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TONY GOULD 
 
Interviewed by Mike Williams* 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
[This interview was published in Mike Williams’ 1981 book The Australian Jazz 
Explosion.] 
 

 
 
Tony Gould, pictured in 1977: he has his feet planted firmly in two musical camps…. 
PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
Mike Williams writes: Like his trumpet-playing partner Keith Hounslow in the 
McJad* Duo, pianist Tony Gould has his feet planted firmly in two musical camps. 
But where Hounslow spends part of the time playing traditional jazz, Gould works as 
a lecturer at the Melbourne Conservatorium and as music critic for the Sun 
newspaper. 
 
His background is unusual among Australia’s foremost jazzmen in that he did not 
come up through the traditional ranks, although his playing acknowledges the roots. 
Now, like Hounslow, he is dedicated to the concept of absolute improvisation. 
Gould’s piano work is, somewhat paradoxically, both highly romantic and percussive, 
marked by strange, lagging rhythms which have the effect of increasing the tension. 
Often the swing is implied rather than stated. 
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 
*McJad stands for Melbourne Contemporary Jazz Art Duo. 
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He shares with Hounslow the qualities of great, almost naive, charm, and sensitivity 
— qualities which nevertheless prevent neither from stating his firmly-held 
convictions.  
 

 
 
Trumpeter Keith Hounslow, the other half of the duo McJad: both he and Gould are 
dedicated to the concept of absolute improvisation… PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
A fairly recent friendship with John Sangster, born of mutual admiration, has proved 
advantageous to both. Gould has appeared on recent Sangster recordings, such as his 
delightful settings of the nonsense poems of Edward Lear. In turn, Gould chose 
Sangster to conduct a string section for one side of an album of his compositions. On 
the other side Gould’s piano and Sangster’s vibes link for improvisation on the Gould 
themes. 
 
Tony Gould: Sociologically, I come from a poor background, of Irish descent. My 
parents were uneducated, but musical in the sense that I remember — I must have 
been four or five — an old Irish flute player coming round and playing jigs while we 
were sitting round an open fire. And as early as I can recall, we had an upright piano. 
My mother could play on the white notes, pick out a tune and play an accompanying 
chord in the left hand, but she really had no idea of harmony. Dad could play only on 
the black notes, because, I figure, there were fewer of them, so he didn’t 
have so many obstacles to overcome. The funny thing was that for about 15 years I 
could only play on the black notes, too. So I did all the standard songs in G flat major, 
or any sharp major. I couldn’t read a note until I was 17 or 18, but I could somehow 
get through. My sister could play on both black and white, pick out things like the 
Warsaw Concerto. It wasn’t till I was 18 or 19 that I took a few formal lessons. 
 
The first jazz sounds I heard were things like the 1938 Benny Goodman concert at 
Carnegie Hall. I must have come up in a generation where I was diverted quicker to 
things like the Norman Granz Clef recordings, because I missed the traditional jazz 
thing. I tried playing traditional style later and can do the comping bit, but not what 
that marvellous pianist from Canberra, Graham Coyle, can do. 
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Gould describes Graham Coyle (pictured here) as a “marvellous pianist”… PHOTO 
COURTESY ROGER BEILBY 
 
I was in the bank from the age of 15 for 13 years, playing a few gigs at night, faking 
accompaniments for singers. I knew all the songs, so if they put music up I could say, 
‘All right.’ But I didn’t have a clue about reading it. Eventually I got some trio jobs in 
hotels. At that time Brian Brown was in the band for Graham Kennedy’s In 
Melbourne Tonight TV show and I remember seeing him, down on his hands and 
knees between numbers, making drawings in connection with his studies for his 
architect’s degree. He slaved his guts out and eventually got it. And I remember 
Kennedy sending him up on the telly, saying, ‘Who’s that guy in the saxophone 
section drawing cathedrals?’ 
 
