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OUR EXPERIENCE WITH SENATOR BOB McMULLAN 

by Eric Myers 

______________________________________ 

[This piece appeared in the Nov/Dec, 1993 edition of JazzChord, entitled “A Meeting 

with Senator McMullan”.] 

n November 18, 1993, Bruce Johnson (President of the Jazz Co-ordination 

Association of NSW) and I saw the Minister for the Arts Senator Bob 

McMullan in his office in Canberra. This meeting came about as a result of a 

personal invitation to Bruce, issued by Senator McMullan on October 9, 1993, 

following Bruce’s inaugural Bell Jazz Lecture*, to meet and discuss matters relating 

to jazz.  

 

ALP Senator & Minister for the Arts Bob McMullan: he attended Bruce Johnson’s 

Bell Jazz Lecture on October 9, 1993… 

______________________________________________________ 

*The Bell Jazz Lectures, in  honour of Graeme Bell's outstanding contribution to jazz in  

Australia and abroad  over  50 years, began in Sydney in 1993 with Bruce Johnson’s 

address “Jazz & Society: Sound, Art, Music- Living.” Annual addresses by significant jazz 

personalities were delivered until the series concluded in 2014. All 22 lectures can be read 

on this website at this link https://www.ericmyersjazz.com/bell-lectures/. 

O 
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Bruce took me along to the meeting because he considered me to be well-briefed on 

various aspects of Australian jazz. The meeting was scheduled for half-an-hour and 

lasted 45 minutes. 

If there was a major point that we wished to get over to Senator McMullan, it was an 

impression of the distinctive nature of jazz activity in this country.  

At the first opportunity I gave the Senator an up-to-date print-out of the yet 

unpublished Australian Jazz Directory, and drew attention to certain statistics about 

jazz in Australia: 55 jazz societies; 70 arts and jazz festivals; over 200 jazz 

broadcasters; 130 jazz ensembles in Sydney alone; and so on. This represented a 

great amount of activity, which depended on grassroots interest and enthusiasm, and 

which was largely underground, unnoticed by the media and arts funding authorities.  

 

The inaugural Australian Jazz Directory was not yet published in November, 1993, 

but an up-to-date print-out was provided to Senator McMullan… 

Bruce said that the way jazz operated in Australia could not be understood in terms 

of the usual models of cultural dynamics, which relied on a ‘trickle-down’ notion of 

cultural movement. Jazz activity did not cluster around high-visibility, hierarchical 

organisations, but was spread, at a lower level, throughout the whole of the country. 

Jazz therefore did not achieve the sort of visibility that would enable it to be a natural 

lobby. He wished to ensure that this distinctive nature of jazz received some 

representation in policy formation. 
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Bruce said that Australian jazz had historically been resilient and influential, both 

here and overseas. Internationally, it had been very important in exporting a sense of 

‘Australianness’.  

 

Representing jazz at the meeting with the Minister for the Arts were Bruce Johnson 

(above) and Eric Myers (below)…PHOTO CREDITS PETER SINCLAIR 

 

Bruce raised a matter that was his own personal agenda, ie the need for a national 

jazz archive in Australia. There was one in Finland, where he was travelling shortly, 

and one had been opened recently in England. He also mentioned the legislation on 

compulsory deposit, which was mandatory for printed matter, but not for sound 

recordings. 

Bruce said that, throughout the jazz movement, people were concerned at the failure 

of arts funding authorities and arts administrators to understand the distinctive 

character of jazz activity in Australia – that is, the distinctive way in which it moved 

through the culture and kept itself alive. 

We focussed on three matters: 1 / The establishment of a national lobby, in a form 

that would be listened to by the Government, without falsifying the nature of the jazz 
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culture; 2/ The question of direct funding, outside the Australia Council. How could 

jazz plug into these processes?; 3/ The criteria which underlay the Australia Council’s 

funding of jazz through its Performing Arts Board, and how those criteria were 

addressed by the Board. 

Bruce said that there was a common thread running through these matters, and that 

was a lack of representation, ie a lack of people who spoke for jazz in the distinctive 

terms in which we had been describing the jazz culture in the meeting.  

