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you thought that it would never happen.
even we thought it might never happen.
but here it is! our 2008 yearbook.

2008 was a great year for Wears the trousers. Well, 
the second half anyway. since we relaunched at 
the beginning of July with a brand new website, a 
new editorial team and a renewed sense of purpose, 
everything seems to have gone from strength to 
strength. the articles in this issue are a selection 
of those we’ve featured on our website throughout 
the year, plus previously unpublished interviews 
with anaïs Mitchell, those dancing days and the 
incomparable kristin Hersh. 

Meeting kristin was one of the most memorable 
experiences i’ve had in this ‘job’. three of us – me, 
Chris and sacha – crammed into the tiny dressing 
room backstage at the borderline (essentially 
a home from home for any Wears the trousers 
interviewer) to quiz poor kristin. unprofessional, 
us? she didn’t seem to mind. Far from it. by the end 
of it our sides ached from laughing and kristin was 
taking pictures of us. Good times. turn to page 76 to 
read sacha’s article in full.

elsewhere in this issue, we’ve got the scoop on 
anaïs Mitchell’s brand new album, which features 
some very special guests. if you’re not familiar with 
anaïs, i can’t recommend her highly enough. over 
the course of three albums she has evolved into 
a truly exceptional songwriter. and she can talk! 
additional excerpts from our chat will be published 
on our website soon.

as this is a yearbook, albeit a horribly delayed one, 
it made sense to include the results of our biggest 
ever poll to determine what you all thought were 
the best albums, ePs and singles of 2008. turn to 
page 54 for that; we’ve gone into a slightly obscene 
amount of detail so hopefully you’ll discover 
something new to love among the listees.

2009 is already proving to be a hugely successful 
year for Wears the trousers and we’ve got some 
exciting stuff in the works. keep an eye on the 
website for more info. our next issue is tentatively 
scheduled for the first week of april. enjoy the read x

alan Pedder, editor
February 2009
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written by ALAn PeDDer and KAty cArr

As far as tales of how artists land their 
record deals go, the story behind In 
Case Of Emergency, the debut album 
from Sukie Smith (aka Madam), is both 
serendipitous and peculiarly normal. 
Intrigued by the arrival of a demo CD left 
accidentally blank, Reveal Records founder 
Tom Rose found his way to the Madam 
Myspace and found himself agog and going gaga 
for Sukie’s elegant songs.

With the briefest of biographies that simply 
extols the virtues of secrets and disguise, it 
took a little digging to discover that Madam is 
not Ms Smith’s first brush with fame. A trained 
actress, Sukie has graced a raft of such classic 
British televisual fare as ‘Casualty’, ‘Bergerac’, 
‘The Bill’, ‘Peak Practice’, ‘Inspector Morse’ 
and, the jewel in any bit-part actresses crown, 
‘EastEnders’! (More impressively, she even 
had a role in Nicolas Roeg’s creepy adaptation 
of Roald Dahl’s ‘The Witches’ – award a 
thousand kitsch points and crown her queen).

But Smith is no Anita Dobson, and she’s 
certainly no Martine McCutcheon. A talented 
composer, multi-instrumentalist and producer, 
her list of glowing accolades is seemingly 
endless. There’s the voiceover she did for artist 
Saskia Olde Wolbers for her Beck’s Future 
Prize-winning Tate Modern exhibit ‘Placebo’. 
Then there’s the soundtrack she composed 
for the Tom Tyrwhitt feature film ‘Hush Your 
Mouth’, an underground hit on the festival 
circuit. It’s hard to know where to start really, 
but Madam’s debut single ‘Call America’ seems 
as good a place as any.

“That was written about a time when I ran 
away from my life completely,” says Sukie, 
surprisingly frankly given her propensity for 
intrigue. “I rented a bedsit near a big wild 
moor and hid from all the complicated mess 
I’d created in London. Then randomly one 
evening someone I’d lost touch with, someone 
who had been extremely important to me in a 

ruinous drinking/running around London way, 
rang asking me to go and see them in America. 
It felt like a big old challenge about how brave 
I might be, how much change I could take. 
It was a big way out of from the life I’d run 
from, and a huge contrast to the anonymous 
bedsit world I was in there. I guess America 
does represent adventure to me. I went to Los 
Angeles for a screening of ‘Hush Your Mouth’ 
and it was fantastically shabby, grand and big. I 
do get dazzled easily, I’ve spent sooooo long in 
my room!”

Sooooo long it may have been but hark just 
once the album and it’s clear that this was time 
well spent. Drawing inspiration from Kate 
Bush (out on the wily, windy moors no less!), 
Tim Buckley, Thomas Tallis, Bonnie ‘Prince’ 
Billy and even Lee Scratch Perry (”for complete 
dreamy freedom and wit”), In Case Of Emergency 
blossoms out from beneath its touchstones like 
a snowdrop blinking into the winter sun. Sukie 
plays with tones both light and dark. “If I think 
about the lighting in my songs,” she ponders, “it 
is always, always halogen, 3am street lighting. 
Living on busy roads in London, in top floor 
flats looking down onto the street…that has 
definitely influenced these songs.”

Though its setting might be more Hackney 
Heights than Wuthering Heights, the music of 
Madam comes from a highly instinctive place. 
Sukie tells of how she succumbed to thrill of 
exploring the oddly seductive privacy of sitting 
alone in a room with nothing but a guitar, a 
keyboard and “recording thing” for company. 
“Secrecy is a huge theme of this album,” she 
readily admits. “Acknowledging unsayable 
truths, dreams, sly humour, cunning…it’s 
a letter to all hidden things, things you only 
admit to in inbetween times, like the early, 
early hours of the morning. It’s such a personal 
record. Producing the album myself was really 
important. All the sound effects are just me 
recording the environments in which the songs 
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were written, or somehow recreating the feel 
of a place with sound.”

Such sound effects include, perhaps 
unprecedentedly in the history of music, a 
windscreen wiper solo, but pay close attention 
to the creaking of bedsprings. “I was being 
really serious about the right kind of squeak, 
trying to recreate it with my guitarist on 
the studio sofa. Seeing him bumming the 
cushions…that was class and will stay with 
me always,” she laughs.

Recording took place mostly in a studio that 
Sukie describes as looking like a David Lynch 
set, “all red curtains and swirly carpet”, in 
which some of the equipment had been bought 
from an opera house in Berlin: “They had 
fantastic old mikes, amazing old keyboards 
and odd things like copycat reverb units, ‘70s 
bass amps and buckets of percussion stuff.”

Slightly less opulent was the basement 
of her bassist Chris Clarke (”we have 
known each other for years and have an odd 
telepathy when it comes to music”), where 
the pair recorded everything onto tape 
and then mixed it on a digital eight-track. 
When they ran out of room, they simply part 
mixed the songs and bounced them down to 
a primitive version of Logic before playing 
back into the desk when they’d recorded 
more stuff. But they had to be quiet. “It was 
all done late at night when Chris’s daughter 
had gone to sleep,” says Sukie. “There is 
one track, though, where you can hear her 
opening the door in the middle of a vocal 
take. I really like that.”

Allowing the songs to build up gradually 
in this way had other unexpected benefits. 
Sukie began to take more and more notice 
of what she had written and became more 
aware of how she could manipulate the music 
to suit the mood. ‘Rope Trick’ in particular 
grew further away from her initial blueprint 
as a result. Matching the song’s initial sense 

of loneliness and detachment, she created a 
“scratchy, diseased, spacey, freefall feeling” 
that later grew into “showman ta-dah! 
drums” and violent ascending keyboards 
that “burst through the middle section into 
a nothingness…peace, death” – it’s all so 
terribly dramatic.

“I think this song is representative of the 
way the music is the currency for the truth 
of the song,” she explains. “It couldn’t go any 
other way. The fear and violence in the lyric 
have to match the sound…do I sound like a 
complete wanker now?”

Nah, just a true enthusiast. Sukie’s love of 
the studio process is genuine and palpable in 
the way she talks about the nitty gritty of the 
equipment, about piecing the songs together, 
knowing exactly when they’re right, and 
being able to pull performances out of 
her players. “I don’t think I’d do anything 
differently,” she concludes with a nod.

Despite the cloistered nature of the writing 
and recording, Sukie makes no bones about 
her fondness for collaboration. Madam’s live 
shows are proof positive of her willingness to 
work with others; you never know quite who 
you’re going to get on stage. One day there 
might be guitarist John Robertson, another 
day Chris Clarke on bass or Jeff Townsin on 
drums, some days all three, but always Sukie, 
her nylon-string guitar and, of course, the 
songs. She professes to be more than happy 
with this f lexible approach, to allow the songs 
to develop in different ways and flourish into 
something new every time she plays.

“It was always my intention to have lots of 
musicians involved with this project,” she says. 
“I love being on stage with lots of people…I 
actually would love a whole dance troupe of 
glamorous girls.”

Anything else for you, Madam?
“An orchestra dressed in bear costumes,”  

she laughs.
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BAcK tO 
BLAcK

It’s fair to say that ornithology is not 
my strong suit. I couldn’t tell a sparrow 
from a skylark, a chickenhawk from a 
Peregrine falcon. I would, however, like to 
think I could distinguish between a crow and a 
magpie. How shaming to discover I had failed 
to do so when discussing the amazing artwork 
for Rose Kemp’s staggeringly good new album 
Unholy Majesty. One for embarrassment, two 
for oh boy. Luckily Rose is just about the 
nicest lady you could wish to meet so we 
quickly shrugged that off and got into the 
nitty gritty of what really counts: the music.

From fey folk maiden to genre-mashing 
rock vocal powerhouse in just three albums, 
Rose Kemp’s bloody-minded determination to 
succeed on her own terms has been remarkably 
effective. She may not be the discerning 
household name her parents once were – Rose 
is the daughter of Steeleye Span legends Maddy 
Prior and Rick Kemp – but integrity-wise she’s 
our new hero. Talking to her you just know 
that Rose lives, breathes and, quite possibly, 
eats music. For breakfast, lunch and dinner. 
It’s in her blood. Unholy Majesty is an album of 
awe-inspiring breadth and artistry, taking in 
everything from intense doom metal to simple 
piano balladry, absorbing some progressive 
rock along the way and still leaving room 
for the occasional flourish of Celtic folk.

Unholy Majesty seems to be surrounded by 
much darker imagery than a hand FUll oF 
hUrricanes. did you deliberately set out 
to make a heavier record this time?

Yes is the short answer. I’ll elaborate! I had 
been working on my guitar sound a lot over 
the past year or so and when I was happy 
with it, it was time to make an album and 
not before! I have heard Burning Witch 

written by ALAN PEDDER
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and Iron Monkey now! After that there 
was little chance of me being able to stay 
where I was musically. It deeply affected 
me. I had discovered horrible and harrowing 
music, made for the purpose of healing, 
pleasure and satisfaction, and it was what 
I had been searching for, for so long.

i love the photo of you on myspace 
with the kiss-style make-up! is it 
liberating to be able to amplify the 
darker aspects of your personality?

Kiss-style! [laughs] Any music I have 
ever done has been mostly or completely 
on my terms and so I am very free and 
fulfilled with all that I create. I stopped 
drinking and started eating properly, and 
I don’t smoke anymore, and last year I 
rediscovered my first love and discipline, 
Cecchetti ballet. So I can feel my childhood 
creativity is slowly growing back along 
with my brain cells. In the past I only ever 
wore make-up with a large dose of irony 
on the side, but now I see it as something 
to do now that I have few vices and I use 
it to make things a bit more clear for my 
audience, and likewise for people who 
aren’t familiar with what I do. It is the 
only time I have ever looked like I sound.

tell us about the album artwork.  
the image of the crow and the blood is 
striking to say the least. who drew it?

Erm [cough] it’s erm...that’s a magpie! It’s 
awesome isn’t it? I love it. The boldness and 
the intricacies of the record were captured 
really well I thought. Glyn at Scrawled 
Designs did all of the artwork. He is known 
as a rock poster artwork guy mainly, but 
he is a very clever illustrator with good 
design sense too. The imagery on the inside 
cover is of a crow and a dove separating 
because it was thought, in ye olden days, 
that was what a magpie was made from.

this is slightly old news, but i 
couldn’t find any info online so here 
goes. what provoked your drastic 
change in direction after Glance? 

I didn’t really cite a change of direction after 
Glance. If Glance had been produced the way 
I was suggesting at the time it would have 
sounded more coherent in the timeline and 
Glance would have been the departure from 
the a cappella album before, you see? Still, 
rarely does anything go quite the way you 
plan, and even rarer is the timing right in 
musical matters! It has been about 8 years 
since I recorded Glance so there is bound to be 
many changes, or one would hope so anyway. 
If I were still making the same records, I 
would expect you to call me up on it!

a lot of your songs seem to progress 
through several complex passages, almost 
like movements. do you think this shows 
something of your prog influences?

Well, I listen to a heck of a lot of prog so I 
would suppose so. I was hoping it would rub 
off on me one day! Actually, truth be told, 
I’ve always just liked messing about with the 
concept of ‘the song’. Most people alarmingly 
just stick to what people were doing in the 
’60s, which gets on my wick frankly. I am 
massively inspired by bands who do various 
types of 15-minute instrumental epics, but 
am personally still happy to keep finding 
my own way and letting their sounds rather 
than their structures seep in to what I do.

there aren’t many women out there 
fusing folk and metal influences into the 
kind of catchy, arty rock you’re making. 
who do you consider to be your peers?

I wish I knew, then I could do what everyone 
else in the world does and get a support slot 
on tour with them, get them to champion 
me and sign to their label and appeal to 

exactly the same fans and sell records and 
be able to make a few more albums! My 
advice is, don’t do what I’ve done. Just copy 
someone else bar for bar and then ask if you 
can support on their world tour, get a deal 
with their label, and Bob will indeed be your 
uncle. Do not create, it’s bad for business!

who would win in a loop pedal war 
between you and kt tunstall?

[laughs] Funniest question yet. The only 
dignified answer to that is that I hope we would 
both be fighting using a more worthwhile 
piece of equipment! I only ever used mine for 
multi-layering vocals because arranging vocal 
harmonies is one of my lifelong passions and 
I didn’t have any other singers to take around 
with me on tour (it’s tricky to find flight 
cases for them). I would NEVER use it to beat 
percussion in to recreate a ‘band’ sound, the 
whole overuse of the one-man band element 
has not aged well! I would like to think I would 
be the winner of a vocal duel, however!

for Unholy Majesty you worked with 
biffy clyro producer chris sheldon. 
what did he bring to the project?

He brought organisation, good use of time 
and telling me when we had the take and 
against my instincts that I should stop singing 
now! Frankly he is just completely fabulous 
darling! That’s what he would want me to 
say! He just makes everything sound amazing. 
I wanted to work with him because he just 
gets that sound without losing the sound 
that me and the band spend every waking 
hour perfecting. Man is a legend. End of.

can you tell us a bit about the 
single, ‘nanny’s world’? what’s 
the inspiration behind that?

‘Nanny’s World’ partly refers to the 
so-called ‘nanny state’ that the current 

« i wiLL nOt cOnFOrM 
tO sOMe sAFe iDeAL OF A 
sALeABLe wOMAn FigUre »
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government have handed to us. What 
people often gloss over is that we took it, 
we lapped it up. We love health and safety 
when it suits us, but when it doesn’t, well, 
that’s a different story! Also it encompasses 
things such as the phrases which are a 
device to make people uncomfortable. I 
had no idea anyone would want to use it 
as a single! It is also partly about my own 
family break-up following my parents’ 
divorce and the fact that my heart will 
always belong to the English countryside. 
It is about many, many different things.

for me, i have to say that ‘flawless’ really 
stood out. is this song very specific to you 
or do you think women in general come 
under too much pressure to conform 
to a certain appearance and lifestyle?

It is really about the music business, or 
rather the direction it took when TV finally 
realised a few years ago that ‘the kids like 
music’, and simultaneously the major labels 
started going down the pan. The sheer 
amount of pointless, but clean, tripe we 
are fed on TV and radio now is frankly 
sick. The song is just a very heartfelt, very 
simple song that is arranged to be accessible 
so everyone will know that I don’t want 
to be clean and easy and Disney and indie-
straight-tie-clean-shirt-car-advert or 

glockenspiel-acoustic-pointless-nonsense. 
It’s just a final statement to everyone in 
the business who has ever pushed me to 
conform to some safe ideal of a saleable 
woman figure and said it’s for my own good, 
or “everyone will like you better this way”, 
or “you can’t fight the way the business 
is” etc etc etc. ‘Flawless’ just very simply 
and very quietly says, “OK, that’s fine but 
I don’t want to work with you and I don’t 
want any part of what you call music”.

‘vacancies’ is also an incredibly 
powerful, punishing song. your vocal 
is so strong, it sounds as if you’re 
actually dredging the sound up right 
from your bile duct. how did you learn 
to manipulate your voice like that?

I am so glad you asked that. I am really 
pleased with the level of epic we managed to 
get into ‘Vacancies’ in all of the arrangement. 
Also, I have been working my bile duct off 
these past couple of years expanding my 
breath capacity and my range by warming 
up properly every day and exploring the 
resonance my body can actually create. I 
also cite giving up smoking and drinking 
and writing beyond my capabilities all the 
time. It’s the same mentality as buying a 
dress that’s obviously too small and saying 
“I’ll lose a bit more weight and get into it by 

summer”. The only difference is, I have to 
be able to sing/play whatever piece it is by 
the time I next go on stage! I constantly push 
myself. As you know, I have never been one 
for slouching around in an ill-fitting plaid 
shirt pretending I don’t have to try and it 
all comes naturally, because this kind of 
thing very clearly doesn’t. It comes through 
practice and guile. I’m so glad you noticed!

do you have any particular favourites 
from the album yourself?

‘Wholeness Sounds’ and ‘Vacancies’ and 
‘The Unholy’...and ‘Dirty Glow’, and 
the intro to ‘Flawless’. It’s fair to say I am 
ecstatic with the whole thing you know? I 
am very pleased with how it all came out. 
Sheldon hadn’t heard a lot of the tracks 
when we started the first day with him 
tracking at the studio so all of myself and 
the band’s pre-production paid off!

you seem to be completely in your element 
when performing live. how does it make 
you feel to be able to convey the passion 
in these songs with such energy?

It makes me feel like a living, breathing, 
transient being with a purpose! It is 
my gift and I am glad there are those 
who delight in receiving it. 

w
ea

rs
 th

e 
tr

ou
se

rs
 m

ag
az

in
e 

– 
20

08
 y

ea
rb

oo
k

11



w
ears the trousers m

agazine – 2008 yearbook
12

“I have this weird experience where 
I always get sick every time I come to 
London,” says the measured, sleepy 
voice on the end of the phone, followed 
by a small, weary laugh. Melody Gardot 
is having a bad day. Sitting in an office 
somewhere in Los Angeles she sounds like 
she’d rather be doing anything but talking to a 
reporter who can barely hear her because of a 
dodgy long-distance connection. At one point 
she gets up and disappears to track down an 
errant drink delivery while I hurriedly rethink 
some of my questions to try and get a glimpse 
of the personality beneath the story I’d read so 
much about.

For those unfamiliar with the young 
Philadelphian jazz artist, Melody Gardot is 
right up there with the ultimate against-the-
odds success stories that journos love. The 
briefest of searches on Google brings up page 
after page about her triumph, and here’s a 
précis: at 19 years old, fashion student Melody 
was riding her bike in downtown Philadelphia 
when she was hit by an SUV making an illegal 
turn, shattering her pelvis and seriously 
damaging both her brain and spine. The effects 
were devastating. At first she was unable to 
even sit up for longer than 10 minutes and 
walking was simply not an option.

Concerns about her short-term memory 
led to an experiment in which she began to 
write and record songs from her bedside as 
a way to remember her day to day activities 
and progress. Her musical training up to 
that point had been playing in piano bars two 
nights a week, but her injuries restricted 
her to an acoustic guitar. She took to it 
enthusiastically and the songs came thick 
and fast. Within two years she’d released 
an EP, played her first gigs and wrapped up 
the recording of her debut album Worrisome 
Heart with Grammy-winning producer Glenn 
Barratt. Her conspectus is brief, but humble: 
“By the grace of the universe, I have no idea 
how this happened.”

The ‘this’ she is referring to is the 
whirlwind of publicity and hype that has 
gathered pace considerably since her original 
low-key release of Worrisome Heart got picked 
up by music giants Universal and distributed 
worldwide earlier this year, fulfilling the 
young singer’s long-held desire to visit places 
like Vienna and Paris. With a name like yours 

do people often mistake you for French, I ask. 
“Everyone kind of assumes I’m Canadian,” 
she says, sounding a little perplexed at my 
reasoning. “In the grand scheme of things, it’s 
really not a bad thing.”

Melody loves Canada, and the Canadians 
seemingly return her affection. Her 
appearances at the Montreal Jazz Festival in 
July are among her happiest memories, she says 
with genuine awe. The word ‘amazing’ is used 
several times. “Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver 
– beautiful cities, beautiful people, and they 
have such a love for music. Unmistakable! 
And Canadians are well loved internationally. 
They’re sort of like the Swiss of the West,” 
she says with a sweet giggle. I feel like we are 
getting somewhere.

On the subject of Switzerland, we talk 
about how she felt performing at the world-
famous Montreux Jazz Festival over the 
summer alongside the likes of Joan Baez, kd 
lang and Leonard Cohen. The answer is, as 
you’d expect, “thrilled”. “The scenery around 
Montreux is just out of this world,” she gushes 
warmly. “I haven’t seen anything like it. I 
opened up my hotel window and saw the lake 
and the Swiss Alps. And again, the people are 
very sweet.”

Like the idiom’s most famous historical 
sweethearts of rhythm, jazz seems to have 
come pretty much intuitively to Gardot. 
When performing, her trademark bright 
red painted lips engage her musicians in an 
intricate dance between instrument and 
voice that is strikingly authentic for a 23 
year old. And her voice has changed since 
the album was recorded. Where once she 
sounded almost like a Norah Jones copyist 
on the undoubtedly poignant ‘Some Lessons’ 
(sample lyric: “To think that I could have 
fallen a centimetre to the left / I would 
not be here to see the sunset / or have 
myself a time”), now she’s more relaxed and 
confident in her own tones and phrasings. Her 
performance of ‘Sweet Memory’ on ‘Later…
with Jools Holland’ in May of this year was 
just immaculate, her tinted glasses the only 
indication of the accident-induced autonomic 
nervous system dysfunction that’s left her 
hypersensitive to both light and sound and 
still mystifies her doctors.

“Physically, what I’m most pleased with is 
how much more I am able to do than I thought 
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I was, with the support of others,” she tells me, 
pausing often. “Being given the chance to rise                   
to the occasion, though I’m very conscious  
of what I can and cannot do…almost 100% 
of the time I’m able to do things…which is 
great for me because I went from being very 
stationary to doing one of the most mobile 
things you can think of…I didn’t have any 
expectations but I certainly had…hesitations.”

She begins to sound withdrawn, and I change 
the subject quickly. Talking has become a 
little difficult and the positive, upbeat Melody 
Gardot I’ve read about in so many interviews 
seems pensive and tired. Of course, with 
it being a phone call she might as well have 
been preoccupied with cutting her toenails or 
darning a beloved holey sock for all I could tell. 
I ask her whether she still takes an interest in 
fashion these days. “In some ways,” she replies, 
choosing not to elaborate further. 

When I ask her about any new music she’s 
working on, she’s noticeably cagey and elusive. 
Two weeks later I discover that she’s recently 
finished her second album – titled My One 
& Only Thrill, out at the end of March, and 
recorded with legendary producer Larry Klein 
(Joni Mitchell, Madeleine Peyroux, Tracy 
Chapman) – and wonder why she didn’t say 
anything. I’m sure she had her reasons.

“I’m happiest when I’m behind a pen, so to 
speak,” she offers when we talk about what 
she’s been writing, so I tell her how impressed 
I was when reading her blog. The night before 
I had browsed her latest riff on walking home 
on a rainy weekend afternoon, which turned 
into a beautifully bittersweet love letter to the 
city of Philadelphia, and was genuinely moved 
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by her words. Other entries offered eloquent 
insights into her daily life: her regret for the 
sad decimation of the expensive lingerie she 
was wearing for the first time on the day of her 
accident, her struggles with her health, and 
so on. I felt like I learnt more about the real 
Melody Gardot by reading her own prose than 
I had wading through interview after interview 
of the same old stuff. You should write a book, 
I say.

“You’re one of the many who’s mentioned 
that to me!” she says, brightening at once. 
“Maybe it’s something I’ll do later. I’ve given it 
some consideration, but life is really swirling 
right now so it would have to be during some 
downtime. But yeah, I love writing. I actually 
had a desire to be a writer when I was younger…
it kind of strayed into the distance as one of 
those many things that you think about doing.”

Writing, fashion, piano. Is there anything 
else the young Gardot has dabbled in? “I began 
as a painter, actually,” she says abruptly. “I’m 
somebody who started as a painter and became 
a musician I guess. It’s just personal, I can’t 
deal with the commission world or anything 
like that because in some ways it’s really 
unfulfilling. For me, I just do paintings that 
are inspiring. I do a lot of figurative studies, 
a lot of things that are well rendered.” When 
pressed further, she reveals that her favourites 
are the illustrator painters, men like Daumier, 
Toulouse-Lautrec and Rodin. “That’s pretty 
much it.”

All this talk of art brings us conveniently 
back to London, where she played her biggest 
UK shows to date as part of the London Jazz 
Festival in November. She was first asked to 

play there in 2007 and sufficiently impressed 
the organisers and crowd to get an invitation 
to perform at 2008’s opening gala. Under the 
watchful eye of musical director Guy Barker 
(“He’s someone I really enjoy and always has 
a little extra thing up his sleeve. It’s got me 
excited!”), Gardot took to the Barbican stage 
with Carleen Anderson, Christine Tobin, Liane 
Carroll, Madeleine Bell, Cleveland Watkiss 
and Nate James to celebrate a century of song, 
before her own headline concert at Queen 
Elizabeth Hall the following day.

“I’ve got my fingers crossed I won’t be sick 
when I arrive. I’d like to see more of the city. 
It’s a lovely town. I’ve seen different parts,” she 
says, before wheeling out an unexpected killer 
anecdote about how a casual stroll through 
Soho with a friend (“he’s a guitarist”) turned 
out to be a rather educational event. “I learnt 
what poppers were!” she giggles. “I had no 
idea! We don’t have those! We were walking 
through the town and I saw this sign and I’m 
like, ‘What’s a popper?’ and he’s like, ‘You 
don’t know?’ and I’m like, ‘No!’ and he’s like, 
‘Oh, um!’

“Well, he gracefully went through the 
length of trying to explain in a way that was 
feminine appropriate…y’know, he didn’t 
want to be crass. I found it very…interesting.”

For a self-styled ‘modern-day dame’ like 
Gardot that’s quite a revelation, and for all 
the interview’s faltering moments – as much 
technology’s fault as anyone’s – I’m happy to 
have gotten a peek at what lies beneath her 
talented, profound, old-fashioned exterior. 
Underneath her extraordinary story, Melody 
Gardot is admirably, adorably silly.



When you are named after a World 
War II resistance fighter grandma who 
ushered holocaust victims to safety in 
Palestine, and were the editor of a high 
school paper that once was managed by 
Truman Capote, it can be expected that 
you yourself will venture into creative 
and inspiring spheres. Pepi Ginsberg chose 
music, and her soft and quirky avant-Americana 
compositions, accentuated by poetic and moving 
lyrics, do not fail to draw inspiration from her 
exciting past.

Pepi’s grandmother, whose story was made 
famous by the Paul Newman-starring epic film 
‘Exodus’, is a huge encouragement to her. “She 
is amazingly inspirational for so many reasons,” 
she says. “For her bravery and spirit and tenacity, 
and the sheer fact that she was a woman 
participating and standing up for her beliefs in a 
world predominated by men and male ‘values’ 
and standards. 

“She was a resistance fighter, she started a 
school, she was a track star, she had a family – 
she was the Everywoman and Everyperson, and 
also someone I never met. She’s a fascinating 
person to draw a character of; however, she was 
real, she’s part of me, and that is also inspiring.”

Even on a more general level, human 
interconnections have always held a particular 
fascination for Pepi, and it is an area that she 
focuses on with her lyrical and poetic talent: “I 
guess I draw from my life, from the world I see 
around me,” she says. “From how I see people 
move through their days and how I observe 
the decisions they make and my attempt to 
understand my own decision making.

“As a theme I notice I write songs about 
journeys, about leaving and coming back and 
finding out something that is really just a key to 
a new door. I think for a while loss was a theme 
– it still is – and love, and wanting to love or be 
loved or whatever you call it. Care, taking care 

of another or oneself, messing up, forgiving, 
understanding and blaming, and letting go. 
Letting go and understanding what it is you are 
letting go of, bravery.

