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MARIE WILSON: SKETCHING NUANCE ONTO A CANVAS OF 
SUBTLETY 
 
by John Shand* 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
[This review of Marie Wilson’s performance at Sydney’s Woodfire Cabaret on 
September 27, 2002, appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald on October, 1 2002.] 
 
Jazz can be as oceanic as the music of John Coltrane or as neatly contained as the 
piano playing of Count Basie. Marie Wilson favours the latter approach. Her art is to 
sketch nuance onto a canvas of subtlety. 
 
The winner of this year's Mo Award for Best Jazz Singer was presenting a show called 
Marie Wilson sings Ella, Billie & Sarah. 
 
But while the repertoire was drawn from jazz's matriarchal triumvirate of Fitzgerald, 
Holiday and Vaughan, Wilson was very much singing herself. 
 

 
 
Marie Wilson: she often remains slightly detached, letting the song create its own 
drama…PHOTO CREDIT PETER SINCLAIR 
 
Stylistically this probably casts her nearest to the understatement of Holiday, rather 
than the soulful gymnastics of Fitzgerald or the bewitching bravura of Vaughan. But 
where Holiday's voice could ache with a hellfire of unresolved anguish, Wilson often 
remains slightly detached, letting the song create its own drama, which she reports to 
us more like a Hemingway than a Thomas Hardy. This gift for understatement is a 
treasure. 

______________________________________________________ 

*John Shand is a playwright, librettist, author, journalist, drummer and critic. He has 
written about music (and occasionally theatre) for The Sydney Morning Herald for over 24 
years. His books include Don’t Shoot The Best Boy!: The Film Crew At 
Work (Currency), Jazz: The Australian Accent (UNSW Press) and The Phantom Of The 
Soap Opera (Wizard). His website is www.johnshand.com.au. 

 

http://www.johnshand.com.au/


2 
 

Rarely, however, did Wilson's understatement and detachment equal an absence of 
emotional connection and commitment. It is just that these qualities were presented 
with the finesse of the miniaturist, rather than in bold splashes of colour. Melodrama 
is a devil she never tempts. From Good Morning Heartache she squeezed a trickle of 
bittersweet sentiment, and on I Love You Porgy she unexpectedly peeled back 
another layer of her emotional skin, and what was exposed was riveting. She could 
also float her phrasing over the accompaniment (What A Little Moonlight Can Do) 
or swing emphatically (Tenderly). 
 
That accompaniment came from pianist Kevin Hunt, guitarist Jim Pennell and the 
swinging bass of Craig Scott. Once again Hunt's intrinsic generosity of spirit shone in 
his utter understanding of the delicacy required to properly shade Wilson's work. 
Such a sympathetic approach did not preclude his trademarks: vibrancy (April In 
Paris), pertinent soloing (What A Little Moonlight Can Do) and lavish lyricism (Poor 
Butterfly). 
 

 
 
Pianist Kevin Hunt: utter understanding of the delicacy required to properly shade 
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If Pennell was a little loud, especially early on, his exquisite sound and elegant 
improvising were highlights of Body and Soul, Someone To Watch Over You and You 
Took Advantage of Me, as well as a clutch of tunes from Ella's collaboration with Joe 
Pass. 
 
________________________________________________________ 
 
Marie Wilson plays Soup Plus on Thursday and Campbelltown RSL on Sunday. 
 


