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ROGER FRAMPTON AND THE RESURGENCE OF CREATIVE MUSIC 
 
by John Clare* 
________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article appeared in the Winter/Spring 1984 edition of Jazz Magazine.] 
 
 

 
 
Image of Roger Frampton drawn by John Clare… 
 

azz, whether or not it once meant sex, became a non-specific word, like Dada. 
Unlike Dada, which is forever attached to an art movement of a particular time, 
its meaning could change with context and inflection. In certain contexts it has 

had a similar meaning to Dada: an approach to art which elevated the unexpected, 
the irrational; which played with the rules; which was crazy.  
 
Crazy, man, crazy. Man, that music’s gone. 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
*When this was written in 1984, John Clare was writing on various subjects, 
including jazz and contemporary music, for the Sydney Morning Herald. 
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At various times, languages of the irrational have sprung up around it, some of which 
were later revived by the rock movement. Crazy instruments have been enlisted: 
glass tumblers and rubber plungers for mutes; cow bells, woodblocks, washboards 
and even suitcases for percussion. 
 
Each new jazz style has had elements which seemed bizarre to those who had grown 
accustomed to the preceding style. Ironically, the discarding of hitherto novel 
instruments seemed perverse to old fans — because those bizarre elements had 
become an accepted part of an accepted formula. And that’s how it goes. It seems 
that new ways have to be found of courting the subconscious. But a forgotten style 
can suddenly re-emerge, all clothed again in weird light. 
 
There are musicians who play in the one idiom all their lives, but never cease to find 
illuminations there. There are those who are always trying new paths. And there are 
those who have settled into a comfortable formula. All have their place, but when the 
latter predominate to the point of almost total exclusion of more vital musicians, we 
are in the doldrums. Jazz becomes period music, of small interest to the young, a 
mild solace to the middle-aged. 
 

 
 
Roger Frampton giving a talk at the Australian Music Centre in Sydney on August 
24, 1984… PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 
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When Roger Frampton’s band Intersection began drawing capacity crowds to Paco’s 
in July this year, it signalled the end of a period of the doldrums. Simultaneously, the 
band Women And Children First found its own original and powerful language. Then 
the Keys band hit Sydney, after a spectacular tour; the Benders were active again; 
then Sandy Evans, Jo Truman and Phil Treloar gave the movement an avant-garde, 
which was euphoric in tone rather than angry. 
 

 
 
Sandy Evans (above) and Phil Treloar (below) gave the movement an avant-garde, 
which was euphoric in tone rather than angry… 
TRELOAR PHOTO COURTESY RAY MARTIN 
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Roger Frampton, as a musician and composer, has followed several paths, from the 
free-form improvisation of Teletopa — which used “found” instruments with 
electronics — to melodious composition and improvisation within or upon 
established jazz forms — as, for instance, in Jazz Co-Op. 
 

 
 
Teletopa in Japan in 1972, L-R, Peter Evans, Geoff Collins, David Ahern, Roger 
Frampton…PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
 
However, he has never been averse to bringing a little of one approach to bear on 
another. Unexpected elements will spring from his most traditional playing, and the 
tradition will suddenly assert itself in outer space. Roger Frampton has been one of 
the major stayers of Australian jazz, but the full extent of his contribution had not 
been felt until the success of Intersection, which synthesises a number of his 
approaches, and is a forthright attempt to present something that a wide spectrum of 
people will enjoy. 
 
Frampton’s ability on the piano is inescapable, but his saxophone playing has met 
with some resistance, because he has refused to be slick. The saxophone family has 
its bizarre aspects (Debussy called the saxophone, “that strange aquatic 
instrument.”) and Frampton has let them speak. He is an original, and that makes 
him hard for some to accept. Why, you can’t say whether he is a good or bad copy of 
an American stylist, because he is not a copy at all. 
 
Somehow Intersection has won many of the doubters over. After the sweet trance of 
his Satie-esque piano piece Mother Margaret’s Mood, the audience is sensitized for 
anything — the unpredictable silences and punctuations of Secret Society, or the 
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chorded cascade in minor thirds in Broadway Shuffle, — which falls into a bluesy riff 
figure with a backbeat you could scarcely mislay. Or Blue Hues, which sounds like a 
blues as Bartok might have written it. Or the Latin carnival feeling of Head, Heart 
and Hands. Or Roger’s arrangement of  I Got Rhythm, with thrumming pedal points; 
or the sheer craziness of his treatment of Well You Needn’t, the only other non-
original tune in the repertoire. 
 