“All of this to me, all these words that I use, 
describe love – between anyone, or anything. 
I don’t know what love is, I guess it’s just this 
umbrella term for living. I guess the emotion of 
living; I try to draw from that.”

As well as into her music, the themes of love, 
loss and journeying feed into Pepi’s creative 
writing. While attending university in west 
Philadelphia she tried her hand at writing 
a novel, No Name Colorado, something she’s 
quite humble about now but had a somewhat 
precocious beginning. “I was 19 and I had this 
idea that I could come home for Thanksgiving 
and tell everyone I wrote a novel,” she recalls. 
“So that’s what I did. It’s more a novella. It’s 
about a boy named Nicholas; he changes his 
name, his mother is depressed and leaves to live 
in the sunshine, she has that condition, and his 
father lives with him but is just totally absent

“So Nick runs away and makes it about as far 
as the Catskills, upstate NY. He finds himself 
at a weird old hotel sitting at a bar next to an 
older man who’s sort of a drunk. The guy takes 
him home and pretty much adopts him – this 
man’s own family is totally dysfunctional and 
he and his wife more or less want Nick to fix 
the holes in their family disaster…“I haven’t 
read it in so long. I’m only on page 20 of 
editing and I can’t remember the end. If it’s 
ever any good at all maybe I’ll try to publish 
it…probably not.”

Despite a second career as the next 
Marilynne Robinson looking unlikely, Pepi 
still writes poetry, but mostly now for ideas 
for songs: “I write poetry to loosen me up,” she 
says. “I feel like all I want to do right now, and 
for the last while, is write for songs, because 
I still feel like I could always be better and 

the best way it seems to get better is to do the 
thing you want to be better at.”

In fact, neither music nor writing was the path 
young Pepi at first chose to follow, opting to go 
to art school instead. Once there, however, she 
soon became entwined in the local music scene. 
“I was convinced I wanted to go to art school, be 
a sculptor, build a visual language for what I had 
to say,” Pepi recounts. “At some point it became 
clear to me that whatever I had to say, I wasn’t 
able to communicate is as clearly, as authentically, 
as I thought I could through words. And I don’t 
know where the song idea came from, that just 
started to happen when I opened my eyes, looked 
around and saw musicians and writers, people I 
respected, living their lives in song. I guess when 
I realised it was an option I wanted to try it, and it 
felt better than anything else. There was also, and 
still is, a very vibrant and supportive community 
of musicians and artists in Philadelphia, where I 
was living at the time, which made making music 
easy and fun and accessible and sort of normal. 
This was comforting since it wasn’t so normal to 
want that life at the school I was attending.”

Everything evolved quickly from there. Pepi 
managed to secure a spot on a local Philadelphia 
music compilation and recorded her first album, 
Orange Juice: Stephanie/Stephanie, in 2006, 
speedily followed by a second album, Sometime 
Momma/Sometime Babe. These initial recordings 
were very stripped back, focusing mainly on 
her free-spirited voice and accentuating her 
beautifully philosophical lyrics with subtle 
“guitar frames”.

If you’ve heard her you’ll know that Pepi’s 
approach to songwriting is powerfully emotional 
and instantly engaging. “I think the emotionality 
just comes from sort of being sappy about life,” 
she laughs. “Sappy is unfair, I’m just kidding. But 
no, [it’s from] enjoying life, taking it in as fully as 
possible and then dealing with the consequences 
of that. Lyrically, well, I am enamoured of 
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words. Words are, to me, colours to paint 
with, or images to juxtapose, building blocks 
or bricks, and I feel like using language and 
thinking about language. Building with language 
is a huge part of how I go about telling a story or 
conveying an idea through a song.”

After recording her second album, Pepi hit 
the road and played a series of shows up and 
down the coast of California. On returning 
home from a long tour, she found a bottle at her 
front door containing a note from Philadelphia 
musician Scott McMicken, renowned producer 
of Dr. Dog, asking her to collaborate with him. 
Pepi was intrigued and went to see him for an 
initial recording session. But what started as a 
one-off recording soon developed into a recording 
marathon, from which Pepi’s latest release Red 
sprang. The two hit it off and Pepi is full of praise 
for his influence. “Working with Scott is the 
best,” she says. “He has a way about him in the 
studio and with music that just puts you at ease. 
Somehow there is this understanding that it will 
all be alright and better than alright, it will be 
great. He’s so smart, I mean on all levels, and this 
magic intelligence finds its way into what to do 
with a song. He really feels his way through, he 
can feel a song in a really huge way and get to the 
heart of it.”

The magic of this inspirational pairing is 
obvious from the very first listen to Red. Pepi’s 
voice, once bare and exposed, is comfortably 
embedded within exciting and quirky 
arrangements, taking her compositions to an 
entirely new level. Pepi is equally enthused about 
her new collaborator’s creative energy: “Scott 
really helped create the sound of the record. 
We went through decisions together but it was 
a lot of him saying let’s try this, how’s that and 
we were on the same page, it always felt right. 
But his knack for production is just so informed, 
intuitive and generous – really he’s unique.” 

Although very layered and varied, Red was 
recorded in a relatively no-frills fashion, without 
the use of fancy reverb and effects, and Pepi 
confirms that this was very much her intention. 

These days it’s all about the band for Pepi, 
and she very much prefers it to her solo 
performance days: “It’s so much better this 
way. To hear the beat behind me, to hear my 
bandmates play their brilliant parts, to just be a 
team, like I said before, is just way more fun. 

“There’s a freedom to it, I get to live inside 
the fullness of the song and I much prefer playing 
with others. My bandmate Jon Guez is a fantastic 
songwriter. He is thoughtful and a wonderful 
producer as well. He’s just damn special and 
it comes out in his music, he creates a world. 
Amnon, who plays guitar in my band, writes 
and plays guitar like no one I’ve ever known – 
it’s art, and art that really makes me want to 
be better all the time. And Pete Angevine our 
drummer is seriously off the hook.

“I do play solo sometimes and it’s a good time. I 
try to look for the silences, or fall as deep as I can 
into the story. I try for this with the band too but, 
well, I’m far more animated with the band, and I 
can dance more. I really like to dance.

“I like to imagine the realm of the possible, 
it’s sort of like the ring of Saturn, almost 
intangible but very real. The motivation, 
though, I must say, is simply to have as much 
fun as possible. My bandmates and I call this 
being an optimiser. I’m just trying to optimise 
the fun.”

“I was hearing this particular sound, this really 
washed out sound, couldn’t-hear-a-thing-at-all 
sound, couldn’t tell where one part began and 
the other ended, couldn’t make out one word 
or instrument. I like knowing what I hear and I 
wanted to make a record that you could hear.

“I think this will be my goal again. Amnon 
[Friedlin, Pepi’s bandmate] has an amazing 
ability to make his guitar sound effected without 
using any effects. It’s amazing, it’s all within 
the skill of his hand. On the next record you’ll 
be able to hear even more clearly, every word I 
sing, the story. I like records that I can make out 
a storyline, even if it’s not a linear story.”

Ever the evolving artist, however, Pepi won’t 
be content to settle into what is comfortable 
and known. “I think it’s always fun to move 
forward and try different clothes and colours 
on for size, how else would you know what 
feels best?,” she laughs.

“And what feels best [for me] is always 
changing. I love Red but we did Red and now we’ll 
do the next and it will be different. Scott has a 
line in a new song of his that says ‘What comes by 
chance too comes by choice.’ I can’t say I know 
what he meant for sure, but for me this means 
that if you stay open to situations and to change 
then it will find you, life will find you and change 
you. Red was situational – we went for it – we did 
a song and I was lucky enough to meet Scott at 
that time and see what was possible…I do want to 
work with him again, of course. We are 
arranging the next record together as a 
band, but we are all friends, and I bet 
we can find a cool way to all work 
together. It’s really a fun idea to 
think about.”
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DeFenDers OF 
tHe eArtH

Genuine independence in the music industry is a commodity in short supply. It perhaps begins by 
questioning the assumption that music itself is a commodity, as is often presented to us by the large corporations that 
still try to drip feed easily digestible and ultimately unsatisfying acts to the music buying masses. 

The Ditty Bops are a definite exception to the rule. The Los Angeles musical and romantic pairing of Abby DeWald 
and Amanda Barrett draw on a rich mixture of influences from popular music’s historical store cupboard, blending 
them together to create something contemporary and different. “We don’t like feeling stuck to a genre or a constricting 
definition of what we are. We like to play with our creativity and let whatever comes out come out,” says Amanda, a 
former model and the daughter of Dianic priestess and fretted dulcimer player Ruth Barrett.

It was Abby that introduced Amanda to western swing, an important part of the Ditty Bops mix, and their early 
recordings were majorly influenced by the swinging, humorous ditties of Dan Hicks & The Hotlicks. Today they take a 
magpie-like approach to songwriting, opening up to inspiration wherever and whenever it strikes. “Abby’s definitely a 
more prolific songwriter than I am,” says Amanda. “She’s constantly coming up with ideas and I’m utterly inspired by her. 
We carry around little tape recorders and capture snippets of ideas as they come along, and later patch them together 
into songs. That’s how it usually works.”
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If this very occasionally jars, as if too many 
ideas are trying to be shoehorned into one song, 
it mostly takes the listener to surprising new 
places, the kind you’ll be very happy to visit. 
Unless you’re a cloth-eared major label exec that 
is. Before striking out alone with last year’s Pack 
Rat EP The Ditty Bops were signed to Warner 
Brothers, an environment in which their inability 
to be pigeonholed caused some difficulties. 
“There were different opinions in the company 
about which direction we should go with our 
music, because we had so many different ways we 
liked to play,” says Amanda before admitting, “In 
the end we often got to do what we wanted, with 
some compromises here and there.”

To get an idea as to why The Ditty Bops 
caused such hapless confusion in the heads of the 
corporation, take a listen to their third album 
Summer Rains, released back in February. It’s a 
joyously mixed up mélange of cabaret, vaudeville, 
gypsy jazz, folk, swing and ragtime, alongside 
country and more straightforward American 
indie rock. In short, it would give you a headache 
if you attempted to place them in a record shop 
category rack.

And it’s not only the music that is different, 
their love of cabaret and vaudeville spills out 
into their look, which is often highly theatrical, 
the two of them looking as if they’d just stepped 
(fabulously, of course) out of a piece of musical 
theatre. In 2005, the pair filmed a 22-episode 
cable access TV series featuring a pageant of 
various hometown performances, behind the 
scenes studio outtakes filmed while making their 
debut album with producer Mitchell Froom, and 
a miscellany of other artful snippets, followed by 
a series of bikini calendars that puts the Rylstone 
Women’s Institute firmly in the shade.

“Being strongly independent and having a 
vision for our project has been very good for 
us,” says Amanda. “It’s allowed us to guide 
the direction of our music and visual content 
and given us a lot of freedom. Now that 
we’ve started our own little label [The Green 
Witch Society – both girls are dedicated 
environmentalists] we can do any project we put 
our minds to and it’s up to us to follow through 
with it. We’re learning a lot as we go.”

As a further example of their individuality, 
they raised eyebrows when in 2006 they decided 
that they would travel during their American tour 
by pedal power alone. The leg-destroying scale 
of the undertaking didn’t deter them, and in the 
land where automobile is still defiantly king they 
discovered more about their country than they 
could have done if they were cooped up on a tour 
bus. It also hammered home to them just how 
diverse America really is, and how badly distorted 
perceptions of it can be if you only listen to 
the mainstream media or judge it solely on the 
actions of its leaders. 

“We slowed down and got to meet a lot of 
great people and enjoy the wind and the trees and 
the rocks and the seas,” says Amanda. ”I realised 

how huge the US is. It’s full of so many beautiful 
types of terrain and there are so many people 
with different ideas all within the same country.”

Upon returning from their epic journey, 
the Bops decided to sell their car and turn the 
place where they used to park it into a vegetable 
garden. This might not seem that radical a step in 
these increasingly planet-conscious times, until 
you bear in mind that they live in arguably the 
world’s premier car-friendly city.

“Many people are afraid to ride bikes here 
because cars rule the place,” says Amanda. “On the 
bike tour we rode through many large cities that 
were much better set up for bicycle commuters 
and we were so inspired to see how well bikes can 
be incorporated into the transportation system if 
given some attention.”

The bicycle tour was followed up in 2007 by a 
tour of farming communities to bring attention 
to the plight of small-scale family farms – the 
kind which were once the backbone of the 
American rural economy – and the launch of 
a new website, youandisavetheworld.org, 
campaigning against plastic bags and for various 
other environmental causes.

While such a strong ethical or political stance 
can sometimes create music that is worthy to 
the point of being unlistenable, The Ditty Bops 
mix it with a bouncy optimism and wide-eyed 
enthusiasm for new music and ideas. Speaking 
of which, Amanda thinks readers of Wears 
The Trousers should check out their friend 
and occasional collaborator Jesca Hoop: “She’s 
amazing! The first time I heard her on the radio, 
I was so excited that something that good was 
being created in my lifetime. She’s got a great 
record out called Kismet.”

The Ditty Bops are a happy, homespun act with 
an interesting voice and take on the world, and 
in an industry filled with cynicism and empty 
posturing they introduce a much needed dose of 
optimism. Belief that individuals can make the 
world a better place might get them labelled as 
naïve, but the Bops’ refreshing independence of 
spirit has won a growing number of devotees to 
their credo.

written by MArtyn cLAytOn
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The advent of social networking has given the 
age-old concept of imaginary friends a distinctly 
21st Century twist. Wears The Trousers, for 
instance, has several thousand of them. Most 
only appear when they want us to vote for 
something futile or join some group for no 
perceptible good reason, so the idea that they 
might all one day swarm together as a collective 
to form a needy and impenetrable wall of sound 
frankly gives me nightmares.

“People have said our music takes them 
somewhere dark and beautiful,” says Louise 
Kleboe, the Society Of Imaginary Friend’s 
striking figurehead, when Wears The Trousers 
goes to meet her in a Soho café on a particularly 
dreary morning. Indeed, ‘dark’ and ‘beautiful’ 
are two words that come up time and again in the 
band’s reviews. Others are ‘surreal’, ‘strange’, 
‘cinematic’ and the always dependable ‘Lynchian’. 
Everyone knows what you mean when you say 
that something is Lynchian. Remember that really 
odd Specsavers advert from a couple of years ago, 
the one with the woman on a ropeswing who 
was, quite inexplicably, suddenly plonked in the 
middle of some blood red antechamber, still on 
the swing, pulling sex kitten faces for the sake of 
selling some designer frames? No? Well, that was 
pretty Lynchian, or at least it was trying to be.

But back to the point: the song on that advert 
was sung by none other than Louise Kleboe, and 
very dramatic it was too. Armed with a stunning 
operatic voice, Louise could sing a takeaway menu 
and it would still sound fantastic. Remember 
how fresh, exotic and out of time Goldfrapp’s Felt 
Mountain felt 8 years ago? Listening to the Society’s 
weird and wonderful debut, Sadness Is A Bridge To 
Love, is a similarly disorienting experience. Each 
song is almost an elaborate operetta in itself, 

combining elements of film noir soundtracks, 
Romani jazz and orchestral chamber folk, and 
of course that phenomenal voice, twisted into 
dramatic, fluid shapes. But what really brings the 
Society’s music into a modern context, and what 
bends the mind, is the disparate subject matters 
they tackle, some completely at odds with the 
conventional notion of opera. When asked what 
the album’s main themes are, Louise just laughs 
and says, “the usual: love, passion, death, disorder 
and explosive heroic sunsets at the end of it all.” 
Clearly she’s a fantasist. You don’t get many 
explosive heroic sunsets in London. She nods. 
“I firstly got into music as a means of escape. 
Through music I could get away from pain by 
describing it. But my favourite place on earth is 
central London. I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

When pressed for reasons why, she’s more 
than happy to extol the virtues of London’s 
thriving creative community. There’s her 
fellow Society members Alfie Thomas (“the 
sexiest accordionist in the world”) and Cara 
Vella (“a magician on the violin”), and various 
collaborators who have worked with the band 
in composing music for film and TV, people 
like Anselmo Netto (“one of the best musicians 
I have ever played with; he can play a tune on a 
crisp packet!”), “brilliant flautist” Liz Palmer, 

“extraordinary trombonist” Hillary Jeffrey and 
Band Of Holy Joy frontman Johnny Brown, who 
she calls “the Arthur Rimbaud of the Noughties 
and a great performer.”

And Louise should know a thing or two about 
performing. She’s been doing it since the age of 
10, when she first accompanied herself on guitar 
at the Orkney Folk Festival. It was actually her 
guitar teacher, Mr Bosustow, who discovered 
her vocal potential and helped to develop her 

incredible expressiveness and range. “When 
I was 17 he dedicated himself to teaching me 
classical singing for free. You have usually got 
to be quite rich to get your voice trained, so 
without him it would never have happened.”

Both her father and grandfather were sailors 
of Norwegian ancestry and when the family 
moved to the Orkneys she would spent a lot of 
time out on the cliffs lobster creeling with her 
dad. “Like a true Viking girl I love the sea,” she 
says. “The sea and the Islands have an amazing 
spirit. Everything seems to sing. We wrote a 
song about it called ‘The Oyster Catcher’”

Her mum, too, had an influence as Louise 
would often dig out her old blues records and 
soak them in. Old timers like Champion Jack 
Dupree and Sonny Terry and Brownie McGee 
were often played alongside Holst’s The 
Planets, ‘Porgy & Bess’ and The Incredible 
String Band. Later she discovered Shostakovich 
(”I love the secret messages in his writing and 
the sheer power of it”) and Béla Bartók. “I 
play Mikrokosmos whenever I can,” she says. 
“Anything baroque. Also Iron Maiden and Led 
Zeppelin; Nina Simone, Nina Hagen, Patti 
Smith. And also John Adams.”

Album track ‘Nursery Of Dark & Light’ was 
actually written one night after the band had been 

to see Adams conduct an “amazing” symphonic 
version of his opera ‘Dr Oppenheimer’ at the 
Proms. “Me and Alfie went back to the studio 
and just had loads of fun messing around and 
improvising. We did it in one take. The whole 
night had a fantastic atmosphere. A rainy late 
night in Soho.”

But not all the songs were conceived of and 
finished within an hour. The recording process 
has been long and fractured, taking over  
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3 years to finish the album between lots of other 
projects. “Songs often start as voice notes on 
a mobile phone, and then the words can come 
even a year later, so the album has evolved as 
each song has come together,” she explains.

It’s easy to imagine how long these songs take 
to complete. Each one is packed with intricacies. 
‘The Moors’ starts as a multi-layered delayed 
cloud of violins with double basses dramatically 
underscoring them, before Louise’s voice cuts 
in telling, in her own words, “the story of a 
sublime hungover morning on the roof of the 
world”. ‘Flower On The Wall’ could almost be 
a Bond theme, and ‘Night Of Power’ shimmers 
with electric expectation. “People have said to 
me that when the crescendo happens that they 
have had the sensation of leaving their body,” she 
smiles, evidently pleased with this assessment.

Even among such songs of dizzying richness 
and baffling passages, one track stands above 
all in terms of its sheer strangeness. ‘For 

Those Online’ brings us back around to the 
contemporary form of imaginary friends, taking 
a creepy look at the intimate interpersonal 
relationships we form with people who are 
essentially strangers. 

On first listen you might think it’s all some 
big joke – I did – and lyrics like “You leave a 
comment so clever and sweet / you hype yourself 
up, I press delete / welcome to Myspace! 
This is my space!” don’t really help. But listen 
carefully, get beyond the Myspace and Facebook 
namechecks, and you’ll uncover the real grit of 
the song in lines like “I hope you won’t hurt me 
when you come to call / you say that you want 
me, warts and all.”

Social networking looks suddenly less 
appealing through the Society’s spyglass, and 
Louise soon shows she’s not too modern a lady 
to climb on the back of her wolf steed and get 
all ‘Ride Of The Valkyries’ on your ass. “How 
many affairs? / how many fucks this month?” 

she trills on swirling album highlight ‘The Tide 
Of Life’, further admonishing with “you called 
me a whore but let’s face it / you’re not exactly 
a temple of virtue, not anymore.”

“Recording that song was one of my favourite 
sessions,” Louise grins. “When I improvised 
over the end passage and hit a beautiful top B 
and held it. Unfortunately that means I have to 
do it live each time we perform it, which can be 
nerve wracking.

“I am in the process of learning a new 
technique at the moment to get more resonance 
in my voice, with a wonderful soprano called 
Louise Walsh. By next year I should be able to 
sing in large venues without a microphone. I 
practise in the kitchen and make the saucepans 
sing with my voice…my poor neighbours!”

Ah, they won’t mind, I say. It’ll take them 
somewhere dark and beautiful. She laughs. 
“Yeah. They should buy our CD. It’s cheaper 
than a trip to the Orkneys!”

w
ea

rs
 th

e 
tr

ou
se

rs
 m

ag
az

in
e 

– 
20

08
 y

ea
rb

oo
k

23



cOM
FOrtABLy 

ninA
24



Nina Nastasia is not known for her 
exuberance. Watching her onstage can 
often be an uncomfortable experience where 
restraint presides, fingers miss their intended 
strings and words to the crowd are mumbled 
and trail off. It can of course be said that a 
degree of reservation can allow an artist to 
focus energy on inhabiting songs with intensity 
and poise, but I’ve always felt that with 
Nina it tied her down and, from a spectator 
perspective, visibly and audibly seemed to 
frustrate her. Given this, you can imagine my 
surprise when at the Camden Roundhouse 
a new Nina took to the stage, one who had 
swapped her restrained, nerves-led routine for 
a warmer and far more gregarious setup. From 
giving away a sweater she bought that did not 
fit (“I can’t resist a bargain!”) to telling stories 
about clowns and hairpieces, Nina was tipsy 
from between-song whiskeys and was up for 
some fun.

The setup at the Roundhouse was not its 
usual 3000 capacity ‘in the round’ style but a 
smaller area built in the circle, candle-topped 
tables filling the space directly in front of the 
stage. Stepping out from a wide curtain of 
twinkling stars Nina took to the stage with 
‘The Very Next Day’, her voice light and 
precise, her gaze fixed, the first line a cappella. 
You could almost hear the wax drip.

A powerful ‘Late Night’, dedicated to “the 
brother I never had”, was followed by ‘I Go 
With Him’, one of the highlights from The 
Blackened Air, sung with such measured intent 
it was almost frightening. Her voice was a 
weapon, lingering over each word, stressing 
out syllables and again fixing the audience with 
a firm gaze all the while. The image of Nina 
as a more self-assured deliverer of her sad, 
sober songs began to settle. ‘I Write Down 
Lists’ was detached and somehow desperate, 
the words underlined by roughly striking the 
strings harder than we are used to, replacing 
Jim White’s prominent percussion on most 
recent album You Follow Me as though it were 
never there.

At one point she shouted to the lighting 
operator, whom she appeared to know by 
name, “Anders, I want you to do that Las 

Vegas-style lighting!” Elaborating a little 
further for the sake of the audience, “I want 
you to circle round and round the room with 
the spotlight and just pick a table.” Anders 
promptly followed command and settled on a 
table. “That wasn’t quite how I imagined it,” 
she laughed. “How fucking horrible is that! It’s 
one of my worst nightmares to be pointed out 
at a show!” A strange and somewhat insightful 
exercise, it was as though attention-shy Nina 
was exacting a little revenge on her ever 
watchful audience.

Normally far too troubled by the show 
at hand, there was even time to address the 
unfortunate attendees of her last London gig. 
“I want to apologise for anyone who was at 
my Union Chapel show. I think I played for 
something like 20 minutes. Virgin Airlines 
lost my guitar and then...well...my pants were 
down. Well, my skirt should I say! I did want 
to give everyone their money back...but...”

Fan favourites ‘Stormy Weather’ and ‘Ugly 
Face’ ensured no refunds were necessary 
tonight, despite it being clear that Ms Nastasia 
was becoming rather intoxicated. “As the glass 
gets lower my tuning gets worse!” she exclaims 
at one point, receiving rapturous applause. The 
normally icy indie starlet was later so wobbly 
she was rendered unable to find the gap in the 
curtain resulting in a hilarious, fumbled exit. 
Loud applause again. It gave her an edge and a 
boldness that enhanced rather than detracted 
from the music.

Only minutes after the show, in a corridor 
behind the stage, I lurked around while Nina 
fluttered around a giddy rabble made up of 
friends and label staff before being guided 
off to somewhere quieter to the calls of her 
partner Kennan Gudjonsson: “Are you going to 
blow him, Nina?!” 

It was clear that the interview was to be a 
rather light-hearted experience; the general 
atmosphere was more like being behind the 
scenes with a travelling circus than with a 
woman whose music has been described as 
being able to “suck the air out of the room.” 
As we sat in front of the mirror in a tiny 
dressing room strewn with shoes, bottles and 
bras, outside of the door the party continued, 
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dotting our conversation with a soundscape 
of whoops and bangs. Trying not to face the 
mirror, we reflected on the show that had  
just passed.

“I’m sorry for not doing this [interview] 
earlier, only I was busy being sick,” she laughs. 
“But yeah, I really enjoyed tonight, it went 
really well.” 

I mention that I’m looking forward to 
seeing her again at a festival at the weekend. 
“I haven’t done a lot of festivals,” she says. 
“Primavera I really loved, it had a really 
beautiful atmosphere. All Tomorrow’s Parties 
was really fun, I like how it’s set up. You can 
see everyone playing, and you’re not separated 
from everybody. Sometime it’s harder because 
the crowd are walking around, especially 
playing solo.

“I think that the Dirty Three did an 
amazing job of curating, it was amazing. I 
loved it! Their lineup was fantastic. I fell in 
love with Mary Margaret O’Hara, I thought 
she was great. Also that band [Psarantonis] 
from Crete, they were amazing. Everyone was 
drunk, it was like a Greek wedding!”

Would Nina ever curate her own if asked? 
“That’s a good question but I don’t really 
know anything about music! I know a lot more 
about music than I did, but...” She pauses. “I’d 
have to think about it. It seems like it would 
be a pain in the ass,” she laughs, “a nightmare 
actually. I don’t know if I would! I would be 
pretty intimidated.”

Something about the Nina Nastasia sitting 
just inches in front of me gives the impression 
that a long journey led to where she is 
now. Thoughtful pauses punctuate careful 
sentences, defying the expression of her lyrics 
and the haze of the whiskey. We backtrack a 
bit and ask how this all came about. “It was an 
investment,” she admits. “We tried anything 
we could just to make records and go on tour 
with a big band.

“We got in a lot of trouble actually,” she 
says, smiling broadly. “It’s gotten a lot better 
but there were times when it was super super 
hard and we were really struggling. We had 
full-time jobs. We wouldn’t pay our rent 
just so we could make a record. There were 
several times when we had to do a tour and 
we had to make, like, 30 grand in a week and 
it was so stressful.”

It seems that even the challenge of raking 
together $30,000 didn’t put this earthy 
songwriter off course and the “investment” 
did not run to ruin. “Well, we always found 
a way somehow. I think we went as far as 
borrowing from the mob one time. We paid it 
back. You have to always pay it back. So, yeah, 
that’s how it works.”

The money talk led us to the subject of the 
latest Volvo car advert for which Nina lends 
the soundtrack. I explain that I had a genuine 
what-the-fuck moment when ‘Our Day Trip’ 
came flooding out of my television speakers 
in the ad break during ‘Who Wants To Be A 
Millionaire?’. She smiles. “It was kind of cool, 
It had the video with the donkey in it!

“Actually I was asked to do a car commercial 
when I very first started, which would probably 
have saved me a lot of that debt, but I wasn’t 
interested in doing that kind of thing and, well, 
y’know. This time it was good enough money 
and I was just like ‘fuck it, it will make my life 
easier’. I’ll tell you, it was a hell of a lot more 
fun than saying no!” she laughs.

On the topic of Nina showing up in 
unexpected places, I mention that I really liked 
‘The Matter’, her collaboration with Bryan 
Hollon, aka Boom Bip, mainly known for his 
remix work. “He called and was interested 
in doing a collaboration, but I’m not much 
of a collaborator when it comes to writing 
something. I don’t really feel comfortable doing 
that. He sent me some music but I didn’t really 
have the time to figure anything out, which 
was really awkward.

“It was a beautiful piece of music but it was 
really long,” she laughs, “and I thought, what 
can I talk about for that length? So he said you 
can give me anything, just give me a song and 
I’ll do stuff to it. I had ‘The Matter’ written 
already so I gave him it and he did all that stuff 
over the top of it. It was really fun!”

Perhaps Nina’s best known ‘collaborator’ 
is Steve Albini, one of indie music’s most 
notorious knob twiddlers, responsible for the 
sound of PJ Harvey’s Rid Of Me and Nirvana’s 
In Utero. “He’s a really lovely person,” she says, 
nodding slowly.

