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VIKTOR’S VIEW: MY MUSICAL INVENTORY 
 
by Viktor Zappner* 
 
“Music!  What a splendid art, but what a sad profession” (Georges Bizet). 
 

 
 
Georges Bizet… 
______________________________________________________ 
 
[This article was written in October , 2006] 
 

hen I retired on 4th of July, 2006, my 45 years connection with psychology 
and pedagogy ended.  When it comes to music, though, it started in the 
prenatal stage.  My mother was a good piano player and an amateur 

operatic singer.  She liked to fool around with tunes - combination of improvisation 
and musical comedy.  My father even had some singing lessons while living in Paris 
for several years before the World War II.   
 
Later, with two sisters and a brother, our household was always overflowing with 
music – classical, popular, folk and jazz.  By 1946 I was 10 and started piano lessons.  
My teacher had considerable sympathy for my attempts to compose some boogie-
woogie-based tunes.  All I remember about him now is that he wrote some piece of 
music during the war and dedicated it to Benito Mussolini.  When the new, 
communist Minister for Culture visited our town in 1948 he just changed the 
dedication, gave it to the Minister and soon afterwards became a member of the state 
approved Composers Association. 
 
I’m not entirely sure how to describe my 70 years of listening, playing, teaching and 
organising music.  Great Variety?  Disgusting prostitution?  Maybe the first one fits 
better.  For my piano teacher the second description might be the right one. 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
*Viktor Zappner left Czechoslovakia in 1978 and arrived in Hobart, Tasmania in 
1979. Elinor Morrisby, a Hobart born flute player who had only recently returned 
from Prague after studying there at the Conservatory of Music, introduced him to 
the jazz musicians and enthusiasts Alf Properjohn and Allan Brown.  He soon 
moved to Burnie where has been involved in jazz as a musician and administrator 
for some 40 years. 
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In 1949 I formed my first band – several horns plus a rhythm section – within a 
church youth organisation and continued after 1951 under the auspices of a “workers 
club”.  We’d be playing at the regular Sunday afternoon dances and/or for varied  
cabaret or revue programs.  At the matriculation college I was conducting a large 
mixed choir, playing bass with a folk dance group, organised a quartet (a la Golden 
Gate Quartet) to sing some spirituals which I arranged and accompanied on guitar.  
At the end of this period I managed to put together a Big Band that lasted several 
months. 
 

 
 
Viktor Zappner (right) pictured here with the late Tasmanian pianist Ian Pearce at 
BurnieTown House on July 13, 1986… 
 
1955-57: During my 26 months of obligatory military service I had to play an 
accordion as pianos were usually not available.  Apart from gigs on weekends, 
sometimes in God’s forgotten villages, we created a show with which we – to our 
surprise – won a national competition. 
 
1958-78: Out of this period I spent 11 years and 4 months as a musician (either full-
time or freelancing in show-business).  The majority of it was to finance my tertiary 
studies or to supplement the income from my day-time job.  In those years 
immediately after the war swing was the king and it was overwhelmingly “The” 
popular music of that period.   
 
In the mid-50’s the face of popular music was changing rapidly. Alongside with swing 
and trad jazz we often had to include tunes made popular by Bill Haley, Elvis Presley 
or later on by The Beatles and all that followed in rock and pop music.  In 1976-77 
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one had to repeat the same ABBA tunes several times a night.  I had a chance to play 
with dance bands, gypsy groups, brass band (on bass drum), salon orchestras, show 
bands, trad bands; in bars, night clubs, restaurants, cafes, variety theatres, on cruise 
ships, theatres, dance halls; outdoors, indoors; for pimps and prostitutes, ministers 
and everybody (sober and/or drunk) in between.   
 
Being a musician in Czechoslovakia in those years created a very rare window of 
opportunity to travel out of the country and, sometimes, to make a lot of money.  As 
much as I try to avoid pop and rock music, if it came to a crunch, I would jump up 
and try to protect its existence.  It would be grossly disloyal of me not to do it.  By 
mostly playing exactly that type of music I was able to travel extensively, outside the 
Iron Curtain, at the time when for ‘ordinary’ citizens around me a trip to Dresden in 
East Germany to buy new curtains was something exciting.   
 