Not long afterwards, I had a long association with Brian in his quartet and thought 
that I would like to do music full-time. I used to come up to the Con and sit outside in 
my car, thinking, ‘How can I get in? I’m a bum’. So for a few years I took some 
lessons with a marvellous Russian pianist named Isador Blank who taught me where 
middle C was and how to read a bit, and eventually I took my HSC in classical music. 
I had never done a classical music exam before, but managed to pass. At the bank, I 
put in my resignation three times, but withdrew it because I was too scared to go on 
with it. Then I went to hear Claudio Arrau playing in Melbourne and came out with 
tears running down my face: he had played the last three Beethoven sonatas. So I 
walked around the city for a couple of hours and the next morning I handed in my 
final resignation to the bank. When I got to the Con I was overawed with it, of course, 
and I think I managed to get the best out of it for that very fact. 
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I stopped playing jazz for a while and thought, ‘Now I’ve really made it. I’m with the 
big boys. I’ve turned the circle again.’ I majored in piano, Beethoven sonatas, and got 
a fairly good degree, then I went straight back as a tutor, which is a bit unusual. And I 
started a Master of Arts at Monash because I had an urge to study. 
 

 
 
Ted Vining on drums: a fantastic player, but too loud for Gould… PHOTO COURTESY 
ROGER BEILBY 
 
In the 1960s I did a lot of experimental things with the Brian Brown Quartet, trying 
to open clubs and that sort of thing. But then Brian went through a very loud stage 
and I was playing acoustic piano. He had Ted Vining, who is a fantastic player, but 
too loud for me, on drums. So I left and stopped playing altogether for a while. I went 
through a very quiet period of listening only to people like Bill Evans, whom I  
 

 
 
Pianist Bill Evans:  one of the great masters of the keyboard in jazz… 
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consider one of the great masters of the keyboard in jazz. Then I got to play piano 
with just double bass. But what really got me back into jazz was the trumpet and 
piano thing with Keith Hounslow. He had wanted to play duets all his life, I 
discovered recently. One of the good things is that we can really hear one another 
play, and we both figure that maybe we don’t need a drummer unless it’s someone 
like Doug Gallacher of Crossfire. He’s so exciting, not loud, but very musical. 
 

 
 
Musically Keith Hounslow has done just as many good things as Clark Terry, 
(pictured above in 1974)… 
 
Keith is a fantastic musician. When Clark Terry, the former Ellington trumpet player, 
was over here, I played with him five or six nights and that was, needless to say, an 
unbelievable experience. But musically Keith has done just as many good things to 
me as Clark Terry. I’ve said in public many times that Keith is one of the world’s 
great trumpet players, and I really believe it. He has a unique quality: you hear all the  
marvellous influences of the early guys and that wonderful, lyrical quality. Several 
times when he has been playing flugelhorn, I have been close to tears. Sometimes the 
duet setup works, sometimes it doesn’t. I remember an ABC broadcast we did a 
couple of years ago and Keith and I were doing a duet; it took me all my time to keep 
playing because it was so beautiful. 
 
Someone said to me that one of the signs of a good musician is that you can recognise 
who it is. That’s true, isn’t it? And I really believe we have got some good ones here 
who don’t have to hang their heads anywhere in the world. 
 
I haven’t known John Sangster for very many years but I have a vague recollection of 
playing with him a couple of times in his Hobbit Suite — I can’t remember the precise 



6 
 

venue because I was a bit overawed at playing with him, and still am, to be frank. He 
is a fantastic man.  
 

 
 
John Sangster on the vibes: one of the few people who can make notes hang in the 
air… PHOTO CREDIT EDMOND THOMMEN 
 
I don’t think he even practises, neither do I, for that matter, and I guess he is just a 
natural musician. When he plays the vibraphone he’s one of the few people who can 
make notes hang in the air. And it always seems to me that he writes for specific 
people, although he has never told me that. Whenever I have been in Sydney for a 
recording with him it has always seemed to me that he knew what I’d play, and that’s 
a kind of Ellingtonian thing. 
 
When I arrived at the studio there would always be a cartoon on the piano, 
something he knew I would think of as funny. And there would always be a letter or a 
note, or perhaps a quote from someone, such as Edward Lear, that he thought I 
would like. Or the music would be there and I would look at it and think, ‘Oh, I can 
play all that, even if it is a little tricky.’ 
 