“Kennan and myself were trying to figure 
out who we wanted to work with. We were 
listening to records that he recorded and it was 
exactly the sort of approach we wanted. He’s 
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really great at recording everything live. I’m a 
real pessimist and feel like I can’t possibly do 
anything, but actually he is really accessible. 
We sent him a little cassette tape and it turned 
out to be a good choice.”

The noise level outside the door increases 
and Kennan bursts in looking a little worse 
for wear: “Oh, I’m sorry! Is there any more 
ice?” he asks, tearing a chunk off a Sainsbury’s 
breadstick. “I’m going to need this! Go back to 
what you were doing!”

As he staggers back out of the room Nina 
smirks, and in that weary tone often reserved 
for those we cherish yet chide says, “He’s 
driving to Brittany in a few hours.”

I look around the room, thrown off course 
for a moment. It seems that the tight space we 
are occupying is not too dissimilar to the room 
in which Nina writes, back at home in New 
York. “I was just thinking I would really like 
to have a separate place for writing - right now 
it’s the bathroom of my studio apartment - but 
there’s no such thing as something cheap. So 
for now it’s the bathroom, and let me tell you 
it’s getting really small. It was fine for a while 
but now I can’t wait to get out of there!”

Despite a large body of songs hewn out of 
the fabric of communication, conversations 
gone awry and arguments lost and won, 
writing is not, however, a subject that Nina 
can easily put words to, even in the boozy 
relaxation of the dressing room. “It’s always 
funny to talk about that kind of thing. There 
is a particular time in my life that a lot of 
things I’ve written have come out of but...I 
don’t really know what to say...”

Perhaps it is easier to say it on record. “Well, 
I’m working on a new record. It will be with 
a band. I definitely have people I want to work 
with...the drummer from The Blackened Air [Jay 
Bellerose]. He’s super busy so I’m just going 
to have to find a time when he can do it. Also 
a friend of mine, Paul, we’re trying to work 
something out.”

I point out that she has quite a few songs, like 
the lovely ‘Albert’s Song’, that she often plays 
but has not released yet. “Yeah, there are a lot 
of songs floating around that haven’t made it 
onto a record. I just have to see what I have and 
what will fit.”

I suggest a Peel Sessions release, in particular 
the session with Tuvan throat singing group 
Huun-Huur-Tu. She laughs uncertainly. 
“That was a mess! I don’t know if I would put 
that out! But yes, I would like to release one 
eventually, I’d have to sift through them.”

As the noise outside of our underwear-
strewn cell becomes almost unbearable, Nina’s 
eyes flit from me to the door. I figure it is time 
to go. A warm kiss later I free up this engaging 
yet detached, awkward yet funny songwriter 
just in time. As I get up from my chair there’s 
a space age ringtone and then, “Hey, where are 
ya? Noooo, shit! Don’t leave! Shit! Is there a 
bar or something?”
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It’s fair to say that the music industry’s 
relationship with pop reached its peak 
just over 10 years ago. Music videos were 
nothing without a budget of £10,000 or more; 
singles were a luscious, physical thing with 
posters, postcards and more non-album tracks 
than a fan could ever wish for; the charts 
actually stood for something; and our icons were 
untouchable, carefully guarded objects.

Back in 1996, one particular tattooed, 
pierced and fearsome young lady was rarely off 
the screens, whether slouched in a giant rotating 
dentist’s chair or sat on a toilet in an oversized 
fur coat, terrorising and seducing the camera 

lens with a single glance. For a time, she was 
‘Top Of The Pops’, NME, Q. She headlined 
festivals across Europe, and even soundtracked 
the love scene between Val Kilmer and Elizabeth 
Shue in blockbuster movie ‘The Saint’.

For many, these are their last memories of 
Kelli Ali, former lead singer of ’90s trip-rock 
indie darlings the Sneaker Pimps before she 
was famously “asked to leave” in 1997. But 
while she may have fallen off the radar for 
more chart-focused music lovers – I call them 
part-timers – for Kelli’s loyal fans, a lot has 
happened. Cherrypicked by Marc Almond to 
write and duet on a song shortly after leaving 
the Pimps, she went on to work with everyone 
from Bootsy Collins to Linkin Park, all the 
while finding her own artistic feet. Tigermouth, 
her first solo album of infectious, sparkly 
electro-pop appeared in 2002, followed by 
a darker sophomore effort, Psychic Cat, in 
2004. Since then, however, things have been 
relatively silent. 

We quickly get down to the ins and outs of 
her whereabouts these past 4 years and new 
album Rocking Horse as we meet at Rough Trade 
East for a chat and a cuppa, swapping a mutual 
Brummie-twanged “Hi’yorr’rrright?!” 

After Psychic Cat understandably left them 
stumped as to what to expect from Kelli next, 
her label, One Little Indian, did not renew 
any kind of deal. With no real reason to stay, 
Kelli and her partner Adrian Metso upped 
sticks to America in search of inspiration. 
Somewhere along this journey she underwent a 
complete musical rebirth. “I really just wanted 
a break from everything, and set off travelling 
to Mexico and California,” Kelli explains. “I 
felt really comfortable with electronic music 
and pop music and I felt I wanted to explore 
something new. I wanted a new challenge. So I 
started learning acoustic guitar.”

The four years on the move seem to have done 
her the world of good. Gone are the trademark 
nose ring and angular haircuts of yesteryear; 
today she’s wrapped up in winter woolies, casual 
jeans and a leather jacket, looking effortlessly 
lovely and utterly comfortable in her own skin. 
Not only this, her words are full of trustworthy 
wisdom and, more reassuringly, genuine 
contentment. “After the split with Sneaker 
Pimps, I felt really alone and the internet was 
nowhere near what it is now, so when I started 
making my own connections with the people 
who were listening to my own music, I thought 
it was something really special and something 
I’d never experienced before. Before, a record 
label could almost be like a barrier between you 
and your fans sometimes. So now I make sure 
I’m really in touch with them.

“The internet is the best thing that could 
have happened to music, it really is,” she states 
adamantly. “I personally think that everything 
that’s happening to music is so exciting. When 
labels used to spend hundreds of thousands on 
videos etc., that just turns my stomach to think 
of it now to be honest. I’m thrilled that the 
onus is back on the artist to be creative. You 
can’t be a truly creative person if you have to 

pay a producer thousands of pounds to make a 
record and everyone’s got to make a video for, 
like, 300 grand, y’know. I understand. I was 
part of that.”

Perhaps the most unusual thing about Kelli’s 
career to date is how she has managed to 
maintain a working relationship with the same 
record label since day one. “I took in my demos 
for Rocking Horse and Derek [Birkett, One Little 
Indian co-founder and MD], who’s one of my 
oldest friends, said “Kelli, I love you to bits, but 
I don’t see how it’s going to work after Psychic 
Cat.” I just don’t think he was expecting what 
I played him after I came back from travelling, 

and I think he was getting tired of me totally 
changing everything and he just couldn’t see it.

“But this was before I approached Max 
Richter [producer of Vashti Bunyan’s hiatus-
slaying comeback, Lookaftering] to produce it. 
So I thought, well, I’m just going to do this 
because if Derek is not interested then nobody 
else will be in this climate either.” A hint of 
cold reality cracks in Kelli’s voice at this point 
and when asked if she thinks she is being a 
bit harsh on herself. “Well, you know what 
though, it’s true.

“I decided that I was just going to do this 
completely the way I wanted. So I approached 
Max Richter directly because I just love his 
work and we organised the whole thing. 
Recording in Scotland, the artwork…
everything ourselves. I later played the final 
album to Derek, just as a mate, and he said, 
‘Yeah, I really like this. Do you want to do a 
distribution deal?’, so I am back on One Little 
Indian. They’re distributing it through the 
shops and online and everything, but I’m my 
own boss.” She grins. “About time really.”

With Kelli so confident that the grass is 
greener by her own hand, the obvious question 
is how she feels about the way things were back 
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in 1996, and how they stack up to the here 
and now. “That was a different ball game,” 
she says thoughtfully. “I think we were one 
of the most successful bands that One Little 
Indian had in that year, so they put a lot into 
and behind Sneaker Pimps. I think that must 
be what it comes down to at the end of the 
day. If you start getting the buzz around your 
release they’ll then decide to push you all the 
way forward. But what happens is that a lot 
of artists, then and now, probably feel they’re 
doing all they can and the record company 
should be there to motivate them all the way to 
the top, when the reality is there are so many 
people making music and unless you have the 
ability to somehow cut through yourself, the 
record company, especially independents, have 
to kinda back the right horse, if you like. They 
haven’t got an endless supply of money or funds 
or resources. So I think that’s what it comes 
down to.”

There’s definitely something to be said for 
Kelli’s wisdom, and it’s refreshing to hear a 
coinciding album that positively bubbles with it. 
Rocking Horse finds Kelli lost in an eerie, warm 
fairytale of expertly crafted, tender and ethereal 
guitar ballads and folkish sprinkles of Rhodes, 

woodwind and strings. Her silky, crystalline 
purr still has the power to effortlessly elevate 
goosebumps as she glides through each song. It’s 
a long way from the almost Minogue-esque pop 
of her previous solo efforts, and having touched 
on her own frequent reinventions herself, I ask if 
this is something she is conscious of, especially 
considering how vocal her loyal fanbase can be. 
Could a folk-inspired acoustic album be just too 
much for them to swallow?

She shakes her head. “I think that because I 
put so much into every record, and because I’m 
always really true to my vision and my way of 
writing, they will always enjoy it because they 
enjoy ‘me’ and the way I write. So in a way it’s 
quite good experimenting with genres because 
if there’s always a core, or a thread that people 
can understand and trust, then most of those 
people, no matter what record I’ve made, will 
be really supportive, and that is beautiful. So I’m 
never really worried about that as I feel there’s a 
trust between me and my listeners. As long as I 
can keep making the best records I can, I think 
they’ll keep supporting me.

“It’s not that I want to make every album 
consciously different. That’s kinda like suicide in 
a way for an artist, and I’ve always been heavily 

criticised for that. Just generally, people saying 
that I haven’t found ‘myself’ or my ‘sound’, or 
haven’t created anything with conviction. But 
none of that really matters to me. What does 
matter to me is that when I make an album it’s 
the best that I can make at that point in time, 
and I suppose not really thinking in terms of 
commercial success or my profile as an artist, or 
any of that stuff. I make the record I specifically 
want to make at that time. Every record I’ve 
made has been with complete 100% passion for 
it at the time, absolutely.”

The fact that Rocking Horse was enough to 
silence any concerns her label may have had 
about her most dramatic reinvention yet should 
be enough to convince even the harshest of non-
believers that Kelli has produced an album full 
of belief. Whether it be her ‘sound’ or not, it’s 
undeniably an impressive record. Although it 
won’t be filling any dancefloors anytime soon, it 
caters for those more introspective moods when 
you might ordinarily reach for, say, Emilíana 
Torrini’s Fisherman’s Woman, or even Bat For 
Lashes’ Fur & Gold. And like those cult successes, 
Rocking Horse certainly isn’t all sugar and light. 
There’s plenty of darkness and heartache in 
there too.
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“That was the idea for me in a rocking 
horse…like a pendulum, between light and 
dark. That’s what I wanted the album to be. It’s 
very much about both positive and dark forces, 
and existence really. So songs like the title track 
and ‘The Savages’ are very much the dark side 
of the album, addressing the questions on the 
darker side of human existence. Are we savages 
who just think we’re civilised or just more 
civilised animals really?”

On a more personal level too, Kelli talks 
about how first single, ‘One Day At A Time’, 
has almost become the hinge of the album, 
sharing her theories on living up to her own 
expectations as an artist, let alone those of her 
fans, label or peers. “That really summed up 
how I felt about everything at that time, about 
making the album,” she says. “I was worried 
I’d lost my record label and we were out in the 
wildernesses camping and really not knowing 
when we were going to go back, what we were 
going to do when we got back, and how we were 
going to survive. I wrote that song to sort of give 
us hope, that if you just take it one day at a time 
you’re going to grow and learn.”

Her development and growth as an 
independent artist has certainly been influenced 
by the pros and cons of the internet. For every 
fan she emails back, there is always a question 
in the back of her head about where they are 
actually getting her music from, and it is only 
now that she’s in full control of her work that 
she has grasped the full extent of the internet’s 
impact on artists themselves. “I’m realising now 

that it’s quite a big thing knowing your record is 
out on November 24th and then you see that, for 
example, 20,000 people have just downloaded 
Rocking Horse on a file sharing site, or whatever. I 
wonder if they’re going to buy it when it actually 
comes out, y’know?”

She giggles. “I’ve got quite an abstract point 
of view about making music and money and 
everything because a lot of my heroes died 
penniless in awful circumstances. I don’t want 
it to ever go back to those days or conditions, 
but it’s sad when people think that downloading 
songs illegally doesn’t affect the artist because it 
does, especially the more independent an artist 
is. It really does affect them.”

So where should the line be drawn between 
downloading being good exposure for smaller 
acts and it simply being theft? “I think if you’re 
responsible and…well, this might sound a bit 
irresponsible, but if someone’s dead then it 
doesn’t really matter…” Another giggle cuts 
through. “They can’t exactly do anything, 
can they? The copyright only lasts for so 
many years, etc. So it’s just some corporate 
giant who is going to get the money anyway. 
But if you know the artist is alive or not that 
wealthy, or especially artists who fund their 
own records like I did with Rocking Horse, then 
that’s where you should think and be a bit more 
responsible ideally.”

It’s almost hard to believe how the Kelli sat 
before me would ever have let her younger self 
become part of the giant, scary pop machine. 
But as CVs go, hers is a good one, and every 

experience has contributed to her becoming a 
wonderfully grounded and thoroughly modern 
artist. Her humble, honest attitude towards 
her career and her genuine love of what she 
does couldn’t be further away from the Sneaker 
Pimps. There doesn’t seem to be any point 
in asking Kelli anything more juicy about her 
time with them, and you get the feeling that if 
someone offered her the chance to go back in 
time and to carry on with the band, she’d laugh 
in their face. She has met too many new people 
and had too many memorable experiences since 
then to ever go back. For example, finding 
an unlikely comrade in Shirley Manson when 
supporting Garbage on their 2003 UK tour. 
“That was really good fun,” Kelli smiles. “One 
Little Indian gave my name to Shirley and she 
totally wanted to do it. On the first night she 
came up to me in the dressing room and she was 
like ‘I hated what the Pimps did to you, how shit 
are they!?’ and I was surprised she even knew 
about it, y’know. She was ‘Sisters all the way’, a 
real comrade.”

As we wrap things up, Kelli practically goes 
weak at the knees when she talks about the 
future. Laying open an extended invite to the 
world, she visibly relishes in all the possibilities. 
Firstly though, she assures us that there won’t be 
another 4-year gap. She’s fired up and striking 
while the iron is hot. “I’m writing again this 
winter, and definitely want to play loads for 
Rocking Horse. Hopefully we’ll be doing some 
festivals in the summer, and just more music 
really. I want to write some stuff with the band 
I’ve been touring with as they’re fantastic and 
see how that evolves.”

She turns around to compliment the café on 
their coffee and we head deeper into the store 
to have a good old browse around. But before 
the dictaphone and notepad get put away, she 
has one last thought to add. “The beautiful thing 
about music is that it’s open to explore, y’know? 
I love collaborating with people, so I’d never say 
I’d never join a band again or never do an electro 
record again. But what’s really important for 
me now is that even if I’m playing small venues, 
I just want to be playing. It’s not important to 
be playing the bigger places anymore. Just to be 
playing. So, open to offers, baby!”



w
ea

rs
 th

e 
tr

ou
se

rs
 m

ag
az

in
e 

– 
20

08
 y

ea
rb

oo
k

31

BeFOre weArs tHe trOUsers Let KeLLi OUt OF 
OUr sigHt, we sent Her On A LittLe MissiOn. Her 

cHALLenge wAs tO ventUre ArOUnD rOUgH trADe 
eAst AnD PicK OUt 10 cDs tHAt HAve insPireD Her 

Over tHe yeArs, tHe twist Being tHAt At LeAst Five 
OF tHeM MUst Be By FeMALe Artists...

iLLinOis by sUFjAn stevens
“Do you know Sufjan Stevens? You’ve got to. Amazing! This album is one of 
the best albums ever made by anybody! Every time I listen to it I want to know 
how someone gets to become that much of a genius. You’ll hear it then you’ll 
just realise what I mean…he’s one of the visionaries of our time! This album in 
particular is just full of beautiful musical landscapes and so full of charm.”

OUr enDLess nUMBereD DAys by irOn & wine
“This is one of the first bands I heard when I got 
to California who were doing something really 
special and new with folk. They made me realise 
how you can really do a lot vocally with acoustic 
music, like Iron & Wine do a lot with harmonies 
and other things like that.”

tHe stOOges by tHe stOOges
“I grew up listening to The Stooges alone in my bedroom and just 
remember going over and over this album thinking that if I could 
ever be in a band as cool as The Stooges that would just make my 
life complete.”

Betty DAvis by Betty DAvis
“She was like a tiger, y’know? She was so 
inspiring in every way because she was 
just the superbitch and Miles Davis took 
direction from her! Amazing.

HOrses by PAtti sMitH
“She was an absolute, real rebel who was never, 
ever afraid to just be herself. This album sums 
that up perfectly.”

tHe screAM by siOUXsie & tHe BAnsHees
“It didn’t originally feature ‘Hong Kong 
Garden’, that was an earlier single-only 
release that was later included on reissues 
of this album. But yeah, this was another 
album and song I listened to constantly…
breaking up and making up to, loving her 
voice. I just wanted to be her when I was  
16 and heard ‘Hong Kong Garden’. I was 
quite a punk before the Pimps, and was 
in a bit of a punk-pop band called The 
Lumieres. So yeah, big inspiration.”
 

sUiciDe by sUiciDe
“Loved this record, it was so inspiring in the sense that it was 
the first sort of dark electronic music that came just before – and 
definitely influenced – the whole synth-pop scene. Brilliant! I was 
used to bands like Sonic Youth who were screaming and really in 
your face, but Suicide were really laidback and really high on dope, 
and their message was just as dark but really cool and subdued.”

FeLt MOUntAin by gOLDFrAPP
“Goldfrapp were on my stereo day in and day out for about a year 
probably when it came out because I could just listen to it all the 
time. It was just one of those records that could be on those ‘Best 
ever albums’ list. I understand her reinventions and need to keep 
challenging herself, and I do love them for that, and I love her honesty 
in her opinions…but this is definitely my favourite of theirs.”

jUst AnOtHer DiAMOnD DAy by vAsHti BUnyAn
“Lookaftering was amazing, which Max Richter produced, and 
of course was her 35 years overdue comeback…but this was 
produced by Joe Boyd, who’s one of the most inspirational 
producers in the world, and this was full of beautiful songs. 
She was one of the first truly unique artists out there because 
she was just so recognisable. But, she also shows what we spoke 
about earlier, about certain artists being missed by the corporate 
radar of their labels who don’t know how to push people like 
her. Especially at that time! She did have a great following at 
the time, especially to have been working with Joe Boyd, but 
she was making all this work which was just falling off the radar 
and she just became really cynical about the whole business and 
just said “bye bye”. But it wasn’t until Just Another Diamond Day 
was re-released and turned a few heads that she realised she was 
actually missed. Devandra Bernhart became one of her friends 
around that time and he managed to finally coax her out.”

vesPertine by BjÖrK
“Vespertine was an album I bought one Christmas, which is 
the perfect time to listen to it and it was just magical. Just 
perfectly creates its own magical little world.”

AnD FinALLy, BecAUse rOUgH trADe 
HAD nO nicO Or veLvet UnDergrOUnD 
cDs in stOcK wHAtsOever (!)...



A real autumnal treat, Dirt Don’t Hurt is 
the second album to come from Holly’s 
collaboration with bass player Lawyer 
Dave, ostensibly both one and all of The 
Brokeoffs, a partnership that has steered 
her writing even deeper into the whiskey-
soaked world of raw country music. 

From the gentle, melancholic ‘Black Heart’ 
on their debut You Can’t Buy A Gun When You’re 
Crying (an actual law in some parts of the US), 
to the whooping party atmosphere of ‘Hug 
You, Kiss You, Squeeze You’ on the new album, 
this particular manifestation of Holly’s muse is 
producing some of her best work to date.

Recorded rather haphazardly in the middle 
of a tour, Dirt Don’t Hurt is classic country 
fodder: a string of bantering duets nestling 
with tales of heartache and dysfunctional 
relationships. Sussex’s answer to Wanda 
Jackson, Holly wears the badge of country 
music as proudly as ever as she sings ‘Up On 
the Floor’, a world weary farewell to a drunken 
partner. She snarls her way through ‘Indeed 
You Do’ and bitterly curses ‘For All This’.

There are moments of beauty in the laboured, 
inebriated pace of ‘Slow Road’ and their version 
of ‘Boat’s Up The River’ is glorious; the vocals 
complement each other perfectly, hers high in 
the rafters, his firmly on the ground. The album 
peaks with the bass-slapping, boot-stomping 
romp that is ‘Getting High For Jesus’, in which 
they brazenly celebrate “Yeah, I’m getting high 
for Jesus ‘cos he got so low for me!” It’s The 
Brokeoffs at their hillbilly best. You can just 
imagine Holly, in one of her trademark vintage 
dresses, doing the polka around the stage 
like kd lang circa 1989 (though not nearly as 
embarrassing, obviously).

I meet Holly to talk about the album in a tiny 
basement dressing room with a double bass 
taking up literally half of the space. Despite 
this, it’s open house at Holly’s tonight. To 
every knock on the door it’s “Come on in! Have 
a drink! Have a smoke!” A self-proclaimed 
bourbon connoisseur (“I’ve been to every 
bourbon still in Kentucky”) she manages to 
rough it tonight on Jack and Coke, helping the 
anecdotes flow freely. Doing her make-up as 
she prepares for the evening’s show, she chats 
away enthusiastically, nineteen words to the 
dozen. She’s open and warm, but equally you 
know that everything happens on her own 
terms: that’s the way tonight will go and that’s 
the way her life will go.

Holly Golightly was born in London and 
lived most of her childhood in rural Sussex 
via a short spell in Merthyr Tydfil where 
her grandfather was a miner. Sporting quite 
possibly the best name in the biz – and what’s 
more it’s her real name – I assume Holly’s 
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parents had her down for a top stage school and 
all its indulgences right from the start. Not so.

“It’s funny actually ‘cos I’ve just had a 
birthday and my mum texted me – she doesn’t 
live in this country – two days after and said 
‘oh, I’ve just realised it’s your birthday’. I’m 
an only child. She’s only got one birthday 
to remember. And she said, ‘oh, I’m sorry I 
totally forgot.’ But when I was born I think it 
was a similar thing. She’d just been reading 
‘Breakfast At Tiffany’s’ and was a really big 
Truman Capote fan, and that was the name 
she thought of on the spur of the moment. She 
hasn’t really changed.”

Indeed, contrary to the over-indulged and 
over-parented upbringing her name might 
suggest, it was actually her grandparents on 
her father’s side who raised her. She never 
lived with her parents, apart from a short, 
unsuccessful spell with her mother when she 
first came to London at the age of 15. By all 
accounts her parents lived life to the full. Were 
they pretty wild? “In their day they were, that’s 
why I lived with my grandparents…I always 
came up to visit at weekends but they were 
busy with their action-packed coke-fuelled 
lifestyles. This was the ’70s and ’80s; they 
were quite lively!”

Meanwhile back in Sussex, Holly lived what 
she somewhat unexpectedly describes as an 
“idyllic” life for a child: “Yeah, about as good 
as it gets. I still live rurally; I wouldn’t live in 
a city; nothing would make me live in a city 
if I didn’t have to”. It was pretty remote; the 
nearest shop was seven miles from her house. 
I ask her if she thinks this kind of upbringing 
encourages creativity in children. 

“Well you have to make your own 
entertainment don’t you? And I’m an only 
child and I had a very close younger friend who 
was a boy who lived about a mile away – that 
was the closest neighbour – and his Dad was 
a composer who taught me to play piano, so 
I was playing some kind of music from when 
I was quite young. I think he devoted all his 
attention to me because his son wasn’t remotely 
interested in learning to play music. So I had 
free lessons from someone who was a virtuoso. 
I didn’t really learn that much but that was 
what got me interested in recording. He had 
a studio at home and that got me interested in 
four-tracking.”

Recorded in a small studio in Gijon, 
Northern Spain, it seems the Dirt Don’t 
Hurt experience wasn’t as idyllic as its 
location. Holly takes a deep breath as she 
recalls the time, “We don’t operate best 
under studio conditions ‘cos we’re both home 
recorders. The dynamic in the studio was 
very different from the first record, which we 
did in our pyjamas on the four-track! And we 

written by sAcHA wHitMArsH
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were on tour and we didn’t really have time 
to think about what we were doing until we 
were there doing it. We had all these songs 
but we really didn’t have much time to work 
them out, and I hadn’t learned to play them 
‘cos I was concentrating on learning the  
live set. 

“Under the circumstances it turned out 
really well but it was something that was done 
in a really short space of time and there wasn’t 
a chance to keep going over things, so you 
have to be satisfied. Well Dave will never be 
satisfied! He’s a total malcontent; he couldn’t 
be happy with it however good it was. He’s 
not happy with the first album, and I can’t 
fault it. But then he’s a borderline autistic 
musical weirdo that knows his stuff so much 
that he can’t listen to it. I just get on with it 
and he’s picky and everything has to be done 
in a certain way. He has a very clear idea of all 
the ingredients, whereas I think of it as a f lat 
thing. I’m much less ordered than he is”.

Having been studio produced the album is 
technically slicker than its predecessor, and 
even Holly appears slightly uncomfortable 
with the more polished sound. “The studio in 
Spain was quite fraught in places. I would say 
in a way we haven’t worked together before 
because before everything has been on our 
own terms, whereas in a studio it’s just not. 
Even though the engineer was fantastic and 
handed it over to us, we were still in someone 
else’s domain. There’s so many things we 
would have done differently if we were at 
home…It’ll be interesting to see how it stands 
up against the course of time. How much I 
enjoy it in 5 years’ time.”

Lawyer Dave and Holly have been playing 
together for over 10 years. The relationship 
between them that comes through on the 
album is of the love/hate variety, that of 
warring partners who will never leave each 
other, sort of like brother and sister. I wonder 
whether this is representative of the way they 
are together or whether it’s just characters 
in a song. Is it George & Tammy or Kirsty & 
Shane? “We know each other very well,” Holly 

smiles. “Sometimes it’s a recipe for good 
things to happen and sometimes familiarity is 
a weird thing.”

In keeping with this, the first single to 
be taken from the album is ‘My .45’, a song 
containing just a speck of love and all the hate 
of marital bliss. It’s one of many of what she 
refers to as “your dinner’s in the dog type 
song”. Their loving banter is amusing, but are 
they really just playing? “We bicker a lot...
We liked that we could do that with some 
conviction. It’s just obvious that we’re not just 
two people who have been taken to a studio 
by management and told to get on with it. 
There is a relationship, some grounding. I 
think that’s really nice; you can’t pretend  
that stuff.”

They’re not partners, but they may as well 
be. They’re about to buy a house together 
in Georgia, which will be a place to record, 
keep all their stuff in and house their dog. So 
the magnetic pull of the States is taking Holly 
away from us again – she has previously lived 
in San Francisco, Kentucky and New Jersey. 
As well as Dave, Holly also has a network of 
friends there and likes it mainly because it’s 
cheap and it’s warm.

Religious irreverence seems to be a 
recurring theme throughout Holly’s music 
(’God Don’t Like It’, ‘Jesus Don’t Love Me’, 
‘Devil Do’) and it’s all over Dirt Don’t Hurt. 
Given the band’s high profile in the US, and 
particularly considering the audience their 
country music must attract, I wonder if 
they’re being deliberately provocative. Holly 
sets me straight. 

“I’m not religious; I don’t have religion. 
I like all the things that go with it except 
the thing itself. I joined a gospel practice 
choir (The Hackney Tabernacle) to learn 
how to sing. I wanted to learn to sing ‘cos I 
realised I couldn’t fucking sing, and that if 
I was going to do solo stuff I’d have to learn 
to sing a bit. So I was involved peripherally 
with the church…but they realised I was a 
completely lost cause! I love the iconography, 
I love everything attached to religion, but 

I don’t have the belief. There is no Higher 
Power; I just don’t believe that exists. 
Historically it’s been a very good way of 
controlling people and keeping order and I 
understand its place.”

Dave, however, was raised Mormon, 
vehemently rejecting the religion at an early 
age. Which does beg the question whether, 
for him, these songs come from anger not just 
irreverence. “He has demons,” Holly states, 
“because he was forced [to go to church] in 
his family until he was able to say ‘this is 
bullshit’. Most Americans I know, however 
hip they are and however enlightened they 
think they are, they’re God fearing. And 
that’s the gorge; that’s what makes me British. 
That’s the main difference between myself 
and my American friends. I don’t have this 
idea that you should be good for any other 
reason than you should just be good.”

