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KERRIE BIDDELL 
 
by Eric Myers* 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This article was part of a series of articles published in Encore Magazine on 
women in Australia who had emerged as artists, musicians or composers of 
original talent. This article appeared in the September 1978 edition of Encore 
Magazine.] 
 

 
 
Kerrie Biddell: she explicitly rejects the idea of being a star…  
PHOTO CREDIT EDMOND THOMMEN 
 

t is not accurate, these days, to talk about Kerrie Biddell as a soloist, or 
performer, in her own right. On the brink of a promising career in the US a 
couple of years back, she felt the need to make a deliberate choice between music 

and show business — and chose music. Now, Kerrie explicitly rejects the idea of 
being a star, and is quite happy to be considered in terms of the band she is working 
with: Compared To What — Graham Jesse (saxes, flute), Mark Isaacs (electric 
piano), Alan Freeman (electric bass) and Nick Lister (drums). 
 
At their gigs, Kerrie and the band close with an up-tempo, chaser-like version of Tom 
Scott’s Strut Your Stuff. It is a very relevant signature-tune for this band, and 
illustrates a characteristic, contemporary impulse. It is interesting that the same 
sentiment is embraced by Michael Franks, who wrote in his song Don’t Be Blue, the 
following line: “Cop a bluff, strut your stuff”. 
________________________________________________________ 
 
*When this article was written in September 1978, Eric Myers was a freelance 
writer and Music Editor of Encore Magazine. 
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Two young musicians featured in Kerrie Biddell’s group Compared To What: 
saxophonist Graham Jesse (above) and keyboardist Mark Isaacs (below)… BOTH 
PHOTO CREDITS  PETER SINCLAIR 
 

 
 
But there is also a relevance in the music itself. Tom Scott and The LA Express were 
one of the first groups of young white players in the States to play the type of music 
that writers have called “fusion”, “crossover” or, more often, “jazz/rock”. It was a 
white version of the kind of music being played by the true originals, The Crusaders. 
 
Kerrie Biddell & Compared To What are in the mainstream of this white jazz/rock — 
the type of jazz that, according to the Australian music critic John Clare “is once 
more a popular music form”. Some jazz purists will tell you that the type of music 
being played by Compared To What is not jazz but, these days, the old arguments 
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about what is, and what is not jazz, tend to be boring. It may be that groups like 
Compared to What and Crossfire minimise their jazz content. So what? 
 
I can see why the jazz purists regard Kerrie Biddell and her band as derivative. They 
borrow heavily from the records of people like Flora Purim, Chick Corea, Jaco 
Pastorius and Keith Jarrett, and they also do some funky soul stuff, with vocal 
harmonies, straight out of black rock. Yet, they play great music, with extraordinary 
brilliance. The unison lines done by Kerrie on vocal, which are doubled by saxophone 
(often by bass and piano too) are breathtaking. Some of the lines are massively 
complex, and the band fairly rips through them. 
 
Obviously, she has worked a good deal on her technique, and fashioned a vocal style 
which is not so much related to conventional singing, but suggests an affinity with a 
musical instrument: crescendoes, dynamics, bending the notes, swelling the long 
ones, easing the note into a vibrato, sliding on and off notes — always her singing is 
interesting musically. She has also a soaring range and an ability to hit high notes, 
reminiscent of some of the best high trumpet players around. 
 
The paradox about Kerrie’s singing is that, while she has an immensely well-
developed ear and great musical talent, one senses a certain fragility in her 
personality. This amazing combination of vulnerability and musical strength makes 
her quite unique. At places like Red Ned’s and The Old Push, it is great to see Kerrie 
Biddell looking so much at home. I have seen her perform a number of times over the 
years, usually in concert or in a cabaret situation, out the front as a soloist. Often 
there has been something missing. Either her exuberance was not matched by the 
band (guys who were just doing the gig, man, reading the charts) or the audience 
were uninterested, unaware of what Kerrie was trying to do and say through 
the music. 
 
It is good to see Kerrie Biddell now working in rooms where things are going for her: 
with a band of young musicians whose enthusiasm and energy match hers, and with 
younger, more aware audiences who are able to get into the music. Consequently, we 
are now seeing Kerrie’s great talents as we have rarely seen them before. 
 
Although she has rejected the idea of stardom, she still utilizes her great experience 
as a soloist. She talks and jokes with the band’s audience, and when it is time to 
project, it comes to her easily — her ability to communicate is a great asset. Standing 
shoulder to shoulder in Red Ned’s, you may get bustled around by suited workers 
who have kicked on after the office, or North Shore types who are there because 
everything is groovy. But, it should not be forgotten, they have come for the music — 
and this is something special, something to be proud of in this town. 
 
Next year, Kerrie Biddell & Compared To What will be going to the USA for a look 
around, and possibly will play some clubs in LA. When he was in Sydney, Chick 
Corea heard and liked the band, and left his phone number. It won’t be Kerrie’s first 
trip, of course, but there is something different about this trip which is important — 
this time she will go to the States, not as a showbiz personality, but as a musician in 
her own right, performing music she can wholly identify with. And, being surrounded 
by a group of brilliant young players, it should be a ball. 
 
 