His efficiency in the studio is absolutely stunning, highly professional, and the last 
example I had of that was on my recent album. It was my first go at writing for a 
chamber orchestra and John was to conduct it. I sent him the score and, we met the 
day before the session. 
 
He had already marked the times and cues and things on the score. The morning of 
the session came and this time he was very, very serious. It was a 9 am call and for 
the first 20  minutes, although the session had officially started, he was talking to the 
musicians, asking them whether they wanted a cup of coffee, things like that. So by 
the time we actually came to making the record, everybody was feeling terrific. I 
would say he had never had a conducting lesson in his life, but he knew precisely 
what was in the score, all the changes in the strings — and some of the bits were a 
little complicated — and he was so fantastic that everybody had a lovely time. The 
string players obviously love him: he is just a joy to go into the studio for. 
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It is the same with his own work. The last one I did was the Edward Lear album. We 
got there and nobody played anything, just sat around for 20 minutes or so, chatting. 
Then before you knew where you were, you were playing, without him saying, ‘Come 
along now, you’ve got to do this or that.’ So many record producers start looking at 
their watches and fussing, but never John. It is pure psychology, because he knows 
that recording sessions are a bit nerve-racking. 
 

 
 
John Sangster’s Edward Lear album: we got there and nobody played anything, 
just sat around for 20 minutes or so, chatting. 
 
Of course, his music is unique in the world. He has this ability, and it is a rare quality 
these days, to write hummable tunes that you really haven’t heard before. I think that 
John is one of the great composers of this country, and in this I include classical 
composers. I’m very pro-Australian, although I don’t think I’m a nationalist, and the 
thing that I see about John that is very important is the Australian identity of his 
music. 
 
You know about his love of nature and his appreciation of people. Well, the main 
reason we go to the early-opener pub before the recording studio is that he mingles 
with the wharfies who have just come off the job. And we stand among them and he 
is genuinely interested in their talk: it’s the same with nature, too. And all this comes 
out in his music, with a particularly Australian quality. In a similar way, traditional 
bands here have a peculiarly Australian sound and I think it is to do with the climate, 
the way we speak, our geographical position, the way we move. I heard many trad 
bands in London and they never did anything for me, but the Australian bands have 
a different quality, with something cheeky about them. Graeme Bell’s band had that, 
and Roger Bell and Ade Monsbourgh have it, too. 
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Something cheeky about Roger Bell (here on washboard) and Ade Monsbourgh (on 
alto saxophone)… Others are Pixie Roberts (left, on clarinet) and Lou Silbereisen 
(bass)… PHOTO CREDIT NORM LINEHAN 
 
I think that contemporary classical composers, in doing their own thing, have 
become too esoteric. Composers never really did that until the 1950s. Stravinsky 
hardly wrote a note without it being commissioned, without it being for an occasion, 
and Mozart was the same. But after the 1950s, with what I call the university 
composers, there was no need to communicate with people. Why bother? You were 
getting a big fat salary, you could sit in the great institutions’ buildings and compose 
whatever you wanted. What did it matter if nobody listened? You still got $25, 000 a 
year. And I think that it is recorded music that has done that, kept us back. 
 
I think recorded music is a very, very poor but necessary substitute for the real thing. 
Music is visual and the most wonderful thing is to hear jazz and see somebody 
actually doing it. And it is all very well to hear Rubinstein play Chopin, but I have 
seen him do it and it is absolutely a different thing. It is a shame that people will not 
go to hear the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra now. Attendances are falling off 
because they can get a record of von Karajan with the Berlin Philharmonic giving 
absolutely impeccable performances of Beethoven. But I don’t see that as important. 
I’d rather go to see human beings getting stuck into it. 
 
Sangster made a marvellous observation about this. When we were mixing those 
string pieces of mine, the producer was not versed in jazz. Well, you could hear Ray 
Martin’s fingers on the bass strings and the producer said, ‘Can’t we get rid of that?’ 
 