I came across an interview with Holly 
recently where she said she didn’t write 
personal songs, something which I had trouble 
believing. Surely a line like “I curse your 
name to eternity for what you have done to 
me” from ‘For All This’ on the new album 
refers to personal experience? “It’s a very 
old song and it wasn’t about one person in 
particular, it was about a group of people. 
And I don’t really give it away ‘cos I make it 
sound like a one-to-one song. There’s another 
one which was written around the same time 
that’s a single called ‘Come The Day’, and 
they’re not the same words or the same tune 
but they represent the same thing to me. But 
I can pinpoint on every album there’ll be one 
song I wrote because I was furious or happy. 
But not all of them.”

Okay, so it’s not like each album serves as 
a diary for that particular place in time, but 
you’d expect music to be the main means 
by which she expresses herself, the main 
driving force in her life. Think again. “I’m a 
horsewoman first and foremost,” she states, 
“and if I’d never played a note I would still 
feel incredibly fulfilled by what I do outside 
of music. I worked in endurance racing in 
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California training endurance horses, long 
distance. I got very badly injured and I had to 
stop riding professionally about 5 years ago. I 
had an epiphany and I realised I was going to 
end up too broke to do anything else.”

For the ignorant like me, endurance 
racing is a type of long-distance horse riding, 
popular in the Middle East and the US. 
Think modern-day Pony Express. I’m truly 
gobsmacked to think that as well as producing 
13 solo albums, two Brokeoffs albums, a 
defining role in Billy Childish protégées Thee 
Headcoatees and numerous prestigious guest 
spots on other artists’ albums (The White 
Stripes, The Greenhornes, Mudhoney), 
she’s also had a successful career in a totally 
different field halfway across the world! And 
I won’t even mention the day job working for 
a local authority in London. So is this where 
Holly Golightly’s heart really lies, and not in 
her music? “There’s not a preference” (phew!) 
“I want to be able to do all the things I want to 

be able to do, on my terms. I apply the same 
rule to everything: I just do it if I want to and 
don’t do it if I don’t.” My god, this woman has 
lived! Just hearing about it is exhausting.

But despite her incredible and multiple 
achievements, Holly remains humble. She 
puts herself down constantly: “Even from the 
beginning I could only really play guitar quite 
badly so I could only write quite simple stuff. 
I always wrote songs as country songs and it 
was the treatment they got after the event that 
turned them into something else, ‘cos they 
were all based around three chords. I do the 
easiest thing that‘s possible for me. I’m very 
lazy when it comes to writing songs ‘cos I 
don’t really want to play guitar any better…I 
don’t want to be a virtuoso; I can hire guns to 
do that. The people who sit in their bedrooms 
all their teenage years, learning to play guitar. 
Awkward boys, you know!”

She sweetly credits her friends for keeping 
her going. “They know I’m inept. They know 

I’m not a musician really [but] they know I can 
do it!” I, like her friends no doubt, feel it’s 
Holly’s attitude and her strength of character 
that keeps all this going, that makes her so 
interesting. Her grandparents clearly instilled 
a strong work ethic in her, which has clearly 
never gone away. 

“Oh yes” she recalls, “I didn’t have to find 
things to do after school like sit outside the 
off-licence. There was stuff for me to do. 
My grandparents were real grafters. We had 
animals and we had land and I had to do stuff 
before and after school. And it didn’t leave 
much time for getting bored.”

As a result Holly is a highly independent, 
determined and confident individual. She’s 
quite brash; she definitely brings the country 
stuff-and-nonsense attitude to life. Unlike 
some of the downtrodden characters in her 
songs, when Holly gets knocked down she’s up, 
dusting herself down and (sometimes literally, 
obviously) gets back on the horse.

« i’ve Been tO every  
BOUrBOn stiLL in KentUcKy »
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boyfriends, superheroes and what the girls 
get up to on tour.

HeLLo! HoW IS THe TourING 
GoING? Hello! The tour is having a little 
break at the moment. We worked really 
hard at the end of the year so we needed a 
litte power nap. But the tours went really 
well this whole fall. It has been fun to see 
so many different cities and crowds.

WHAT Do you MISS MoST 
ABouT HoMe WHeN you’re 
AWAy froM IT? Just everyday life. 
Being able to sleep in your own bed. See 
your boyfriend and family. Lucky for 
us we have the band to hang out with 
during tours.

WHAT Are your eSSeNTIALS for 
TourING? Do you HAve ANy 
GooD LuCk CHArMS or MuST-
HAve ITeMS you ALWAyS BrING 
ALoNG? No, not together as a band. 
Maybe our sound engineer is our lucky 
charm. He is always with us at least!

THoSe DANCING DAyS Were A 
STAPLe PArT of rADIo AND SuMMer 
CoMPILATIoNS IN 2008, AND Look 
SeT To Be eveN BIGGer IN 2009. Rebecka 
Rolfart, Mimmi Evrell, Cissi Efraimsson, Lisa 
Pyk Wirström and vocalist Linnea Jönsson 
formed in the suburbs of Stockholm in 2005, 
naming themselves after a song by rock legends 
Led Zeppelin despite a penchant for retro girl-
groups and northern soul. Their fresh-faced 
indie-pop reflects these influences with a 
spriteliness made all the more charming when 
you consider that most of the girls were handing 
in homework and fawning over classroom 
crushes just under a year ago.

Signed to Wichita Recordings off the back 
of their 2007 self-titled EP, the band enjoyed 
success with follow-up singles ‘Hitten’ and 
‘Home Sweet Home’ and their debut album 
In Our Space Hero Suits (which made our top 
albums of 2008 poll at a very respectable 39). 
With youthful passion and an emphasis on feel-
good, dance-inducing anthems, Those Dancing 
Days are delightfully accessible yet brimming 
with a soul that belies their tender years. 
Bassist Mimmi was happy to chat with us about 
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HoW DoeS THe BAND’S WrITING 
ProCeSS Work? Are you ALL 
DeMoCrATIC, or DoeS SoMeoNe 
uSuALLy HAve THe fINAL SAy? We are 
very democratic and do all the music together. 
The lyrics are written individually but then the 
rest join in and jam the song together.

you’ve reCeNTLy CovereD BrITNey 
SPeArS’S ‘ToxIC’. If you HAD To Do 
A WHoLe ALBuM of CoverS, WHICH 
WouLD you MoST LIke To TACkLe? 
Covers are hard. Because you don’t want to 
take songs that are too good because you know 
they can’t get any better. But you still want to 
do catchy songs that people will enjoy. I would 
probably say some old one-hit wonder, but a 
good one! We have in the past covered Shout Out 
Louds’ ‘100 Degrees’, Al Green’s ‘Wanna Hold 
Your Hand’ and Alphaville’s ‘Forever Young’.

WHo WAS oN your BeDrooM WALLS 
WHeN you Were GroWING uP? I don’t 
know about the others, but I had many posters! 
Mostly posters I nicked off lamp poles in the 
street if there was a band coming to town, with 
all the tape still on them. I remember a Foo 

Fighters one, a David Bowie one, and a Rolling 
Stones one.

your SuCCeSS IN THe uk SeeMS To 
HAve BeeN IMMeDIATe. Do you 
‘feeL’ fAMouS, AND If So, HoW HAS 
THe ALBuM’S SuCCeSS IMPACTeD 
your LIveS? I don’t think we feel famous 
at all. We feel very appreciated and welcome 
at all of the venues, and people recognise us, 
but that’s not so strange of course. But we are 
not famous if by that you mean that people 
recognise us in the streets. I don’t think the 
success has impacted our lives other than that 
we feel very proud and are able to go on  
more tours!

WHAT uSuALLy HAPPeNS oN THe 
Tour BuS BeTWeeN SHoWS? HoW Do 
you PASS THe TIMe? There is a lot of time 
to kill! We mostly listen to music or sleep or 
play in-car games or just talk. I like just sitting 
with the iPod just looking out the window. 
England is very beautiful!

THe ALBuM TITLe MeNTIoNS HeroeS. 
If you CouLD Be ANy SuPerHero 

WHo WouLD you Be? I think Superman. 
I like the idea of flying and being ridiculously 
strong, since I don’t have any muscles at all and I 
definitely can’t fly.

If you CouLD ADD A SIxTH MeMBer 
To THe BAND, WHo WouLD IT Be? A 
trumpet would be nice to have. So a very nice 
trumpet player I think!

you NAMeD yourSeLveS AfTer A 
LeD ZePPeLIN SoNG, eveN THouGH 
you SouND NoTHING LIke THeM. 
Do you HAve ANy fAvourITe 
BANDS or ALBuMS THAT WouLD 
SHoCk your fANS? I have a thing for 
really cheesy one-hit wonders like ‘Waiting 
For A Star To Fall’ by Boy Meets Girl. It is 
one of my absolute favourite songs. Sorry...

WILL your NexT ALBuM Be IN A 
SIMILAr veIN To In Our SpaCE HErO 
SuItS, or WILL you Be exPLorING 
NeW GeNreS? I guess we will find out, 
we haven’t really started yet. Only a couple 
of songs. I think we still are going to keep it 
simple, dancey indie-pop.

written by cHArLOtte ricHArDsOn AnDrews
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LessOn in sUrvivAL
kim richey is just back from 
Copenhagen and full of cold. A direct 
result, she says, of trying to keep up 
with the beer drinking capacity of the 
students she was hanging out with.
Despite the exacerbating London drizzle, 
Kim is all smiles and wonderfully garrulous. 
She’s a great storyteller and is the queen of 
tangents, restlessly refusing to stick to any 
one subject before galloping off to the next. 
I don’t even get to finish my first question 
about her childhood in Ohio before she jumps 
in enthusiastically: “It went blue this election 
- it was a swing state. I was very proud of the 
Ohio people.” Along with the majority of the 
world, she’s clearly delighted with Obama’s 
historical victory.

Back on topic, Kim describes herself as a 
child of the suburbs. Losing her father when 
she was just two and with a sister on the way, 
the family moved in with her mother’s parents 
in Dayton, Ohio. Before his death, her father 
was in a barbershop quartet and also played 
the double bass (”so the genes were there!”), 
but it was her mother who encouraged Kim’s 
first musical steps. “My mother’s a beautiful 
singer, but she would just sing to the radio; 
she would never even think of sitting round, 
playing the guitar together. My mom bought 
me a guitar when I was 12 years old, and 
always let me do stuff like that: art and music 
and dancing. I was kind of the odd one so she 
just let me do whatever I wanted to do and 
then was supportive. She never pushed. I was 
raised by wolves almost!”

Despite the early loss of her father, she 
describes a regular, carefree childhood 
without the shackles of over cautious health 
and safety, where entertainment came 
from the imagination rather than an Xbox. 
“I don’t have children, but it seems to me 
that everything is always so regimented. 
I think it’s too bad. If you were out in the 
neighbourhood you could only get into a 
certain amount of trouble because there were 
mothers everywhere watching, keeping track 
of everybody. I spent one summer up in a 
tree; that’s all we did. Another summer we 
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LessOn in sUrvivAL
built a treehouse, a bunch of us, and we just 
stayed up in there the whole time.”

Doesn’t sound like she was too much of 
a handful, or was she? “I was the one who 
would think up the things to do and then 
enlist other people to carry out the plans. 
And then when it all went wrong…” she 
giggles, pulling a mock angelic face, “‘ooh, 
I can’t believe they did that!’…I’ve never 
got into stealing, police, drugs, drinking or 
any of that kind of stuff. There wasn’t really 
much to rebel against ‘cos we were allowed to 
do pretty much what we wanted to do. And 
I think we thought my mother had enough 
problems without us creating more trouble 
for her.”

In many respects, Kim Richey has had a 
somewhat backwards career. Having been a 
successfully established country songwriter 
in Nashville, her home since 1988, for years 
- most notably co-writing Trisha Yearwood’s 
‘Believe Me Baby (I Lied)’, a #1 hit on the 
country charts in the US and Canada in 1996 
– she didn’t get a record deal in her own right 
until she was 37. Her first two albums were 
classic country fodder but her third, Glimmer, 
represented a distinct shift in direction, almost 
ethereal, with Kim sounding at times not 
unlike Sarah McLachlan or, dare I say it, Enya.

Despite containing some of her favourite 
songs (she cites ‘Come Around’ in 
particular) Kim doesn’t look back at Glimmer 
with great fondness. “When I go back and 
listen to it I like the production but I can’t 
stand the way I’m singing. It’s like I haven’t 
really found my place yet. It’s like I’m 
trapped between country world and just 
singing, without any affectation. It’s a shame 
about Glimmer because there were some 
really good songs on there, songs that I’m 
very proud of. But it just kind of got lost. 
That was the first time I’d really written 
all the songs just for my record. If you’re 
writing for other people it has to be more 
general and accessible. And Glimmer was the 
first record I wrote [where] it was all stuff 
that was important for me at the time.”

Her move away from the world of country 
wasn’t just in terms of her music. It was a 
wholesale change of mindset. “I could have 
just stayed,” she says, “or I thought I could, 
until I went round all the country radio 
stations. I’d show up somewhere and they’d 
be playing some song and I’d be thinking 
‘that’s horrible’, but you can’t really say that. 
I just thought, I don’t really have anything in 
common with what’s going on here. It was 
fun for a while, like putting on some kind of 
costume, but it wasn’t really what I wanted 
to do.”

As it happened, Lost Highway, the major 
label subsidiary she was signed to at the time, 
were also keen for her to explore other genres 
and she was given incredible support and 
freedom to do what suited her muse. “When 
I look back, I didn’t know any better, but I 
was allowed to do whatever I wanted to. And 
one time when I asked, did anyone want to 
know what songs I was doing, they said ‘no 
just make your record’. And I always get to 
pick the producer. I could have done with a 
little more help sometimes! But the freedom 
was great.”

2008 saw the UK release of Chinese Boxes, 
Kim’s fifth studio album and her first for 
independent label Vanguard, and sees her 
moving still further away from her country 
roots. Produced in London by Giles Martin – 
son of Beatles producer George Martin – the 
album is pacy, slick and deceptively upbeat. At 
times, like on the title track or ‘Not A Love 
Like This’, it’s almost poppy. Pop, however, 
is not a description Kim’s completely 
comfortable with. “It’s maybe retro-pop,” she 
offers. Whatever it is, by and large the critical 
reaction has been positive and the album 
still sounds fresh even a year after its initial 
Stateside release.

“I think Chinese Boxes is up in the feel of 
the music but lyrically more melancholy. 
Up-tempo negative songs are always good! So 
people don’t know that they’re tapping their 
foot to something that’s not very happy,” Kim 
grins. Like real Chinese boxes, one conceals 
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another. Not everything is as it seems on the 
surface. She smiles. “Just writing songs is one 
way you can conceal your emotions, because 
you always have the escape route of ‘it’s just a 
song; I made it up’. That’s the concealing part 
of it I think.”

As it happens, the album’s best moments 
are when the emotion of the lyrics is couched 
in more intimate settings. There’s the first-
half trinity of ‘Drift’ (a co-write with Mindy 
Smith), ‘The Absence Of Your Company’ and 
‘Turn Me’, and the mournful closer ‘Pretty 
Picture’. “Heartaches come and heartaches 
go / you’re the best I’ll ever know,” she sings 
comfortingly over a sweet piano melody, 
perfect for a cold winter’s afternoon. “Why 
does it always have to rain on Sunday?,” she 
questions longingly, as if to underline the fact.

‘Pretty Picture’ has shades of former 
labelmate Lucinda Williams but comparisons 
with Shawn Colvin, and occasionally Emmylou 
Harris, have persisted throughout her career 
despite its various guises. Kim doesn’t mind 
a bit. “I’m pretty happy; I’ll sit with them!” 
she beams. “I think Shawn Colvin’s amazing. 
You know when you hear music like you’ve 
never heard before but it’s yours? You think, 
oh where has this music been?’…It’s almost 
like this music has been written just for you. I 
love her. She’s a much better guitar player than 
I am but we have some stuff in common, like 
our way on stage. She’ll tell stories and she’s 
kind of funny. I try to do that when I go and 
play because there’s more connection with the 
audience. It would be really horrible just to 
stand up there and play.”

Another great lady whose influence should 
not be overlooked is Joni Mitchell. Her 
incomparable songwriting has been a huge 
inspiration, says Kim. “I started listening 
to her just after high school, and I think 
that’s why lyrics are so important to me 
because I just thought she was amazing with 
the lyrics. I couldn’t ever imagine writing 
anything that was that good.” ‘Jack & Jill’, the 
album’s single, co-written with Katie Herzig, 
is arguably “that good”, its observational 
reimagining of the classic nursery rhyme 
enlivened with poetic f lare.

With over 20 years in the industry and 
album number five under her belt, you 
might think that Kim is approaching the 
artistic level she always wanted to achieve…
but it seems that’s not the case. Despite its 
omnipresence throughout her life, Kim talks 
about music as if she just fell into it. “I hear 
people talk about how they knew what they 
wanted to do from when they were little,” 
she smiles. “The only thing I can remember 
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thinking I wanted to do was to travel. I knew 
I was gonna go out there and see other things. 
I always thought I would be a teacher ‘cos I 
like being with kids, and that’s why I did an 
Environmental Education degree ‘cos I like 
being outdoors”.

Well she’s certainly done the travel thing. 
From Ohio she went to Kentucky for school, 
back to Ohio, then to Boston for summer, 
back to Ohio, Sweden for a summer, then 
to Colorado with a bunch of friends from 
University, then Nashville, back to Colorado, 
then down to Bogata, Texas for a bit where 
her boyfriend was working, back to Colorado 
then to Bellingham, Washington, and finally 
back to Nashville. Although is it final? I hear 
she’s been spending rather a lot of time in 
London. “I made a record here with Hugh 
Padgham [her 2002 album Rise]. When I was 
here I didn’t really know anyone; I was kind of 
lonely. But then when I was back in Nashville, 
people started coming there to write and I 
was the weirdo writer in Nashville. Publishers 
would call and say ‘we have these people from 
London, do you want to write with them?’

“So that’s how I met Giles Martin, about 5 
or 6 years ago; he came to Nashville to write. 
Another guy I met was Julian Gallagher, and 
that’s how I ended up working with James 
Morrison [yes, that one; she co-wrote ‘Better 
Man’ from his million-selling debut]. So I 
came over to do some writing and became 
better friends with Giles and met some of his 
friends. I think I like it so much ‘cos it’s so 
different from where I’ve been living since 
‘88. Nashville’s very conservative. It had a 
white population and a black population that 
didn’t really mix unless you were working in a 
restaurant together! 

“It’s changed quite a bit since then and 
now there’s a Hispanic community. It’s 
a little more diversified, but it’s very 
Christian. And then there’s the country 
music thing. I moved outside town; I lived 
on five acres in the woods, which was great, 
but after a while I got kind of lonely. My best 
friends were the guys at Blockbuster video!” 
she laughs.

Although as a solo artist she’s never matched 
the success others have had with her songs, 
Kim is philosophical about this too. “[My 
albums] were all well received, critically 
acclaimed and on best of lists, but I think the 
fact that they’re all a little different means 
that there’s no little box that they can stick 
me into.” She states she’s never cared about 
commercial success - “obviously!” - and 
dissolves into giggles. Sarcastic and self-
deprecating about the ups and downs of her 
career, it’s actually no wonder she feels so at 
home in Britain.

“I love London; it’s so beautiful. I never 
get tired of going down to the South Bank. 
It’s such a great city. When I lived in Boston 
I thought cities are fantastic if you can get to 
leave them every once in a while. But when I 
first started coming here there couldn’t be too 
many people and I was very proud to have my 
Oyster card and if someone stopped me I’d be 
like, ‘Oh yeah, you want the District Line’. 
Now it’s more like if people ask me if I want to 
go to Selfridges or Oxford Street I’m like, oh, I 
don’t think so.”

Of course, it helps that Kim’s shows in 
London have always been full of genuinely 
appreciative music lovers, and she says the same 
of New York and L.A., but what about her 
more rural excursions? “Years back I played in 
a little community hall and I know the people 
who came to see me didn’t know me from 
Adam, so they’d just come because maybe 
there’s not much else to do and it was really 
great. I went to Devon for the first time, to 
Topsham, and played at this pub. An old, old 
pub that had been in the family forever - it was 
fantastic, I loved it! The people were so nice, 
kind of wacky. It’s beautiful; I’d like to go to 
Cornwall, which I hear is really nice too.”

With all these counties to explore, it’s 
no wonder she’s already planning her next 
visit. Plans for a tour in May of next year 
are afoot, and she hopes to combine it with 
her other passion: teaching. It transpires 
that her trip to Copenhagen was actually for 
a songwriting workshop she was teaching. 
She clearly loved it, sometimes talking more 

enthusiastically about the trip than she does 
her own recording. But why all the way to 
Denmark? “Some years back someone asked 
me if I’d like to go to Copenhagen for some 
weekend at the university…I had no idea 
why I was going I just knew I had a free trip 
to Copenhagen which sounded like a good 
idea!,” she laughs. “I was asked to go on 
the Nashville weekend. I don’t know who 
organised it ‘cos it was all the weirdos from 
Nashville, but it wasn’t the usual suspects. It 
was the really famous songwriters! This is the 
fourth time I’ve been there and I’m hoping to 
go again in September as they’re having a new 
songwriting programme.”

It really sounds like an amazing experience, 
with musicians congregating from all over the 
world: New York, LA, Cuba, South Africa 
and Bulgaria. “It was just nuts,” she nods. 
“Any one of those people would have just 
blown your mind. And we had concerts with 
the teachers…we would work up a song and 
perform. Copenhagen’s great!” So maybe her 
early instincts were right? She laughs. “I guess I 
am teaching after all, huh?”

Kim Richey is clearly someone who grabs 
every opportunity that’s there for the taking. 
Her life is crammed with richness and 
diversity and if she starts to get lost going 
down one path, she happily takes the next 
fork to see what that has to offer. “I think if 
you do something for a long time especially 
in the music business, you see the not so 
very nice side of it. So you can get cynical,” 
she says. “So it’s good for me to work with 
people who are just starting out and who 
are very excited about it. And I feel like I 
have some experience. And I think I’m doing 
pretty good teaching. 

“In Nashville they have a certain way of 
writing and if it’s not that way it’s wrong - 
they have certain parameters. And I think 
I’m good at teaching because I understand 
those parameters, if you want to write 
that kind of song. But on the other hand I 
appreciate things that break all the rules…
and I think people should be encouraged to 
do that!”

« i APPreciAte tHings tHAt 
BreAK ALL tHe rULes »
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I’m a firm believer in judging an album 
by its sleeve, no matter what my mother 
told me, but Sandy Dillon had me fooled 
from the start. Picking up Electric Chair, her 
first album for UK independent label One 
Little Indian, purely on impulse – a bargain at 
£2 – it was only when I got home that I really 
looked at the cover. An almost painfully thin 
looking Sandy, with black lipstick and fantastic 
cheekbones, pouted with closed eyes against 
a washed-out monochrome background of a 
pathway through some trees; the only things in 
colour were her pale face and the puke-green 
lettering of the title. She looked like a female 
Marilyn Manson, kinda, sort of, or at least 
that’s what I assumed (not helped by flipping 
over to the back and seeing song titles like 
‘Black Widow’, ‘Powder Lady’ and ‘See You 
In Hell’).

Perhaps because I’d prepared myself for 
the worst, what creaked out of the speakers 
was unexpectedly thrilling. Three songs 
in and Sandy Dillon had single-handedly 
introduced me to the power of the blues. 
(In my defence, I was only 19 at the time.) 
Through her swaggering version of ‘Send Me 
To The ‘Lectric Chair’ – which I still listen 
to regularly – I went back and discovered 
Bessie Smith’s definitive recording, and 
subsequently got hooked on the likes of Big 
Mama Thornton, Sister Rosetta Tharpe and 
Memphis Minnie. I didn’t forget about Sandy 
though, eagerly buying up each of her later 
albums and listening intently to her black 
tales of murder, all-consuming passion and 
fortitude, excruciating loss and – a common 
theme – her own mortality. Even her wilfully 
abstruse collaboration with the late Hector 
Zazou seemed to hum with an unearthly, soul-
quaking intensity.

Sandy’s most recent album, Living In Dreams, 
was released with very little fanfare (in this 
country at least), despite it being perhaps her 
most accessible record to date. Evenly split 
between original compositions and bluesy 
covers, it’s a far dreamier and generally less 
abrasive prospect than 2006’s fantastic Pull The 
Strings, which also had its tender moments, and 
instantly reminded me of all the things I love 
about Sandy’s music. An interview was a must, 

and Sandy’s thoughtful, entertaining responses 
were an early Christmas present. Fresh from a 
holiday with her husband Ray Majors, formerly 
of Mott The Hoople, she seemed more than 
happy to share insight into her career and her 
student days at Berklee where she studied 
drama alongside another Wears The Trousers 
heroine, Aimee Mann.

How was your holiday?
Ray and I had a great time visiting the family 
back in East Overshoe. We rode on the 
carousel, hung out on the beach and Ray fixed 
Mum’s old rocking chair. I fell asleep on the 
plane watching ‘The Other Boleyn Girl’. 
Shame really, it looked a good old Tudor yarn.
You must have been sad to hear about Hector 
Zazou’s death. What are your memories of 
working with him?
I am still shocked that he has passed. Working 
with him was certainly the purest form 
of collaboration I have ever been involved 
with, in that with the exception of a couple 
of conversations on the phone, we never 
actually met each other until after the album 
was finished. We spoke only of structure 
and concepts, and I used to laugh and say to 
my then-partner Steve Bywater it felt like 
musical phone sex, which was a reference to his 
gorgeous French accent. 

Each morning I would wait for the postman 
to come, and then rip open the bags containing 
the tracks he sent me on ADAT. I would listen 
to each piece, write the lyrics and then Steve 
would engineer all my vocals, then we would 
reverse the mailing process and back in Paris 
and Italy, Hector mixed away! This process 
went back and forth a few times. He was also 
a fan of Steve’s experimental guitar work and 
included one of his compositions on 12 (Las 
Vegas Is Cursed). That piece is called ‘Squawk 
#2’. That meant a lot to Steve, who passed 
away himself only a couple of weeks after our 
last trip to Paris, when we went to see Hector 
and finalise the artwork for that album. Hector 
and Steve had developed a special bond and it’s 
sad to no longer have them both here, but they 
are probably already chatting away in the next 
world, plotting an opera or something.

What’s your own perspective on death, having 
come so close to it yourself? Do you believe in 
another existence beyond this one?
I do indeed believe in the next world / life / 
existence! I had an out-of-body experience 
while I was in hospital in 2004/5, when I was 
treated for cervical cancer and through some 
other complications of infection developed 
MRSA. I also had a really high fever and 
pneumonia, and during this time I felt like 
Steve (who had been dead for 4 years by then) 
was standing there smiling over the bed and 
I wanted to go with him. I was not afraid 
because I heard music playing as he spoke 
to me, and then I woke up. The fever was 
broken, as the doctors were pumping me full 
of IV antibiotics. Doctors saved my life, but I 
remembered not only seeing Steve but that I 
could recall the melody of the music. That song 
is now on Pull The Strings and is called ‘Enter 
The Flame’.
Congrats on your marriage to Ray, by the 
way. Did you have your first dance to Captain 
Beefheart or Mott The Hoople?
Why thank you! Funnily enough, we actually 
got married on an antique carousel on the 
seedier side of the beach in East Overshoe. 
We are chums with the Carousel Man – he 
spends winters painting each individual horse’s 
tooth and hoof, bless him – and he not only let 
us have the wedding on the carousel, but he 
pumped the ‘Wedding March’ by Brian May 
over the loudspeakers as we whirled around. 
That version can be heard on ‘Buck Rogers’! 
Brian May was the only other guitarist who can 
match Ray’s vibrato from his Mott days. Then 
at the wedding reception, Ray and I sang ‘This 
Is The Day’ by Captain Beefheart to the family, 
he on a beat up old ‘beach’ acoustic guitar and 
me on a rickety old joanna. So you had a pretty 
good guess there!
Living In Dreams is co-credited to Ray and 
David. What makes this album a more 
collaborative affair than the others?
This album is a special one-off commission 
project that we did for a very cool label called 
Tradition & Moderne in Bremen, Germany. 
They concentrate on blues and world music. 
They have artists like Ani DiFranco and Taj 
Mahal, and they had asked me years ago if I 

written by ALAn PeDDer
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« tHere’s nOtHing 
LiKe FeeLing sicK  
tO FOcUs tHe MinD »

would collaborate on an album of blues songs 
for them. As One Little Indian has no problem 
with me collaborating, like with Zazou, I began 
experimenting with various people suggested 
by Tradition & Moderne. After recording with 
a Canadian group that I liked very much but 
wasn’t happy with the final result, I decided a 
stripped down to the core collaboration was 
staring me in the face. David Coulter had 
played on East Overshoe, produced and played on 
Pull The Strings, and Ray has been writing and 
recording with me all the way back since 1996 
when Steve and I first looked for a traditional 
blues guitarist to complement his, at the time 
more electronic, Fripp-style playing.

