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James Morrison.

James Morrison performing in Austria.

JL Tell me how it began? Was it in the 
Outback of Australia? I, and brass players 
around the world have no other way 
of understanding the freakish standard 
which you have set for multi instrumental 
musicianship.

JM I was born in the Australian Outback, 
a little town called Boorowa, but we 
moved to Sydney when I was seven years 
old. Up until that time 
I’d only heard the organ 
in church played by my 
mother, I’d never even seen 
a brass instrument. When 
we arrived in Sydney I saw 
the brass band at school 
and was immediately 
hooked. I started on cornet 
but managed to ‘borrow’ 
other instruments from 
the school and never 
thought much about multi-
instrumentalism - it just 
seemed natural to play 
whatever you liked the 
sound of. I heard some jazz 
records and wanted to play 
the saxophone and double 
bass too, and played piano 
pretty much from the 
beginning. The main thing to understand 
is that I never became an instrumentalist, 
I became a musician, the instruments are 
invisible to me when I play.

JL In terms of the order, which instrument 
was first and what came from there?

JM Cornet was first in the brass, but I 
actually started the piano just before 
that. Then came ’bone, then other brass 
(euphonium etc) then sax, then double 
bass and lastly guitar.

JL Were there opportunities for you to 
play in ensembles like wind ensembles and 
orchestras when you were younger. What 
instrument did you primarily play?

JM I mainly played in the school brass 
band and church wind band. From the 
age of nine I had my own jazz quartet. 
There was no primary instrument, I 
played whatever I felt like at the time. 

JL I, like you, grew up playing in and 
around churches. Did you feel like that had 
an impact on your musical development?

JM Absolutely. The harmonies of those 
methodist hymns are still with me today 
and so much of jazz was influenced by 
gospel music. I think the way gospel 
music often ‘builds’ and the inspiration 
that accompanies those performances has 
really impacted on my playing also.

JL In terms of embouchure, do you have a 
preference for order of playing? I know that 
Wycliffe Gordon preferred playing trumpet 
before trombone, but that may have 
changed now that he is playing trumpet on 
a modified trombone mouthpiece (that’s 
another freak story for another time).

JM No preference. It’s more about what 
sound I want to hear, which of course 

depends on the 
music being 
played.

JL It’s clear 
that you love 
playing all 
horns, so instead 
of asking your 
favourite, tell me 
your favourite 
idiosyncrasies 
about them?

JM Trumpet 
is LOUD! I 
remember 
reading in the 
bible that ‘The 
trumpets shall 

sound’. I like the 
idea that if the 
king walks in, 
trumpets play 
(not oboes or anything else). If you want 
to make a statement - pick up a trumpet!

Trombone is delicious. The slide is 
both a blessing and a curse - it allows 
the ultimate in expression, but it 

demands you have your 
act together. There’s 
something impossibly 
beautiful about the sound. 

Saxophone is just sexy. 
There’s nothing else to 
say.

Lower brass (eupho, bass 
trumpet, tuba) are warm 
and friendly. It’s so easy 
to make a sound that you 
are left with the feeling 
that they are playing 
themselves and you are 
along for the ride.

Piano is totally absorbing 
because it’s a complete 
orchestra on it’s own. I 
think everyone should 

play the piano - and I mean ‘everyone’.

Double Bass is an organic feeling - it’s 
like connecting to the earth. When you 
play a walking bass line and get a groove 
happening, it’s impossible to stop.

JL What do you say to the notion that 
playing different instruments could 
adversely affect your embouchure 
development? Please fire on all cylinders 
with this one as I know I will love the 
answer and already agree with you!

JM The only thing that could adversely 
affect your embouchure is not using 
it enough! The more challenges in life 
you present yourself, the more you 
grow - for your embouchure this means 
strength, flexibility and sensitivity. I’ve 
never met anybody who is against multi-
instrumentalism that’s actually tried it 
earnestly. Most importantly, if you don’t 
try playing other instruments you miss 
out on what it feels like to make all those 
other beautiful sounds. Nobody should 
have to go through life without feeling 
what it’s like to play trombone!

JL Tell me about your development as a 
composer and arranger. How important 
was this to your overall musicality?

JM I learnt to arrange by trial and (lots 
of) error. I had a big band in high school 
as a guinea pig and just tried to recreate 
the amazing sounds I heard from the 
greats. I started composing when I was 
ten (for my school band) and always 
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James Morrison with Karl Schagerl.

James Morrison performing at Melk Abbey.

found it such a 
privilege to be able 
to ‘gather’ notes 
together however 
you want to and 
create something. 
When you think 
about it (and I do) 
it’s pretty amazing 
that we can just sit 
down with unlimited 
resources (notes) 
and write anything 
that pops into our 
heads.

JL Although you 
can certainly play 
anything, when did 
jazz become central 
to your career?

JM Age nine.

JL You have always had a love for cars 
which ran parallel to your musical career. 
Tell us about your days as a driver. How 
did that lead to television and you hosting 
Top Gear Australia?

JM I’ve driven all manner of cars and 
raced both on the track and off-road. I’ve 
held my racing licence for 25 years and 
although having a few crashes, I’ve never 
hurt myself in a car - actually, I’ve never 
hurt myself anywhere! This life-long 
passion for cars has lead to me owning (at 
last count) 107 vehicles, from old heaps 
to Ferraris and Bentleys. You don’t get to 
dance with that many partners without 
picking up a bit of knowledge along the 
way and I first hosted a national TV show 
called “Behind the Wheel’ in the early 
1990s. More recently I was asked to host 
Top Gear Australia, which was fun. I think 
it’s great that when I visit schools to do a 
music workshop, half the kids are there 
because I play and half are there to ask 
about a Lamborghini. 

