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ERIC MYERS 
 

THIS was the first of five special “farewell” performances at the Supper Club by multi-

instrumentalist James Morrison, who leaves for New York next week. 

 

Even now, it appears that Morrison will have an impact in the United States. He already has a 

string of engagements with several leading American players, and in August goes into New 

York’s Village Vanguard with the legendary trumpeter Red Rodney. 

 

So, what is all the fuss about? Is James Morrison the Great White Hope, the outstanding 

player who will demonstrate to international audiences the strength of Australian jazz? 

 

There are some people who are calling Morrison a genius. Certainly his ability to play — at 

professional standard — virtually every instrument in the band is freakish. He claimed, in a 

recent interview, that he learnt the double bass by imagining the fingering, and then when he 

picked up the instrument for the first time, he found he could play it. 

 

If this is true — and 1 believe it is — we are dealing with an extraordinary musical ability. 

Here is a young man, still only 24, who never had to develop as a musician, who merely 



discovered that he was visited by great gifts. 

 

There are two criticisms of James Morrison made by some students of Australian jazz: firstly, 

that he is not influenced by, or interested in, modern developments in the art form; and 

secondly, that he is merely a showman who juggles instruments, and mesmerises the 

unsophisticated audience with brilliance. 

 

While there is some truth in these observations, I cannot fully endorse them; they are not the 

whole story. 

 

At this performance, Morrison appeared with the group Ozbop — six of Sydney’s leading 

professional jazz musicians. Even in this excellent company, Morrison stood out from the 

first note of Caravan. Immediately he transformed the mood of the room, relaxing the 

audience and converting what was a rather self-conscious performance into a flowing and 

uninhibited one. He demonstrated, as always, a peculiar magic that uncannily drew the 

audience into his music. 

 

Then, in There Will Never Be Another You on flugelhorn, he played, in his improvisation, 

almost a full chorus of 16 notes to the bar at medium tempo, executed with extraordinary 

clarity. 

 

In the following set he played a flugelhorn solo in Cherokee, at a very bright tempo, that was 

truly stunning. These were solos, exquisitely shaped, that only a great jazz musician could 

have played. 

 

Yet, excess was never far around the corner. When, in Things Ain’t What They Used To Be, 

Morrison alternated in quick succession between trumpet and trombone — an instrument in 

each hand — his performance resembled a vaudeville act. 

 

James Morrison’s penchant for pyrotechnics and gimmickry makes him, of course, 

one of the most delightful and likeable characters in Australian jazz. His devil-may-care  

attitude has taken him to where he is today. Still, I feel he will need to curb the brashness and 

overstatement in his playing, if he is to be taken seriously by American critics.  

 

As for Morrison’s modernism, it is interesting to note that those American musicians who 

have taken him on board – Red Rodney, Dizzy Gillespie, Benny Carter, Clark Terry – are all 

elderly figures who probably see the young Australian as a throwback to an earlier era. 

Whether James Morrison will excel in more modern, contemporary forms of jazz, or is even  

interested in them, is still an open question. 

 

 

 