The idea was to play everything so that 
it could be performed as a live show in its 
entirety. Very pared down, very transparent. 
Each instrument would stand out as a colour, 
with stark production surrounding the vocal. 
So instead of using bass, David provides the 
bass with his Jews harp and drums are kept 
really sparse. Also, this allowed us to use 
David’s saw and violin really effectively because 
when you hear those instruments against Ray’s 
dobro slide guitar, the sound is so focused and 
pure. Even on the title track, where there is 
a passage where I switch from the Hammond 
organ over to the harmonium, the listener is 
acutely aware of the change in texture.

The simplicity also gave me new ways to 
use my voice. In one piece, ‘Lilly’s Hurt Me 
Blues’, delicately, and then on Blind Lemon 
Jefferson’s ‘Bad Luck Blues’, I experimented 
with a shamanistic style which I want to go 
into further. I am really going to get into 
that speaking in tongues things this year, and 
automatic lyric performance where you simply 

let the emotion of the music lead you into 
words and stream-of-consciousness writing.
What sort of fanbase do you have in Germany?
Do you think European audiences understand 
your music better? Tradition & Moderne has 
always championed my live work, and they 
have a very close relationship with Radio 
Bremen. Both Radio Bremen and Radio Eins 
have done whole two-hour shows featuring live 
gigs and interviews with me. They come with 
their own mobile studio or set up at their own 
sound stage. I only had this once in London, 
which I am very grateful for, when Radio 3 
recorded me at The Ocean in Hackney for 
the show ‘Mixing It’ in 2001, I think. It was 
at the end of the East Overshoe tour, so it must 
have been. Robert Sandall has been a great 
supporter of mine in the UK. ‘Mixing It’ is 
probably the best show for music in the UK. 
Also, Joe Cushley over at Resonancefm and 
the Dexter Bentley Show, also on Resonance, 
have really pushed my London gigs, like when 
we played the closing of the Spitz. I only 
performed in front of Björk once, and that was 
the night I signed with One Little Indian as the 
Electric Chair Players at the Spitz, so I have 
always been sentimental about that now-lost 
venue. What a crime. London is quickly losing 
its gems.
You used to play piano in gay bars. What are 
your memories of that time? What’s your gay 
fanbase like these days?
When I lived in NYC in 1980 it was a great 
time to be gay. The nightlife was fabulous. I 
used to go dressed like a boy into the Anvil, 
Alex In Wonderland and Crisco Disco with 
friends such as Man Parrish, who I later 
worked on an album for Elektra with. It seems 

to me that the gay crowd took me under their 
wing somewhat. 

For example, I was, let’s say between 
apartments (read: homeless, after a major 
relationship breakup with a bass player who 
shall not be named), and the gay piano bar I 
worked in 3 nights a week, Rounds on East 
51st, had gorgeous young waiters (read: 
hustlers) who knew of elderly clientele away on 
a cruise (no pun intended). So I would get fixed 
up with a place to stay if I watered the plants!
Also, these same waiters were all Broadway 
wannabes and it was they, not an agent – I 
didn’t have one then – who told me to go down 
the St James Theatre cattle call as they were 
casting the musical ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll: The First 
5000 Years’. As I had no 8×10 glossy photo or 
anything, another gay waiter who was there 
pulled me in the line with him. I sang ‘Piece Of 
My Heart’ and then Joe Layton, the director, 
said “That’s our Janis Joplin!” I was really 
shocked because 2000 Broadway singers were 
trying for that role: they didn’t smoke or booze 
enough to grasp the rasp was the company’s 
backstage joke.

I don’t know what the extent of my fanbase 
these days is, although I know I have gay fans 
in Belgium, Germany and France. Also, when 
we toured in Norway and Sweden, all the crew 
were gay women and they really treated us like 
royalty. Most of the female front row knew all 
the words to ‘Powder Lady’. I think gay people 
can sense solidarity with me, and my whole 
point is to reach out to others who see life a 
little differently than the majority.
Last thought: gay fans over the years have made 
me the BEST stage clothes!! One guy from 
St Martins dressed me in what can only be 
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described as an haute couture diamante shower 
curtain. It was fierce! That was back in the 
1980s when Mick Ronson and I played at the 
Kensington Roof Gardens.
What are your memories of working with the 
One Little Indian crew? Were you sad to leave 
the label?
As far as I know, I haven’t ‘formally’ left the 
label. With OLI, things run a bit more casually. 
I made three albums for them under contract, 
and then Pull The Strings was negotiated. It may 
be or not be that I work with them again, but as 
of now I haven’t been down to the office for a 
while. They are a great label in that they allow 
you total freedom, but they do not provide tour 
support or promotion and that can make things 
really tough on the artist. However, there is 
no doubt that they have been of great help with 
my recording career since 1999. The label 
used to be involved with Virgin, but when they 
collapsed and EMI took over it was bye bye to 
the independents for tour and video support. 
With Myspace etc., I don’t think there will be 
labels that much longer anyway.
You’re known for using a whole range of weird 
and wonderful homemade and improvised 
instruments on your songs. What’s the most 
unusual sound-making object you’ve used on 
the new album?
It’s definitely got to be Mr David Coulter’s 
arse! He plays the ‘squeak’ on the drum stool 
that the engineer detected. He was about 
to oil it so it would be silent, and I said, 
“Wait! David!! Can you play that squeak 
rhythmically to the track with your arse?” 
If you listen, it’s there on ‘Bad Luck Blues’ 
providing the eerie scraping sound. Oh, 
David’s talents know no bounds!

Living In Dreams is quite a lot mellower than the 
last album. Some of the instrumental passages 
are almost hypnotic, easy to get lost in. Was 
that a concept for the album going into the 
studio?
Yes, we wanted a dreamlike quality over the 
whole thing. We had three days to do this 
project and Ray and I hadn’t seen David for ages 
as he was away doing Damon Albarn’s Monkey 
opera as the Musical Director. So the idea of 
a ‘dream weekend’ was the three of us to go 
away to Europe and just record an album in 72 
hours. It was freezing in January in Bremen.

Initially, the project was commissioned by 
the label as a collection of old blues songs, not 
a ‘Sandy Dillon originals’ album as such, just 
the three of us doing some old blues tracks 
we’d dug up. But I would be awake in the 
hotel at night in agony as that very three days 
I had a blocked saliva gland and the only way 
through the night was to exorcise it by violently 
scribbling down my feelings on a pad of Best 
Western’s best paper! Suddenly, we had an 
original lyric, so we based that on an old Fred 
McDowell tune, ‘You Got To Move’. Then 
Ray wrote some trippy guitar parts and the 
Blind Lemon Jefferson track took on a new 
slant, this time using the existing lyrics with 
new music. Then I wrote ‘Living In Dreams’ 
the next night in the hotel room, along with 
‘Graves’, and the album turned into half blues 
interpretations and half original new songs. We 
were all working at an amazing creative pace, 
as we played, arranged and wrote, recorded 
and mixed in 72 hours.
As I mentioned above, illness seems to get me 
writing big time! It sounds ridiculous, but 
there’s nothing like feeling sick to focus the 

mind. Years ago I did it with self-destructive 
means; now I just have to wake up and feel 
the pain of my arthritis or dodgy circulation 
to remind me to get moving, and that means 
writing usually. Even a simple thought or 
word, I try to put down something every day 
or note something I read or saw.
You mentioned you were thinking of writing an 
album of songs about or from the perspective 
of shipwrecked women. Are you still toying 
with that idea?
Yes, I have written about a dozen songs for 
my shipwrecked album and the only reason I 
haven’t finished it is down to the decision of 
whether it will be on a label, and if so which 
and in what country. I have some backers 
interested in this project, which involves a huge 
commitment as I have some orchestral parts in 
mind. Also, I have particular musicians in mind 
but they all live in different parts of the world. 
I may have to actually build a ship to bring 
them together!
What’s the significance of the Night Gallery?
When I first joined Myspace I joined as a person, 
not an artist. Then I tried to shift my page 
over, but you can’t so I had to come up with 
something besides my name. Since the whole 
Myspace thing seems sci-fi to me, I decided 
to use the Night Gallery as my artist’s name 
because Rod Serling’s 1970s TV show was my 
favourite thing to watch! Do you know it? Each 
week you’d climb inside a scary or strange 
painting in the night gallery to find out what’s 
behind the art! What’s going on in there?
I think it really represents how I want people 
to climb behind the ‘paintings’ of sound that 
I make. Take a risk. Go beyond your first 
listening of a song, see if you find more layers.
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‘High-Flying Bird’ seems like an unusual 
choice for you to cover, being a sort of beatnik 
folk classic. What drew you to that song?
Judy Henske was the first ‘white trash’ blues 
singer from Greenwich Village I ever came 
across. Her music was introduced to me by my 
high school English teacher, who had really 
cool records by her and people like Dave Van 
Ronck. Then he lent me his Leadbelly records, 
and then Robert Johnson…up until then I 
listened to either Beethoven or Hendrix. I 
am still in touch with him today. He lives 
outside of Chicago and has an enormous vinyl 
collection. He says he is very proud to have 
been involved in my becoming a songwriter.
‘Sporting Life Blues’ seems more fitting, 
about someone who has lived hard and 
regrets harder.
Funnily enough, ‘Sporting Life Blues’ was on 
the Dave Van Ronck record that same teacher 
lent me. Those two songs are on the album 
really to kind of go back to the roots of my 
blues, things that first excited me. The fact 
that they both seem to have come true lyrically 
is weird, but maybe I subconsciously picked 
those two. I almost did a version of ‘He Was A 
Friend Of Mine’, which was also on that Dave 
Van Ronck record. I am reliably told this is 
considered to be the first recognised gay folk 
ballad. Have you heard that?
‘Chocolate Shake’ is quite an obscure Duke 
Ellington song with quite a controversial 
history, coming from his politically and racially 
provocative musical ‘Jump For Joy’. How did 
you come across the song and what does it 
mean to you?
A good buddy of mine Dean Speedwell 
Brodrick, who plays oboe on ‘Float’ on Electric 
Chair and sings with me on East Overshoe, 
turned me on to the ‘Shake’ song years ago 
when he had a Duke project he was working 
on. I haven’t seen Dean in ages. If he had been 
around I would have asked him to play on the 
track as he, like David Coulter, is a great multi-
instrumentalist, but the last time I saw him he 
was off to India. I just love the song. Of course 
the Duke arrangement is incredible, and ours 
is just a nod to the great original in the hope 
maybe someone who hears it will look it up and 
hear the full original masterpiece! You can hear 
it on YouTube now. There’s no film, just a shot 
of a 78 [rpm vinyl], but the full track is played.
One thing about ‘Chocolate Shake’ that I love is 
the humour in the lyrics. Do you think people 
really understand the amount of humour that 
goes into your own songs?
Thankfully, I can tell by that question that you 
certainly do! No, seriously, at first some people 
in the UK press didn’t seem to get it – strange 
for a country that prides itself in its use of 
irony. The interesting point, though, is that in 

European countries where English is not the 
first language, it’s my experience via interviews, 
and reviews, that these countries actually 
understand more about my humour than English 
or American writers/listeners. My theory is that 
they tend to listen more closely, whereas in the 
UK a line is just rushed over. I am not sure why. 
But take, for example, the humour in the lyrics 
on the Zazou CD. People just say they are scary! 
On one song I wrote, “I’m hiding in Channel 
12’ – is that scary? No, but it could be like 
something out of Rod Serling’s Night Gallery!!
I love the spoken word segment in ‘Saliva 
Gland’. Totally unexpected. Was the song 
written about your battle with MRSA or 
something else?
I think I mentioned the hideous blocked saliva 
gland thing before: it’s due to a poor immune 
system. We could hardly stop laughing during 
that take – even though I was in agony, by that 
time the painkillers were working - because our 
pet name for David is ‘The Dentist’, due to the 
way he makes drilling sounds with both the saw 
and the violin, In fact, had we had more time 
we had planned to do a version of the ‘Dentistry 
Blues’. (Check it out, there are some filthy 
versions from the 1930s).
You mentioned a couple of years ago that you 
would like to release some film projects. Any 
advance on those plans?
Yes. Earlier this year we filmed some stuff in 
Bristol with my filmmaker friend Rik Lander, 
who did the ‘Over My Head’ epic that’s on my 
website. Please excuse the lack of updates on 
that site. It has to do with me switching over to 
a .mac account that I need to find out how to use 
and have not had the time to learn it yet. I am 
rather slow on all that computer stuff.
Anyway, we plan to finish it in January or 
February this winter, as all of us have other 
commitments until then. He built an eco film 
studio straw bale house. You can see it if you 
click on the link that says ‘Bristol Green House’ 
on my website. We plan to do a few other things 
there next spring, too. 
Have you ever been tempted back into acting? 
What are your memories of playing Janis Joplin 
on Broadway? I love acting and would jump at 
the chance to do a small cameo in something if 
asked. Playing Janis was amazing. The wardrobe 
girls used to put peanut butter in my wig every 
night to make the hair look wild! In Act 2 of 
the show I got to wear plastic breasts with 
gaffer tape over them whilst playing Wendy 
O’Williams during the punk part of the show. 
It was hilarious, with the guy next to me 
chainsawing a Fender guitar in half every show. 
Of course it was fake, the guitar was made to 
fall apart the same way and the chainsaw wasn’t 
actually turned on, just with sound FX. What a 
way to make a living! Ha!
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Aside from Janis, do you have any other big 
female influences?
So many! Bessie, Billie, and Betty Carter. Patti 
Smith, Patsy Cline and Diamanda Galás, and 
Maria Callas, to name a few.
How did you end up working with Heather 
Nova on ‘Shoreline’? Are there other women 
you’d like to collaborate with?
Heather and I share a drummer sometimes 
named Laurie Jenkins. He introduced me to 
Heather, and he not only played on ‘Shoreline’, 
he and his mate Al produced that track for 
the album. Heather and I did a gig together in 
Birmingham, which I remember was great fun. 
She is a great lady and her voice is beautiful.
I would love to work with Suzanne Vega who 
I just met recently when we did a gig at the 
Barbican called Rogue’s Gallery. Also, the folk 
singer Kathryn Williams has a gorgeous voice, 
and we had a blast at that same gig. Martha 
Wainwright was a hoot too! That gig was great 
for music and meeting new friends, a real sense 
of camaraderie, which I heard all Hal Wilner 
gigs have about them.
There seem to be a lot of photos of you with 
cars. Are you an enthusiast? What was your 
first car?
My first car was a 1968 puke-green blacktop 
Mustang! It cost me $150 in 1976 and I drove it 
until the U joint went on Route 1 on my way to 
a summer gig in Kennebunkport, Maine. The 
towtruck guy took pity on me and drove me 
all the way to Maine as my Mustang got towed 
back to my Mum’s. You can hear a version of 
that story on the song ‘Too Ruff’ on Electric 
Chair. (note: Tom Waits had not yet recorded 
Bone Machine which I mention in that song, but 
that’s dramatic license!) In the photo of me with 
the truck, it’s an Austin Morris pickup, the only 
vehicle I ever owned in London. Actually it’s my 
husband Ray who is the car freak! Cars cars cars 
and guitars guitars guitars…
Random last question: it occurred to me that 
you and Aimee Mann are roughly the same age, 
both studied at Berklee and both were into the 
punk scene at the time. I was just wondering if 
you guys knew each other way back then? Have 
any of your classmates made it big?
You got it right, Aimee and I were at Berklee 
at exactly the same time, and we were both 
in a drama class together. She was the first 
girl I ever met with pink-streaked hair. I love 
her stuff. At the time it was before she started 
Til Tuesday. My downstairs neighbour and 
classmate was Cindy Blackman, who you may 
know as Lenny Kravitz’s sexy girl drummer. 
She is actually a gifted jazz drummer, not 
just hard rock. Also, I had ear training with 
Steve Vai, who you may know is a very famous 
guitarist with everyone from Frank Zappa to 
Whitesnake etc. 
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Let’s be upfront about this: whichever 
way you look at it, Tairrie B is pretty 
much a goddess. As frontwoman for 
LA-based rockers My Ruin, one of metal’s 
most accomplished underground bands, 
she’s an uncompromising icon of feminine 
strength and a deliciously outspoken one at 
that. Famously controversial, she’s had her 
fair share of wranglings with the press but, as 
Wears The Trousers discovers, there’s so much 
more to Tairrie than her trademark screech 
and howl and ‘difficult’ reputation. The back-
stage footage accompanying the band’s new 
live album and DVD, Alive On The Other Side, 
portrays a very different side to the singer and 
does more to reveal the vital lifeblood of My 
Ruin than ever before. We grabbed a moment 
with Tairrie just before their show at The 
Engine Rooms in Brighton during the band’s 
Religiosity tour and discovered how a near-
fatal car accident nearly cost her an arm and 
how she’s really just a girly girl at heart, not to 
mention her surprising and little known past as 
an academy-besting army cadet…

Congratulations on the new live album  
and DVD.
Thank you. Have you seen it yet?
I watched it just before I came out to you. 
We’re staying in hotel five minutes away from 
this one, in a Betty Page themed room so we 
watched it there. 
What?! I hate you! That’s so awesome. We’ll 
have to have the afterparty at your house. 
There is a scene in it from the Concorde 
[another venue in Brighton]. The owner of 
the Engine Rooms comes out to see us at the 
Concorde every year and always asks really 
humbly when we’re going to play his little club. 
So he opened it up for an afterparty after one of 
our gigs, and this band shows up…The Eighties 
Matchbox B-Line Disaster. Their bass player 
was an asshole. He had his manager with him, 
who started whipping out his dick and showing 
it to all the girls who were there. We’d been 
having a really nice time drinking and dancing, 
there was a real family vibe, and then this guy 
and his sidekick show up at two in the morning 
all decked out in their rock star clothes, 
looking like he’s just about to do a show, and 
his friend just started exposing himself to all 
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the females. Girls were coming up asking if 
I knew those guys and what they were doing 
there. So I was sitting in a side room and the 
owner of the club pours me a massive glass 
of Jack Daniels (in a pint glass) as the bassist 
invites himself into the room we are seated in 
with his asshole friend who has been creeping 
everyone out since they arrived. And as he is 
sitting there in his velvet smoking jacket and 
full make-up he says: “Yeah I know who you are 
you American cunt. You don’t impress me. Do 
you know who I am?” So I said, “I don’t give a 
fuck who you are, if you say one more thing, 
we’re going to have a problem,” and he calls 
me a bitch. So I take my drink and I get up and 
throw it right in his face. I told him to get up 
and face me, but he wouldn’t so I started to 
walk out and he picks up a beer bottle, ready to 
hit me in the head from behind…
Nice.  
Yeah. Two of the girls had to grab him and hold 
him against the wall. I left the room to look 
for my bandmates and I couldn’t find them. So 
I yelled and my bass player came running just 
as the guy got loose and was ready to run up 
on me. I said something and suddenly Chris 
basically beat the shit out of him. It was crazy. 
The owner of the venue threw him out, and 
just looked at us and said “Please play my club,” 
and we kind of had to after all that!
That’s such a shame.  
It was awful, but it makes a good story for my 
bass player.
War stories are always fun. The DVD [on the 
studio album Throat Full Of Heart] seems like 
a war story, or a diary for the healing process. 
I wondered if you kept a diary?  
I used to keep a lot of diaries actually, but I 
haven’t kept one in a long time. I lost a lot of 
diaries, bibles and prayer books when a wall in 
my house got flooded. It was an old building 
from the 1920s, and a lot of things were falling 
apart. It really upset me to lose them. But I do 
keep scrapbooks. I want to put out a book one 
day. I took all my material to a publisher who 
told me I had enough for 10 books. During the 
whole process we recorded on camera and it 
was a little different for me. I couldn’t move 
my arm, and I didn’t want to look at it. I was 
very disconnected from it. The doctors told 
me I may not have an arm again. They wanted 

to amputate, but I couldn’t agree to that. You 
really don’t realise how much you use your 
body until you lose control of it.
Absolutely. And there’s always a knock on 
effect – if you lose the use of one part the 
rest has to compensate.  
Yes! Exactly. You can’t even brush your hair. 
I am a very independent person, and realising 
your suddenly disabled and that you have to 
rely on other people was very stressful. I was 
in hospital for weeks, and then once I was back 
at home I had to have a nurse until Mick [her 
long-time partner and bandmate] was taught 
how to nurse my wound. He had to give me 
tons of painkillers and every day, and he had to 
unwrap my wound and redress it. I was having 
skin grafts, and it was so painful it was worse 
than the accident. I couldn’t look at my wound 
so they took pictures of it every day, and 
eventually we sat down and I looked at them 
all…and it was like my diary, in a way. Then 
we had to record the album and go through the 
vocal process, as I hadn’t been using my voice, 
and it was weird. I set the camera up, and I 
wanted to do it [the filming] myself.
Well, congratulations for pulling through, it 
sounds like a tough experience. 
Thank you. Do you like the record?
I do. And I think the footage was a good idea 
because it gives a background to the album 
that you might not have otherwise.  
Yeah, well the injury gave us a theme. We 
don’t normally do themed albums per se, they 
just happen. And this time, the day before 
we were due to go in the studio and record, 
this happened and the direction of everything 
turned. When I did go in it was strange 
because I was returning to lyrics that I hadn’t 
read since the accident, and after weeks of 
barely functioning due to the pain, and the 
drugs, it was…hard. I went in and recorded 
the last song of the album and it became 
‘Through The Wound’.
That’s my favourite track on the album. 
It’s mine too. It’s one of my favourite songs I’ve 
ever recorded actually.
You’ve had notorious struggles with  
and unfair treatment from some press. Do 
you feel you’ve been portrayed unfairly, 
and if so what’s the biggest misconception 
about you?  
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I think the biggest misconception about me is 
that I’m a total nightmare. When I first came 
on to the music scene with Manhole [a rap/
metal outfit], there weren’t a lot of women 
doing what I was doing. There weren’t women 
like Angela [Gossow, of Arch Enemy] and 
Candace [Kucsulain, of Walls Of Jericho]. I 
came out with thug boys and I was rapping 
about rape and women’s rights, and I was very 
aggressive and butch. I cared about being an 
activist. I was a white woman coming from the 
black male-dominated hardcore rap industry, 
moving into metal, and I wanted to be taken 
seriously. The press love you at first, but once 
you open your mouth and have an opinion and, 
say, speak out on sensitive topics or stand up 
for yourself, they can turn on you very easily. 
When I asked them to stop focusing on me 
and interview my whole band, and to market 
us a unit instead of fixating on me, they began 
to refer to me as a harpy and a bitch. When 
I didn’t want to pose stupidly for magazines, 
I was complaining. I wasn’t prepared to be 
anyone’s puppet in order to sell magazines. 
There are some things I look back on and 
regret, but I was young and growing up and I 
believe you live and learn. The sad thing about 
it is that I wish people could have interviewed 
me and asked me about things such as my 
lyrics, like they do with my male counterparts. 
I’ve put out many albums over the years. I 
started this band in 1999 and my own label, 
with Mick, in 2005. We also manage this band 
and we do all this ourselves. Band members 
have come and gone over the years, from 
my first band to this one, either by choice or 
having been asked to leave. And although a few 
are doing things, most of them aren’t in other 
bands. We’ve kept on going, even in the face of 
adversity. We’re still creating music and people 
seem to not want to give us credit for that, 
which is kind of funny when you really look at 
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things. People can continue to criticise, but I 
won’t stop till I’m ready to.
But there is a division. For all the haters, you 
also have a very dedicated fanbase, and you 
wouldn’t be able to do what you do if there 
wasn’t the love and support of your fans.  
What’s sad, though, is the press, especially 
in the UK. The songs ‘Beauty Fiend’ [from 
2000’s A Prayer Under Pressure Of Violent 
Anguish] and ‘Made To Measure’ [from 
2003’s The Horror Of Beauty] were written 
because of the press. I support women in 
rock. I won’t support them just because 
they are women though; if you show you’re 
talented and dedicated and sincere then 
you earn my respect. So when a female 
editor commented on pictures of me saying 
I need to stop eating doughnuts, I couldn’t 
believe it. A woman whom I respected and 
called a friend was attacking me and started 
a campaign of hatred about my body. In 
my whole life I’d never felt that way about 
myself – I’d never been body conscious. And 
then suddenly it became the sole focus of me. 
Every time I was written about it would be 
that I was “fat”; it was never about my voice 
or my band. I found myself looking in the 
mirror and wondering why everyone was 
writing about my body. So I wrote ‘Made To 
Measure’ and suddenly all these girls were 
approaching me because they connected to 
what I was saying and how I felt. Maybe it 
was meant to happen to me so I could voice 
the thoughts so many young women and men 
were feeling inside and help them find some 
self-empowerment in my words. I look back 
on it today, and while it angered me on one 
level, it strengthened me on another.
Although the press hasn’t always been 
favourable over here, your fanbase seems 
bigger over here in the UK than in the States. 
Why do you think that is?  

