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Reviewed by Peter J F Newton* 

_________________________________________________________ 

[This review appeared in the Jun/Jul 1999 edition of JazzChord] 

oetry and jazz, be it poetry inspired by jazz and its performers, jazz inspired by 
the art of poets, or a mingling of the two crafts in open performance, has been 
with us almost as long as the history of jazz so far. In 1920, the Belgian jazz 

critic/historian Robert Goffin produced a poetry book titled Jazz Band, and other 
contemporaries such as Hat Crane, Vachel Lindsay and Carl Sandburg published 
their own jazz (and blues) inspired verses.  
 

 
 
The poet Alwyn Lewis, (left) pictured with her husband, the musician Laurie 
Lewis… 
 
A decade later, poets of the Harlem Renaissance, particularly Langston Hughes, 
added the fruits of their talents to the expanding portfolio. Expatriate writers in 
intra-wartime Europe, like Mina Loy and T S Eliot, either mimicked the rhythms or 
borrowed the odd image, as did Edith Sitwell and the composer William Walton with 
Facade [if you can find it, check out the LP of this suite with jazz singers Cleo Laine  
_______________________________________________________ 
 
* Although best known to the jazz community as a jazz writer/editor, broadcaster 
and historian, Peter Newton has also written four books of poetry and written 
many critical articles in this field. 
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and Annie Ross handling the verses and you’ll hear what I mean]. The list goes on: 
the American William Carlos Williams, Australia’s renowned music critic and poet W 
J Turner and pioneering jazz critic/magazine editor Bill Miller - and so it goes! As a 
movement, poetry and jazz might seem relatively young - but if we think of the 
tendency in terms of the whole history of music, such a symbiotic relationship goes 
back many centuries and across many cultures. 
 
Alwyn Lewis can rightfully be seen as part of another renaissance of the jazz and 
poetry movement. The heyday, if that is the right word, of a systematised jazz and 
poetry reading movement was in the late 1950s and early 1950s, when it spread from 
the bookshops and clubs of San Francisco across to New York City and then beyond, 
to Canada, Britain, Europe and the Antipodes. Even then it was not a new 
phenomenon: Jean Cocteau had ‘performed’ jazz and blues poems to music at the 
Boeuf Sur La Toite nightclub in Paris in 1929. American poets Kenneth Patchen 
and Kenneth Rexroth had foreshadowed the movement, giving such readings in the 
early ‘50s. They in turn inspired Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and other members of 
the loosely named Beat Generation who were part but not the sum of this new and 
briefly popular entertainment. 
 

 
 
Jean Cocteau (pictured above) had ‘performed’ jazz and blues poems to music at the 
Boeuf Sur La Toite nightclub in Paris in 1929… 
 
The music was provided mainly but not exclusively by modem jazz groups. There are 
in Australia several excellent examples of the poet Adrian Rawlins reading with two 
groups featuring the New Orleans style clarinet player Nick Polites - one at an 
Australian Jazz Convention in 1960, the other taken years later at the Montsalvat 
Jazz Festival. Public interest in the readings waned but did not disappear. Neither 
did the interest of poets who continue to use jazz and blues as their subject, as is 
evidenced by a number of recent jazz and poetry anthologies, several discursive 
bibliographic studies, and the emergence of Feinstein and Komunyakaa’s excellent 
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journal Brilliant Corners, and my own less ambitious WordJazz Down Under which 
has featured the work of Alwyn Lewis and some younger Australian poets. Perhaps 
the best evidence of advancing public interest is the widespread use of the internet, 
where many sites now offer space for new poems and interaction, advice and critical 
comment on the art, as well as giving directions to newly written books and 
appropriate recordings. 
 
This is Alwyn Lewis’s second slim volume of jazz musings. Perhaps by now I have 
become too familiar with her work. Although good, both in structure and content, it 
did not give me quite the same jolt that I got with the earlier collection. Nevertheless 
it is always readable and often carries great insight in such few words (a true mark of 
the gifted poet). This tribute is mainly to Australian jazz musicians, but several are to 
jazz supporters (the ones who give much unrecognised service to jazz, that is) and 
two visitors Miles Davis and Billy Eckstine. Some 40 poems are each accompanied by 
a brief biography and a photo. 
 
All jazz styles are represented. There are the traditionalists and mainstreamers like 
Graeme Bell who is  
 
...old enough now 
To make history 
Yet young enough  
To refresh 
 

 
 
Graeme Bell in 2015: … young enough/To refresh… PHOTO CREDIT ROS O’GORMAN 
 
and Bruce Johnson who  
 



4 
 

plays that trumpet 
From one side of his mouth 
But when he speaks 
Especially 
Through the written word 
It’s straight ahead 
 

 
  
Bruce Johnson plays that trumpet/From one side of his mouth… 
 
And there are the younger tyros like Dale Barlow whose playing ‘Has a burning sense 
of sadness’ or pianist Roger Frampton who helps us to heal our flagging (or is it 
jaded?) spirit by ‘Shocking us out of/Our normal everyday lethargy’. 
 
Elsewhere, Alwyn uses Heather and Kevin Casey to remind us that without a sub-
stratum of hard-working jazz supporters there is no outlet for jazz performance. They 
and many others, all too often taken for granted,  
 
… play a central part 
For when the music is nourished 
Kept alive and well 
It returns  
To nurture hearts  
 
Death and illness are not avoided; two of the most poignant poems are on the 
unexpected death by suicide of the young guitarist Maddy Young and the slow  
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A poignant poem on the unexpected death by suicide of the young guitarist Maddy 
Young… 
 
deterioration of body through the rapid onset of multiple sclerosis that has denied us 
the continued pleasure of hearing performances by the talented saxophonist Tony 
Gorman. In the first poem there is the consuming sadness that however sympathetic 
we feel, we can never really understand the inner forces that led to that tragic death 
nor indeed how we could have intervened. In the latter, however, there is an elation, 
a sense of unquenchable spirit, as we read that a brilliant talent is not fully lost, but 
will now be passed on to us by other means - in this case through Tony’s charts and 
compositions.  
 

 
 
Talented saxophonist Tony Gorman: deterioration of body through the rapid onset 
of multiple sclerosis… 
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Finally, those of us who knew the dancer, Johnny ‘The Grasshopper’ Briggs will 
retain an indelible picture of him in full jig in the pub, at jazz picnics, at the Manly 
Festival, or in front of the Sydney Opera House, each impromptu performance 
leaving ‘...the imprint/Of his joystep/Forever in our hearts’. 
 
On the back cover of this book you will find a comment that I made on seeing the 
draft some two years ago: “Alwyn Lewis captures in verse the underlying spirit and 
swinging spriteliness that is the mark of good jazz. Her unpretentious craft is 
practised with wit and wisdom and an unsentimental respect for her subjects.” 
 
I do not step back from that opinion. I commend Australia on the Riff. May it not 
only bring to you a glimpse of the glittering surface of today’s Australian jazz but 
perhaps also help you to unlock the door to the jazz soul, to the light and shade of the 
human condition. 
 

 
 
Roger Frampton on sopranino saxophone: Shocking us out of/ Our normal 
everyday lethargy... 
 


