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ERIC MYERS 
 

ince the pianist Dave MacRae and the vocalist Joy Yates returned to 

Australia two years ago they have not had the impact in Australian 

contemporary jazz that one would have expected given their distinguished 

musical achievements in Britain. 
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Still, this is not wholly surprising, given the deep trough that contemporary jazz 

finds itself in, at least in Sydney. There have been few venues where original 

music such as Dave MacRae’s might be presented. 

 

So, bouquets to The Basement for presenting, for the first time, three nights of 

Pacific Eardrum, an Australian version of the band which MacRae formed in 

Britain and the vehicle for his fusion compositions. 

 

Performing with MacRae and Joy Yates were Greg Lyon (electric bass), Russell 

Dunlop (drums) and Tony Buchanan (flute and saxophones). 

 

Had the keyboards player Michael Kenny arrived as scheduled, this group 

would have looked suspiciously like a reunion of Crossfire, Australia’s best 

fusion outfit of the ‘70s and early ‘80s. 

 

With such expertise in the rhythm section, the group could hardly fail to fire, 

and while Kenny would have added spice to the music on alternate keyboards, it 

has to be said that to the untutored ear he was rarely missed. 

 

 
 

Dave MacRae has been described as “possibly, the greatest electric piano 

player in the world”… 
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The reason for this is simple: MacRae is a great keyboard player and everything 

he touches turns to gold. It is not for nothing that he has been described by the 

British critic, Richard Williams, as “possibly, the greatest electric piano player 

in the world”. 

 

MacRae ranged over the piano and synthesiser keyboards, producing 

astonishing improvisations with contemptuous ease. There are few pianists in 

this country who can play with his authority. 

 

The program was a mixture of MacRae originals in the jazz/rock fusion mould, 

the occasional contemporary work from American writers such as Joe Sample 

and Ralph McDonald, and interesting versions of jazz standards. 

 

Ironically, it was the latter — Thelonious Monk’s I Mean You and Round 

Midnight, Herbie Hancock’s Maiden Voyage, Dizzy Gillespie’s A Night in 

Tunisia — that gave the program real substance. That sort of repertoire 

nowadays has a resilience that fusion music seems to lack. 

 

One of the problems with fusion music — that is, jazz composers and 

improvisers using rhythm sections made up of rock musicians — is that it runs 

the risk of pleasing no one. Jazz enthusiasts are liable to find the music too rigid 

and loud; rock enthusiasts may find the music harmonically too complex, yet 

too tame rhythmically. 

 

In the end, this is a question of marketing. I hope that Dave MacRae’s music is 

not passe; such intelligent music, packed with knowledge and influences and 

delivered on stage with such authority, is badly needed to spice up the rather 

ordinary mainstream jazz that is so predominant in our jazz venues.  
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