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When it comes to Oscar night, the 
award for best original song is 
often one of the most dispiriting 

events in what is already a fairly facile and 
gruelling ritual. When used properly, music 
has an unrivalled power when it comes 
to adding greater depth to a visual – why 
assault one sense when you can batter two? 
– so why the Academy voters insist on 
picking almost consistently the blandest, 
least interesting examples is something of a 
mystery, one that almost certainly includes 
no small amount of pressure and cajoling by 
record execs. How else can you explain past 
winners like Phil Collins (‘Tarzan’, 1999), 
Mariah Carey and Whitney Houston (‘The 
Prince Of Egypt’, 1998) or this year’s artless 
entry It’s Hard Out Here For A Pimp by Three 
6 Mafia from the film ‘Hustle & Flow’? The 
latter’s triumph was especially criminal 
when Emmylou Harris’ exquisitely moving 
A Love That Will Never Grow Old from the 
‘Brokeback Mountain’ soundtrack wasn’t 
even nominated.

One of the sorriest decisions in recent 
years came in 2003. Whilst it was inevitable 
that the final instalment of the ‘Lord Of 
The Rings’ trilogy would sweep the board, 
Annie Lennox’s theme song Into The West was 
notable only for being terrifically dull and 
contrived, faux-evocative fluff. With its close 
harmony singing, 1940s-style – you know, 
back when a note was a note and needless 
warbling was a no-no – Benoît Charest’s 
theme song Belleville Rendez-vous would 
have been far worthier. Taken from the 
charmingly oddball French animation ‘Les 
Triplettes de Belleville’, it was an absolute 
delight – different, fresh and brought to life 
in ecstatic fashion on stage and triumphantly 
stealing the show outright.

It may not have charmed the voters but 
when Italian jazz student Marcella Puppini 
sat down to watch the film in September 
2004, she was mesmerised by the music and 
the faded glamour of the ramshackle but 
talented titular sisters – Violette, Blanche 
and Rose – named after the colours of 
the French flag. The indomitable spirit 
of this washed-up trio of cabaret dames 
inspired her to start a group of her own in 
the style of The Andrews Sisters, with all 
the costumes, swingin’ rhythms and sexy 
dance moves of the bygone era included 
– enter the Puppini Sisters!

Together with her fellow Trinity 
College of Music students Kate Mullins 
and Stephanie O’Brien, Marcella started 
listening to classics from the 1940s, 
rearranging and revamping old hits such 
as Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy and Mr Sandman. 
But the ‘sisters’ were soon to discover that 
performing modern classics 1940s style 
could be just as much fun. “Kate Bush was 

the first modern artist we covered”, explains 
Kate. “It actually came about through a lie. 
We had wanted to play at a London cabaret 
club night called Duckie for some time and 
Marcella’s husband told the organisers that 
we do a great version of Wuthering Heights. 
Well, we didn’t at the time and – since we 
got the gig – we had about two weeks to 
arrange and choreograph the whole song!”

Needless to say, their startlingly 
unique version went down well with 
the (predominantly gay) crowd and the 
Puppinis have since gone on to cover a 
variety of hits on their debut album Betcha 
Bottom Dollar, including Gloria Gaynor’s 
I Will Survive and Blondie’s Heart Of Glass. 
Even The Smiths’ Panic has been made over, 
much to the annoyance of some po-faced 
Morrissey fans! It’s all done deftly with 
tongues planted 
firmly in cheeks 
but it’s the
authenticity 
that truly 
impresses.
Part of this
is undoubtedly
due to the 
genius idea 
of getting 
Belleville 
Rendez-vous
composer 
Charest to 
sit in as 
producer, and 
the Puppini 
Sisters readily 
admit that 
working with 
one of their 
original
inspirations
was a truly
memorable
experience: “
I love his 
treatment of 
the music,” 
says Kate. 
“It’s so 
acoustic and 
really old 
school. It 
was a dream 
come true. 

He brought all kinds of weird instruments 
to the album – musical saws, dying buglers, 
whistling solos. He has really managed 
to create exactly what we wanted. He’s a 
genius really.”

Since forming their act two years ago, 
the Puppini Sisters have enjoyed a fairly 
whirlwind career and can now count the 
likes of Kelly Osbourne and Kate Moss as 
fans. Their quirky, fun-loving approach and 
transfixing stage presence so impressed a 
major label talent scout that he practically 
handed them a deal worth £1 million on 
the spot: “We were really chuffed that it all 
happened so quickly. The A&R guy from 
Universal came along to a night at the 
Trinity College of Music last September 
looking for acts with commercial suitability. 
We weren’t even going to perform but only 
agreed to it at the last minute. He saw us 
and snatched us up!”

