper cans, and 
the booze was not only mediocre, but expensive. This didn’t worry JS in the least, as 
his appetites for life were very flexible, and he always had a love for John Barleycorn 
(and all his relatives) whatever the quality. At this stage, he began writing his first 
arrangements which he laughingly recalls from time to time, but his work today is as 
sophisticated, subtle in conception, and original as any other writing in the world. 
 

 
 
Sangster on drums: he was, and still is, one of the best drummers in Australia… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
He was, and still is, one of the best drummers in Australia, but it is difficult to get 
him on the tubs these days. Probably sheer cussedness. 
 
Or an awareness that he has found his true place in the scheme of things as a creative 
composer and superb vibraharpist, with a built-in metronomic sense, whatever the  
 

 
 
Sangster: a superb vibraharpist, with a built-in metronomic sense…PHOTO CREDIT 
EDMOND THOMMEN 
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time signature. Above all, he hasn’t lost the spirit of fun in music. Because of his own 
fundamental involvement in a performance, he has sometimes admitted an 
impatience with the “is-it-my-turn-yet?” players, but never shows it on the stand. He 
pines for a little vivacity, a little boldness, a little variety, a few gestures. And he never 
lets his work as musician-composer override his feeling for humanity, for he knows it 
is not a crime for a man to know nothing about art and care less. He will spend hours 
talking to a bricklayer, who is, on the point of bricklaying, vastly superior to Richard 
Wagner, John Sangster, or anybody else who can’t lay one brick on top of another. 
That shows a lack of preciosity, and a glut of largesse. 
 
The creations of JS on “themes” such as a “Bix” album, or a “Duke” album, are not a 
pastiche of historical sounds, but a fresh re-working, with a tilt of the head towards 
those sounds. Unlike some others, he is not producing only a rumpity-tumpity 
caricature, but creating his own homage to the heroes of his youth. With very strong 
original sinews under the skin. 
 

 
 
Sangster’s “Bix” album: not a pastiche of historical sounds, but a fresh re-working… 
 
JS has two ways of writing. He carries pencil and manuscript always, and may be 
found in the corner of a loud crowded bar, the cacophony of which seems to abet 
rather than retard his thoughts, or in utter seclusion and quiet at Narrabeen, 
watching pelicans and reed-warblers the while. He hears the whole arrangement in 
his head, then simply writes down the instrumental score to make it sound precisely 
that way. Says he writes best around sunrise. Oddly enough, the pieces written in a 
raucous pub will sometimes be calm, introspective and serene, and those written in 
peaceful surroundings can be uproarious musical elations. It’s a style of the maddest 
motley, but of motley so deftly cut to fit the situation, and none of those writings ever 
reach what G K Chesterton would have called - “the dazzling pinnacle of the 
commonplace.” And, as he writes, he is already choosing the appropriate players, and 
mark you well, the men he hires are not just mere, jaded interpreters, for JS works 
with great flexibility and an ear for change in the recording studio. “One of these 
pieces would be perfect for Herbie Cannon on trombone, or maybe John Costelloe. 
I’ll ask ‘em both anyway...” 
 
I know no other, who, at the end of a monumental three-day  drinking bout still has 
an acuteness of perception in things  going on around him, and a brightness of mind  
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Trombonist John Costelloe: I’ll ask him and Herbie Cannon as well… PHOTO 
COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
and wit whilst at exhaustion point. All this is allied with generosity, cheerfulness and 
a curious charm of manner. John, a roundish genial man, who, although no 
dandiprat or polished dresser, could talk his way into Government House in the 
morning, and be thrown out of “The Drum and Trumpeter” in the evening. He holds 
the dubious record of having been asked to leave the Musicians’ Club when he was 
the only customer on the premises. This was mid-afternoon, not closing time. The 
natural gifts of JS are allied with a capacity for hard work, and when a project looms, 
he eschews all the above human comforts and gets cracking on the task until the coda 
sign is marked, and the beast is slain. Over the years, he has done hundreds of 
soundtracks for movies and TV and many animated cartoon specials (colour). Some 
of these were for the American company API and include Robin Hood, Treasure 
Island, Kidnapped, and a re-vamping of The Mikado, called The Gentlemen of 
Titipu. All of these are 90-minute specials. For Hanna-Barbera he wrote The Funky 
Phantom, his own personal favourite. 
 
After writing The Hobbit Suite in 1973, his Tolkien star was flaming hotly, and thence 
came Lord Of The Rings in three double volumes, and Middle Earth, a companion 
double album. In these works, the conception of which is most eclectic, it is difficult 
to choose the best composition, but Goldberry (Vol II Lord Of The Rings) is the best 
piece I’ve heard in two decades and that includes works by Cage, McCartney, 
Ellington, Humble or Sculthorpe. It has transition, balance, shifting of tension, and 
beauty of form. A cameo. Among other cameos. Over the last few years, JS has 
written the musical backgrounds for Ivan Smith’s readings of poetry by Wilfred 
Owen, Heine, Coleridge and others on ABC radio, and his current venture with 
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Martin Benge into Rain Forest Records could be described as altruistic-with-hope-of-
eventual-profit. 
 

 
 
Sangster (right) in the recording studio with Martin Benge (centre) and  
unidentified person on the left: Rain Forest Records was a brave undertaking in a 
country where records are not sold by the bushel for their jazz content… 
 
A brave undertaking in a country where records are not sold by the bushel for their 
jazz content. Two volumes of  John Sangster Jazz Series are currently available, and a 
third is imminent. It will be called The Specially Built Underground Aviary, a title to 
delight many limerick buffs. This is starting to read like a discography, a remorseless 
parade of past endeavours, but there is always new work in preparation, and that 
sun-filled, dog-filled, butt-filled music room at Narrabeen there are piles of scores 
from a fecund imagination that await performance and recording. 
 

 
 
The pianist Dill Jones: who is this Sangster anyway?... 
 
When Dill Jones, the great jazz pianist was here recently, Brother Bob took him 
home and played some JS music to him. I met him later and he said, “Who is this 
Sangster anyway? He writes his arse off! Beautiful!” He’s no dill, that Jones! What 
more to say about JS, a man who can acquit of himself admirably as a performer in 
the company of any jazz player in the world, who writes superbly, with his own Muse 
in mind, and is a staunch supporter in times of trouble.  


