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BEYOND THE BASEMENT: A GUIDE TO SYDNEY’S JAZZ 
 
by Gail Brennan/John Clare 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[This guide to Sydney’s jazz appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald’s Metro on 
Friday, May 14, 1993] 
 
Jazz - it's a whole parallel universe of music, and it's not just for 
professors with leather patches on their sports coat. Go forth and listen, 
says GAIL BRENNAN 
 

urfing Simon has a positively luminous masculine beauty. He arrives on his 
skateboard, in a skirt and with his fingernails painted deep red. Two of his 
girlfriends are waiting for him. At the bar are some skinhead friends of 

drummer Louis Burdett. A publicist, not a regular at this venue, looks around 
suspiciously. "Jazz fans don't seem to have any one style," she complains. 
 
I reply testily: "That's why I like it." We are all here to catch Mark Simmonds and his 
Freeboppers. 
 

 
 
Drummer Louis Burdett: some skinhead friends of his were at the bar...PHOTO 
CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
 
To the uninitiated, jazz comes in a bewildering variety of forms, sub-forms and off-
shoots. And the best thing about jazz in Sydney is you can find almost any form being 
played at one venue or another. 
 
For example, tomorrow at the ABC's Eugene Goossens Hall in Pyrmont you can hear 
the modern percussion group Synergy. They are from classical backgrounds, but 
their guests will include jazz pianist and saxophonist Roger Frampton, who will join 
percussionist Darryl Pratt in an improvisation. 
 
This might be lyrical and flowing music, or it might progress in bristling clumps of 
dissonance. It might manifest itself as a dense arhythmic field, or it might all be in 
calypso rhythm. It could incorporate all these elements, or none of them. 
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Percussionist Daryl Pratt: his group Synergy to be joined by the 
pianist/saxophonist Roger Frampton for an improvisation… PHOTO CREDIT JOE 
GLAYSHER 
 
That's what I like about it. Many Pop and High Culture gurus view this kind of thing 
with a hostility that is not always shared by the important artists in rock and classical 
music. In fact, the seemingly least likely people harbour a passion for jazz that is 
almost fanatical. 
 
Prototype punk Iggy Pop recently told Metro that his musical appreciation had made 
a quantum leap when he heard Pharaoh Sanders' Upper And Lower Egypt. Kim 
Gordon from Sonic Youth borrowed my copy of Archie Shepp's Black Gypsies so she 
could play it on 2JJJ — it had changed her life, she said. Lou Reed said that Ornette 
Coleman had been the Velvet Underground's greatest inspiration. Hard-core rocker 
Henry Rollins has a huge Coltrane collection.  
 

 
 
Archie Shepp: his Black Gypsies album changed Triple Jay’s Kim Gordon’s life… 
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Of course, there is a grey army of jazz buffs out there who will tell you that the music 
stopped in 1930, 1940, 1950 or 1960. Let us slide by and hope they are having fun. 
They are the equivalent of hardline Oz Rockers. On the other hand, there are a 
number of "trad" musicians who are very broad-minded. They play in an older style 
because it is a beautiful way to play and it is what they do best. 
 
Duke Ellington, Ornette Coleman, Thelonious Monk, John Coltrane and Miles Davis 
have written some of the great melodies of this century (so have Australians Bernie 
McGann, Sandy Evans and Alister Spence). But there is also the intimidating 
business of Improvisation....  
 
Improvisation: Many people love improvised passages without knowing it. The 
guitar solo on Rock Around the Clock had a great deal to do with the record's success 
and the birth, therefore, of rock 'n' roll. The tenor sax solo at the end of Lou 
Reed's Walk On The Wild Side was improvised by Ronnie Scott — David Bowie's old 
sax tutor. When a sporting event really takes off, things happen which it would take a 
genius to choreograph. That too is improvisation, or composition in real time.  
 

 
 
The tenor sax solo at the end of Lou Reed's Walk On The Wild Side was improvised 
by Ronnie Scott: David Bowie's old sax tutor... 
 
International Jazz: Jazz has been an international music for some time. 
Composer John Zorn claims that many American musicians and critics now pretend 
that some of their most daring jazz never happened. Nevertheless, there are still 
critics over there who are ready to applaud the originality, boldness and energy of 
new Australian recordings, such as those of The catholics, the Bernie McGann Trio 
and Clarion Fracture Zone. These bands are part of a wave of creativity that began a 
few years ago. We have always had a number of great musicians , but Australian jazz 
has never before given rise to such a prolific stream of distinctive music. At the 
moment I don't think it is quite matched in any other field of music here. 
 