It’s a weird thing. Our fanbase isn’t very huge 
at all. We’re still quite an underground band.
But the fans you do have are very dedicated.  
Yeah. We had some fans for years. When we 
did the two big tours in 2005 for The Brutal 
Language, we had no idea whether people 
would come. Some nights we’d be playing to 
30 people, and other nights 600. Even in the 
middle of nowhere, we’d be surprised with 
the crowds we got. A lot of American bands 
don’t come back twice in one year, but we do 
because we love our fans. There are girls who 
come to 10 shows on one tour, and they know 
all the words and sing with me; it makes me 
feel great. I won’t be doing this forever; I’m 
43. I won’t be 50 years old and still screaming 
like this – I don’t think my vocal cords will let 
me and it’s hard being on the road.
Your stage persona is very assertive and 
passionate. Is there a difference between 
you on and off stage? 
Well last night something very strange 
happened on stage. The sound blew out. We 
were playing in Sheffield. We have a Sheffield 
curse – something always goes wrong there. So 
this will sound crazy but I have a fear of public 
speaking.
It doesn’t sound crazy at all.  
Everyone thinks I’m crazy when I say that – I’m 
a frontperson!
It’s the people who are most scared of being 
at the front and having to perform that push 
themselves to be front people and confront 
the fear. 
Yup. Totally. The way I record The LVRS 
[Tairrie’s spoken-word project] is very 
different to the My Ruin thing. I sit in a 
darkened room with a drink and a buzz 
and tell my stories. But if I had to perform 
that material in front of people I do not 
think I would be comfortable. So last night, 
everything went dead on stage. The power 

blew and suddenly I had to talk to the crowd 
for what felt like forever. So I took the 
microphone down and told them I was going 
to interview them and I did. The band told 
me later they were watching me in total 
amazement. They were really impressed 
because they knew that kind of thing isn’t my 
deal. But in general I’m pretty much the same 
as I am on stage. I’m not some horrible mean 
bitch. I can joke and dance, and I can be sexy 
– I’m a girly girl. I can throw a mean scream 
but I can also shake my ass. 
So you’ve collaborated with people like 
Jessika (of Jack Off Jill and Scarling fame) 
[coughs] We don’t mention that girl.
OK. You’ve also worked with Eazy-E. Is 
there anyone else you’d like to work with? 
I’m a huge Nick Cave fan. I took the whole 
band to see him a few weeks ago before we 
came on tour. He changed my life. I covered 
his ‘Do You Love Me?’ in 2000 on our album 
A Prayer Under Pressure Of Violent Anguish. He’s 
actually from here [Nick lives in Brighton 
with his family] – hey, we’re channelling  
Nick Cave! He works with a lot of women but 
they say there is that thing about meeting your 
idols where you don’t know how they’re  
going to be, and it can be disappointing. But 
I think he’s fantastic and a true artist in every 
sense of the word. We’re inspired by a lot of 
the same things, and I agree with many of his 
views on religion.
Do you have any pre-show rituals?
I make a drink with Throat Coat tea and  
fresh ginger root. It keeps my voice in good 
shape while abusing it on the road. I’ve sworn 
by it for many years. We all enjoy a few 
healthy shots of Jack Daniels before hitting 
the stage as well. That always sets a good  
pre-show mood. 
What’s the first record you bought? 
A Kiss record. I’m a huge Kiss fan; they were 

« i sUPPOrt wOMen in 
rOcK. i wOn’t sUPPOrt 
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the first band I saw live. If it was a question 
of the best album I own, it’s always a toss up 
between NWA’s Straight Outta Compton and The 
Verve’s Urban Hymns.
Really? I wouldn’t imagine you being a fan 
of theirs.  
Oh, I love them. When they broke up I was 
heartbroken, but that mended when they got 
back together this year. Their new album 
Forth has been in my iPod since its release 
and helped me to fall asleep nightly on tour. 
I adore it.
What were you like at school?
Believe it or not I was very quiet and 
introverted. But then I joined the Cadet Core. 
This is something I’ve never actually talked 
about in interviews. I joined to get out of 
PE as I hate showering with other people – I 
felt like Carrie White. But once I joined, it 
changed my life. It taught me how to speak 
in front of a room full of people, and how to 
be a better writer. This is really weird as I’ve 
never talked about this in the press, and this 
is something not many people know, but I got 
so involved that I eventually became the best 
overall cadet in the state of California. I was 
the first female to do it. When I was in ninth 
grade I competed against 500 other people and 
won a huge trophy. I went to officer candidate 
school, learnt how to shoot rifles, and at one 
point I even had plans to join the army. Cadet 
Core taught me to be outgoing and have self-
confidence. That’s where the guys say I get  
my bossiness from! Well, that and the fact I 
was also a yell leader on the cheer squad in  
high school. 
What was the last book you read?
Barbara Walter’s ‘Audition’. I wanted to read 
it because I love women who have achieved 
something on their own. She was the first 
female newscaster; she broke ground by 
interviewing all these famous male leaders and 
fighting all the men in the industry who didn’t 
want her to succeed. I believe if you have an 
interesting story, you should write a book. 
Chris [the punch-throwing bassist] also lent me 
a Bukowski collection. We have a mini book 
club thing going on with my bassist and my 
merchandise girl. Reading is important people!
Do you have any guilty pleasures?
I have loads. It’s so cheesy, and the guys tease 
me about it all the time, but back in the day I 
was a breakdancer. So I love breakdancing and 

pop-locking. Music-wise, I’m loving Mickey 
Avalon. Do you know him?
I love Mickey. I have his album. He’s not a 
guilty pleasure, he rocks! 
Mick and I are obsessed with Mickey Avalon! 
So you must know Andre Legacy and Dirt 
Nasty?
Yup. 
We joke and sing their songs at soundcheck 
all the time. Especially ‘My Dick’. We ad lib 
and do our own versions like: ”My band – got 
a hot lead singer / your band – got corporate 
clinger” [laughs]. 
Wears The Trousers celebrates female 
musicians. Who are your ultimate? 
I have a few; I love PJ Harvey. I’ve seen her 
a few times live. My first experience was so 
intense: it’s like watching this tiny body on 
the stage, but when she opens her mouth, 
God comes out. I also love Patti Smith and 
Juliette Lewis.
Juliette is also a big fan of PJ’s, she’s covered 
her in the past.  
I covered ‘Rid Of Me’ on The Horror Of Beauty. 
I might have demolished it a little, but you 
know…I’m not a singer. I think Juliette is my 
favourite rock and roll singer right now. I think 
she gives it her all. Chrissie Hynde also rocks. 
She got asked in an interview, “what do you 
do to warm up?” and she said: “Honey, after 
four years if I still need to warm up, God help 
me,” and I found that so inspiring. She also 
said something years ago which I still quote: 
“It’s not about fuck me, it’s about fuck you.” 
Women like Joan Jett really have my respect. 
I think it’s so important to have people to look 
up to. There’s this tiny little girl who comes 
to a lot of our shows – she’s really pretty and 
petite, but when I hand her the microphone she 
screams. She came backstage recently and said 
to me “You’re always telling me to start a band 
– meet my new bass player”. 
That’s so sweet.  
I think it’s amazing when you can inspire 
people. I think girls need to stop being the 
girlfriend and start being the band. Guys used 
to come up to me in the past thinking I was a 
groupie or a girlfriend, so when I was in Tura 
Satana, as a joke on tour we made up a tour 
pass saying, “No, I’m NOT the girlfriend, I’m 
the singer, asshole!” and the guys in the band 
had ones that said: “She’s our singer, don’t fuck 
with HER!” 
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48

sUnDAy At DeviL Dirt
isobel campbell & Mark Lanegan

released in May by v2

Following almost too hot on the heels of their Mercury-nominated Ballad Of The Broken Seas, Sunday 
At Devil Dirt loses much of that album’s element of surprise and some of the dark sexual tension that 
made their first unholy union so deliciously seedy. Of course, there are still moments that smoulder 
with lust, but it’s of a more romanticised variety. Strings blossom through the wrongness on the 
single ‘Come On Over (Turn Me On)’, for instance, and the heartfelt sweetness of ‘Keep Me In 
Mind Sweetheart’ is less likely to have you break out in a sweat than reach for 
the cocoa and a sappy DVD. Campbell is even less of a vocal presence this time 
around, finally emerging to the fore on the sultry junkyard shuffle of ‘Shotgun 
Blues’, a creaky, creepy relic from the school of Waits and Brennan. Sturdy, if 

not stellar.

Download: ‘Shotgun Blues’, ‘Who Built The Road’

Heavily championed by Bestival founder Rob Da 
Bank, This Is The Kit is the solo project of one Kate 

Stables, a Hampshire-born expat now living in Paris. 
Produced by no less a talent than Mr John Parish, Krulle Bol is an utterly 

enchanting debut album full of captivating stories about socks, 
moths and soulmates. Warm fuzzy feelings abound as Stables 

saunters endearingly through a dozen tracks of modern folk 
that have seen her grace the stage with the likes of Jeffrey 

Lewis, José González and The National, sung in a plaintive, 
comforting, unshowy manner that inflames the imagination 

and appeals to the heart. Perhaps even more perfect as a 
winter warmer than as a prelude to spring, Krulle Bol rewards 

many, many listens and will still be on our stereo long into 2009. 
Of course, by then Kate plans to be back in the studio recording 

the follow-up, as well as a new EP with Whalebone Polly (her ongoing 
collaboration with Bristolian Rachael Dadd), so there’s a good chance 

you’ll be seeing her on this list in 12 months’ time.

Download: ‘Our Socks Forever More’, ‘Two Wooden Spoons’

50

KrULLe BOL 
this is the Kit

released in March by Microbe

released in september by Albino

Dirty Birds was a long time getting off the ground and threatened to be 
eclipsed entirely by the success of other homegrown modern folk acts like 

Laura Marling, but for those in the know – and obviously there are quite a few of 
you! – Kat Flint’s long-awaited debut is something of a revelation. Running just shy 

of an hour, the album pulses with an almost unhealthy amount of wisdom for one so 
young. The arrangements, too, occasionally surprise with unexpected adornments 
like the muffled conversation overlaying ‘The Blinking’ and the kazoo that appears 

out of nowhere on the fantastic ‘Anticlimax’, and Flint proves 
herself more than adept at upping the tempo without losing 
her profundity. She may not have all of Marling’s hooks but 

catch this pretty pigeon and you won’t regret it.

Download: ‘Shotgun Wedding’, ‘Go Faster Stripes’

49 Dirty BirDs
Kat Flint
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DAy AFter tOMOrrOw
joan Baez

released in september by Proper

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”Baez has quietly and conscientiously continued  
to broaden her musical horizons, primarily through her engagement  
with the work of new generations of singer-songwriters. Day After  
Tomorrow finds her enlisting Steve Earle as producer and adding songs 
by Eliza Gilkyson, Patty Griffin, Thea Gilmore and Elvis Costello & 
T-Bone Burnett to her already voluminous repertoire. It also finds her 
relinquishing the rockier and more ambient elements that have characterised her last albums and 
opting instead for a mellower, more traditional and exclusively acoustic approach. Throughout, 
Baez’s mature voice is a thing of beauty, full of feeling and expression, grace and gravitas. However, 
with just 10 tracks and a running time of only a little over 35 minutes, the album feels excessively 
modest, and, overall, somewhat slight. But as a demonstration of Baez in gentler and more reverent 
mode then this remains a pleasing and satisfying album.”  ½ ALeX rAMOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: With Obama about to be installed in the White House, Day After Tomorrow’s 
uncluttered songs of trials and salvation are well worth revisiting. Baez’s wisdom-tempered  

optimism resonates strongly in the age of Change, and those dark days of the soul she sings of  
seem a little further away. For now.

Download: ‘Mary’, ‘The Lower Road’

46

PHyLActery FActOry
white Hinterland

released in March by Dead Oceans

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “My overriding impression of Casey Dienel’s debut album 
under the White Hinterland moniker the first time round was of a  
jazzy Joanna Newsom. Evidence for: wordy narratives with metaphors jostling 
for position, all sung in a unique female voice that occasionally verges  
on the childlike. But while Joanna Newsom’s ghost definitely lurks 

somewhere near Casey Dienel’s vocal cords, it’s hardly a full-on possession. Phylactery 
Factory gives us jazz in place of baroque neo-folk, compact chamber pop in place of 
multipart epics, piano and wisps of vibes instead of harp-led glissandi. Even the less 
successful songs have a decent melody to recommend them, but a bit more consistency, 
belief in her lyrics and bottle to her voice would work wonders.” ½ ADAM sMitH

wHAt we sAy nOw: Dienel’s flirtation with the rigours of proper diction remained entirely  
non-committal on the follow-up EP, Luniculaire, but it mattered far less once the complex, wilful 
charms of Phylactery Factory had fully sunk in. What both records show is an impressive dedication to  
threading magical tapestries of everyday beauty observed through a refracting frosted glass darkly 
that, while not immediately accessible, profit those who take pains to listen.

Download: ‘Lindberghs + Metal Birds’, ‘Calliope’
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43

UnHOLy MAjesty
rose Kemp

released in september by One Little indian

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “With the release of her third album, Rose Kemp’s metamorphosis from demure folk maiden to fully-
fledged rock chick continues apace. Produced by Foo Fighters, Biffy Clyro and Amplifier collaborator Chris Sheldon, Unholy 
Majesty consolidates Kemp’s myriad influences while also developing its own personality. Kemp showcases her clamorous guitar 

style and utilises her full vocal range, her voice shifting dramatically from percussive lows to whispers to occasional highly-
strung shrieks. There’s a fine line between intriguing lyrical opacity and meaninglessness and it might be argued that 

Kemp’s songs sometimes cross that border. Overall, though, Unholy Majesty boasts more than enough strong material to 
suggest that Kemp has a very bright future ahead of her.”  ALeX rAMOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Homegrown female rock acts don’t tend to fare too well commercially for  
reasons we don’t have room to go into right now, but if anyone deserves to buck that trend then it’s  

fearlessly creative Bristolian Rose Kemp. Unholy Majesty is a massive leap forward from last year’s A Hand 
Full Of Hurricanes, revealing a depth of talent, fury and vocal dexterity that’s well worth investigating.

Download: ‘Nature’s Hymn’, ‘Wholeness Sounds’

released in september by Damaged goods

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Recorded rather haphazardly in the middle of a tour, Dirt Don’t Hurt is classic country 
fodder: a string of bantering duets nestling with tales of heartache and dysfunctional relationships. Sussex’s answer 

to Wanda Jackson, Holly wears the badge of country music as proudly as ever as she sings ‘Up On the Floor’, a 
world weary farewell to a drunken partner. She snarls her way through ‘Indeed You Do’ and bitterly curses ‘For All 
This’. The album peaks with the bass-slapping, boot-stomping romp that is ‘Getting High For Jesus’, in which they 

brazenly celebrate “Yeah, I’m getting high for Jesus ‘cos he got so low for me!” It’s The Brokeoffs at their hillbilly 
best. You can just imagine Holly, in one of her trademark vintage dresses, doing the polka around the stage like kd 

lang circa 1989 (though not nearly as embarrassing, obviously).” sAcHA wHitMArsH 

wHAt we sAy nOw: It’s not hard to see at which end of the line Holly Golightly was stood when they were  
handing out talents (not that she believes in a Them or Him or Her). Dirt Don’t Hurt is just as 

rollicking as last year’s You Can’t Buy A Gun When You’re Crying, and the brash, brilliant spirit  
at its heart is resplendently unquenched. An intoxicating mix of gloriously percussive  

barn-party stompers, country bruisers and boy–girl showdowns, it’s fantastically unforced 
and hard to ignore.

Download: ‘My .45’, ‘Getting High For Jesus’

44Dirt DOn’t HUrt
Holly golightly & the Brokeoffs

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Hailing from the American Southwest, Danielle Stech-
Homsy’s motifs of alienation, the sacred and the resistance of time itself seem 
born from beneath the heavy silence of a wintry desert. Despite this isolated 

upbringing, Frontier is a strong-lunged otherworldly child, vital and blood red 
with exposure. Gathering pools of mystical allusion melt away with each new 

song, shattered apart by the meter as much as they are contained within it. Frontier is beautifully 
dreary, almost terrorising in its sheer escapism. Its ability to make time seem obsolete is a  
personification of the disappearing road: two parallel lines lessening the distance between 

them as they travel toward a northern horizon.”  PAige tAyLOr 

What we say now: With our first few listens to Frontier still fresh in the memory, additional 
perspective is marginal at best. It’s still an ambitious, challenging album that revels in its alien 
strangeness. We’ve forsaken any attempt to unravel it to be honest. The temptation to simply  

immerse is too great, and much less tiring.

Download: ‘The Umbrella’, ‘Heartless’

FrOntier
rio en Medio

released in October by Manimal vinyl

45
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released in september by Damaged goods

42

i LOve yOUr gLAsses
russian red

released in june by eureka

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”Lourdes Hernández has drawn comparisons with 
Joanna Newsom and Feist, among others, and it will be a wonder if she 
isn’t pulled in to be the next voice of car and iPod commercials across the 
globe. There is a rich goldmine of music here, filled out by an exquisitely 
haunting voice and crafty musicianship. Even on a slow acoustic cover of 
’80s classic ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’, she takes a song so a part of musical history and manages 
to spin it in a new light, weaving new meaning into Cyndi Lauper’s lyrics. Although undeniably a 
wise marketing move to sing in English, Hernández often slurs her words, making them unclear and 
difficult to grasp. Despite this, however, Russian Red’s delicate emoting and passion overcome these 
flaws, making I Love Your Glasses a must.” ½ LOriA neAr

wHAt we sAy nOw: Online buzz for this album has yet to translate into a UK physical release for 
this wonderful debut, but it surely can’t be long – I Love Your Glasses is much too good to languish in 

digital purgatory. As a tremulous, wavering essay on unrequited love it’s really very good. As an 
outpouring of sumptuous melodies and creative arrangements, it’s damn near impeccable.

Download: ‘Cigarettes’, ‘Timing Is Crucial’

41

jUst A LittLe LOvin’
shelby Lynne

released in February by Lost Highway

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Shelby Lynne’s post-country twang career most closely 
resembles an emotional rollercoaster; the lows have been the aural equal  
of the highs. There’s been little that hasn’t been of exceptional quality.   
Following receipt of an e-mail from Barry Manilow – what do you mean you 
don’t get emails from musical legends on a daily basis? – that suggested she 

look to Springfield as her next adventure, Lynne took some time out and decided to revisit some 
of the tracks from Dusty’s famous sojourn in Memphis. And how. From the opening rim-shot and 
cymbal introduction to the title track, her statement of intent is clear. The tempo is slow, the lights are 
dimmed, the atmosphere akin to the early morning hours of a closed diner or a sticky-carpeted casino 
with no one left to sing to but the busboy. The songs don’t flow from the speakers so much  
as ooze. The passion, the hopelessness, the come-hither words are so right it’s uncanny.”  
 PAUL wOODgAte

wHAt we sAy nOw: This did not look good on paper. Nobody messes with Dusty In Memphis, 
right? Wrong! Of the many covers albums that emerged this year, Lynne’s is unquestionably 
the finest. The novelty factor has long since worn off but we keep returning to this elegant 
album for more. An incredible display of restraint and sensitivity, Just A Little Lovin’ shows Lynne 
to be in a whole different class of interpreter. Cat Power take note.

Download: ‘You Don’t Have To Say You Love Me’, ‘I Don’t Want To Hear It Anymore’

HOw tHis List wAs cOMPiLeD
Just under 1000 votes were received from our readers, who were permitted to choose 
up to 10 albums (in no particular order) from a longlist of 100 albums selected by the 
editors over a 2-week period. Albums not in the list could be added in an ‘other’ field, 
although none of those made the top 50 presented here.
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38

BLOOD, LOOMs & BLOOMs
Leila

released in june by warp

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Leila Arab last graced the music world 8 years ago with Courtesy Of Choice, her ‘difficult’ second album 
that hid its few instant classics deep behind a lot of awkward obstructions. Following up her acclaimed debut, Like Weather, was 
never going to be easy, but on reflection even that album had its slightly awkward moments. Blood, Looms & Blooms is the kind of 

triumphant comeback that her ’90s contemporaries would give their iMacs for nowadays. It’s rare for years of patience to 
be rewarded with such a competent, coherent and simply chilling body of work like this, let alone one that can swoon, 

thump and groove all at the same time. Blood, Looms & Blooms lingers on with an atmosphere of absolute triumph and a 
notion that only now is Leila really getting started.”  LéigH BArtLAM

wHAt we sAy nOw: Blood, Looms & Blooms has lost none of its power to unsettle and amaze in the  
6 months since its release. If anything, it has grown in stature as our admiration has swollen to match its 

creator’s astonishing ambition. On a purely artistic level if not spectacle, this could well be 2008’s greatest 
comeback record.

Download: ’Why Should I?’, ‘Deflect’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Drawing inspiration from Kate Bush (out on the wily, windy moors no less!),  
Tim Buckley, Thomas Tallis, Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy and even Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, In Case Of Emergency blossoms 
out from beneath its touchstones like a snowdrop blinking into the winter sun. Though its setting might be 
more Hackney Heights than Wuthering Heights, the music of Madam comes from a highly instinctive place.” 
ALAn PeDDer

wHAt we sAy nOw: Widely hailed as a noir-pop masterpiece upon its release, In Case Of Emergency’s 
filmic Americana with a futuristic twist has really gone the distance for us this year. When the lights 
are low and there’s contemplative thinking to be done, Madam’s prodigious debut is a comfort-
ingly mysterious opus. Written in almost total isolation, Sukie Smith’s introspective tales have been 

finished off in the studio to improbably perfect detail, each conveying its in-
tended mood like shimmering tendrils gripping your heart. It’s Françoiz Breut 
meets The Last Town Chorus on the set of ‘Twin Peaks’, and a dark delight from 
head to (the sting in its) tail.

Download: ’Strange Love’, ‘Super Fast Highway’

in cAse OF eMergency
Madam

released in February by reveal

in OUr sPAce HerO sUits
those Dancing Days

40

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “In Our Space Hero Suits is unabashedly fun, cheerfully  
carefree, unpretentious, and a delight for any record collection. Each of the  
12 songs is a whirring, toe-tapping slice of radio-friendly pop, with a streak of 
playful, girly attitude. Their sound, primarily guitar- and keyboard-led, draws on 
retro pop and Northern soul, but it’s the fast paced drums that keep the rhythms 
dancing. Musically, Those Dancing Days evoke both the disco-friendly pop of Blondie and gentle, ’50s 
style garage rock, with lead vocalist Linnea Jönsson’s unique voice imbuing a soulful passion into every 
song.” ½ cHArLOtte ricHArDsOn AnDrews

wHAt we sAy nOw: In a post-Pipettes world, there are plenty of ways in which to get a retro  
girl-group pop fix. But while bands like The Revelations fall embarrassingly flat (too obvious, 
too vacant), Those Dancing Days are dizzyingly fun in that particularly Swedish way, still 
sashaying their way through our winter days with rainbow-tinted harmonies and an energising 

tonic of northern soul brightness.

Download: ‘Home Sweet Home’, ‘Hitten’

39
released in October by wichita released in October by Anti-
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nePtUne city
nicole Atkins

released in june by columbia

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”Produced by Tore Johansson (Saint Etienne, 
Franz Ferdinand) and mixed by Rick Rubin, Neptune City is a sparkling 

evocation of pure ambition and impeccable musicianship. Nicole 
Atkins has come to admire and draw inspiration from tales of despair, 

desperation and want. Nothing new, you might say, but the measure of 
her talent is to take these stories and turn them into something new, something inspiring and, most 

importantly, something hopeful. Her enchanting and powerful voice bedazzles and moves to such an 
extent that it cries out to be listened to again and again and again. Neptune City is an unmissable first 

step in what will hopefully be a lengthy career.”  AnjA MccLOsKey

wHAt we sAy nOw: Woefully misunderstood by many reviewers upon its eventual UK release, 
Neptune City is a far, far better record than you may have read elsewhere. We may have been a little 
overzealous in awarding it a whopping five stars but Atkins is a phenomenally talented songwriter 

and live performer who deserves reappraising. ‘Maybe Tonight’ wasn’t the best choice of first 
single, admittedly, but there’s a rich seam of gold to be found in the album as a whole.

Download: ‘War Torn’, ‘Neptune City’

36
tHe Living & tHe DeAD

jolie Holland

released in October by Anti-

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Continuing her search for herself, Holland battles the fairly typical 
demons of relationships and the daily struggle to keep on keeping on, but what sets her apart 
from everyone else is that she makes you want to love her; it’s an auditory cycle of courtship, 
candlelight, and a swift kick on the ass as she sends you packing once again. The sultry slur of  

syllables allows for a classic country feel, while the sometimes stunning lo-fi production provides the 
perfect setting for a romantic dinner, so long as you aren’t paying close attention to the lyrics. Though at 
times her songs seem to blend together a little too easily, it feels as if it is purposeful in order to provide 

the listener with subtle transitions for the storyline she has provided.”  cHris MArgOLin

What we say now: As tough as it is to get past opener ‘Mexico City’ without hitting repeat, the rest 
of The Living & The Dead is stuffed with rueful songwriting brilliance that rarely fails to dazzle entirely. 
From brilliantly observed character studies with a country-rock flavour (’Corrido 
Por Buddy’, ‘Palmyra’) to ghostly mantras for lonely living (’Fox In Its Hole’), it’s 

Holland’s finest record to date and displays a growing confidence that’s hard to forget 
once heard. 

Download: ‘Mexico City’, ‘Fox In Its Hole’

released in August by navigator

It’s shameful that we never got around to reviewing this album properly because Mary Hampton 
is the kind of artist that’s well worth making time for. My Mother’s Children, her first release through 

Reveal Records offshoot Navigator, is a stunning collection of ten frighteningly accomplished (and sometimes 
frighteningly frightening) songs of ageless beauty. Germinated from seeds of traditional folk chimerically 

ambiguated with psych-folk references, Mary Hampton’s music is miles away from the likes of Kate Rusby and 
Eliza Carthy (with whom she once worked). Tellingly, she was once the voice of Stereolab offshoot Imitation 

Electric Piano, going some way to explain why much of this album seems so daringly experimental among 
its genre. Rife with unusual imagery, much of it concerning wildlife – an eel screaming before it is skinned, 

dying stags, taxidermied dogs – Hampton weaves her mesmerising surrealist tales with 
unnerving expertise, making even songs about the heavens and trees seem subterranean and 

exquisitely gothic. “There’s no way off the island,” sings Mary with an eerie menace, and 
she’s right, we’re snared.

Download: ‘Because You’re Young’, ‘Ballad Of The Talking Dog’

35 My MOtHer’s cHiLDren
Mary Hampton
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33

LiejAcKer 
thea gilmore

Released in May by Fulfill

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “The political commentary and music industry critiques that characterised (or, depending on your 
perspective, marred) some of her earlier records have been tempered somewhat here, with Gilmore centering her attention 
on matters of the heart and, for the most part, leaving wider social concerns aside. Stylistically, the album also finds Gilmore 
experimenting with some new instrumentation and recruiting some well-chosen collaborators, including Joan Baez, 

Erin McKeown and The Zutons’ Dave McCabe. The result is an album with an organic, rootsy, often bluesy feel, 
a little less spiky than some of Gilmore’s output but never less than vibrant and appealing, and boosted by her 
clear, direct, unaffected vocals and consistently compelling songwriting.”  ALeX rAMOn

What we say now: Like the Jolie Holland album, Liejacker starts off so strongly that it’s tempting to cue 
up endless auditions of opener (and first single) ‘Old Soul’, without question one of Gilmore’s finest songs to 

date. Dave McCabe is a sensitive and engaging vocal foil, moreso even than Joan Baez on ‘The Lower Road’, and 
we can only hope for a repeat of this pairing in the future. Liejacker doesn’t quite carry its initial momentum all the 
way through but it’s as strong, if not stronger, than 2006’s Harpo’s Ghost, and maintains Gilmore’s status as one of our  
nation’s finest singer-songwriters, male or female.

Download: ‘Old Soul’, ‘Dance In New York’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Mountain Battles may be incredibly restrained but its quality control is consistent. It 
simply offers a more low-key collection of songs. Still, it’s difficult not to wonder when listening to songs like 

‘Night Of Joy’ and first single ‘We’re Gonna Rise’ how this record could have sounded if The 
Breeders had held back a little less. Although far from being the product of a band experiencing 
any kind of creative slump, it’s easy to see why Mountain Battles doesn’t satisfy the hunger of 
some of their fans. There’s a definite feeling that this release merely consists of crumbs 
brushed from the table rather than the hearty meal The Breeders are more than capable of 
serving up.” ½ sOPHiA rAwLinsOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Oof, we were a bit unkind about this album, and to be honest 
listening to it again now remains a somewhat frustrating experience. Evidently there are 
charms that were slow to reveal themselves, but too many songs just go nowhere interesting 

to these ears. But you voted it here so who are we to argue? With their live show by all accounts still a riot of 
thrills and their upcoming shot at curating an All Tomorrow’s Parties weekend, there’s plenty of mileage in 
The Breeders yet, and maybe Mountain Battles too.

Download: ‘German Studies’, ‘Walk It Off’

MOUntAin BAttLes 
the Breeders

released in March by 4AD

LOst wisDOM
Mt eerie with julie Doiron & Fred squire

32

Julie Doiron is the undisputed queen of sadcore, and on Lost Wisdom, Mt Eerie frontman Phil 
Elverum proves himself to be a worthy king. “These rocks don’t care if I live or die,” they sing 
in unison on the opening title track, setting a bleak yet beguiling tone for the rest of the  
album. We’re so used to hype surrounding unlikely duets – Robert Plant and Alison Krauss, 
Isobel Campbell and Mark Lanegan – that the sheer beauty of hearing two so perfectly 
matched collaborators is oddly surprising. Doiron’s more accessible brand of melancholic lo-fi channels a 
wonderfully effective warmth and feminine delicacy into songs that might otherwise collapse beneath their own 
oppressive questioning gloom. Not just a third wheel, Fred Squire provides a sensitive and minimal backdrop  

of electric guitar that’s especially effective on songs like ‘O My Heart’ and ‘Voice In Headphones’, a  
remarkable song that interpolates the refrain of Björk’s ‘Undo’ (”it’s not meant to be a strife / it’s not 
meant to be a struggle uphill”) with Elverum’s own lyrics. Still, it’s probably a blessing that all but two 
of the 10 songs run at less than two and a half minutes. Despite its simplicity, or perhaps because of, Lost 
Wisdom is vital yet uncomfortable and prolonged, uninterrupted exposure is probably unhealthy. Go 

outside, breathe in some air, come back and listen anew.

Download: ‘Voice In Headphones’, ‘What?’

34
released in October by Pw elverum & sun
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AUtUMn FALLin’
jaymay

released in january by Heavenly

released in june by velour

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Regularly referred to as a “musician’s musician”, Kaki King is clearly an artist who is 
continuously stretching herself in terms of composition as well as expanding her already impressive  

arsenal of instruments played. The story goes that King arrived at the studio to record Dreaming Of 
Revenge with a sheaf of detailed notes about how she wanted each track to sound. The producer threw 

them away, stuck her in a room with a variety of instruments and told her to be creative. That ap-
proach is apparent from the content of the work, often free flowing, warm and natural, but also on 

occasion sounding somehow unfinished and/or unrealised. From a commercial perspective, Kaki King 
is fighting a clearly uphill battle. Fortunately, she doesn’t seem to care.”  MAree MOrris

wHAt we sAy nOw: Having established herself as an instinctive, fearless guitarist who plays in an idiom 
that’s all her own, Kaki King continues to embellish her powerful acoustic orchestrations, sometimes 

with the unfortunate effect of obscuring her genius. Dreaming Of Revenge is a more confident pop 
album than …Until We Felt Red, but she hasn’t quite patched up all the holes.

