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JOTTINGS OF A JAZZMAN: SELECTED WRITINGS OF LEN BARNARD, 
Edited by Loretta Barnard  
 
Reviewed by John Shand* 
________________________________________________ 
 
[This review appeared in the May, 2010 edition of Extempore.] 
 

n 1987 Len Barnard applied to the Australia Council for a grant to write his 
memoirs. The ensuing rejection was stupendously short-sighted, as the proposed 
book would have tied together periods of Australian jazz history like no other. 

Barnard—a gifted and ebullient drummer, bandleader, pianist, composer and 
raconteur, who died in 2005 — would have been uniquely placed to pull together the 
1940s with the 198os, Melbourne’s scene with Sydney’s, classic jazz with mainstream 
and modern. While others had loosely parallel careers (including his brilliant 
trumpet-playing brother, Bob), Len had proved he could write. 
 
This volume is a phantom of the book that never was. Len’s niece, Loretta Barnard, 
has assembled and edited assorted writings, including early reminiscences, 
correspondence, diary entries, album liner-notes, the seven-part Len Barnard Story 
that appeared in Jazz Magazine, and even that  grant application. 
 

 
 
Len Barnard, pictured here at his 75th birthday bash in 2004: editor Loretta 
Barnard’s vital asset was Len’s consistent ability to engage, entertain and 
stimulate… 

______________________________________________________ 

*John Shand is a playwright, librettist, author, journalist, drummer and critic. He 
has written about music (and occasionally theatre) for The Sydney Morning 
Herald for over 24 years. His books include Don’t Shoot The Best Boy!: The Film 
Crew At Work (Currency), Jazz: The Australian Accent (UNSW Press) and The 
Phantom Of The Soap Opera (Wizard). His website is www.johnshand.com.au 
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Loretta’s task must have been daunting, especially in terms of ordering the material. 
She has countered the inevitable piecemeal nature with some sense of a 
chronological narrative, even if it resembles a partially sealed road that dwindles to a 
rutted dirt track, and then becomes sealed, signed and delivered once more. Her vital 
asset was Len’s consistent ability to engage, entertain and stimulate. 
 
Born in Melbourne  1929, Barnard was an autodidact who read widely and 
discerningly. He relished words in themselves—sounds to be chewed in the mouth 
even as they send ideas flaring between synapses in the brain. He rightly thought 
Molly Bloom’s stream-of-consciousness soliloquy concluding Ulysses unparalleled; 
and in a letter to fellow drummer Lawrie Thompson he flitted between sagacious 
appraisals of The World of Beachcomber with The Oxford Book of Irish Verse and 
The Rommel Papers. By anyone’s reckoning, a broad sweep through literature! 
 

 
 
In a letter to fellow drummer Lawrie Thompson (pictured here) Len flitted between 
sagacious appraisals of The World of Beachcomber with The Oxford Book of Irish 
Verse and The Rommel Papers…. 
 
Barnard’s primary musical love was classic jazz, fleshed out with other jazz idioms 
and some classical music. For the avant garde and rock, however, he held only 
disdain. That he could have made a fine critic is plain from this 1968 diary entry 
about a 1947 Louis Armstrong recording: 
 
Some ascetic, austere Armstrong on ‘Long, Long Journey’... Nobody plays the blues 
like this anymore. Stripped to an irreducible simplicity. Even with this, Louis gets a 
thickness that sounds of good living and Southern fecundity. His individual secret. 
The secret that gives charm to his music. 
 
He notes that re-recording famed Ellington tunes  is a form of vanity, because  all 
that can emerge is a ‘rumpity-tumpity caricature’. He suggests the only solution is to 
give the music an Australian flavour, and points to the difference between his Merry 
Go Round and Ellington’s. Cloning, copying and covering hackneyed tunes were 
anathema to Barnard, and his insights into mingling the fresh with the tried and 
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tested are fascinating, as are his insights into drumming, such as: ‘Whatever you do, 
don’t play the drums. Let the band play them for you.’ 
 

 
 
Joyce’s ‘Molly’ chapter was just as daring in its own way as, say, the music of 
Albert Ayler (pictured here)... 
 
The lifeblood of jazz – ‘immediacy,  form, invention on the spot, controlled anger 
mixed with love and sentimentality’- was dissipating by 1970, he says. ‘It has become 
polished, nice, and the technical flights are more “look at me” than that hot 
invention.’ 
 
He turns the blowtorch on artistic cowardice, and suggests that jazz lost its way in a 
feverish search for innovation, spawning compositions ‘that twitch horribly and 
never swing — puerile bleatings and honks (that presumably pass for passionate self-
expression) and a general air of sanctimonious righteousness, sans vivacity, sans 
humour, lacking total gesture. Music was, I suspect, meant to charm even when 
depicting aurally the nastier sides of life’. 
 

 
 
Len at the drums during his time at the Southern Cross in the 1960s with the Les 
Patching Trio: Patching’s piano playing reached “the dazzling pinnacle of the 
commonplace”…PHOTO COURTESY LORETTA BARNARD 
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Barnard’s blind spot in relation to some music is curious, when for example Joyce’s 
‘Molly’ chapter was just as daring in its own way as, say, the music of Albert Ayler. 
Nonetheless, he could be almost equally scathing about some of his own recordings 
and collaborators: ‘Last night, Les Patching’s piano playing reached what G K 
Chesterton may have called “the dazzling pinnacle of the commonplace”.’ 
 
When the Swaggie label declined to release some proffered live tapes Barnard’s 
riposte  was juicy, lambasting ‘surgically produced recordings and the unimaginative 
parading of an oft-repeated routine before the microphones until perfection is 
attained. A bloodless sterile perfection.’ Of course, a little libation was one way to 
murder sterility. One 11 am recording session for Roger Bell’s Pagan Pipers boasted 
‘18 bottles on ice’, prompting the wry observation that it ‘began stiffly and  became 
better’. 
 

 
 
Roger Bell’s Pagan Pipers: one 11 am recording session boasted ‘18 bottles on ice’… 
PHOTO COURTESY AUSTRALIAN JAZZ MUSEUM 
 
Barnard the philosopher pondered what he deliciously calls ‘the Law  of Deepening 
Imbecility’: whether ‘I and other kindred spirits are little more than a miscellany of 
heightened sensibilities, and will continue to bruise ourselves at a material wall 
whose existence we don’t deny, but do ignore.’ 
 
He was scornful when Brisbane authorities seized Aubrey Beardsley  prints, ‘but the 
crowning idiocy was when some addled little minion saw recordings  of Beethoven’s 
Eroica Symphony in a shop and confiscated them for investigation!!’ 
 
For Barnard the real offence was censorship. 
 
Some of the most engaging writing recounts overseas tours with Galapagos Duck, 
Errol Buddle and ‘Brother Bob’. But the wit is everywhere, including in some  
collected one-liners such as ‘Definition of a karaoke bar: a place where people who 
shouldn’t drink applaud people who shouldn’t sing’, and ‘She was a good swimmer; 
she used to be a call-girl in Venice.’ 
 
Loretta Barnard has given us a priceless glimpse of the wonderful book that never 
was. 