I could hardly believe my luck when boarding the MS Bremen, with a show band 
from Prague and later MS Europe with two German musicians for nearly 11 months 
of cruises between Canada, New York, Bermuda, Caribbean and South America.  
There I fell hopelessly in love with New York - with its jazz included.   
 
Skiing in an exclusive resort in French Alps; seeing Andrei Rublev’s icons in Moscow; 
buying books, forbidden in Czechoslovakia, at the Columbia University Book Store; 
listening to Arabic music in Macedonia; visiting Edvard Munch’s Museum in Oslo - 
those were some of the many bonuses for me, on the top of all the money I made out 
of playing mostly popular music. 
 

 
 
Zappner, pictured here in 2013… 



4 

 

However, there was a period of time between 1961-1965 when my life was secured 
through a scholarship and full board that I was totally soaked in jazz while studying 
Music (plus Russian and Civics) at a Teachers College in Slovakia. There were 
endless hours of intensive piano practice, composing, listening, talking, reading 
about, and playing improvised jazz. It was also for me a period of experimentation – 
modal jazz, free jazz, inspiration from folk music, mixing classical music with jazz 
(especially Bartok), Indian and Arabic music influences… 
 
It was a very creative environment but, being rather decent and considerate people, 
we kept most of it just among ourselves, locked behind the doors of the College Hall. 
Some of this creativity must have penetrated into our public playing though.  In 1962 
my trio won the jazz category at a national competition. The jury offered me direct 
admission to study composition at the Academy of Music - George Bizet’s quote 
nicely summarises my reasons for declining that flattering offer.  My diploma thesis 
at the end of the College was about jazz. From 1966 I continued my studies, Pedagogy 
and Psychology, at Charles University in Prague where I got my PhD in 1971. 
 
Sometime in the ‘70s, for the first time in my life, music met and joined together with 
psychology. As part of a specialisation in clinical psychology I was doing a research in 
perception of music by different groups of psychiatric patients: psychotics, neurotics, 
alcoholics and ‘normals’ – 269 subjects. (Who is normal though? Nowadays I tend to 
accept a definition of a normal person as being “a potential psychiatric patient, not 
yet diagnosed”.) At the same time I became a member of the International Group for 
Music Therapy based in East Germany and, also, a co-leader of the Working Group 
for Music Therapy attached to the Section for Psychotherapy of the Psychiatric 
Society in Prague. 
 

 
 
Hobart born flute player Elinor Morrisby: she introduced Zappner to Alf 
Properjohn and Allan Brown, which started his involvement with jazz in 
Australia…PHOTO COURTESY FACEBOOK 
 
Before we escaped from Czechoslovakia in July 1978 I was working as a clinical 
psychologist at the excellent Alcohol and Drug Dependence section of the University 
Clinic in Prague. After years of using music to entice people to more drinking, my 
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task now was to help them to stop it once and for all. Paradoxically, among other 
methods music was again being used. Music Therapy (2 hours each week) was an 
integral part of the whole extremely demanding and tough program.  
 
Some of the country’s best jazz musicians were the Clinic’s former or present 
patients. One of them, his stature comparable to that of Don Burrows in Australia, 
was brought in his second delirium tremens to our detoxification station. I tried my 
best to convince him to undergo the whole treatment again. He thought he could 
handle it himself. Shortly after arriving in Burnie I received a letter from Prague 
announcing the sudden death of this outstanding jazz musician as a direct result of 
another drinking binge. I had then composed my .05 Blues as a memorial for those 
who lost their battle, memento mori for those who are tempted and as a celebration 
of those who managed to escape and stay free.   
  
