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NO BIG DEAL: AN INTERVIEW WITH PHIL TRELOAR 
 
by John Shand* 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This interview appeared in the January/February, 1982 edition of Jazz Magazine] 
 

hat a load of pretentious bullshit!” The heckler is well-primed and loud-
mouthed, the music is soft and the audience attentive. The entire 
Basement hears the comment; even the band members look up, as our 

friend storms out. The band on the stand is Phil Treloar Expansions, playing a long 
Treloar composition entitled Primal Communication. As the title alone would 
suggest, it does tread dangerously close to pretentiousness, but the saving grace is a 
quality inherent in Treloar’s playing: a kind of naïve earthiness that is almost devoid 
of ego. There are few drummers in this country who exhibit such a relaxed fluidity 
and love of the music in their playing.  
 
Expansions was formed several months ago, after Phil returned from a period of 
study in New York. Other members are: Roger Frampton (piano & saxes), Mike 
Bukovsky (trumpet), Dale Barlow (tenor & piccolo), Steve Elphick (bass), Tony 
Hobbs (saxes), Lloyd Swanton (bass), Carlinhos Goncalves (percussion), and James 
Easton, who plays occasional electronics.  
 

 
 
Phil Treloar: there are few drummers in this country who exhibit such a relaxed 
fluidity and love of the music in their playing… PHOTO CREDIT MARGARET 
FREDRICKSON 
 
__________________________________________________________ 
 
*When this was written in 1986, John Shand was a Sydney freelance writer and 
musician. 
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The following interview is the result of a lengthy chat over a couple of hours or so, at 
Phil Treloar’s home in Cammeray: 
 
John Shand: Tell me about the trip to the States. 
 
Phil Treloar: I went to America on a grant from the Australia Council. I had 
initially intended to study at the Creative Music Studio, but decided that my time 
would best be spent in New York City. I finally got settled, got myself set up, and 
rang Billy Hart. I’d met him very briefly down in Adelaide, at the last Arts Festival. 
Chico Freeman’s band had done a week, and they were moving their gear out of 
there on the Sunday that we arrived to do the last week with Bruce Cale’s band. 
Anyway, I contacted Billy and he invited me over. I got there at 1pm the first day, 
and I stayed there for dinner and he ended up taking me back into town, which is 
like a three quarter hour drive. And the whole relationship went on like that. 
 

 
 
The American drummer Billy Hart: he was interested in discussing the music of the 
Australian Aborigines… 
 
We did quite a lot of playing together — there were two sets of drums set up at his 
place. I’d go over in the afternoon — there was nothing formal about it. In fact, we 
spent some time discussing the music of the Australian Aborigines, which Billy was 
keen to learn more about. I’ve got quite a lot on tape, which I’d started 
investigating, though I only know enough about it to know I don’t know anything 
about it, because it’s coming from such a different culture, and one that I have a 
great regard for. I do feel very strongly about the Australian identity. Our cultural 
and environmental situation is unlike any other, and so it seems futile to me to 
attempt to play jazz music as an American. Notwithstanding, the language and 
vocabulary is there for us to be influenced by, and interpreted so that we can use it 
as a vehicle for stating our own perspective. 
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JS: Tell me about the philosophy behind Primal Communication. 
 
PT: The philosophy is narrated at the commencement of the work, and I quote: 
“Exposing one’s primal, moral elements to oneself (truth), develops a belief in one’s 
religious doctrines (faith), facilitating the trust in others necessary for 
communication.” Basically, I hear music as a textural representation of people’s 
philosophies, feelings, and their general commitment to life. Primal Communication 
is simply a step on the way to discovering the texture of the essential me. 
It came about at a time when I discovered I was being really impositional. A lot of 
people used to dig what I did, but then a lot of people used to hate it. 
 

 
 
Treloar: he hears music as a textural representation of people’s philosophies, 
feelings, and their general commitment to life… 
 
JS: But aren’t people being impositional when you play in places like The 
Basement or St James, or any of these bars where people are sitting at 
tables? Isn’t there only a small proportion of your audience who are 
really sitting down and doing nothing other than listening to the music? 
 
PT: Yeah, that’s true, and I agree they’re being impositional. In fact, it used to bug 
the shit out of me, but I guess now I’ve become more philosophical about it, and 



4 
 

have realised that eventually, you reach some kind of balance between yourself and 
the environment, where somehow it comes together. If people don’t want to listen to 
it, I don’t want to try and make them listen to it. I don’t want to stand on the stage 
and say, “You bastards are making too much noise”, because to my mind, that’s 
employing muscle. I do want people to listen to my music, and, indeed, would like 
the content to be recognised, but I don’t think that’s something that can be forced. 
 