JL You are also a pilot. Tell us about 
that.

JM My father, sister and brother are all 
pilots also, it’s kind of a family thing. 
Dad learnt to fly in bi-planes just after 
World War II and the photo of him 
standing beside this ancient plane 
with his goggles and flying jacket was 
in my mind from a very young age. 
I’ve been flying for 30 years and have 
owned a number of aircraft which I’ve 
used to fly my band around Australia 
(a big place) and also to New Zealand 
and New Guinea. If you think it might 
make you feel a little nervous seeing 
the trumpeter get into the pilot’s seat 
after a gig, just think how it looks 
when my brother steps into the cockpit 
- he’s a drummer! I still fly constantly 
(I’m typing this at 10,000 feet - really) 
and I consider it one of life’s great 
blessings to be a pilot. 

JL You once scaled down a high rise while 
playing trumpet. Tell us about that and 
any other shenanigans.

JM I’ve always done abseiling and some 
climbing, so it seemed a natural thing to 
combine this with playing music. When 
the TV programme 60 Minutes did a 
story on myself and my brother John, we 
decided to give them something fun to 
film. The hardest thing about doing this 
stunt was getting permission. Nobody 
seems happy to allow a drummer and 
trumpeter to scale down the side of their 
sky scraper whilst giving a concert! I 
guess some people are just timid. It all 
went rather well; the only incident was 
when we came past the window of a 
woman who had just stepped out of the 
shower and didn’t expect a band to be 
outside her 26th floor hotel room...

JL How do you balance career and life?

JM I don’t 
compartmentalise 
like that. I put 
borders around 
things when it 
allows me to do 
more and delete 
the borders when 
they slow me down. 
If you consider it, 
you realise that 
everything you do is 
part of your life, we 
just tend to make up 
labels to get things 
organised. Who’s 
to say that playing 
music is work, or 
sitting on a beach is 
leisure? If you really 
(and I mean really) 
connect to what you 
are doing at any 

time, it’s all amazing, all enriching, all 
life.

JL How about health and wellness 
considerations when touring extensively?

JM I believe your health is a reflection 
of how you feel - rather than the other 
way around. I’m having such an amazing 
time just being here that it would be 
incongruous to get sick. The very few 
times I’ve felt unwell in my life I just 
needed to remember what life is really 
about and wellbeing returned. I know this 
may sound a little ‘out there’ to many, but 
I haven’t come up with a better way to 
explain my continued energy and almost 
complete freedom from the usual flu and 
other ailments people suffer. Let’s face it, 
I don’t exactly pay a lot of attention to 
looking after myself!

JL What are your most important tips for a 
successful career in music?

JM Passion, diligence and energy. 
You have to want it, you have to be 
prepared to do whatever it asks of 
you and you have to apply your whole 
being to the task at hand. That sounds 
like a lot of work - it’s actually no work 
at all. If you love making music (and 
you must) then it’s all a joy. Never 
let yourself be tricked into thinking 
that somehow becoming a musician 
should be painful or boring or involve 
sacrifice. If you always remember why 
you are doing this, it is exciting, joyous 
and energising. 

Can you imagine waking up each 
day knowing that you will bathe in 
vibrations that make you feel bliss, all 
the while allowing everyone around 
you to be happy? You just imagined 
being a musician. 

JL You have done pretty much everything 
there is to do - what do the next twenty 
years hold for you?
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JM I never know what’s 
next, I’ve never had a plan. 
This is not just laziness 
(although it’s that too) 
there’s a good reason for 
not having a plan. If I 
plan carefully enough, I 
will actually bring about 
my plan - the tragedy of 
this is that it means I’ve 
limited my future to only 
what I could imagine and 
plan. I prefer to leave 
the unfolding of life to 
the infinite possibilities 
that live outside my small 
understanding. So far this 
has led me to so many 
things that I couldn’t (or 
wouldn’t) have imagined 
or planned. Let’s face it, 
who would have said as 
a kid: “I’d like to grow up 
to be a multi-instrumental, pilot, race car 
driver, stunt man, author, married to Miss 
Australia!”

JL If you could play with any other 
musician in the world, who would it be and 
why?

JM You, Jens! I’m actually serious... I love 
playing with musicians who have a sense 
of fun, who have ample technique to go 
wherever the music takes us and who 

play because they just love it. 

JL How important are fundamentals when 
approaching your different instruments? 
Is there a core element that you consider 
when approaching each one?

JM If it’s a wind instrument, AIR is the god 
of making sound. The fundamental thing 
is that it runs on air. If you control the air, 
you control the sound. Other than that, it’s 
a matter of feeling what the instrument 

requires of you. There are 
always a few basic things 
to take care of with each 
instrument and then you 
quickly leave that behind 
and concentrate on the 
music. 
LISTEN to your sound 
- concentrate on where 
you are going rather than 
‘how’ to get there.
JL For purely selfish 
reasons, the 1998 Porsche 
Targa...review?
JM A classic. It’s a ‘real’ 
Porsche - engine out the 
back (shouldn’t work) 
and that timeless 911 
shape. Although it’s a 
quick car, it’s all about the 
feeling you get behind 
the wheel of this one. The 

connection with the road, with everything 
that the car is doing is absolute. This 
leads to large grins and taking the ‘long 
way’ home after the gig!
JL James, thanks so much for this 
interview.
JM Jens, for you and The Brass Herald, a 
real pleasure! 
James Morrison exclusively plays brass 
instruments made by the Schagerl Brass 
Instrument company.

Did you know we are the only specialist 
music school within a conventional school?  

Find out more:
Call admissions on 01749 834213, email 
admissions@wells-cathedral-school.com
www.wells-cathedral-school.com

Join us for our Music Open 

Morning on 21st September.