Despite this ever so fortuitous    
encounter, the down-to-earth Puppinis 
have still had to slog their guts out in the 
run-up to fame: “Oh, we have done all of it! 

Dragged our PA to venues and 
every-thing,” laughs Kate. As she 
attests, however, they couldn’t 
have done it without the 
help of Marcella’s 
car, lovingly 
nicknamed 
‘Colette’. 
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 “We would never trade her in for something 
more luxurious, even if we could. She has 
done us such good service over the past 
years. We’ve grown to see her rather like 
a pet!”

And, despite performing to large 
crowds at numerous festivals, the Puppinis 
continue to entertain the small but hip 
London crowds that supported them from 
the very beginning, regularly appearing 
at the gloriously kitsch Bethnal Green 
Working Men’s Club and East London’s 
black-box bar Bistrotheque. “That’s where 
our roots are and that’s where we’ve built 
up a very trendy following,” says Kate. “It’s 
very important to us to keep that audience. 
And, as weird as it may sound, the Bethnal 

Green Working Men’s Club is actually 
a very up and coming venue, so for 

us it’s definitely worthwhile.”
Incidentally, it’s also the home 

of the Whoopee Club, one of 
London’s finest alternative 

cabaret ventures and a 
regular collaborator with the 

Puppinis: “We have done 
bits and bobs in the past 

with them. We’re actually 
doing our first big national 

tour in October/Novem-
ber and would really love 

to take some of the 

Whoopee acts along, maybe some dancers 
and a magician. We want it to be more like 
a show rather than just a gig.”

Indeed, the Puppinis themselves have 
always been a show rather than just a 
band. Their choreography is synchronised 
to perfection and the moves effortlessly 
incorporated into the music, much like 
their 1940s idols: “The Andrews Sisters 
have always been a great inspiration to 
us,” explains Kate. “They were so tight 
and just knew what they were doing.”But 
choreographing all the songs did not come 
easy: “Well, let’s just remember that we are 
singers. It’s taken us quite a long time to 
get everything tight. Since none of us had 
a rehearsal space, we even used to go down  

Luckily, they opted not to incorporate 
any moves from Marcella’s days as a pole 
dancer at London’s lesbian Candy Bar: “We 
regularly perform at London’s Shadow 
Lounge, and there is a pole there. We’ve 
tried it, but there are a lot of injuries that 
result from those kinds of moves so we 
tend not to use it!”

Incidentally, Marcella’s CV also 
includes a top-notch fashion degree 
and two years’ work experience with 
legendary designer Vivienne Westwood, 
who has given the girls her enviable seal 
of approval: “She had a big influence on 
our look and had her hands on sewing 
our costumes,” beams Kate. “It has been 
hard to achieve a uniform look, because 
we are all different shapes and sizes. But 
she definitely helped us to get a bit of a 
modern twist on our image.” 

There’s no doubt that the Puppini Sisters 
have a good sense of timing with their act.  
 
 

Vintage chic is all the rage, and people 
are flocking to retro clubs in London’s 
vibrant, revived East End for a dose of the 
old school. Of this the Puppinis are acutely 
aware but they’re  adamant that they won’t 
be intimidated by acts trying to jump on 
the bandwagon: “They can try as much as 
they want, but it’s going to take them a long 
time to get it as tight as we have,” warns 
Kate. “I mean, we are all trained musicians 
and know what we are doing and it’s taken 
us a long time. It’s a work of blood, sweat 
and tears. So if anyone did jump on the 
bandwagon they can give us a run, but they 
will be about two years behind.”

And they will also have to watch out, 
because the Puppini Sisters have their 
sights firmly set on world domination: 
“We definitely have some interest from 
America, Japan and Europe. We really 
want to take it worldwide. We would love 
to go to America, I think we could really 
jazz it up there.”

She has words, too, for any naysayers 
accusing them of simply being a glorified 
tribute band. So inspired were they by 
Charest’s involvement in Betcha Bottom 
Dollar that they have since begun to write 
their own new material, Puppini style of 
course. “It’s really hard because we’re not 
quite sure of how to approach it. Do we 
write them like modern day pop songs 
or in the 1940s style? We’re all working 
individually on this right now and hopefully 
album number two will be originals.” n

to this café we 
knew with 

huge mirrors 
so that we 
could  get
practice.” 
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