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CELLAR DWELLERS FACE BRIGHT LIGHTS 

 

Gail Brennan/John Clare on the film Beyond El Rocco 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

[In 1987 Australia's jazz underground was to emerge into the arc lights of film-
making to blaze gloriously, before returning to a hundred short-lived venues. This 
article appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on December 30, 1987.] 
 

fter some decades of derision in the rock press jazz is being recognised once 
more as a music and an ethos that has often stood outside the conventions of 
society.  

 
Paradoxically, the derision began in the 1960s when the world at large caught up 
with the jazz musicians' libertarian values - the very time at which the foundations 
for today’s massive rock industry were laid. The wheel has now turned full circle. 
Certain kinds of jazz attract young musicians today as alternatives to the conventions 
of the rock industry. 
 
In this climate, where rock and jazz are being seen in reasonable perspective - each 
influencing the other at certain points, and neither entirely dissociated from the 
values of capitalism - the time is right to document some of the important jazz 
movements in Australia.  
 
Indeed, a film is under way which will attempt to trace modern jazz in Australia from 
the opening of its first stable venue, the El Rocco jazz cellar in 1957, to the emergence 
of the new wave of young iconoclasts of the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
 

 
 
Kevin Lucas, the director of the film Beyond El Rocco… 
PHOTO CREDIT MICHAEL BOANCHINO 
 
Kevin Lucas, the director of the film Beyond El Rocco, has set himself the  formidable 
task of not only tracing certain key musical developments, but also exploring 
the "hip" culture that often surrounded them. Why, for instance, did certain middle- 
and working-class Australians adopt the jargon of black Americans at the height of 
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the Menzies era? There are some obvious answers to that, but it should be interesting 
to hear how the musicians in question saw themselves, and to see how they 
attempted to hew a personal and regional expression from an imported form. 
 

 
 
The actor Tony Barry, who plays Zoot Finster, the archetypal, nervy hipster who 
narrates the film… 
 
It is the contention of Zoot Finster – the archetypal, nervy hipster who is the film’s 
narrator — that Australian jazz has a peculiar energy that is different in feeling from 
that of its American sources. Whether this is the result of simple misinterpretation  
or of a genuine search for an appropriate local expression is a moot point.  
 

 
 
The late Charlie Munro: most mentioned among Australian musicians who have 
arrived at an individual style…PHOTO © RON FALSON ARCHIVE 
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There is, however, no question that there is an energy and that certain Australian 
musicians have arrived at an original style. Those most often mentioned in this 
regard during the film-makers' researches were the late Charlie Munro, Bernie  
McGann (whom Melbourne pianist Paul Grabowsky described as our greatest 
musical asset), John Pochée, John Sangster and Roger Frampton.  
 

 
 
Two jazz musicians who have arrived at original styles, the pianist Roger 
Frampton (left) and the drummer John Pochée… 
 
This energy should be very much in evidence during a series of concerts on January 
6,7 and 8, at the Paddington RSL. These concerts will feature many of the musicians 
who figure in Beyond El Rocco. Their performances will be filmed and 
used throughout the documentary. 
 
Other bands, including those of Don Burrows and John Sangster, will be filmed in 
special re-creations of important jazz venues. More music will be recorded at an the 
all-day jam session, from which the film soundtrack will be drawn, and all of this will 
be interspersed with archival footage shot in the El Rocco, Melbourne' s old Jazz 
Centre 44, and a Melbourne art gallery. 
 
Sections of Albie Thoms’s experimental film Marinetti, for which John Sangster 
wrote the music, will also be incorporated.  
 
The concerts have been designed to highlight those musicians who 
constitute Australia's important underground of innovators, as opposed to the highly 
successful popularisers, such as Don Burrows. This is not to say that Burrows is not 
an important musician in his own right, nor that some of the concerts' 
"underground" figures do not have a fervent following.  
 
Paul Grabowsky, Dale Barlow, Mike Nock and Bruce Cale, for instance, have had far 
more substantial overseas success than that of the well-publicised James Morrison. 
Cale is a curious omission from the concert series, but will be much-featured in the 
film. Grabowsky, Ted Vining and Brian Brown will be flown from Melbourne to take  
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The bassist Bruce Cale: a curious omission from the concert series, but will be 
much-featured in the film… 
 
part in the concerts, and Sandy Evans - perhaps the first woman to have had a big 
impact on Australian jazz since Judy Bailey - will return from Scotland in time to 
organise her quartet, which will include Chris Abrahams of The Benders fame. 
 

 
 
Sandy Evans, perhaps the first woman to have had a big impact on Australian jazz 
since Judy Bailey…PHOTO CREDIT ROGER MITCHELL AUSJAZZ.NET 
 
One of the most impressive features of the programming is that, on each 
night, larger, high-energy bands have been placed in juxtaposition to more intimate 
ensembles. On Wednesday, January 6, for instance, Paul Grabowsky's quintet, which 
sometimes displays the dynamics of a chamber group, will precede Ten Part 
Invention, which has been likened to an express train taking a down gradient at full 
throttle.  
 
On the following night, Mike Nock will play solo piano before the jubilant uproar 
of The Last Straw. On Friday night, January 8, Ted Vining's trio will precede 
Mark Simmonds’ wild Freeboppers (and will follow Sandy Evans' Quartet). The 
feeling of this series is reminiscent of the famous Paris Theatre concerts in the 
late 1970s, at which the underground emerged and blazed gloriously in the light, 
before returning to a hundred fairly crummy and short-lived venues. There is one 
important difference. The old El Rocco has reopened. For the time being Sydney has 
a real jazz club again. 
 


