
D
an Sultan is a busy man. We’ve been playing 
tag for days across various media – missed 
calls, emails with PR people, texts signed with 
the curiously a�ectionate a�ectation of “D”, 
and now I’m on hold at a studio while Sultan 

completes recording and �lming for a project that will, 
coyly, “become apparent”. A brief discussion about 
tattoos – a bit of a Sultan trademark – is going on in the 
background, and then he picks up.

“How are you, brother?” he asks. “�anks for your 
patience.” And we’re o�.

I �rst saw Sultan at last year’s Falls Music and Arts 
Festival in Lorne. It was one of those sticky, searing days 
that tend to spawn discarded tops and farmer’s tans in 
equal measure, and a security guard by the stage was 
using the temperature as an excuse to douse the crowd 
with the combination of a �re hose and a con�scated 
water pistol. �is was probably the reason I could get as 
close to the stage as I did; Sultan was the reason many 
of those already in position didn’t want to give up their 
spot, despite the visitation of aquatic attentions.

He was, in short, quite electric. �e Sultan recipe 
is black hair, blue eyes, and a tremendously colourful 
stage act; he dispenses the sort of country-fried 
rock’n’roll that too o�en gets submerged under waves of 
synthesisers and indie trappings. You know the kind – it 
demands shimmies and shakes and pianos and horns, 
all of which he provides in abundance. It’s a sound and 
stage presence that have led to Sultan being dubbed the 
“Black Elvis”, apparently a more appropriate title than 
the “Australian Elvis”, but one that gets the point across. 
Dan Sultan is a rock star, and that’s all he ever wanted. 

“I wouldn’t be able to do anything else either – 
it’s really the only thing that I can do,” Sultan says, 
laughing.  “All I’m doing is playing music, so it’s a 
wonderful situation. I consider myself pretty lucky that 
I’m in a position where I can support myself. I haven’t 
got a mortgage or kids or anything – I’ve just got a cat, 
and I can barely look a�er him half the time.”

�ese days, time is at a bit of a premium for Sultan. 
Since the November 2009 release of his second album, 
Get Out While You Can, he has played at practically 
every festival you can think of across the country, and a 
few abroad besides. He’s jumped from Spicks and Specks 
and RocKwiz appearances to the silver screen; that’s him 
with the gravity-defying pompadour on the Bran Nue 
Dae poster. And there have been rewards for his e�orts. 
He’s garnered glowing reviews from the likes of John 
Butler and Paul Kelly, and in the past couple of weeks, 
Sultan has scooped a couple more Deadly awards, a pair 
of AIR gongs and four ARIA nominations, all in those 
best artist and best album-type of categories that look 
good on walls and press releases.

He does get worried about overexposure – “I’m in the 
bloody paper all the time” – but he steadfastly avoids 
reading reviews.

“I’ve been told there are some good ones out there. 
I think it helps that my mum writes all the reviews,” 
Sultan says, deadpan.

“It can get really embarrassing. A friend of mine gave 
me some really good advice recently – one day they’re 
going to start writing really bad stu� about you, so if 
you don’t believe what they write now, then you won’t 
believe it if that happens.”

But all that activity can take its toll. �is is a scenario 
familiar to many jobbing artists; once they get into that 
full-time territory, when they start having to perform 
for a living, does doing what they love become a chore?

“Absolutely,” Sultan says. “You can start feeling pretty 
uninspired. If you work too much, you don’t really 
love your gigs any more; you’re thinking about f---ing 
airports or tra�c or having to wake up, and that’s not a 
good situation to be in.”

�e key, he says, is a bit of balance; a bit of normality, 
an all-too-rare preserve when you play in a band and all 

your friends play in bands and whenever you’ve got a bit 
of spare time and you and your friends tend to go and 
see other bands.

But music, as you would expect, has always been a 
part of Sultan’s life. His Aboriginal mother, Rosyln 
Sultan, got her name from central Australia’s Afghan 
camel drivers, while his Irish father was a lawyer who 
worked for the Aboriginal Legal Service near Alice 
Springs, where Sultan was born in 1983. One of his 
earliest memories is watching more than 60 Warlpiri 
elders dancing and singing in �ickering �relight. �is 
might be where the performing bug bit; or maybe it was 
while he was growing up in Fitzroy, when his mother 
would take him to watch rockabilly bands at the Black 
Cat Café. Whatever the case, he was writing songs by 
the age of 10, and in 2000 he would chance upon the 
catalyst for his career.

�e place was Williamstown, the event was a karaoke 
competition, and the winner was the daughter of the 
woman who ran it. Sultan had to settle for second place, 
but the big prize was garnering the attention of Scott 
Wilson. Wilson’s and Sultan’s friendship extends from 
the personal to the professional – “We both made each 
other’s songs better,” Wilson has said. �e collaboration 
extends from everything to lyrics via a sort of cultural 
exchange program, which may well be the genesis for 
the type of music they play.

And what sort of music is that? Sultan wears his 
in�uences like his tattoos – they’re as indelible as they 

are visible. He’s capable of sounding like Nick Cave on 
one song, but on the next he can perform the Bruce 
Springsteen party trick of capturing the grit relative to 
a geographic area, or telling the tales of the man of the 
street from the perspective of a night spent sleeping on 
it. �is versatility can give the impression that Sultan 
is singing with voices other than his own, but perhaps 
that is his gi� – to come up with music that sounds like 
it’s from another era, o�en several at once, while never 
sounding out of place in this one. Basically, he sings like 
he’s lived a lot more than his 26 years.

