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MARIE WILSON: A MUSICIAN’S SINGER 
 
by Bruce Johnson 
_________________________________________________ 
 
[Bruce Johnson reviews the album I Thought About You, released on Larrikin 
Records (LRJ145) in 1984. This review appeared in the Winter/Spring, 1984 edition 
of Jazz Magazine.] 
 

 
 

he jazz vocalists in Sydney who can actually sing, can be counted on one hand 
(give or take). Too often they use jazz tricks to conceal problems of voice 
production — poor intonation, inappropriate breathing, simple musical 

ignorance. Fast and flashy scatting at indeterminate pitch, bum notes which, it is 
presumably hoped, will be perceived as harmonic adventurousness. Much of the 
time, and for most of the public, the flashiness carries the day (and this applies to the 
performances of a lot of instrumentalists as well as singers). 
 
Everything about this LP, and everyone on it, embodies the very opposite of all these 
things, which is why I am inclined to think of it as the most impressive Australian 
jazz record of 1984, an opinion which will doubtless puzzle those who are insensitive 
to anything except ostentation. 
 
Since first hearing her at a Jazz Action Society concert exactly two years ago, I have 
felt that Marie Wilson is among the most musicianly jazz singers in Sydney, and this 
LP reinforces the suspicion. A musician’s singer. From track one, World On a String, 
you are listening to a voice which is a jazz instrument: warmth of tone, timing 
displacements, melodic variations, swing. And she knows how to sing, how to pitch. 
 
You’ve Changed is the hardest of all tempos — dead slow. Very testing, for breath 
control, and for the timing of delivery. She never falters. Her enunciation is as clear 
as a bell. In case you haven’t heard Marie, the quality of her voice has something in it 
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of the other Wilson, Nancy, and at other times, in the vibrato, of Blossom Dearie, but 
more robust. And, in any case, it is finally her voice and no-one else’s. I have said that 
she knows how to sing, how to produce the sound. But she is never cold and, as an 
interpreter of lyrics, demonstrates a feeling for mood which is rare. You’ve Changed 
beautifully makes the point. She has a thrilling vulnerability, and the second eight in 
particular has an intense poignancy. 
 

 
 
Marie Wilson (right) with two of the musicians on I Thought About You, drummer 
Alan Turnbull far left), and Chuck Yates (centre, between Turnbull & Wilson). The 
bassist Rolf Stuebe is standing in the rear… PHOTO CREDIT JANE MARCH 
 
Lover Man, with the tormented model of Billie Holiday in the background, is a 
severe test. Blossom Dearie, for example, has a voice too fragile, and when I hear her 
version I feel that the sentiment will blow her away. Not here, however. The voice is 
equal to the mood of the song. The flattening of the phrase ‘… so all alone’ matches 
instinctively the desolation of the mood, and overall, Marie Wilson brings out the 
erotic element of the song with a power that I haven’t heard before. She is not only a 
good singer, she is a good story-teller, and has a different voice for different kinds of 
story. After You’ve Changed she presents When In Rome, and suddenly there is a 
new quality in her voice which matches the cynical edge in the lyric. 
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Every aspect of the album conspires to bring out her best. The material consists of 
what could be called standards, but which are generally all too rarely heard. 
 
I mean ‘standards’ in the sense that they are tightly structured songs with strong 
melodies, interesting changes and coherent lyrics. They have the same kind of 
elegance and discipline of the performance itself. 
 

 
 
Bassist Ed Gaston (above) and drummer Alan Turnbull (below): the ultimate in 
supportive discretion… GASTON PHOTO CREDIT TERRY MILLIGAN,  TURNBULL PHOTO 
CREDIT JOE GLAYSHER 
 

 
 
Similarly, the backing, beautifully sympathetic and generously self-effacing. Ed 
Gaston and Alan Turnbull are the ultimate in supportive discretion, in concentrating 
on the total picture rather than drawing attention to their own cleverness. Chuck 
Yates is the pianist, and Bob Bertles plays sax on a number of tracks. I have never 
been able to understand why these two musicians are not better known and why they 
have not been abundantly recorded. When I first heard Bertles after I arrived in 
Sydney from London I was bowled over. Why wasn’t everybody talking about this 
bloke? Any discussion of Australia’s top reed players that leaves out his name is 
ludicrous. Likewise Chuck Yates. Their work here shares with that of Marie Wilson a 
command of both the instrument and of musical expressiveness. Neither of them 
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needs to indulge in flash, in speed, in order to swing. Both of them are listening to 
the mood of the moment. Listen in particular to Yates’s ruminative opening to 
You’re My Everything, followed by interplay between the piano and voice in which 
brief silences are used almost subliminally to generate tension, expectation, to throw 
the interest forward. When will Chuck Yates get an album under his own name? 
 

 
 
Marie Wilson: professionalism does not imply exhibitionism, and true quality is not 
strident or shrill... PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 
 
The sleeve exemplifies the same highly professional qualities (with the unfortunate 
exception of the mis-spelling of both Bertles’ name and instrument). It will appeal to 
someone who knows nothing about record production, but equally (even more) 
someone who knows about photography can only admire Peter Sinclair’s photo-
portrait of Marie, and if you know something about the two-colour process, you’ll be 
extremely impressed by the sophisticated elegance achieved with so little in 
technological terms. 
 
There are two kinds of performance, whatever the profession. One calls attention to 
the performer, the other calls attention to the art. Some musicians care about 
presenting themselves, others care about presenting their music. The usual response 
to the first is, ‘Isn’t he clever.’ To the second, ‘Isn’t that beautiful’, because in the 
second, the cleverness hides itself behind the music. No-one is trying to call attention 
to him/herself here. They are presenting the music, then total sound. It is that most 
difficult of enterprises, arising from the perfect conception: art which conceals art. 
Everything has been trimmed to the music. After one of, say, Bertles’ solos, you don’t 
think, ‘Wow, that guy can play’, you think, ‘That’s beautiful and appropriate.’ But the 
reason it is, is that the guy can really play. 
 
So with all on this album. It’s very gratifying to me that a singer like Marie Wilson 
should have been given the opportunity of making this album, because it means that 
somewhere in the country there are people who can see that professionalism does not 
imply exhibitionism, and that true quality is not strident or shrill. If a visiting 
American musician wanted to hear what we had to offer by way of vocalists, I’d play 
him this record. 