Download: ‘I Need A Girl Who Knows A Map’, ‘Saving Days In A Frozen Head’

30 DreAMing OF revenge
Kaki King

tHis is it & i AM it & yOU Are it & sO is tHAt & He 
is it & sHe is it & it is it & tHAt is tHAt

Marnie stern 

released in October by Kill rock stars

29

31
wHAt we sAiD tHen: “There is something wondrously serene about the music Jaymay 
makes, as if she had discovered the musical formula for tranquility. This is an album to  

collapse at home to at the end of the day, when you can just lie face down and fully clothed on 
your bed and relax for a moment, sighing happily to yourself. Jaymay has created an album whose 

charms are difficult to define. Autumn Fallin’ might not take us to new and unexplored reaches of the  
musical continuum, but it is such a pleasure to listen to that I can quite happily say that, in this case,  

I don’t even care. This is blissful stuff.”  HUgH ArMitAge

wHAt we sAy nOw: There’s a bit of controversy over whether or not this is a 2007 album, to which the 
answer is kinda, but not really. It was available from Rough Trade shops for a couple of months at the end 

of last year but the full physical release rolled over to January. Hope that explanation suffices, because 
Autumn Fallin’ ain’t budging from our list. We’ve really grown to love this album in our 
office. She may not be the mother of invention but Jaymay’s coolly conversational way 

with a wryly observed lyric is achingly smart and refreshing. An excellent, if under-
appreciated debut.

Download: ‘Sea Green, See Blue’, ‘Ill Willed Person’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “The Alan Watts-inspired title, like the album as a whole, is a strange mixture 
of intensity, profundity and a meticulous attention to detail that most people only discover on an 

Adderall binge. While her last album proved that she could nonchalantly play beside the likes of Ed 
Van Halen and Yngwie Malmsteen, it hinted at melody but that hinting was never fully realised. This 

album proves to the world that she can work as an actual songwriter. For every song on this album 
that shows itself to be an obvious shred-fest, there is another that takes her sound in – and I 

use this term very loosely – melodic new directions. Her unique finger-tap style is the thread 
that runs throughout the album, but it’s the way she knows how to vary that style across the 

12 songs that elicits repeated listens.” ½ trey cregAn

wHAt we sAy nOw: What a difference a year makes. A revelation after her  
caterwauling and largely incoherent debut In Advance Of The Broken Arm, Marnie 

Stern’s mealy-mouthed second album is a pummelling you’ll actually enjoy. Probably the 
most imaginative, least linear rock album we’ve heard all year. If you’re looking for true 

individuality, This Is It… is it, and that, of course, is that.

Download: ‘Ruler’, ‘The Package Is Wrapped’
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A BOOK LiKe tHis 
Angus & julia stone

released in March by PiAs

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Coming after two hugely successful EPs, A Book Like This has already achieved success in their homeland 
of Australia and is utterly lovely. It’s their fey and folksy sound (coupled with a name like Angus) that gives the false impression 
of Gaelic roots. The songs are not duets; instead, the siblings take turns at singing lead on the different tracks with the other 
as a backing partner. Though they share a common style, Angus’s voice is smooth and gentle, while Julia’s vocals are 

more light and strange, giving a great variation in the sound and character of different songs. There are songs to 
make you sad, songs to make you smile and songs to make you feel a bit less alone. Put simply, A Book Like This 
is a sublime and startling debut that really shows off the siblings’ talents. The lyrics are quietly powerful, and 
the music is of that simple kind that still manages to reveal something new on each subsequent listening, of 
which I predict there will be many.”  HUgH ArMitAge

wHAt we sAy nOw: The robustness of the Stone siblings’ songs is impressive. Considering we’ve been listening to 
A Book Like This since it winged its way to us from Australia in September 2007, the album has lost only a touch of its 
freshness. Five stars? You bet. Just bring on the next one.

Download: ‘Another Day’, ‘The Beast’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Despite sounding formulaic when described on paper, like yet another redux of what 
The Postal Service were doing in 2003, thankfully that is not at all the case with Alpinisms. Drawing from 

several uniquely audible influences, the band has created a perfect manifesto for what dream pop 
should be. Benjamin Curtis’s arrangements are leaps and bounds ahead of anything he did in the  
Secret Machines, while the Deheza twins have evolved to become melodic geniuses. Their vocals 
are easily the highlight of the album. The vocal interplay is always interesting whether they’re 
doing several things at once (’Iamundernodisguise’) or just plain harmonising (’Half Asleep’).”  
 trey cregAn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Boasting perhaps the most appropriate artwork of the year, Alpinisms is 
full of pulsing, airy songs that transport you high above the clouds, gliding over glacial ice fields 
and breathtaking vistas of snow-capped mountains. Only Curtis’s guitar rhythms keep you from 
vanishing into the ether, buoyed by the uplift of the Deheza twins’ breathy, ethereal vocal thermals. 
It’s dizzyingly lovely.

Download: ‘Prince Of Peace’, ‘Half Asleep’

ALPinisMs 
school Of seven Bells

released in november by Full time Hobby

nO, virginiA
the Dresden Dolls

26

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Once the sole province of those-in-the-know and firmly plugged into 
the US indie underground, The Dresden Dolls have seen their popularity edge further and 
further upwards with each new album and prestigious support slot. No longer the secret of 
a select group of adoring fans, it’s fair to say that a great deal of expectation surrounds the 
quirky twosome. Given the album’s title, one would be forgiven for anticipating a coherent 
follow-up, if not a response, to 2006’s Yes, Virginia. Instead, what is offered here comprises rarities, B-sides and 
assorted oddities culled from the band’s relatively youthful career. Such treasures may be like old friends to the 
Dolls’ ardent fanbase but still serve as a worthy addition to any casual listener’s collection.”  

 sOPHiA rAwLinsOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Amanda Palmer’s solo album rather puts this collection of Dresden Dolls offcuts 
in the shade, and it’s a shame that No, Virginia looks set to be the last we hear of her partnership with 
percussionist Brian Viglione. Not that it’s bad, just predictably patchy, but who else could consign these 

variously bizarre and confrontational songs to the backburner and still impress enough of you voters to 
expend an extra one of your precious nominations?

Download: ‘Dear Jenny’, ‘Pretty In Pink’

28

released in May by roadrunner
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Un DÍA 
juana Molina

released in October by Domino

released in july by sunday Best

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”To witness Kitty, Daisy and Lewis Durham strumming and swinging, their hairdos, 
clothes and voices boldly recalling an era before even their parents were born, it’s clear there’s 

something jazzy going on in North London. Having been performing together since 2000, Kitty,  
Daisy & Lewis know their music inside out and, with youthful exuberance on their side, have  

developed an act that revitalises the sounds of the Deep South’s kings and queens of roots music. 
Though most critics praise them for neglecting computerisation, it is not the lack of a precise element 
that makes Kitty, Daisy & Lewis so charming. It is the sibling band’s attention to detail and loyalty to the 
creative process – their impressive ability to quicken their pace to the demanding meter of blues and 

country – that earns them boasting rights.” ½ PAige tAyLOr 

wHAt we sAy nOw: Kitty, Daisy & Lewis delivers handsomely on the stylistic front that the three young 
siblings have rehearsed to perfection, but it’s not an album we’ve returned to all that often. Not when 

there’s Wanda Jackson to blast. Musically accomplished and definitely charming, however, the Durhams have an 
undeniably bright future ahead.

Download: ‘Going Up The Country’, ‘Mean Son Of A Gun’

24 Kitty, DAisy & Lewis
Kitty, Daisy & Lewis

crystAL cAstLes 
crystal castles

released in April by Different

23

25
wHAt we sAiD tHen: “The music found here, although bearing all the aesthetic trademarks 

of folk music, could not be less folksy. Coming across as more like an Autechre album 
played acoustically, it utilises vocal and acoustic guitar samples, chopping them up to create 

otherworldly dreamscapes of jittery guitars and overlapping voices. Rarely does Juana Molina use 
any actual language to communicate. Instead, she sings in garbled chants, exclamations and incantations, 
with the title track being one of the few that features discernable lyrics. The unconventional, drone-like 

arrangement of the pieces adds to the sense that Un Día is less an album of songs, more a pulsating,  
shifting collage of acoustic sound.” ½ rOB tAMPLin

wHAt we sAy nOw: Proving that repetition does not necessarily imply a lack of ideas, Juana  
Molina continues to quietly weird us out with her organic loops and inventive use of vocal layering. 

Peculiar noises prick through the recumbent rhythms lying deep in the mix, for the 
most part demanding attention, while structure is all but abandoned. She just keeps 

on getting better.

Download: ‘Vive Solo’, ‘¿Quién? (Suite)’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Otherworldly electro-crazy-clash, warped dance beats amalgamated amongst 
laborious vocals – that’s Crystal Castles. From the off, this record has the ability to gain victory over 

those who look at the Canadian duo, with their ‘fashionista’ demeanour, and disregard them as the 
latest fad. Crystal Castles are no fad. They will never be commercial enough to be a fad. They live and 
work by their own rules. This not a simple case of style over substance; for Crystal Castles, style 

is irrelevant and substance overrated. The going can be gloomy, hellish even, at times…but 
then that’s life for you. Who doesn’t enjoy a lively love song about taxidermy?”  

½ LiPsy PenneLL

wHAt we sAy nOw: Despite being mired in various controversies for much of the  
year – singer Alice’s wild onstage antics, copyright disputes over artwork and 

samples – Crystal Castles successfully brought their relentlessly pounding, warped  
8-bit synths to the edge of the indie mainstream, menacingly shrieking from the  

perimeter and threatening to wreck it all down. It’s still standing, of course, but the 
album remains an exhilarating rush of noise.

Download: ‘Love & Caring’, ‘Black Panther’
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we BrAve Bee stings & ALL
thao with the get Down stay Down

released in january by Kill rock stars

What we said then: “As you might expect from someone who cites the Lilith Fair scene as an early influence, 
at their heart Thao Nguyen’s brief two- to three-minute songs are pure folk-pop but the addition of her backing 
band, The Get Down Stay Down, has filled them out nicely. Quirky melodies mix with jangly guitars, handclaps 

and snappy percussion conjures a sound not unlike a more folksy Vampire Weekend. Nguyen writes of her 
experiences with skillful poise and gutsy poetry. Make no mistake though, this is dark and powerful magic, 
not the stuff of fairytales.”  LOriA neAr

What we say now: When we said that Thao might prove to be an acquired taste, it wasn’t 
without hope that a lot of people would eventually acquire it. Having toured the album 

relentlessly and enthusiastically all year, We Brave Bee Stings & All has made a proper rock 
star of Nguyen, and we couldn’t be more pleased. An exciting reinvention of this Lilith Fair-

influenced songwriter – we can’t wait to see what’s next.

Download: ‘Bag Of Hammers’, ‘Swimming Pools’

released in june by nonesuch

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “A new Emmylou Harris solo record is always a particular treat, and All I Intended To 
Be represents a very fine addition to her catalogue. It’s something of a pleasure to find Harris less adorned and 
more acoustic here, and, as ever, performing a range of judiciously selected material that reveals greater depths 
with each listen. Loss, longing, love and redemption remain the major themes, along with a pervasive sense that 
any true spiritual journey must be undertaken alone. Harris continues to redefine what it means to be a vital, 
enduring artist in an industry in which women over 30 (let alone 60) have generally been deemed to have outlived 
their usefulness. An endlessly compelling mixture of grit and ghostly sighs, sculpted by time and experience, her 
singing seems to grow ever more powerful and distinctive as the years go by, its subtle command worth that of a 
million over-emoting divas.”  ALeX rAMOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Do Emmylou Harris albums ever feel outdated? We can’t think of any, certainly 
not among her recent releases. All I Intended To Be remains as solid and unshakably classy as the first 
time we clapped ears on it. 

Download: ‘Shores Of White Sand’,  ’All That You Have Is Your Soul’

21ALL i intenDeD tO Be
emmylou Harris

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”Moenie & Kitchi, the follow up to last year’s self-released In Your Dreams, 
encapsulates perfectly a wish to encourage life to unfold regardless of what it might bring, 
perhaps a form of escapism from the hustle and bustle of her native New York. Meredith 
Godreau’s citation of Nick Drake as an influence is clear from the outset, as she shares a talent 

and obvious passion for writing melodic folk, often delicately whispering through each subtly 
textured or beautifully simple track. A pure vocal and an acoustic guitar predominantly 

set the scene for the journey through the world outside, a world Godreau finds so obviously 
captivating and yet also makes so captivating through her music.”  AnnA cLAXtOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Gregory & The Hawk specialise in short and subtly catchy folk with 
experimental pop sensibilities and Moenie & Kitchi is their masterpiece to date. Formerly a one-

woman project, the augmentation of Meredith Godreau’s typically delicate and comforting vocals 
with thoughtful arrangements from a well-honed rhythm section has expanded the scope of the music 

and, accordingly, widened its appeal. One for the dreamers.

Download: ‘Ghost’, ‘Stonewall, Stone Fence’

MOenie & KitcHi
gregory & the Hawk

released in september by Fatcat

22
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released in june by nonesuch

19

MOre MODern sHOrt stOries FrOM HeLLO sAFeriDe
Hello saferide

released in september by razzia

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “At a time where anticipation conflicts with desperation and worry, Hello Saferide has 
produced a record that, while retaining a sense of realism, dares to question: without hope, what is there? Each song 

spins a wonderful yarn, trying to cram in as many words into each line, a great deal of thought and passion 
bursting with every breath. Indeed, there are so many highlights to More Modern Short Stories…, there 

are barely enough words to describe it. Regardless, Hello Saferide speaks a language so human that one 
cannot help but feel she is singing for us all.”  AnnA cLAXtOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Annika Norlin returned from her award-winning Swedish language excursion Säkert! 
with a more mature set than her wide-ranging, strange and often funny 2006 debut Introducing Hello 

Saferide. Continuing where her debut UK single ‘I Was Definitely Made For These Times!’ left off last year, 
Hello Saferide’s nostalgic worldview brings her creative lyrical flights alive across 12 songs that variously 
ponder life’s imperfections, sometimes with remorse, sometimes simply shrugging them off with casual 

self-deprecation. Pop for grown-ups.

Download: ‘2008’, ‘Lund’

18

MUsic HOLe 
camille

released in April by virgin

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “As challenging as it is hilarious, Music Hole practically 
summarises and expands upon all the best parts of her earlier work without getting 

too bogged down in concepts. Et voilà! She’s nailed it without compromising any 
of her abilities, and perhaps now she’ll become the star she deserves. If she doesn’t, 

then perhaps it’s best she stays where she is. After all, she sounds like she’s 
having the time of her life there.” ½ LéigH BArtLAM

wHAt we sAy nOw: Despite its potentially disastrous over-reliance on 
novelty, Music Hole remains an impressive undertaking all these months 
later. As largely a cappella albums go, it’s certainly a lot more fun than 

Björk’s Medúlla but has a similar propensity to irritate if 
you’re not in the right frame of mind. ‘Cats & Dogs’ is still 

unfathomably nuts, and the sometimes smug lyrics do grate, but 
Camille is in fine voice.

Download: ‘Gospel With No Lord’, ‘Money Note’

released in november by wall Of sound

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “At only nine tracks long, Hurricane has no room for filler or the sloppy, half-baked 
Grace-isms that mauled her late ’80s output. To maintain quality control, Brian Eno and reunions with Sly & 

Robbie and Tricky were drafted in, but Hurricane’s most surprising aspect is the intensely personal lyrics and ideas 
Jones brought to the table. The dreaded spectre of comeback hype has undone many an artist but Jones meets  

19 years worth of anticipation with absolute style, balls and an unflinching determination to only look back when 
taking leaps forward (are you taking notes, Axl Rose?)”  LéigH BArtLAM 

wHAt we sAy nOw: If we’re talking buzz alone, Hurricane was without question the comeback of the year. While 
‘Corporate Cannibal’ was a fairly logical extension of Jones’s very particular hyper-reality, it’s 

the songs that find her finally accepting her humanity and lineage that really stick. Not as strange 
or as solid as it might have been, not to mention being a mere nine songs, Hurricane nevertheless 

earned its place among this year’s most essential listening.

Download: ‘William’s Blood’, ‘I’m Crying (Mother’s Tears)’

17 HUrricAne 
grace jones
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Me & ArMini 
emilíana torrini

released in september by rough trade

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Emilíana Torrini is a gem among singer-songwriters with many a loyal fan and a reputation for divine, 
intelligent pop. Once again pairing up with her long-time producer/collaborator Dan Carey, Me & Armini sees the magic 
continue. While Torrini’s unforgettable voice soars through the album, sweet, haunting and smooth, the music draws on a 

myriad of styles, from dub to shoegaze and blues to pop. Me & Armini is a host of sounds and delights; creative, playful and 
moving. A seamless blend of pop magic, artful folk and eclectic rhythms, it is an album to make your eyes shine and your 

heart sing, and a treasure to be enjoyed by fan and convert alike.”  cHArLOtte ricHArDsOn AnDrews

wHAt we sAy nOw: It took a few listens for much of Me & Armini to make any sense. Emilíana Torrini 
has created a strange little album that pulls the silky madam across so many genre borders, smudged as 

they are, with nary a concern for cohesion. The almost ambient strains of ‘Gun’ and ‘Dead Duck’ drag 
the pace down in the album’s second half, but are worthwhile experiments, and while the reggae-lite title 

track and frantic scatting of ‘Jungle Drum’ took some getting used to, they turned out to be Torrini’s triumphs.

Download: ‘Jungle Drum’, ‘Big Jumps’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”If this album was a tarot card, it would be The Empress, the goddess of fertility – a 
warm, fecund woman, plump with good health and a euphoric, satisfied calm. There is a sublime easiness to 
the record. The righteous fire is still there, but it has evolved. Red Letter Year is an open-house celebration, with 
a long list of contributing musicians guesting on almost every track. You can almost see DiFranco there, among 
the crowd of laughing friends, musicians resplendent with trumpets, sax and trombones, strumming happily 
with baby nearby and a broad smile on her face.” ½ cHArLOtte ricHArDsOn AnDrews

wHAt we sAy nOw: A perennial favourite in our year-end best-ofs, Ani DiFranco still has plenty to 
say and Red Letter Year proved to be a successful amalgamation of many of the best musical bits of 
most of her recent releases, from 1999’s To The Teeth to 2006’s Reprieve, topped off with a newfound 

motherly kindness and optimism. It also did away with some of her less 
appealing vocal affectations (hint hint Tori Amos), all adding up to something 
really quite special. 

Download: ‘Red Letter Year’, ‘Way Tight’

reD Letter yeAr 
Ani DiFranco

released in september by righteous Babe

@#%&*! sMiLers
Aimee Mann

16

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Song by song,@#%&*! Smilers is well-crafted, melodic, 
literate, witty and catchy as hell. But it’s also, overall, rather familiar and, at 
times, ever so slightly dull. Measured, muted and mid-tempo, the songs tend to 
lack the emotional peaks and troughs that characterised her earlier work. Mann’s 
vocals only rarely rouse themselves beyond the twin poles of weary resignation or 
dry irony. But while no amount of strings or synthesizers can entirely disguise the fact that it’s getting 
increasingly difficult to tell her albums apart, Mann’s impeccable way with a hook and a lyric remains 
undiminished, which is more than enough reason to make @#%&*! Smilers worthy of your time, 

despite its undeniable sense of déjà vu.” ½ ALeX rAMOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: With more pith than a very big orange, Aimee Mann’s characteristic lyrical 
wit is in mighty fine fettle on @#%&*! Smilers. Seven albums into her solo career, it’s fair 
to say that Mann hasn’t gone all out to avoid repeating herself in the way that, say, PJ Harvey 

has, but when your established songwriting blueprint is pretty much universally recognised as 
exemplary, that’s fair enough. @#%&*! Smilers is another solid effort.

Download: ‘Phoenix’, ‘It’s Over’

15

released in june by superego

released in june by reveal
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cHAnging OF tHe seAsOns 
Ane Brun

released in March by Balloon ranger

This was a bit of a cheeky inclusion as the official UK release of Changing 
Of The Seasons isn’t until February 2009, but it has been available to 

download from Klicktrack for much of the year and has been released in 
practically every other territory [also, it’s hands down my personal favourite 

album of 2008, period – Alan]. Ane Brun might not be the coolest or most 
vibrant artist coming out of Scandinavia but we are borderline obsessed with Changing Of The Seasons: 
its melodies, its phrasing, its poetic, elegant and unapologetically disconsolate lyrics. Who else could 

write a song with a preposterous title like ‘Round Table Conference’, make it deeply moving and 
have you humming it all day? Changing Of The Seasons is the work of an elite singer-songwriter at the 

height of her powers. The UK release will include bonus covers of ‘True Colors’ (from the TV ad) 
and ‘Big In Japan’. We recommend you also investigate the self-released collection of demos 

for the album, Sketches, available here with two non-album exclusives.

Download: ‘Changing Of The Seasons’, ‘The Puzzle’

12
tO sUrvive 

joan As Police woman

released in june by reveal

wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”In her guise as Joan As Police Woman, Joan Wasser has made 
an equally emotion-rich second album, with the considered title To Survive. If survival 

was something that eluded her mother, Wasser seems intent on transfiguring her loss into 
something positive. There is the same smoky theatricality of 2006’s debut Real Life, combined with 

the kind of knowing maturity that only comes with age. Wasser seems to imbue even the bleakest lament 
with a fragile optimism. You sense it’s that which gets her through. To Survive signals an artist moving 
out of the shadows of her former employers into a space of her own, one it’s at times an emotionally 

uncomfortable pleasure to share.”  MArtyn cLAytOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Given just a single word to sum up the music of Joan Wasser and 
co., we would plump for ‘elegant’. To Survive might not have the strongest songwriting 

we’ve seen this year but show us an album that exudes more class and dignity and 
we’ll eat our keyboards. Cop a feel of this, it’ll make you swoon.

Download: ‘Honor Wishes’, ‘To Be Loved’

released in september by rough trade

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “As a collection of songs, the eagerly awaited Acid Tongue is nothing short of a musical 
education, stripped down and laid bare by this flame-haired beauty, fusing delicate femininity with a blend of 

strong masculine influences. Not only do Elvis Costello and Chris Robinson (of The Black Crowes fame) guest on 
the album – the former sounding completely in his heyday – but there are clear references to other classic male 

artists throughout, proving that women in rock today are still more than capable of playing with the big boys and 
the big boys are more than happy to oblige.”  AnnA cLAXtOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Easily as divisive among Lewis’s fans as last year’s Rilo Kiley album, Acid Tongue is either a 
work of enigmatic, sharp-clawed genius or a confused and sprawling mess of styles. We’ve 

wavered – haven’t you? – but now we’re convinced it leans closer to the former. Not quite 
enough to shrug off that rabbit fur coat for good. Cool hat though Jenny.

Download: ‘Jack Killed Mom’, ‘Sing A Song For Them’

11 AciD tOngUe 
jenny Lewis
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A tHOUsAnD sHArK’s teetH 
My Brightest Diamond

released in june by Asthmatic Kitty

Several years in the making, My Brightest Diamond’s second album proper 
wears its meticulous construction proudly on its wizard’s sleeve. Originally 
conceived as a simple string quartet album, A Thousand Shark’s Teeth 
turned out to be denser than a nugget of iridium. A tumbling, soaring, 

confusing, soothing avant-rock injection of wonder and weirdness, 
it’s easy to see how some might find it a little too much to take 
in one sitting…but as 11 course meals go you couldn’t wish 
for a finer spread. Drawing on several literary influences, Shara 
Worden’s often oblique lyrics come alive with her operatic trills 

and octave-hopping prowess, breathing a surreal and often creepy 
element into her passionate cartwheels of profound emotion. Not an 

album to endlessly loop, play after play after play, A Thousand Shark’s Teeth 
is prickly and ripe with a terrifyingly accomplished creativity. To sum it 
up in her own words, “the emphasis is on beauty and richness”.

Download: ‘Inside A Boy’, ‘To Pluto’s Moon’

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “As with previous offerings Sia’s latest album runs amok through the many different 
facets of her personality. Her continued strategy of delivering stylistic tangents that encompass the best of 

electronica, R&B, soul and pop has made the listener’s journey to date never less than boring. 
Some People Have Real Problems delivers another pleasing blend of musical schizophrenia but with 
added progression of thought from the first to the final song. It shows songwriting maturity 
and, most impressively, an acute understanding of album aesthetics missing from so many 
artists who, forced by their producers and labels to surround a hit with mediocre filler, 
have all but killed the joy of the journey from first song to last. I would suggest they are 
the artists with real problems; if Sia continues to mine this rich seam, she should have 
very few.”  PAUL wOODgAte

wHAt we sAy nOw: Of 2008’s many croaky voiced pop acts vying to be the new monarchs 
of white soul, it’s Sia who is closest to your hearts it seems. Some People Have Real Problems may not have had 
the publicity or budget of Adele’s 19, but it’s a far, far better album. Though the awful artwork may suggest 
otherwise, it’s smart, mature and resoundingly convincing. And it’s even better live. Ms Furler’s name might 
not be synonymous with originality but she’s got the pipes and the class to sacrifice that and still remain vital.

Download: ‘Buttons’, ‘Soon We’ll Be Found’

sOMe PeOPLe HAve reAL PrOBLeMs 
sia

released in january by Monkey Puzzle

i KnOw yOU’re MArrieD BUt i’ve gOt FeeLings tOO 
Martha wainwright

8

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “It’s not easy being a Wainwright. Even the most cursory listen to I Know You’re 
Married But I’ve Got Feelings Too, the much anticipated second album from Martha, the baby of the family, will 

only serve to reinforce that impression. From the unrequited love of opener ‘Bleeding All Over You’ 
onwards the tone is one of nerve end-exposing confessional honesty. Even if she’s now found a degree 
of domestic happiness with producer Brad Albetta the last few years have clearly been anything but a 
comfortable ride. There is the same intimacy of expression, even if this time it occasionally hides a little 
deep below the more ambitious production and commercial sensibilities.” ½ MArtyn cLAytOn

wHAt we sAy nOw: Martha Wainwright’s endearingly fiery debut was a slow-burning word of mouth 
hit, so with much of the legwork already behind her you can understand why she might have wanted 
more instant gratification with this follow-up. But while I Know You’re Married… certainly has songs with 
immediate appeal, it’s an uneven listening experience overall. Lucky, then, that Martha has become a 
real powerhouse performer on the stage, offering another way into the album. More focus and fewer 
producers next time and we might just get the masterpiece she’s capable of. 

Download: ‘You Cheated Me’, ‘Love Is A Stranger’

10

released in july by Drowned in sound
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vOLUMe One 
she & Him

released in May by Double six

released in june by LL / warner

Produced by Lasse Mårtén and Bjorn Yttling of 
Peter, Bjorn & John, this debut from Swedish 

upstart Li Lykke Timotej Zachrisson – or Lykke 
Li as she’d rather we know her – was a blend of orthodox 

melodies, unconventional structures and delightfully unusual 
samples used in unexpected places. Often compared to 

friend and collaborator Robyn, Lykke sings with a clear, 
smooth pitch, full of youth and soul – a hard-to-
find combination. What sets Youth Novels apart 
is its enthusiasm for blending soulful, accessible  

pop with elements of the experimental, often 
electro in style. From the luscious, sensual opener 
‘Melodies, Desires’ to the distorted symphonic feel 
of ‘My Love’ and the utterly addictive ‘Little Bit’, Youth 
Novels is an album unafraid to play with established genres, 

layering styles and ideas with a zestful and romantic passion.

Download: ‘Little Bit’, ‘I’m Good, I’m Gone’

6

sAntOgOLD 
santogold

released in May by Lizard King5

7
wHAt we sAiD tHen: ”Acting and music-making have always made an uneasy alliance at best. It 
isn’t often that a person can straddle the two industries with any degree of success. Volume One, 

Zooey Deschanel’s presumably ongoing collaboration with Portland-based singer-songwriter  
M Ward, yields a collection of mainly original numbers with a few covers thrown in towards the end. It’s 
twee, yes, but not overly so. Deschanel’s slightly country-esque voice is alive with character and feeling. 
The music is crisp and clean and dips into a range of styles from the ‘50s, ‘60s and ‘70s. It complements 

Deschanel’s voice without ever drowning or swallowing her.”  HUgH ArMitAge 

wHAt we sAy nOw: If there was a finer distillation of the classic singer-songwriter decades this year 
then we didn’t hear it. Whereas Scarlett Johansson’s album retrofitted a narcotic rumbling haze to Tom 

Waits’s visceral songbook and failed to inspire much feeling at all, fellow actress Zooey Deschanel’s 
collaboration with M Ward dug in from the plain-sung but heartfelt ‘Sentimental Heart’ right through to 

‘Sweet Darlin’ and never dropped the ball. Only the phoned-in cover of ‘Swing Low, 
Sweet Chariot’ felt a bit superfluous tacked on to the end, but this cosy, cuddly (and, 

we suspect, a touch ironic) album entrances and warms like bottled sunshine.

