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ERIC MYERS 

 

ALTHOUGH precocious talent is by no means unusual in jazz, there is always something 

refreshing about a young man, not long out of short pants, who plays his instruments with the 

sort of authority we expect from a veteran. 

 

So it is with Andrew Flrth, who arrived recently from South Australia. He has already landed 

a plum job as a teacher in the Jazz Studies Department at the NSW Conservatorium and looks 

set to be a regular performer at the Don Burrows Supper Club. 

 

Not bad for a youngster who has just turned 21. 

 

However, Sydney is the Big League where the jazz scene is relentlessly competitive. How 

will Andrew Firth fare and what has he to offer as a jazz musician? This performance 

alongside the mercurial James Morrison provided some indication. 
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It is obvious that Firth plays clarinet and alto saxophone with exceptional control. All his 

improvisations revealed technical fluency, a nice tone and good time. In other words, he can 

really play his instruments. 

 

Stylistically he is a pre-bopper in that his improvisations, at least with this repertoire — 

confined mostly to old-fashioned standard tunes — rarely showed that he had internalised the 

insights of bebop. 

 

Impassioned 

 

Let’s face it, the clarinet, which is Firth’s main instrument, is not a modern jazz instrument. If 

1940s bebop is the great dividing line between modernists and traditionalists, Firth is in the 

company of most clarinetists in that the spirit of his playing is located in the earlier era. 

 

Often his clarinet playing was uncannily like that of Don Burrows. He had the same 

impassioned eagerness in his playing and a similar full tone. In the Burrows mould, he 

produced concise, symmetrical improvisations that were always close to the melody and 

rounded off beautifully. 

 

Inevitably, Andrew Firth will carve out a good career in Sydney. He will appeal immediately 

to those who admire technical brilliance in jazz and no doubt many people will tell him that 

he is the next Great White Hope of Australian jazz.  

 

However, jazz is not merely about technical brilliance. Great jazz is essentially about musical 

statements that reveal depth of human experience. Those statements can be made without 

necessarily utilising great technique. 

 

The obvious example is the playing of Dexter Gordon in the film Round Midnight, where the 

great saxophonist has pared away the inessential notes in his improvisations so that the spaces 

in the music tell us much more than the notes. 

 

With this in mind, it has to be said that Andrew Firth, despite his precocious brilliance, has, 

as yet, very little to say to us as a jazz musician. But this really is how it should be at this 

stage in his development. 

 

How can we expect a young man from South Australia to have had the sort of life experience 

from which great jazz might emerge?  

 

Andrew Firth has many dues to pay and much to learn. Having moved to Sydney, he will find 

that there are great musicians here who have much to offer him. If he seeks out those 

musicians and is capable of development, undoubtedly one day he will be a great jazz 

musician himself. 

 