At �rst, Sultan laughs it o�: “Yeah, I had a husky 
voice when I was a little kid, I sounded a bit older 
than normal.”

But there’s more to it than that. Scars are hardly 
unique to his profession, but it’s one that allows them 
to be used as a muse for music. So it is somewhat 
unsurprising that a young Sultan learnt boxing to 
defend himself, even if he is proud that he hasn’t been 
in a �ght in a while. Other lessons were more subtle; he 
saw shopkeepers treating him one way should he walk 
in with his father, and quite di�erently if he entered with 
his mother. His parents separated when he was two.

“I had to grow up pretty quick. I had a few things to 
deal with; it’s OK, it’s just the way it goes. In that regard 
my songs can seem a bit ahead of my years,” he says.

And despite a catalogue of songs that range from 
his heritage to his family, via subjects such as domestic 
violence, Sultan is insistent that they’re all just love 
songs – love songs that happen to have those stories 
attached to them.

“It’s like Roslyn, the song about my mother, which is 
always seen as being about the stolen generation and 
being quite political. At the end of the day, that’s a love 
song for my mum and my family,” he says.

�e other label that gets apportioned to Sultan is 
that of indigenous role model. I want to ask him what 
it’s like, if it’s a label that creates undue pressure, or 
carries with it the weight of misinterpretation. But my 
words are clumsy: does it ever get tiring, I ask, having 
everything he says and sings about viewed through that 
prism of being an indigenous musician?

“It’s more that I’m a musician who happens to be 
indigenous,” is his �rst response, and if this wasn’t a 
phone call, I’d shake his hand.

“Because of the media, people know who I am and 
that I’m indigenous, but it’s a non-issue. I’m very proud 
of my heritage and where I’m from and if I ever have 
kids they’ll be brought up just like I was, to be proud of 
their people, but at the end of the day it doesn’t make me 
anything except Aboriginal and Irish.”

S
ultan says he travelled to Ireland a few years 
ago for the �rst time and experienced the same 
feeling he has when he visits Alice Springs.

“I think we’re very lucky as indigenous people 
to be living on the land where we’re from, and I think 
everybody really owes it to themselves to go to wherever 
they’ve immigrated from at whatever stage in their 
family’s history, and see it and touch the ground and feel 
the water and feel the air,” he says.

“I think a lot of misunderstandings in this country 
come from people feeling like they don’t belong. I’ve 
come across a lot of non-indigenous people who are 
intimidated by us feeling that this is our country and 
this is our land, and it’s nothing to be scared of – it’s 
kind of got nothing to do with them whatsoever.”

A proud moment for Sultan was becoming the 
youngest member of the Black Arm Band, and touring 
with the likes of his hero, Archie Roach. 

“It’s amazing. Humbling, and very cool. Archie is 
really wise; hopefully something rubs o�,” he says. “I’m 
the youngest and I get looked a�er; they tell me o� and 
they give me endless support. �ey’re my family.”

Does he get told o� o�en? “Only when I need to be,” 
he says, and you can practically hear the grin.

When not stomping and soaring on stage, Sultan 
displays a calm acceptance of the cards he has been 
dealt. Instead of the naked, raw ambition commonplace 
in up-and-coming artistes, he seems to have just 
gone about being a musician instead of thinking and 
deliberating and planning it. It’s the same with the owl 
tattoo so prominent on his chest: “A long time ago I 
just adopted the owl as my uno�cial totem. It wasn’t 
assigned to me as an elder or anything like that, I just 
claimed it when I was little.”

And even though he doesn’t have aspirations of world 
domination – Sultan says he wants “a bit of normality, 
maybe a residency at a club in Fitzroy a couple of nights 
a week” – peace and quiet is probably going to be 
some way away. His schedule is pretty packed; he’s just 
�nished recording a track for the new INXS album, and 
he will be performing at the Melbourne Festival �nale, 
alongside the likes of Sinead O’Connor.

�en he’s going on a stripped-down, acoustic national 
tour, just him and Wilson and two guitars with guest 
appearances from Roach, and he’ll close out 2010 with 
the usual �urry of performances on the festival circuit – 
but not before a gig with Leonard Cohen, Paul Kelly and 
Clare Bowditch at Hanging Rock. 

As you can tell, Dan Sultan is a busy man. \
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»	 Seven Songs to Leave Behind, Sidney Myer Music Bowl, 

Saturday, October 23, 10.30pm
»	 Up Close & Acoustic Tour, New South Wales, Queensland 

and Victoria, November 3-19
»	 Leonard Cohen at Hanging Rock, with Paul Kelly, Clare 

Bowditch and Dan Sultan, November 20
 »	All tickets available online
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SULTAN OF SING
From soul to rock’n’roll, Dan Sultan does it all.  

He discusses heroes, hopes and heritage with HARI RAJ.

All shook up: 
Musician Dan 
Sultan has a 
hectic touring 
schedule.   
(MARTIN PHILBEY)

“I THInk a LoT oF mIsUndERsTandInGs 
In THIs coUnTRY comE FRom pEopLE 
FEELInG LIkE THEY don’T bELonG.”