And John said, ‘My dear man, that’s a human being playing an instrument. Leave it 
alone.’ That has always stuck in my mind: it was someone attacking an instrument 
and about as close as you can get on record to a live performance. 
 
That perfection thing is a very western, middle European mentality thing. The whole 
concept of western society is that you’ve got to beat the next guy, compete. A perfect 
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example of the classical musician’s attitude to jazz is exemplified by those trumpet 
players who have what I call a fixed, middle European mentality, the perfection 
thing, the master race idea. If you ever play Miles Davis to them they say, ‘He’s a bit 
out of tune.’ And they miss the whole point of what he is doing. What can you say to 
such people? 
 

 
 
American pianist Art Tatum: his piano solos are highly complex when you write 
them down and analyse them… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
For many years we have been obsessed with the written note and it is very difficult to 
explain the jazz musician’s approach to people at the Con. I’ve transcribed some Art 
Tatum piano solos for a minor thesis and they are highly complex when you write 
them down and analyse them. But jazz musicians don’t want to do that, to them it is 
not a musicological thing, it isn’t played for posterity. They do it and the next night 
have to do it again in a new way. It is a whole different mentality. But it is very hard 
to convince the academics. 
 
The two camps, jazz and classical, really haven’t joined together at all. For instance, 
in the 1930s, and I cite the 1930s because I have been doing research for my thesis, 
which is on Melbourne music in that era, antagonism towards jazz, or hot dance 
music, was very open and bitter. Academics called it vulgar and said it affected the 
morals of youth. There is perhaps a condescending attitude to jazz now. But I am 
convinced that the classical music academics believe it ended with the 1940s or 
perhaps the 1950s, with Louis Armstrong, or Duke Ellington. They have never heard 
of Keith Jarrett or Chick Corea, Miles Davis, Herbie Hancock, McCoy Tyner or Phil 
Woods. 
 
I have given Henry Pleasants’ books — The Agony of Modern Music and Serious 
Music and All That Jazz — a lot of mileage at the Con. I referred to those books in a 
postgraduate seminar at Monash and at the end of that seminar I was accused of 
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making anti-intellectual statements because I said that I agreed with Pleasants that 
the great creative musicians were jazz or rock musicians. 
 

 
 
Classical music academics believe jazz  ended with the 1940s or perhaps the 1950s, 
with Louis Armstrong (pictured above, left) or Duke Ellington (pictured above, 
right)… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
 
I think that jazz is different from classical music in the sense that it has always been a 
minority music, except that a curious thing seems to be happening with jazz. In the 
space of three weeks I went to a concert of contemporary classical music at Melba 
Hall and another by Chick Corea at the Palais Theatre. There were only a few people 
at Melba Hall, and 3,000 went to see Corea. He doesn’t get airplay, except 
occasionally on the ABC, so there must be a strange communication thing going on 
there, otherwise there is a huge underground of jazz lovers and jazz rock lovers 
without any parallel in classical music. 
 
There is an enormous amount of traditional jazz in Melbourne, but little 
contemporary outside of Brian Brown. I think Keith and I are better known in 
Sydney. Melbourne is incredibly conservative, and Victoria is aptly named: and that 
is my explanation for why contemporary jazz hasn’t made it here. Apart from the 
conservative nature of the people, there is the conservative governmental policy. 
 
When I go to Sydney I have to be consciously aware, and I hope I am by now, of not 
putting other musicians down. I am not a vicious person, I hope, but it is an inbuilt 
thing in my nature to say about someone, ‘He can’t play.’ But Sangster, for instance, 
sees good in everybody. At the Myer Music Bowl when he was crowned King of Jazz 
and a drummer from Melbourne and I were standing by, watching some dreadful 
traditional jazz band play, we were doing the usual Melbourne thing of putting it 
down. And I went over to John and said, ‘What do you think of that?’ And he said, 
‘Isn’t it wonderful? Look at him! Oh, yes, wonderful!’ And it made me realise that he 
sees the good in all those guys who play in those trad bands, who are not very good 
but are having a nice time. And that’s a non-European mentality. It’s an attitude I’m 
trying to develop. 