Senator McMullan said that he would appreciate having a jazz lobby group to turn to 

for advice. If he received a submission from a body that had constituted itself 

credibly as representing the jazz community, then he would attend to what it said, 

and would be inclined in the future to negotiate with that body in matters relating to 

the formation of jazz policy. Bruce and I described the meeting that had been held in 

Sydney on November 2, 1993, and the Senator indicated that he felt this was the way 

to go. The Senator was interested in specific proposals, and indicated a firm deadline: 

December 10, 1993. 

I made the point that, generally, jazz was comparable to classical music in terms of 

the numbers of musicians involved, the size of the audience, and so on. Yet classical 

music had the benefit of an enormous amount of infrastructural support. That 

support came from the ABC, the music departments in the universities, the 

conservatoria (most of which admittedly now had jazz studies programs); the 

Australian Opera; the Australian Music Centre; the Australian Youth Orchestra; 

Musica Viva Australia, and so on. Jazz did not have anything like this organisational 

support. It had the jazz co-ordination programs in the various states, funded by the 

Australia Council and some state arts ministries, and then a proliferation of jazz 

organisations, run by volunteers, which put on performances around the country. 

What was an urgent priority was the more adequate funding of these support 

structures, that currently existed in the field, and which currently benefited the 

musicians. 

I also raised the question of jazz tours overseas, particularly to Asia, and noted that 

I’d heard Senator McMullan stress in his interview on Lateline the importance of 

projecting Australian culture overseas. I said that, outside the limited avenues 

available through the Australia Council, the sorts of jazz tours through Asia that took 

place in the late 1970s and early 1980s had now dried up. These had previously been 

done through Musica Viva Australia. But Musica Viva was a classical music 

entrepreneur, and it could not be expected to set up jazz tours. 

I said that overseas tours in the areas of classical music, theatre and dance, etc, were 

usually set up by companies. Jazz, however, did not have companies; few of the 

musicians even had managers. An organisation like the Jazz Co-ordination 

Association of NSW, however, could set up such tours, particularly in Asia and South 

America. But it could only achieve these objectives if it were resourced better. Once 

again, this was a case for funding more adequately the existing infrastructures. 
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Regarding the Australia Council, Bruce and I made the point that jazz musicians and 

organisations had been doing well out of the Australia Council over the last ten years 

or so: The amounts had increased over the years, and the figures for 1991-92 and 

1992-93 showed an average of $460,000 going to jazz. But it was true that these 

funds went almost exclusively to the modern jazz end of the spectrum, and there was 

some evidence that Australia Council funds to jazz were levelling out or being 

reduced, at a time when jazz activity was expanding, and more funds were needed. 

We therefore supported the Government increasing funds to the Australia Council, 

so that jazz applicants could compete for the funds through the various Performing 

Arts Board funding programs.  

________________________________________________________ 

LETTER FROM BOB McMULLAN TO BRUCE JOHNSON (1998) 

Eric Myers writes: On November 18, 1993, Bruce Johnson and I met the then 

Minister for the Arts Senator Bob McMullan in his office in Canberra, in order to 

raise a number of matters (see above).  One of the matters Bruce raised was the 

need for a national jazz archive, which Senator McMullan warmly supported. By 

1998 the archive was a reality and Bob McMullan, who had relocated from the 

Senate to the House of Representatives, addressed the following letter to Bruce 

Johnson, c/- JazzChord. It was published in the May/Jun, 1998 edition of 

JazzChord. 

Dear Bruce, 

I was interested in your article in the Summer 1997/1998 edition of JazzChord. I 

remember our 1993 discussions about the possibility of an Australian Jazz Archive. 

Therefore, I was absolutely delighted to read how well this proposal has been 

progressing since that original discussion. Congratulations to you and all of those 

who have combined to advance this important project. The National Film and Sound 

Archive (NFSA) is a great Australian institution. It hasn’t always received the funding 

and financial support it deserves but I am pleased to know that it is going from 

strength to strength and that jazz has found a place in the future of the NFSA and 

that the NFSA has found a place in the future of Australian jazz. 

Congratulations again, 

Bob McMullan 

Federal Member for Canberra 

Shadow Minister for Industrial Relations 

_______________________________________________________________________  


