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VALE BERNIE McGANN 
 
by Cathy Peters* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[The Australian saxophonist Bernie McGann died at the age of 76. His near 60-year 
career saw him become a national treasure and respected as one of the greats of 
Australian music. Cathy Peters reflects on his life. This was published on the 
internet on Friday 20 September 2013 at this link  
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/intothemusic/vale-bernie-
mcgann/4968990] 
 

ust over two weeks ago, many of Australia’s finest jazz musicians lined up to 
play benefit concerts in Sydney and Melbourne for their colleague and friend, 
internationally acclaimed local jazz musician, Bernie McGann, who’d just had 

heart surgery.  
 
At Sydney’s 505 Club, it was standing room only.  This was Bernie’s extended family 
of musicians and fans coming together at short notice, to raise funds for his 
recuperation but also gathering for what was in effect a vigil to will him to live—to 
keep his spirit strong by keeping the music going into the night.  
 

 
 
McGann (far right) pictured next to drummer John Pochée, and (R-L) pianist Roger 
Frampton and bassist Jonathan Zwartz… 
______________________________________________________ 
 
*Cathy Peters was a music producer at ABC Radio National and ABC-FM since 
1981. She focussed primarily on feature making and music production and was 
interested in the role music plays within all cultures, and discovering the 
intersections between music, politics and social movement.  Her work has been 
broadcast internationally and she won the 1989 Prix Italia award. 
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Band after band played their tribute to Bernie, with longtime friend and musical 
collaborator John Pochée (himself suffering from a serious chest infection), hosting 
the event and sharing tales of their times together and of a life lived richly in music. 
The event was testament to the great affection, love and respect the community holds 
for Bernie. 
 
There is no more instantly engaging nor distinctive alto saxophone sound on the 
planet than McGann’s. That sound, the lines it expresses and the interaction with the 
rhythm section all make for jazz with a uniquely Australian accent. 
 
His passing this week has come as a terrible shock. No one was prepared, or ready, to 
let him go. 
 
McGann was a one off—a rare and very special Australian jazz giant. His alto playing 
was unlike anyone else although comparisons with Ornette Coleman were made early 
on in this career. His tone and inventiveness took your breath away. He was an old 
school jazz man, coming of age in the '50s , essentially self-taught and forming part 
of the vanguard of today’s jazz elders who created a space for the avant-garde and 
modern jazz in Australia.   
 
Pianist Paul Grabowsky’s huge esteem for Bernie is evident in the notes he wrote last 
year prior to their performances at the Wangaratta Jazz Festival.  
 

 
 
McGann performing at the 2012 Wangaratta festival with Paul Grabowsky in the 
background on piano: McGann represents the essence of the music… PHOTO CREDIT 
ROGER MITCHELL 

http://2012.wangarattajazz.com/artist/paul-grabowsky-bernie-mcgann-quartet


3 
 

'Bernie McGann is one of the greatest of all jazz musicians, either here or anywhere, 
for that matter,' wrote Grabowsky. 'He represents the essence of the music; 
uncompromising and thoroughly schooled in the tradition, while creating his own 
response to it. He’s like a great painter who’s developed this style, and then refines it 
and refines it. But everything that he does is unmistakable because of the style. The 
last gigs that I did with him were some of the most memorable jazz playing I’ve been 
involved with.' 
 
I first heard Bernie in the late '70s, as the lead voice in one of Sydney’s seminal 
contemporary jazz bands, The Last Straw. I then followed his sound over the next 35 
years, with his Trio or Quartet, Ten Part Invention, or with any of the many bands 
and combinations he worked with. To listen to Bernie was to experience 
improvisation and jazz as a vital and intense form of expression. 
 

 
 
McGann (far right) was the lead voice in one of Sydney’s seminal contemporary 
jazz bands, The Last Straw. Others, from left to right,  Tony Esterman, Lloyd 
Swanton,  John Pochée, Ken James… PHOTO COURTESY TONY ESTERMAN 
 
His angular, animated solos spun unexpectedly and soulfully into the upper echelons 
of the alto’s register, creating expansive architectural forms, all underpinned by 
Bernie’s deep connection and understanding of the jazz tradition. The UK magazine 
The Wire reported that “McGann takes the language (of bebop) then bends and 
stretches it to fit the contours of his own remarkable imagination.” 
 
McGann never compromised. Hearing his take on any standard or original tune was 
to travel with him into completely uncharted areas. Some think his unique sound and 
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style came out of the time he lived in the coastal town of Bundeena, just south of 
Sydney, where he spent many hours blowing his horn in the nearby Royal National 
Park.   
 
Bernie recalled this time in the documentary Beyond El Rocco and talked about 
playing music in such an open space and how it completely changed his approach to 
playing. John Pochée told the audience at 505 about how he tramped through the 
bush searching for Bernie at this time, following vague directions to find him, a 
solitary chiselled figure atop a large rock platform blowing out across the vast 
expanses of bush.   
 

 
 
McGann, pictured on the Beyond El Rocco videocassette: in that documentary 
McGann talked about playing music in the Royal National Park and how it 
changed his approach to playing... 
 
In the ‘80s his trio with Lloyd Swanton and John Pochée supported many visiting 
international jazz musicians including Freddie Hubbard, Dave Liebman, Lester  
Bowie and Dewey Redman, and performed at major international jazz  festivals and 
clubs. As a longstanding soloist with the large ensemble Ten Part Invention, Bernie’s 
sound was integral to this band for decades and he influenced the next generation of 
players such as Sandy Evans, Andrew Robson and James Greening. 
 
His work was recognised and acknowledged, especially in the last quarter of his life 
when he won a number of ARIA and Mo Awards and was awarded the prestigious 
Don Banks Fellowship in 1998. 
 
His impressive legacy of recordings stands now as testament to his fertile creative 
output over many decades. 