The band’s performances are concerts, not just a blow. That is the secret. In this 
context it is difficult to ignore the excellence of Frampton’s saxophone playing. He 
has attained great mastery of pitching on the difficult sopranino. Sometimes he 
creates a series of wailing curlicues that recall a New Orleans clarinet. He can 
overblow it like an Indian oboe, or sketch needle-thin lines with sharp breaks, 
sudden thickenings and stabs, glints, lancinations, like free, accented penwork. 
 

 
 
Frampton has attained great mastery of pitching on the difficult sopranino… PHOTO 
CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
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On the alto, he might run a phrase of pure melody through transpositions that take it 
to the edge of the key, where it warps deliriously and spills over into hilarious and 
exciting vocalisation — a speaking in tongues. 
 
While the band is a forum for Frampton’s composing and improvising talents — and 
Frampton at this stage of his career deserves to form such a band — the individual 
voices of the players have become part of the compositions, to an almost Ellingtonian 
degree. Guy Strazullo, guitar; Steve Elphick, double bass; Duncan Archibald*, drums 
- these are major voices in the current wave of creative music. They have given their 
time and talent wholeheartedly to Roger’s band, and as happens once in a blue moon, 
success has followed. 
 

 
 
The individual voices of the players in Intersection, such as Guy Strazzullo (above) 
and Steve Elphick (below) have become part of the compositions…  
PHOTO CREDITS JOE GLAYSHER 
 

 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*Phil Treloar (drums) accompanied Intersection to India, and stayed on for some 
six months studying on a grant from the Music Board of the Australia Council. 
Duncan Archibald joined Intersection on the group’s return to Australia. 
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In January this year, Intersection undertook a tour in India, for the Department of 
Foreign Affairs, and administered by Musica Viva. Many of their engagements were 
sold out. The momentum was picked up again in July, at Paco’s, and in August the 
band appeared on the Burrows Collection — an extraordinary breakthrough in 
quality for this show on ABC television. 
 
Here is Roger Frampton talking about the band and his music. In most cases I have 
deleted my questions. They took up space, and seemed redundant to a text which 
speaks for itself. 
 
“I envisaged a band with a guitar player when I was in New York. I’d heard Arthur 
Blythe and Miles work ing with guitarists. Our first guitarist, as you know, was Peter 
Boothman, who pulled out of the India tour and was replaced by Guy. I’d walked into 
Paco’s one night — when it was called Jenny’s — and heard this wild guitar playing. It 
sounded great and I thought who’s that? I turned into the music room and of course 
it was Peter. 
 

 
 
Peter Boothman: Intersection’s first guitarist, who pulled out of the India tour and 
was replaced by Guy Strazzullo… 
 
“The guitar is the solution to a problem I’d had, with the Co-Op for instance, of 
wanting to play saxophone and piano, but having no harmonic instrument when I 
took a saxophone solo. 
 
“I wanted to play saxophone much more. I was inspired really to get into it more. We 
can get distinct changes of sound to the overall band when I switch from alto to 
sopranino to piano. It’s almost like having two bands. We didn’t have much material 
to start with. Broadway Shuffle was an early one. I wrote it in New York whilst 
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staying in some friends’ apartment on Broadway. You could walk down the steps and 
be right on the street, with all that happening. The people were away and there was a 
piano. I would practice or improvise when I came home, and the initial descending 
line came from that. 
 
“That diminished run sort of stayed with me, and after a while it seemed that it 
captured something of what was going on ceaselessly just a few feet away from where 
I was playing — Broadway. When I started working on the whole tune with the band, 
it became obvious that I would have to play part of it on the piano and part on the 
saxophone. It has a 12 bar chorus and the solos are 16 bars on the vamp with a four 
bar tag. 
 
“Once we started working on things together I was stimulated to write specific pieces 
with that band in mind. Secret Society I wrote while walking home from the city, 
along Broadway in Sydney. It was late, the street was practically empty. While I was 
walking I could hear these little things in my head — I was singing luff le fragments 
— tiny events which get a little longer, more active. To some extent I was influenced 
by Webern, and by Ornette Coleman’s piece Silence. 
 
“When I got home I sang into this little tape machine. I do that quite often — sing 
into it or play into it. The name came from a documentary I’d been watching in which 
I heard the line, ‘It was a very secret society back in those times.’ It seemed to me 
that the piece had limited appeal, that it was for the initiated. Even now, I only play it 
when I think the time is right. 
 