JS: It would be very hard, in this country, to set up a situation where 
you’re playing concerts, as such, wouldn’t it? 
 
PT: Oh, mate, I’d certainly like to get my music into a concert situation, but the way 
I’m seeing it at the moment, I wouldn’t like it to be solely reserved for that concert 
situation. 
 
JS: Do you think it’s impossible to make a living out of playing jazz in this 
country? 
 
PT: Yeah, I think at the moment it is. 
 
JS: Does anyone do it? Playing anything other than trad or Dixie? 
 
PT: Even then it’d be difficult. I suppose there are a few people who are doing 
alright whose music is oriented towards that end of the jazz spectrum but, 
certainly, playing contemporary music, you’ve got no show. 
 
JS: So you’re forced to think about teaching. 
 

 

Treloar heard Miles Davis’s Kind Of Blue album when he was about 13 or 14, and it 
changed the course of his life…  
 
PT: Or playing in RSL clubs. But I don’t mind doing that anymore. I go along there 
and I’m a professional musician for the night. I do my best to comply with all the 
requirements of being a professional musician, right? I’ve spent so long fighting 
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that, that I’ve not made very much money out of playing music, despite the fact that 
I’ve been doing it for a long time. 
 
JS: When did you start? 
 
PT: I think I did my first professional gig when I was about 14. It was just a local 
dance. I left high school when I was 15, and by the time I was 17 I was working 
every weekend. I heard jazz from a fairly early age. I was very fortunate in that 
regard. Just chance. One of those things (laughs). 
 
JS: Which players really turned you onto it? 
 
PT: I’d heard Stan Kenton’s band on old 78s, and stuff like that, and I really liked it. 
It was good music, and to this day it’s good music, for what it is. But I heard that 
Miles Kind Of Blue album when I was about 13 or 14, and that was it. It changed the 
course of my life, (laughs), I’m happy to say. Having a life ¡n music has been quite a 
struggle for me. A lot of the struggle has been self-imposed (laughs). I’ve made 
things a lot more difficult for myself, in a certain sense, than I need have done. 
 
JS: In what way? 
 
PT: Well, because I’ve been very emphatic and idealistic about playing music, and 
in a lot of ways, I’ve tried to say a lot more than I was capable of saying at the time. 
However, that’s the way it’s been. 
 

 
 
Roger Frampton: countless numbers of people have mentioned to Treloar the 
empathy between himself and Frampton, although they haven’t spoken about it… 
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JS: I’ve noticed a few times when I’ve heard you playing with Roger 
Frampton that I’ve felt a particular musical empathy between you, Are 
you aware of that yourself? 
 
PT: Oh, yeah, yeah. A lot of people notice that. Countless numbers of people have 
mentioned that to me, and I’m sure they mention it to Roger, though we haven’t 
spoken about it. 
 
JS: You’ve been playing together for a long time? 
 
PT: Yeah, years ago I used to go over to the place where Roger was living, like 
almost every day of the week, and we’d play, just piano and drums, or saxophone 
and drums. We had a band going at one point where there were three of us: Roger, 
myself, and another guy called Peter Evans, and it was pretty open. Almost the only 
rule that we had was you weren’t to play the instrument that you played. You could 
play anything else, or use anything for a source sound, except the instrument you 
played. It wasn’t totally mandatory, but it was more acceptable to try to make 
music on alternative sound devices. We had that going for 12  months, and we did it 
every week. Like one day a week, religiously, we got together. So almost the only  
 

 
 
The American Howie Smith: after his arrival in Australia, he was asked if he 
wished to become involved with the already existing trio of Treloar, Thorncraft and 
Frampton, which was not then called Jazz Co-Op… 
 
rule was that we’d meet at a certain time at his place, and we wouldn’t play the 
instrument that was our instrument. We’d meet and maybe sit around and have a 
cup of tea. Some days we’d talk almost all day and play five minutes music; other 
days we’d play almost all day, and talk for five minutes, or anything in between. 
But I learned a lot from doing that. It made me aware of sound possibilities. It 
avoided my falling into that thought process that amounts to thinking about music 
and sound categorically. Every time we played, we recorded. I’ve still got quite a 
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few of those tapes, and there’s some magnificent moments on them. It might be 
somebody scratching on glass with a piece of polystyrene, and somebody singing 
into a pot, and somebody else dropping pebbles into a bucket of water. I mean, 
whatever the sound sources were, they ceased to be consciously significant, and it 
just became music. Being involved in a music making situation like that is very 
liberating. So I’ve spent a lot of time playing with Roger in that environment, and 
then, of course, with him playing the saxophone and the piano, we’ve spent a lot of 
time playing doing that. And then the Jazz Co-op, which came out of that period 
too. 
 
