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THE INAUDIBLE MUSIC: JAZZ, GENDER AND AUSTRALIAN MODERNITY 

ABC Radio National’s Andrew Ford interviews the author Bruce Johnson 

_______________________________________________________________  

[On the publication of his book The Inaudible Music: Jazz, Gender & Australian Modernity 

in 2000, the author Bruce Johnson was interviewed by Andrew Ford on the ABC Radio 

National program, The Music Show.  The interview was subsequently replayed during the 

summer period during the ‘Best of the Music Show’ programs. The following is a slightly 

edited version of the interview, and is published here because it summarises some of the 

main ideas in Johnson’s book. Thanks are due to  Rose Langford, who transcribed this 

interview from a cassette tape for publication. This interview was published in the 

Apr/May, 2001 edition of JazzChord.] 

Andrew Ford: Why inaudible? 

Bruce Johnson: Well, in one way it’s a gesture of respect to another writer on music, Ruth 

Finnegan, who wrote a book about musicians in Milton Keynes in England, to make the point 

that although some people might think of a certain area as a cultural wasteland, there’s a lot 

going on that doesn’t get recognition. And it’s a wonderful book. My book is talking about 

jazz in particular. If you talk about it seriously you might help the music get a bit of serious 

purchase in cultural recognition. It’s also addressed, however, to academics, and particularly 

to people who are scholars of Australian music, Australian culture, and it’s saying not “get off 

the bus” but “would you make a little bit of room for this music too?” Because this music has 

been the primary musical expression of the transition in Australia to the modern era. The 

primary musical expression of it. And as long as we don’t recognise that, then any attempt to 

build a picture of musical modernity and modern music in Australia has got a serious gap in 

the middle of it. 

AF: Well, I meant what said earlier about the fact that, continually, jazz 

musicians today in Australia blow me away regularly with their creativity 

rather more than the so-called classical, modern composers. With that level of 

inventiveness it does seem crazy that their history is being marginalized to the 

extent that it is. 

BJ: Yes, that marginalization is gradually shifting. There’s a kind of glacial surge going on I 

think, with setting up things like the Australian Jazz Archive, which is now actively seeking 

out information on the history of jazz, and producing CDs which throw light where before 

there was none. Things like the Jazz Co-ordination Association. There is a gradual 

institutional recognition of the history of jazz, but we’ve got a long way to go yet. I’d have to 

check this, but I don’t think for example there is yet any Conservatorium jazz studies course 

which studies Australian jazz history. And I do know that at least one of them actively resists 

the idea that that should be studied. That’s a bit like the situation was in the 1950s, when we 

didn’t have Australian literature courses in Australian Departments of Literature. That, I 

think, has to change. 

AF: Yes. I’m talking to Bruce Johnson whose new book is called The Inaudible 

Music: Jazz Gender and Australian Modernity. Let’s look at the second topic 

there in the subtitle - gender. You argue in this book, and I found this 

fascinating and eyebrow-raising, that Australian jazz has been a vehicle for the 
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advancement of women. And I sort of almost dropped the book, and thought 

that surely jazz is one of the most patriarchal artforms ever invented. 

BJ: It became very blokey in the post-war period. It became so blokey it became almost 

impossible to imagine it might ever have been something different. But in the 20s the 

archetypal emancipated young woman was the “flapper”, the young woman dancing. And in 

the 20s, especially in Australia, there were more women involved in making jazz, writing 

jazz, performing jazz, developing improvisational techniques, than perhaps at any time since, 

until maybe very recently. For example, silent movies, which were one of the main ways in 

which there was a kind of public exploration of improvisation. Most of the silent movie 

pianists were women. A lot of women taught jazz, women danced jazz, because back in the 

20s one of the meanings of the word ‘jazz’ was not to play music, it was to dance. So people 

talk about ‘doing the jazz’. Okay, so as soon as we imagine jazz as dancing, we are alert to the 

likelihood that it’s therefore seen as a very feminine occupation, because one thing 

Australian men are not conspicuous at is public dancing. So there are many ways in which 

women were at the forefront. Another one of course is the microphone which was very 

important in establishing the modern jazz singing style. There couldn’t be a modern jazz or 

even rock singing style without the microphone. When the microphone first began to be used 

in performance, around the early l930s, there was a great pressure against men using it on 

the grounds that it showed that they were weak and probably effeminate. 

AF: But they wouldn’t be heard without it. 

BJ: Exactly. If you’re a ‘proper’ man, you don’t need a microphone. You can project in this 

massive dance hall with two thousand dancers talking and moving around. 

AF: So, does this explain why female jazz singers became much more common 

than men? 

BJ: I believe so, at a certain period. The microphone came into performance practice because 

dance halls became  bigger and louder, and bands became bigger. Therefore the voice had to 

be bigger. But there’s a limit to how far and how long anyone unaided by a microphone can 

go on singing in those conditions. Men were reluctant on the whole to use microphones. Not 

all of them, but they were more reluctant than women. Women, on the other hand, would 

pick up a microphone and they wouldn’t care if somebody said ‘That’s not very masculine’. 

Of course not, they’re women. And there were, in fact, charges that using the microphone 

was a form of emasculation, a form of feminisation. So again it became a realm where 

women were more exploratory. 

AF: We’re almost out of time but I would like you very briefly to say something 

about the interesting diagrammatic discussion you have in the book about 

Barbara James and her voice and how it changed. 

BJ: The wonderful Barbara James, who is still with us. She’s still up in the ‘Cross’ and she’s 

doing voluntary work. I think Barbara James was a very important pioneer of microphone 

singing. And one of the things she discovered with the microphone is that you could, in fact, 

bring the register of your voice down to something a little more comfortable, a little more 

approximating everyday speech. Because the microphone enabled you to project. You didn’t 

have to go higher and go loud. And that meant she could practice all kinds of variations in 

the way she used her voice. She didn’t have to have open throat singing; she could make half-
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closed glottal sounds, but still project them, or she could sing in a much more conversational 

manner. And that brings us close to the sound of people like Tom Waits, Frank Sinatra and 

so on. The 20th century popular singing voice. 

AF: Indeed. We’re going to hear from her in just a moment. I’ve been talking to 

Bruce Johnson, the author of The Inaudible Music: Jazz, Gender and Australian 

Modernity. 

 

 

 

 