 
 
Frampton likes early Ornette Coleman (pictured above) — the freedom of the 
melodies and rhythms — pure melodies without harmonisation — and the 
instinctive way of playing phrases…PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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“I really like early Ornette Coleman — the freedom of the melodies and rhythms — 
pure melodies without harmonisation — and the instinctive way of playing phrases. 
It took me a long time to figure out the best way to notate the piece, and in the end I 
used a kind of graphic notation without time signatures — yes, the sounds and 
silences at the beginning are cued, we are all watching each other. A lot of composers 
haven’t done a lot of playing, so they are not aware how much musicians need to 
know and how much they don’t need to know. I like to find ways of getting the same 
result with different means. To make complicated things simple. 
 
“Make Me A Memory For Tomorrow and Blue Hues both came out of an 
improvisation Phil Treloar and I did at Darlington Art Centre. We just walked on and 
improvised. Somebody taped it, and certain parts stayed with me. The part that 
became Blue Hues, I thought ‘that’s a good line for a blues’, and when I set about 
transcribing it, it was exactly 12 bars. 
 
“With Make Me A Memory I chose quite a random point, then when the 
improvisation started to develop into another area, I thought ‘stop now’. It was out of 
tempo in the improvisation, but when I put it into tempo it was exactly 32 bars in an 
ABCD structure. 
 
“Sometimes when we improvise freely, we like to go our separate ways for a while, 
trusting that it will come together of its own accord. Those tunes came from one of 
those sections. 
 
“The band Intersection is like a culmination of all the things I’ve done and been 
interested in, and it’s also a means for further development. We have talked a lot 
about the approach to soloing on a tune, and the thing I stress most strongly is 
melody. Make the solo sound like a song, not just a running up and down the scales 
and the changes. 
 

 
 
Frampton has always admired the way Paul Desmond (above) and Stan Getz can 
soar through complex changes, finding a melody that flows through it all… PHOTO 
COURTESY PINTEREST 
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“I’ve always admired the way Paul Desmond and Stan Getz can soar through complex 
changes, finding a melody that flows through it all, which is totally beautiful on its 
own terms, but surrounded by all these chords is absolutely fantastic and amazing. 
 
“Some of the harmonies that we play are very difficult, but people can relate 
themselves to the melodies. If you make a beautiful melodic statement, it will grab 
people…” 
 
And, it goes without saying, they will no longer perceive complex harmonies as an 
obstacle course, but as a rich tapestry. 
 
“I like to create the illusion of lyrics, even while I’m improvising. Yes, I do get the 
feeling at points in an improvisation that I am breaking into speech. Some of the 
techniques I use on the saxophone do require vocal-like activity with the mouth and 
tongue. It feels good to do. 
 
“I get certain things from certain kinds of music — from some it’s the energy, from 
some the harmonic content, others it’s the rhythmic content or the melodic content. 
Stravinsky’s Rite Of Spring had a big effect on me at 12 or 13 when I was at school. 
Some of the dances — the rhythm was so — erratic if you like — rhythmic cells. I 
sensed that without having heard that term. I still enjoy listening to it, and I still hear 
new things. 
 

 
 
Igor Stravinsky (pictured above)… His Rite Of Spring had a big effect on Frampton 
at 12 or 13 when he was at school... 
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“I have been drawn to the element of chance in John Cage. The Fontana Mix, which 
is a four track tape on which a lot of sounds are spliced according to directions, 
categories: country sounds, city sounds, industrial sounds, etc. I have a recording of 
Cage’s version, and it’s like a musical shower. When I’ve been listening to a lot of 
music I wash my head completely under it. It makes me feel open, almost vulnerable, 
and seems to clear the way for new ideas. 
 

 
 
Frampton has been drawn to the element of chance in John Cage (pictured above)… 
 
“I liked the playful quality of Teletopa. Music can be like a child playing with building 
blocks. Maybe you build something great, it topples over. A child doesn’t worry about 
it, just gets on with the next thing. There’s an element of that in improvising a solo. 
The great masters are the ones who build these fantastic things and they stay 
standing. A good player can recover from a mishap in an improvisation without your 
noticing it, almost. 
 
“I have some sort of belief that I am not the only person who is getting very bored 
with the sort of music that mostly goes on. Jazz can be a lot more than that, and has 
been a lot more than that. I really believe there is an audience for an alternative way 
of playing. Only, no-one’s tried to cultivate it. More and more I find that I’m right. A 
lot of people who are not necessarily hard-core jazz followers are finding our music 
very accessible. 
 
“We had a few moments in India when we got the jitters and we thought maybe we 
should just play some standards, but I thought this is the chance to put our beliefs to 
the test, and it was successful. That was a kind of turning point.” 