JS: When did that start? 
 

 
 
Jazz Co-Op played a tribute to Albert Ayler (pictured above): there weren’t too 
many people in Sydney who were very much in love with Ayler’s music… 
 
PT: The Jazz Co-op was originally Jack Thorncraft, Roger Frampton, and myself, 
and it wasn’t called the Jazz Co-op. It didn’t have a name. The three of us got 
together every week, and we used to play songs, or play freely. When Howie Smith 
came over to Australia, we already had a concert organised at the Opera House, 
and we asked Howie if he would be interested in being involved with us. We played 
a tribute to Albert Ayler on that concert, and that was like in 1972 or ‘73, and there 
weren’t too many people here that were very much in love with the music of Albert 
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Ayler. So the music we were playing was a little bit controversial, or something like 
that. (Laughs). 
 
JS: Did you play on the album that come out under the name of the Jazz 
Co-op? 
 
PT: There were two albums. There was a double album - a studio recording — on 
which I played, and there’s a couple of my tunes on it*. The other album was a live 
album, recorded at the Basement, with Allan Turnbull playing. I left the band 
eventually, for personal reasons, so Roger and I didn’t play together for a long 
time, but we’ve got all that background of having discovered a lot about ourselves 
playing music together, so we’ve definitely got a musical empathy. 
 

 
 

JS: There’s a flexibility, a mixing and matching that goes on among the 
local players. Do you have any desires to put together a band that would 
stay together as a unit for a long period? 
 
PT: The one I’ve got now. The band I’ve got now is the result of having gone to New 
York, and having spent the four months there virtually by myself, thinking about 
my attitudes to playing music. This band is the culmination of all those thoughts, so 
naturally I spent a lot of time thinking about the people I wanted to play in it. And 
at the moment it’s looking great. I’m really knocked out, because the spirit in the 
band, I’ve got to tell you, it’s a delight. I mean the guys are there because they really 
want to be. (Laughs). We have six hour rehearsals when we play. We don’t sit down 
and fuck about, or find reasons not to do things. We play. And that’s been a dream 
of mine for a long time: to be in a band where somebody didn’t have to rush off 
because they had a session, or an appointment or something, but to be in a band  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

*This album included two compositions by Treloar: Interim and Tribute. Otherwise 
there were three compositions by Smith,  four compositions by Frampton, and one 
composition each by Keith Jarrett and Wayne Shorter. 



9 
 

where everybody sets aside that day to look at the music that we’re going to play, 
jointly, in a performance situation. 
 
JS: Do you consider your music to be jazz? 
 
PT: It seems that my music is becoming increasingly less categorical. Primal 
Communication represents a strong direction my music has taken towards the 
integration of acoustics and electronics, whilst embracing the spirit of jazz. With 
whatever my knowledge and sensitivity for electronics is at the moment, I conceive 
of electronics in a very environmental way, and I guess most of the music that 
really turns me on now is very environmental by nature. I listen to a lot of ethnic 
music. It doesn’t put one cat out the front. There’s no big deal attached to it. 
 

 
 
Phil Treloar: there’s no big deal attached to it... PHOTO CREDIT MARGARET 
FREDRICKSON 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
John Shand writes: Treloar’s band has played at The Basement, the Musicians’ Club 
and St. Stephen’s Church, Newtown. Plans are afoot for a concert at St. Stephen’s, 
when Expansions will be augmented by a string orchestra. Treloar has just been 
admitted to the four-year Bachelor Degree in Composition at the NSW 
Conservatorium. 
 
