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OBITUARY: BRIAN BROWN OAM  1933-2013 
 

by Tony Gould* 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 

[This obituary appeared in The Sydney Morning Herald on February 14, 2013] 

rian Ernest Austin Brown, who died at home from a sudden heart attack on January 

28, 2013,  was a leading voice in Australian modern jazz from the mid-1950s, 

beginning with a quintet described as the definitive Australian hard-bop band. 

Although Sydney claims it was the birth city of modern jazz in Australia, it was Brown in 

Melbourne who played the music of Miles Davis as early as 1956, achieved by transcribing 

LPs mailed from America. However, he always had his own style. 

 

 
 

Brian Brown: he played the music of Miles Davis in Melbourne as early as 1956…PHOTO 

COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

*The pianist and educator Tony Gould was a colleague of Brian Brown's for more than 50 

years. He was assisted in writing this tribute by Brian's wife, Ros McMillan. 
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Brown was born in Carlton on December 29, 1933,  the second child of Leslie Hayes Brown, 

a labourer, and Eileen Alice Brown. Life was hard after the Depression and the family moved 

so constantly that Brian claimed to have attended every primary school in Carlton and half of 

Brunswick's.  

At age eight, he and his sister, June, were taken out of school by their father, who told them 

he was enlisting in the army. Brian never saw his father again, as Les died in a POW camp in 

Ambon, Indonesia, in 1944. 

Educated at Northcote High School, Brown excelled at sport, captaining his year's cricket, 

football and athletic teams. He had little interest in academic subjects, left school at the age of 

15, and at 18 was called up for three months' compulsory national service. Hoping to avoid 

marching and shooting he began learning the trumpet, to no avail, but on discharge Brown's 

school friend, John Fordham, asked him to take up the tenor saxophone for Fordham's own 

band. Brown knew nothing of the instrument but after hearing it played knew that it was for 

him. Six lessons later he was in the dance band at the Trocadero (the site now occupied by 

the Victorian Arts Centre), then dance bands at the Caulfield Town Hall and the Palais in St 

Kilda. 

For the next 25 years, Brown's groundbreaking ensembles performed weekly at venues 

including Jazz Centre 44 (1950s), The Fat Black Pussy Cat (1960s) and the Prospect Hill 

Hotel and Commune (1970s). 

 

Brian Brown: enormously influential in setting jazz in Melbourne on its distinctive course… 

An accomplished builder, he enrolled in a bachelor of architecture at Melbourne University in 

1964, a full-time course, while also employed in the Channel Nine Orchestra. For five years 

he worked from 9am to 11pm, studying until early morning. 

After three years as a professional architect, an Australia Council grant in 1972 allowed him 

to undertake music full-time. In 1978, the Brian Brown Quartet became the first Australian 

band to play the Scandinavian jazz festivals, performing alongside Ornette Coleman, Max 

Roach and Freddie Hubbard. Brown toured internationally eight more times, several with the 

late Felix Werder. 
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In 1978, Brown was appointed lecturer in post-1950 music at the Victorian College of the 

Arts, becoming lecturer in jazz studies in 1980, when he established the renowned VCA 

improvisation course. Brown's philosophy was that while Australians should regard 

musicians such as Louis Armstrong, Charlie Parker and Miles Davis as heroes, copying their 

style was akin to plagiarism. He believed creative musicians should perform the music of 

their own culture and era, and thus seek to develop their own ''voice''. He retired as the VCA's 

head of improvisation studies in 1998. 

 

Tasmanian leather artist Garry Greenwood made Brian Brown three leather instruments 

known as bowhorns… 

As well as tenor saxophone, Brown played alto and concert flutes, pan pipes, soprano 

saxophone and synthesisers. His unique sound was expanded in 1993 when he met 

Tasmanian sculptor Garry Greenwood, who made him three leather instruments known as 

bowhorns. 

Brown's ensembles performed almost exclusively original music, his creative output 

comprising an astonishing 215 notated scores and 83 LPs and CDs. In 1993, he was awarded 

the Medal of the Order of Australia (OAM) for services to the performing arts as a composer, 

performer and educator. 

The list of musicians who performed with Brown and the VCA graduates he mentored is 

a Who's Who of Australian improvisers. Notably, trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie performed at the 

1977 Moomba Jazz Festival with an extended Brian Brown Quartet and large ensemble in a 

suite Brown composed for the American. In all, Brown led 12 ensembles in a continuous 

period from 1956 to 2010. 

 

Following his death, the Music Council of Australia's Richard Letts wrote that Brown was 

''enormously influential in setting jazz in Melbourne on its distinctive course'' and that ''his 

legacy can be heard every night of the week in music venues across Melbourne and beyond''. 

In fact, Brown's philosophy influenced creative music-making Australia-wide. 

In 1969, he met music educator Ros McMillan, whom he married in 1980 - they shared a 43-

year musical journey. She survives him, as do his three daughters Katya, Chantal and Pascale.  