The transition from Czechoslovakia to Australia was made easier for me because of 
jazz.  After arriving in Hobart in 1979 my family was introduced to Elinor Morrisby, a 
Hobart born flute player who had only recently returned from Prague after studying 
there at the Conservatory of Music.  To my surprise I recognised in her the woman 
who puzzled me several times on a tram in Prague because each time she was reading 
some English book about music.  We found that she was renting a flat not very far 
from the street where I lived.  She introduced me to Alf Properjohn and Allan Brown 
which started my involvement with jazz in Australia.  Shortly after we settled down in 
Burnie I was introduced to saxophonist Tas Cowgill who in 1947, with an English 
Army Band, replaced Graeme Bell’s band at the Fenix Café in Prague.  That started 
my musical involvement in Burnie. 
 

 
 
Zappner (left) pictured here with the pianist Graeme Bell at the Devonport Jazz 
Festival in 2006… 
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My 27 years of playing jazz in Tasmania are well documented in the 158 newsletters 
published by our Jazz Action Society.  Since its founding in 1983 we presented 242 
concerts across the North West region (144 by Tasmanian bands, 71 by Mainland 
bands or soloists and 27 from overseas).  There were 208 committee meetings, 27 
workshops/master classes, 37 audio/video sessions and a further 21 special jazz 
activities. 
 
I also served on Eric Myers’ National Jazz Development Committee as the 
representative of jazz in Tasmania between June 1997 and December 2001. 
 

 
  
Eric Myers: Viktor Zappner served on his National Jazz Development Committee as 
the representative of jazz in Tasmania between June 1997 and December 2001… 
 
Since 2002 we have supported Devonport City Council in the organisation of the 
annual Jazz Weekend in July. 
 
I’m especially proud of the fact that since March 2002 (except for a short pause in 
2005) we have maintained a regular weekly jazz in Burnie.  First it was courtesy of 
Mike Ryan at the Chancellor Inn and now, thanks to the dedication and generosity of 
Russell Jarvis, at the Stage Door the Café.   
 
Since my retirement I am able again to enjoy daily piano practice and I would dare to 
say “Jazz! What a splendid art and, also, what a beautiful hobby.”  
           
             ------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
October 2016 update: The “golden age of jazz” in Burnie abruptly ended on 7 
December 2010 with Russell Jarvis’s sudden death. There were more newsletters, 
meetings and concerts presented by our Jazz Action Society up to June 2011 when, 
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exhausted and affected by the closure of the Stage Door, that organisation was 
dissolved. 
 
In 2011 I was nominated as a ‘Local Hero’ for the ‘Australian of the Year’ awards for 
my contribution to jazz. After winning the Tasmanian section in my category in 
Hobart (November 2011), I then represented Tasmania at the national “Australian of 
the Year” ceremony in Canberra on 25 January 2012. 
 
In June 2013 I received the Medal of the Order of Australia in the General Division 
(OAM) for service to the arts through the introduction and promotion of jazz in 
North West Tasmania. 
 

 
 
L-R, pianist Viktor Zappner, drummer Allan Browne, bassist Nick Haywood, 
saxophonist Adrian Cunningham, snapped at Dizzys in Melbourne, in June, 2006… 
 
Fortunately, often, as one door closes another one opens. This time it was in 
Ulverstone where the Council built the large Wharf venue, which includes the 
Gnomon Pavilion, on that beautiful spot next to the river. In a courageous decision 
the Council moved and took the excellent Yamaha C5 Grand Piano from the Civic 
Center to the Gnomon Pavilion. Now an enthusiastic committee for “Live @ the 
Wharf” presents weekly musical entertainment of which a semi-regular “Live Jazz @ 
the Wharf” series is part of. Together with “Jazz @ the Gallery” in Burnie and “Jazz 
Goes to School” at the Burnie High School Performing Arts Centre these three series 
could help to keep the flame of jazz alive on in North West Tasmania. 
 
After 15 years as a Musical Director of Devonport Jazz Festival I’m now stepping 
down from my position and looking forward to somehow help regulating the strength 
and quality of that flame.  
 
Last but not least, I would love to bring balance in my life between organizing and 
playing which has deteriorated seriously since 2011.    