 
PHIL TRELOAR EXPANSIONS: A CONCERT REVIEW 
 
by Eric Myers 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
The Phil Treloar Expansions concert on December 9, 1981, at St Stephen’s Church, 
Newtown, proved to be one of the memorable jazz events of the year. But only just. If 
it had ended at 10.50 pm when the second of three sets concluded, it would have 
been remembered as merely another workmanlike performance by some of Sydney’s 
leading avant-gardists. 
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The first set consisted of solo piano pieces by Roger Frampton. He played five pieces: 
his compositions The Sun The Lotus and The Swan, Deep Space and Tara,  and two 
free improvisations. This was a light curtain-raiser for Treloar’s music. With 
rambling chords, beautiful changes, and intense, rumbling tremoloes, Frampton’s 
music highlighted the peculiarly sombre atmosphere in the church. 
 

 
 
Roger Frampton: his solo piano music highlighted the peculiarly sombre 
atmosphere in the church… 
 
With the splendid acoustics in this venue, where every note seemed to ring out with 
extra sonority, it was not difficult for the musicians to preserve this reverent - if 
somewhat humourless - approach to the music for most of the performance. 
 
In the second set, Frampton was joined by others in the group Expansions — Treloar 
(drums), Dale Barlow and Tony Hobbs (saxophones), Lloyd Swanton (bass) and 
Carlinhos Goncalves (percussion) - in various combinations. The group performed 
the Treloar composition Solstice, then Goncalves gave a beautiful solo rendition of 
some traditional Brazilian music. At that juncture Dale Barlow began playing solo 
tenor saxophone from the back of the church. His big sound was warm and 
energising as he walked slowly out of the dark, and up the aisle to the stage. This 
extraordinary strategem was in keeping with the evening’s general impulse: to keep 
the audience surprised and on its toes. Eventually Barlow and the assembled group 
went into a ripping version of the standard Body and Soul, which was followed by the 
Treloar compositions Moon Man’s Main Message and Firm Handshake. 
 
There were many precious moments in this set — the virtuosic colours of the 
percussionist Goncalves in M00n Man’s Main Message; Frampton’s solo on 
sopranino saxophone in Firm Handshake — but it was long and, on one level, lacking 
in variety. 
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Dale Barlow: he  began playing solo tenor saxophone from the back of the church.. 
he walked slowly out of the dark, and up the aisle to the stage…PHOTO CREDIT 
ROMAN CERNY 
 
Each of the players took long solos, with virtually identical trajectory: beginning 
quietly and reflectively, then building up the volume and intensity into convulsive 
cacophony. This trend towards repetition — in this set anyway — was reinforced by 
the group’s characteristic playing style. The band rarely enabled one soloist to project 
his sound, with gentle backing from the other musicians. On the contrary, all the 
players tended to play energetically at the same level of intensity and volume as that 
of the soloist, so the music was usually a total effort of collective improvisation. 
 
Often, therefore, the music lacked space and, with everyone playing furiously, could 
be perceived by the listener only as chaos. Only when the concert was over could the 
power and convulsive energy of the second set be fully appreciated. It turned out to 
be, in a sense, like some of John Cage’s music, in that it cleared the air and prepared 
our ears for the delightful and gentle beauty of the third set. 
 
It is a great pity therefore that many people, exhausted and drained, — perhaps a 
third of the audience of about 140 — left at 10.50 pm, thus missing Treloar’s best 
music, that which gave the evening its overall identity. 
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The third set opened with James Easton on keyboard synthesisers and, with the 
addition of Steve Elphick on bass, Expansions concluded with the first two 
movements of Treloar’s four-movement suite See IS. They were entitled Hymn To 
The Creator Of All and Children of Creation. 
 
Again, there were many delightful moments which remain in the memory: Treloar, 
with his back to the audience, singing a wordless vocal into his huge gong, his long 
atonal drone being joined by synthesiser sounds and percussion; Treloar’s 
conducting the entries of long suspended chords with saxophone warblings over 
some shimmering changes; finally the entry into a lovely melody in 6/4. 
 

 
 
Treloar: his music is increasingly an authentic expression of the experience of being 
Australian… 
 
This third set, for the first time, saw an injection into the concert of humour and 
light, dancing solos, with music that was playful and delightful, both for the 
musicians and the audience. A refreshing contrast to the intensity and heaviness of 
the second set, it put a smile on everyone’s face, and drew the whole night’s music 
together. 
 
This concert confirmed that Phil Treloar has struck out on a highly original course in 
Australian music. Though utilising the language of American jazz, his music is 
increasingly an authentic expression of the experience of being Australian. If we are 
to have jazz music in this country which is the outgrowth of our own culture, we have 
to look to musicians like Treloar and his colleagues. 