A great original like the late Charles Munro (whose 1967 album Eastern 
Horizons, was an international jazz and world music landmark) was able to make 
two recordings and give about three concerts of his own compositions in his lifetime. 
The new wave is still scandalously under-exposed, but it is now possible to hear 
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Charlie Munro: a  great original, he was able to make two recordings and give 
about three concerts of his own compositions in his lifetime...PHOTO © RON FALSON 
ARCHIVE 

 
almost all the following recommendations — new wave and old — somewhere, 
sometime within the next six months. 
 
Old Wave: The first Australian jazz musician to make an international name was 
Graeme Bell. His band played an important role in a worldwide revival of traditional 
jazz in the 1940s, which promoted a larrikin spirit and reacted against the 
restrictions of the big dance bands, while ignoring modern jazz. Revivalist it may be,  
 

 
 
A shot of Ken Flannery (third from left on trumpet) in 1963. Others L-R, Norm 
Wyatt (trombone), John Sangster (drums), Wally Wickham (bass), Ron Mannix 
(clarinet), Milton Saunders (piano)… PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 



5 
 

but this tradition continues to nurture many gifted and creative musicians. Among 
them: Paul Furniss, Bob Barnard, John McCarthy, Ken Flannery, Dick Hughes, Ian 
Date, Lyn Wallis, Don Heap, Natalie Morrison, Len Barnard, Allan Geddes, Chris 
Tapperell, Marty Mooney, Keith Hounslow and many more. These days the swing era 
is also encompassed, and the very gifted Tom Baker and Keith Hounslow are able to 
seamlessly take in all kinds of modern and even avant garde influences. "Trad pubs" 
still exist, but the main venue in recent years has been The Soup Plus. 
 

 
 
The Revivalist tradition continues to nurture many gifted and creative musicians, 
such as John McCarthy (left) & Bob Barnard…  PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ 
MUSEUM 
 
The Establishment: Don Burrows and George Golla are practically it. The polite 
surface of much of Burrows' music, and his Colonel Blimp-like public utterances, 
disguise the fact that he is often willing to try something new. Burrows and Golla are 
fine musicians who repay careful listening. Burrows has made James Morrison the 
heir apparent, despite Morrison's very un-Burrows-like flamboyance. Morrison has 
been the Flash Harry of Australian jazz, but who knows where his abilities will lead 
him. 
 

 
 
George Golla (left) & Don Burrows: fine musicians who repay careful listening…. 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
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The Modernists: Very often from working class backgrounds, the modernists 
leaned towards black American "modern jazz" or "hard bop" as a reaction to the 
aquarium calm of the Menzies era. Some of them — Mike Nock, Bernie McGann, 
John Pochée, Roger Frampton — are linking figures between modernism, the avant 
garde and the new wave. Other outstanding exponents include Bob Gebert, Bob 
Bertles, David Levy, Chuck Yates, Warwick Alder, Nicki Parrott, Dale Barlow, Trevor 
Griffin, Cathy Harley, Jann Rutherford, Joe Lane, Ken James, Keith Stirling and 
Graeme Lyall. You'll hear them here, there and everywhere, but not often enough: 
Strawberry Hills Hotel, The Basement, The Real Ale Cafe, Soup Plus. 
 

 
 
Trumpeter Warwick Alder: one of a number of outstanding exponents of 
modernism… PHOTO CREDIT KAREN STEAINS 
 
The New Wave: There is great diversity here. If you like joyful, seductive world 
music, you will like Lloyd Swanton's The catholics (see also the minimalist The 
Necks), Miroslav Bukovsky's Wanderlust and Mara Kiek's Mara. If you like great 
gouts of raw energy, dense, abrasive textures, roller-coaster rhythms, broken time 
and ominous undertows, you will like Ear-Rational Music, Free Kata (who also have 
their lyrical side), The Freeboppers (now based in Melbourne) and Australysis. If you 
like a funky feel, try DIG or Dale Barlow's Thing From Thirteenth Street. If you like 
all of these things, hear Clarion Fracture Zone, Ten Part Invention, The Last Straw, 
The Mike Nock Band, Lisa Parrott's Melody Rhythm Ensemble and The Engine 
Room. The main forum for this music is the Strawberry Hills Hotel on Tuesday and 
Wednesday nights. However, Clarion Fracture and The catholics have begun 
appearing at more mainstream venues, like The Basement and The Real Ale Cafe. 
 
New Talent: The following have it coming out their ears: Sean Wayland, Cathy 
Harley, Jann Rutherford, Ashley Turner, Andrew Robson, Simon Barker, Jason 
Cooney, Sean Coffin and Phil Slater. Strawberry Hills on Tuesday and Wednesdays is 
the best place to hear the new, but The Basement will soon make Sunday nights 
available to young bands. 
 
 