Download: ‘Sentimental Heart’, ‘I Was Made For You’

In case you’ve been hiding under a rock in the Gobi 
desert all year, Santogold is the recording moniker 

for one Santi White – singer, songwriter, producer and all round 
musical genius. Having worked with a number of high-profile top 

earners such as Mark Ronson, Pharell Williams and GZA of Wu 
Tang Clan, White was already highly respected for her uniquely 
innovative creations. Evolving from her punk rock beginnings, 
Santogold’s shameless penchant for ’80s pop and host of rap/

electro collaborators all added up to a skilfully convoluted debut, 
incorporating an enormously diverse range of styles and sounds 

including reggae, indie, electro and dance. Though R&B is frequently 
and incorrectly cited as an influence on the album, it’s obvious to the 
more astute listener that Santi’s tastes are far more alternative. From 

the deliciously dub-heavy ‘Creator’ (which was snapped up by a 
certain hair care company for their summer ad campaign), the dark, 
grime-like New Wave of ‘Starstruck’ and the Pixies-esque surf guitar 

of ‘Lights Out’, this genre-defying debut won acclaim from press, 
peers and fans alike, and easily found its way into our top five.

Download: ‘Lights Out’, ‘L.E.S. Artistes’

yOUtH nOveLs 
Lykke Li

seventH tree 
goldfrapp

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Seventh Tree finds Goldfrapp not so much edging away from the adventurous lust of their last 
two albums as turning their back on it completely. It’s still very much a Goldfrapp record but this isn’t Felt Mountain 
part II either; there’s nothing so innocent about Seventh Tree. With the likes of Kylie and Madonna jumping on the 
‘frappian electro-glam bandwagon, they’ve wisely hauled anchor and sailed swiftly away before the inevitable call from 
Timbaland came through.” ½ evA wePPeLMAnn

wHAt we sAy nOw: While the music of Seventh Tree feels rural, antique and defiantly sunny, it’s just as knowing, with constant nods 
to the shady underbelly of outsider living. Whereas Supernature attempted to make up for its absence of any real lyrical substance 
with thundering pop melodies, Seventh Tree has actual characterisations and is all the better for it. You sympathise with the tragic 
narrator of ‘A&E’, feel the wind in the hair of the ‘Caravan Girl’, and so on. Where Goldfrapp go from here is anyone’s guess, but 
this was a fantastic and timely reinvention.

Download: ‘Clowns’, ‘Little Bird’ 4
released in February by Mute
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wHO KiLLeD AMAnDA PALMer 
Amanda Palmer

released in september by roadrunner

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Co-produced with similarly arch keyboard whizz 
Ben Folds, Who Killed Amanda Palmer is rife with trumpet blasts, strings and 

Palmer’s trademark piano percussion, but it’s not always clear whether she has 
done a thorough enough job of disconnecting from The Dresden Dolls’ Brechtian 

punk cabaret stylings to make this more than just another album for the band’s repertoire. 
Thankfully Palmer knows how to interpret the moss on the trees. From her beginnings as a 

depressing performer, exposing bloody hands and shrieks for an audience of friends, Palmer 
has sliced and laid open the intricate carcass that constitutes simple existence. 

Who Killed Amanda Palmer is sufficient proof of something beautiful lying within 
the (sometimes) ugly.”  PAige tAyLOr

wHAt we sAy nOw: It may not have been a million miles away from what you’d 
expect from a Dresden Dolls album, but Who Killed Amanda Palmer achieved 

what it set out to do: reaffirm that Amanda Palmer is one of today’s most con-
sistently interesting, theatrical and intelligent performers. Unafraid to mix self-

deprecating humour with lampooning sketches of life’s less cerebrally gifted, 
or flat-out profundity with offhand, quirky homilies and unlikely pop cultural 

references, Palmer brought the goods on all counts. A righteous gem.

Download: ‘Ampersand’, ‘Runs In The Family’

3

tHirD 
Portishead

released in May by Double six

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “Third combines the best things about classic Portishead 
– their atmospheric quality, the chilled-out trip-hop, their gloominess – but 
brings new and experimental sounds to the mix. The layering of familiarity 

with surprising new sounds and flourishes makes an album that warrants 
repeat listenings, with something new to discover each time. After 11 years of 

anticipation, Portishead have come through with something worth the wait.” 
 HUgH ArMitAge

wHAt we sAy nOw: If Portishead’s last album was a spectre of tension and claustrophobic 
terror, this long awaited comeback blazed like a vivid dystopian nightmare. Whether 

wailing like a distempered crone awoken from a lengthy hibernation or reprising her 
role as a brokenhearted, insular obsessive, Beth Gibbons sounded familiarly, almost 

comfortingly bleak. For once, though, she’s not always the weirdest wheel on the 
wagon as Geoff Barrow and Adrian Utley do their utmost to mess with our heads. Their 

convoluted technical approach doesn’t always work to Portishead’s advantage, but Third 
remains an impressive labour of tough love.

Download: ‘The Rip’, ‘Small’
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ALAs i cAnnOt swiM 
Laura Marling

released in February by virgin

wHAt we sAiD tHen: “From the opening bars of immaculate first single ‘Ghosts’ to 
the closing moments of the title track, surreptitiously tacked onto the end of ‘Your 

Only Doll (Dora)’, the quality control dial is turned up to 11. Even when she’s 
embodying the character of a victim of sexual abuse, her austere phrasing makes her 

wholly believable. Marling’s voice, too, has matured since her last recordings. Mixing 
playfulness with a knowing wink, she recalls Aimee Mann, Joni Mitchell and, at times, 

Eliza Carthy, but Laura has something altogether more contemporary and fresh, and 
appealingly English. With the album format allegedly on its last legs, all 38 minutes 

of Alas I Cannot Swim bucks the trend by playing very much like a cohesive whole. With Noah & The Whale’s 
Charlie Fink taking on production duties, the record sounds neither overproduced or lacking in colour, 

complementing the songs without engulfing them.”  ricHArD steeLe 

wHAt we sAy nOw: We’ve been endlessly impressed with the young Ms Marling all year and are 
thrilled you’ve voted her debut album as the year’s best listen. Last year’s My Manic & I EP was 

our first glimpse of her precocious talent for gorgeously nuanced folk-centric pop, but we 
were glad to see her excising the smart aleck quips of her weaker songs for the more mature 

introspection of Alas I Cannot Swim. The deceptive simplicity of the songs might belie their 
construction with a watchmaker’s attention to detail, but their deftly expressed and subtle fire 
roared into life during Marling’s several hugely acclaimed tours. Dignified, playful and lyrically 
weighty, Alas I Cannot Swim has all the hallmarks of a singer-songwriter classic and its success is 
well deserved. For next year’s hopefuls the bar has been set. Who will scale such great heights?

Download: ‘Night Terror’, ‘Ghosts’
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Having departed from retro pop girl-
group and former Wears The Trousers 
cover stars The Pipettes, rose elinor 
Dougall has shed her ‘rosay’ alter ego 
and is forging ahead with another 
version of pop that’s all her own vision. 

Her beloved Casiotone keyboard and that plum 
pudding-rich, very English voice are all that’s 
recognisable from previous endeavours. In 
contrast to her early, sparse Myspace demos, 
Rose’s debut solo single ‘Another Version Of 
Pop Song’ is a brilliantly realised embrace 
of dizzying keyboards and the ontological 
questioning of a born dreamer, with a healthy 
dose of handclaps of course. Whereas the 
twentysomething Pipettes would shamelessly 
revel in reliving school-age liaisons and 
dancefloor dalliances with local heartthrobs 
(and why not?), Rose’s solo venture feels that 
bit more mature in its execution and dealings 
with romance. Rose talked to Wears The 
Trousers about her new, polka dot-free artistic 
adventures, her formative past and hopes for 
the future.

So, congratulations on your new solo status 
and single. How are you feeling?
Not too bad actually. I’m just really excited 
to have something solid out by the end of the 
year. It would be a kind of punctuation for the 
whole process of this past year, and I’m looking 
forward to it.

Stepping out on your own after being in the 
safety of a group must be quite scary.
Absolutely! I just did this really reckless thing. At 
the end of January I just said “Fuck it, I’m going 
to go” and wasn’t really sure what would happen. 
There’s a bit of a grieving process going on, where 
you kind of look around and realise it’s just you. 
It’s like losing a boyfriend or a loved one. I’m the 

only person I’ve got to answer to, which is a great 
thing and a terrifying thing. It’s taken me a while 
to find my feet after everything. Even practical 
things, like I’ve had to go and get myself a job and 
start from the very bottom all over again, which 
has been really amazing but, at times, not the 
easiest thing in the world.

So why did you decide to leave the band,  
and are you still in contact with the  
other members?
Well firstly yes, I am in touch with all of 
them, and I’m incredibly lucky that they’ve 
all been very warm about it all. Not that I 
didn’t expect them to be, but it’s more than 
appreciated. There wasn’t any animosity in the 
band. It’s nice to know that all that time wasn’t 
for nothing and that I still have bonds with 
the other band members. I think everyone is 
expecting a big juicy story, but it really wasn’t 
so straightforward. I’d been in the band for 
four years – since I was 17 – and I’ve really 
devoted my life to it. It’s been an amazing 
experience and I’ve been all round the world 
with it, but I’d come to the end of that time.

We finished promoting the first album at the 
beginning of this year and conversations were 
being had about the second album and I had 
nothing to offer, which was when I realised that 
maybe I shouldn’t be there. I couldn’t stand the 
idea of not contributing and I didn’t think it was 
fair on the band to have someone not giving their 
all. And on the other hand I’d always wanted to 
write my own records, and I didn’t want to stay 
doing something that would end up making me 
feel frustrated, so I though it was the right time 
to take the plunge and leave. For me, 17 to 21 
are quite formative years, and emotional years, 
and I found that previous connections I had had 
with the group just weren’t there anymore. 
There were a lot of reasons, but I just felt it was 
time for me to go really.

written by cHArLOtte ricHArDsOn AnDrews
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So  what were the best things about being in 
a band?
Oh there were so many! I got to be in a 
touring, functional band who were playing 
to people all over the world, and I got paid 
for the pleasure! It was a completely surreal 
experience. I couldn’t even begin to say what 
the best thing was. There was loads of stuff. 
Being a musician and singing with your friends 
was amazing, and people coming to hear our 
songs – it was great, and I’m kind of aware 
that that might not happen for me again so I’ll 
always cherish those years.

The great thing about solo projects is  
that you get to learn things about the 
individual that normally get swallowed up 
in band identities. What were you like as a 
younger girl?
I was quite good at school, actually. I was quite 
lucky as I got on the right side of my teachers 
and my headmasters so I got to do what I 
wanted without getting in trouble. I didn’t have 
to do PE and all that other bollocks. I lived 
quite near school and I spent most of my time 
with my two best friends at home smoking. 
School was cool, so I worked hard on what I 
liked and didn’t have to do the things I saw no 
point in, and somehow I got away with it!

Or maybe they saw superstardom looming 
and made allowances for you?
Haha! I think they were trying to palm me 
off to Oxford and they must have been so 
disappointed. Although I did get a letter from 
my headmaster after he heard me on ‘Woman’s 
Hour’, so I can’t have alienated them all.

The artwork for ‘Another Version Of Pop Song’ 
is beautiful. What’s the story behind it?
The artwork is my own actually. I went to art 
college after school, before the band really 
took off, and left in a f lurry of confusion 
once the band got signed and went off on 
tour. I haven’t had the time to be involved 
in art since, and I thought that now I’ve left 
the band it would be the perfect time to get 
back into it. The artwork is unusual though, 
because the stuff I was doing before was more 
conceptual and graphic. I’m kind of nervous 
about it all. It’s like “Here is my music, here 

is my name, and here is my art”; I’m kind of 
baring it all for scrutiny.

What’s your input into the music? Are you 
writing and playing it all yourself?
I wish I was. I’m writing and singing it all 
myself, but I only play piano so the drums and 
guitars are done by other people, mostly my 
producer [Lee ‘Muddy’ Baker, a renowned 
studio whizz and songwriter]. I’ve just had 
my little brother down to play guitar, and 
my friend Phil from British Sea Power came 
down and played some cornet for me last 
week, which is amazing as he such a talented 
musician. I just kind of say “Do this!” and he 
gets it. 

I’m roping people in to help me. In a lot of 
ways what I’m doing is quite collaborative, as 
opposed to the Pipettes stuff where we’d come 
into the studio and it was already written for 
us. So we’d just perform and it was almost a 
‘press record’ situation. Working with Lee is 
good; it’s nice to have someone deconstruct 
the songs and make me rebuild them and push 
them as far as they’ll go, because all that was 
existing were these little demos I’d made in 
my bedroom and I felt like I really wanted to 
have their potential realised. And he has all 
these ideas, which is challenging because I’m 
learning all the time, which is what I wanted 
out of this. I didn’t want someone to say “Yes 
yes yes” all the time, because as nice as that is, 
it doesn’t always give the best results.

So do you have a preference in terms of 
writing/recording/performing?
Well yes, I suppose they are all quite different 
processes. I got the chance to perform with 
this band I’ve put together [brother Tom on 
guitar, Ralegh on guitar and mandolin, Georgia 
on bass and Alex on drums] and it was the best 
thing ever. And I’d forgotten just how much 
I loved doing this, and having other people to 
share it with especially. I write because it’s 
something I want to do, but I don’t know if I 
can say I enjoy it. It’s quite…

Challenging?
Yes, it’s hard, but so enjoyable to hear the 
outcome. And recording is sort of the same, 
although it’s a bit more fun because all your 

ideas are realised and you’re hearing them 
come to life, but it can be laborious and dull. 
Obviously all the processes are important 
though, and you can’t have one without  
the other.

Is there a difference between on-stage and 
off-stage Rose?
More than there used to be, yes. With The 
Pipettes, there was more of a structured 
performance and role and we knew what were 
going to do, we had the outfits and the dances.

So do you find it more liberating to make your 
own choices?
Well, there is actually something quite 
liberating about having that stuff done for you 
because you don’t have to worry about how 
you’re going to dance or what you’re going to 
wear. But fundamentally this new way is more 
honest, and closer to who I am.

Who is your dream collaborator?
Oh loads. Geoff Barrow from Portishead, 
Bridget St John. I’d think I’d like to work with 
composers. I’d love to work with Björk, but I’d 
be far too petrified. The music she makes  
is amazing.

On that note, in keeping with the Wears The 
Trousers ethos, do you have any favourite 
inspirational female artists?
A million. I think my first and favourite was 
Joni Mitchell. I think a lot of young people  
have a Joni phase. I love Björk, and Harriet 
Wheeler from The Sundays, Dusty Springfield 
– there are so many! I love PJ Harvey, I think 
she’s brilliant.

What would you be doing if you weren’t 
singing and playing music?
I’d like to think I’d be finishing my art degree 
at college really. Or something equally as 
unreliable and silly as this (music) thing.

The silly and unreliable things are the  
most fun!
Yes, they are. I’d quite like to do something 
a little bit more literary or art-based. It’s 
something I’m going to have to have to think 
about if this all goes down the pan anyway!

« leaving the pipettes was 
like losing a boyfriend »
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tOP 25
ePs & singLes OF

2008

Proving that you can do poppy without 
sacrificing anything that made you so damn 
good in the first, Martha Wainwright breezed 

in like a woman scorned and on a mission to rip her ex 
a new one with this career highlight. amazing chorus, 
amazing bridge, amazing voice. amazing. What else is 
there to say? More like this please Martha. 

02 GoLdFraPP, ‘a&e’
03 PJ Harvey, ‘the devil’
04 saNtoGoLd, ‘L.e.s. artistes’
05 sHe & HiM, ‘Why do you Let Me stay Here?’
06 Feist, ‘i Feel it all’
07 bJörk feat. aNtoNy, ‘dull Flame of desire’
08 JoLie HoLLaNd, ‘Mexico City’
09 NiNa Nastasia, ‘What she doesn’t know’
10 FLoreNCe & tHe MaCHiNe, ‘dog days are over’
11 GraCe JoNes, ‘Corporate Cannibal’
12 aiMee MaNN, ‘Freeway’
13 eMiLíaNa torriNi, ‘big Jumps’
14 LadyHaWke, ‘Paris is burning’
15 tHao with tHe Get doWN stay doWN,  
       ‘bag of Hammers’
16 JoaN as PoLiCe WoMaN feat. ruFus     
       WaiNWriGHt, ‘to america’
17 tHe tiNG tiNGs, ‘that’s Not My Name’
18 JeNNy LeWis, ‘Carpetbaggers’
19 britNey sPears, ‘Womanizer’
20 eMMy tHe Great, ‘We almost Had a baby’
21 eL Perro deL Mar, ‘Glory to the World’
22 GirLs aLoud, ‘the Promise’
23 HoWLiNG beLLs, ‘into the Chaos’
24 asobi seksu, ‘Me & Mary’
25 yo MaJesty, ‘Club action’

Best singLe 
Martha wainwright, ‘you cheated Me’

With this limited edition covers 
eP of four roots music classics 
from the 1860s onwards, plus a cover of friend 
Mike dumovich’s more recent ‘Wasps of rain’, 
Laura veirs takes the songs that inspired her and 
coats them with her own appealingly whimsical 
softness, sticking closely to the original 
arrangements. recorded in one night with a bit of 
pedal steel here, some whistling there, and plenty 
of soul. Nice work if you can get it 

02 tHe bird & tHe bee, one too Many Hearts
03 tHe orGaN, thieves 
04 Laura MarLiNG, Cross your Fingers
05 aNGus & JuLia stoNe, Hollywood
06 aNaïs MitCHeLL & raCHeL ries,  
       country e.p.
07 tHe MouNtaiN Goats & kaki kiNG,  
       black Pear tree
08 stars, sad robots
09 My briGHtest diaMoNd, inside a boy
10 PeGGy sue & tHe PiCtures,  
       the body Parts eP
11 Cat PoWer, dark end of the street
12 sLoW CLub, Let’s Fall back in Love
13 aNNi rossi, afton
14 basia buLat, in the Night
15 Mara CarLyLe, ancient & Modern
16 NiCoLe atkiNs, the Way it is
17 Maria tayLor with aNdy LeMaster,  
       savannah drive
18 tHe LoveLy eGGs,  
       Have you ever Heard the Lovely eggs?
19 aN Horse, Not really scared
20 kría brekkaN, Wildering
21 Laura GibsoN, six White Horses
22 isobeLL CaMPbeLL & Mark LaNeGaN,  
       keep Me in Mind sweetheart
23 Jesse sykes & tHe sWeet HereaFter,     
       Gentleness of Nothing
24 FauN FabLes, a table Forgotten
25 My briGHtest diaMoNd,  
       From the top of the World

Best eP 
Laura veirs, two Beers veirs
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It’s a cold, dark, very wet Sunday 
evening in Soho. Only the hardened 
hedonists are still partying and the only bar 
that spills out onto the pavement in that 
London way is a gay pub where no amount of 
drizzle can dampen the acidic humour of the 
drag act and her audience.

Carrying only an overnight bag and a guitar 
between them, Kristin Hersh and her husband 
and manager Billy O’Connell saunter up 
unnoticed to the virtually boarded-up door 
of The Borderline, the venue where Kristin is 
playing tonight. They’re equipped as if they’re 
on their way to catch a bus. It’s only later I 
realise they are actually on their way to do just 
that; like budget travellers they plan to catch 
the bus from Paddington to Heathrow that 
night, only switching to a minicab when they 
realise the bus isn’t running.

The reason for this is that after 22 years 
of writing and recording some of the most 
innovative and dynamic music I have ever heard, 
via two bands and a successful solo career, 
Kristin Hersh is broke. Go figure. Hersh’s first 
band Throwing Muses, which she refers to as 
her “beloved band”, signed to the UK label 4AD 
in the mid 1980s. A leading protagonist of the 
decade’s thriving alternative scene, the label was 
best known at the time for the ethereal, semi-
classical styles of bands like the Cocteau Twins, 
Dead Can Dance, and much of This Mortal 
Coil. Then out of the blue came the Muses’ 
eponymous debut, belting its way through the 
4AD catalogue. The album was the soundtrack 
to my move from rural Sussex to London as a 
teenager. It was an emotional journey, much like 
my own, full of anticipation, trepidation and, 
at times, fear. It was fresh and unknown; an 
exhilarating ride from start to finish. The idea 
that the woman who started her career with this 

masterpiece is now strapped for cash truly is a 
tragedy. So what’s the story? Three of us from 
Wears The Trousers – ok, so we’re big fans – 
went to find out. 

Kristin’s in Europe to give a performance 
of her show Paradoxical Undressing at a 
literary festival in Holland. The show sees 
Kristin reading, with improvised musical 
accompaniment, from diaries she kept during 
the early days of Throwing Muses. It premiered 
in Glasgow earlier this year, went on to the 
Royal Festival Hall in London and spent a 
month at the Edinburgh Festival. The readings 
will form part of Kristin’s forthcoming book 
[now known as Rat Girl, to be published in the 
US next year through Penguin], and despite 
being approached by numerous ghost writers, 
she has chosen to write it herself. It’s taken 
her the best part of two years, mainly through 
the night after she’s put the kids to bed. Her 
diaries were actually lost in the flood which 
horrifically destroyed her home in 2005, 
but she is seemingly having few problems 
recreating them. “I knew it enough having  
read it almost superstitiously, not wanting 
history to repeat itself, wondering if I was an 
asshole or something!” 

The book will document her unconventional 
and at times traumatic experiences over 
the past 25 years. Its contents are at times 
distressing; Hersh has spoken openly in the 
past of her unplanned teenage pregnancy, 
fighting against being diagnosed with 
schizophrenia, coming to terms with a bipolar 
condition, emotional breakdowns, struggles 
with alcohol and the temporary loss of a child. 
The harrowing details have resulted in some 
extreme reactions. “There’s a face now that 
my friends make when they see the show 
[pulls shock and horror face]. I’ve started to 
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« MUsic is reALLy tHe OnLy 
LAngUAge i sPeAK FLUentLy »

recommend that my friends not see it. I should 
just call it ‘Things you don’t want to know 
about me!” 

Her readings have been met variously with 
laughter, crying, and sometimes just silence. 
She tells us how an agent she knows, a man 
who was very familiar with the show, took 
his pregnant wife to see it in Edinburgh. “She 
was…gutted! I don’t know if it was because 
she was pregnant or what. She was just kind 
of panicking. I was like ‘It’s ok! If I’m ok you 
should be ok!’  

“It goes through time trips; it’s 
impressionistic. That serves it because it 
makes it kind of placeless. I like to think it’s 
gender-free with a lot of universality in it,” 
she continues. “When I describe it people say 
‘your life isn’t like anyone else’s’. It doesn’t 
matter because nobody’s life is like anybody 
else’s. And it was intense for me because I was 
in it. And you know at that age, like 18, 19, 
you don’t take anything very personally or very 
seriously so you can be kind of brave. Now I 
think I would fall apart, and now I would see 

the next 25 years of suffering that began then. 
And it’s hard to read sometimes. At Edinburgh 
I didn’t know what would happen when I 
started to talk; to read it. It’s not my job. Music 
is really the only language I speak fluently. And 
I’m very shy and very…stupid.” 

It’s a common theme, that self-deprecation. 
One thing is for certain, Kristin is certainly 
not stupid. But more of that later. At first, she 
says, she found giving the readings surprisingly 
easy and truly enjoyed the instant feedback you 
get from just talking to people. “But then the 
meaning started to sink in and at the end of 
the month I was like I don’t wanna kill myself 
tonight and I don’t wanna write songs tonight 
and I don’t wanna be there. I wanna go back to 
my flat and get some tea! So it was harder than 
I thought.”

But like any experience, where there are 
troughs there are usually peaks. The flipside 
this time is that the performances and the 
writing are, naturally, proving to be a cathartic 
process. Referring specifically to her friend 
the actress Betty Hutton, she describes how 
unexpectedly enjoyable it is to be writing 
about people in her life who have since died. 
“It sounds a little morbid but it’s half the fun 
for me, hanging out with dead people. Because 
I got to sit up all night and recreate exactly 
what it was like to be with these people that 
aren’t alive any more. And now when I do 
Paradoxical live I just slip into their atmosphere 
I guess. And then the next day I feel like I saw 
them. And you don’t feel that way about dead 

people normally. If you watch home movies 
you just get kind of…uh, it’s too real. But their 
atmosphere is captured if you recall it in your 
own kind of way.”

So, traumatic? Yes. But the show is also 
unexpectedly very funny, and we tell her as 
much.  “Throwing Muses was funny!” she 
responds. “We only worked with people who 
were funny because we thought that if you’re 
self-deprecating it means that you kind of have 
good taste and you don’t overplay. It seems 
to translate somehow to the music. But it was 
important to us to always be funny. And then 
no matter what was going on in your life you 
always had Throwing Muses to turn to and just 
get lost in. They were such a relief. And yet 
it was cathartic; it was a safe atmosphere for 
cathartic songs which are not necessarily kind 
to me, but the band was.” 

And like the show, Kristin herself is really 
funny too. In fact as I’m listening back to our 
interview there are many parts I can’t make out 
as all I can hear is myself, laughing really hard. 
Like all good comedians her best jokes come 

from her most painful stories. As we go on 
to talk of the demise of Throwing Muses, the 
results are visible in her face, even after all this 
time. She’s like a child, bracing herself against 
the real emotion.  She attributes their demise 
to the fact that they refused to play the music 
business game. In layman’s terms, she refused 
to sell out. “We were on Warner Brothers, 
we could have been playing the game, but that 
means sucking. Why would I make that beloved 
band suck? It’s like dressing my kid up as 
JonBenet! [Ramsey – the murdered American 
schoolgirl dressed up by her parents to look 
like a beauty queen] I wouldn’t do it! It would 
break my heart. And yet we had to die because 
we weren’t sucking.” 

There’s no hiding the real emotion in how 
she describes this period of her life though. 
“What I did was move out to the desert, kind of 
lose it quietly. I had lost it loudly before. This 
time it was just like being dead. I thought there 
was no reason for me to be alive any more. I 
knew that was my reason for being on Earth. 
So I just took care of my baby, which was my 
other reason for being on Earth, and hoped 
that that would help. But it was…honestly, 
I’m gonna say that it was a nightmare. One of 
the worst things that ever happened to me was 
losing that band. And I guess it was because 
they were my dearest friends, my only outlet, 
my calling, my work, my love.” 

It’s heartbreaking to hear. Someone recently 
said to me that the tragedy of Kristin Hersh’s 
life is that she always seems to be one step 

away from being on the streets. And perhaps 
emotionally she was at this time. Her solo 
career was well underway by this point with 
her first release Hips & Makers, an outlet for her 
quieter, acoustic songs, songs she describes 
as her “pencil sketch drawings” as opposed 
to the “loud, bright coloured paintings” she 
saves for her bands. Perhaps ironically, given 
where her heart lies, the material on her solo 
albums is far more consistent in quality than 
that of the Muses. They travelled down that 
familiar road of peaking early with their first 
astonishing albums, but never really matched 
that high with later releases whereas, 13 years 
after her critically revered debut, 2007’s 
Learn To Sing Like A Star was every bit as good. 
None of Kristin’s solo albums have been a 
disappointment. With the exception of perhaps 
one. It was in her post-Muses frame of mind 
that she recorded her second, Strange Angels, 
which she describes as “half-assed.” Miserably 
going through the motions of press, photo 
shoots and touring, a single, incredible event 
pulled her out of it. 

Kristin has talked a lot about how she 
believes she doesn’t personally create songs; 
that they already exist and she is just the 
medium through which they take form. She 
also states that she actually sees songs, like 
an hallucination. She tells us how in the 
midst of touring, she was in a coffee shop in 
New Mexico with Billy. Having bought the 
coffee he turned round to see tears literally 
pouring down Kristin’s face. “I had seen the 
music coming out of the speakers,” she says, 
“and everything came back in a moment. I 
knew why I had ever written songs. I had 
lost complete touch with it. It was like losing 
feeling from the neck down. It all came back 
in one moment and the tears were just…I 
was sobbing. And I could see it! Which was 
what happened to me when I was 14 and I first 
started to write songs.” 

She’s slightly hesitant as she continues the 
story; “This is going to make you think I’m a 
psycho,” she says, pausing, and unusually won’t 
be drawn further on the hallucinations. When 
I ask if she actually sees music, she states “I do 
sometimes. I try not to. I don’t think it’s safe 
or normal. But in that moment it kind of came 
back so strong it was like when I was flipping 
out when I was a teenager. But not evil. It 
seemed so scary then, this was like seeing…
God!” She laughs.

As it turns out there were two elderly 
American Indians in the coffee house too, 
praying over a guitar. Thinking they may have 
needed to go to hospital, Billy turned to them 
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for help, explaining that his wife was sobbing 
over music. Calmly apologising, they explain 
they were doing a music blessing and must have 
missed the guitar and hit Kristin in the back 
of the head. As they had been preparing the 
blessing for days, the guitarist then insisted 
that Kristin play the guitar in order to transfer 
the blessing. The guitarist’s name is Leonard 
Crow Dog. Kristin says that he still regularly 
writes to her and, wherever she is, bearing in 
mind she moves frequently and is on tour a 
lot of the time, his letters always find her. She 
marvels at the fact that a birthday card he once 
sent her got to her in a studio in New Orleans – 
on her birthday. “Also!” she declares “…I have a 
dog named Crow!” And there you have it. Just 
another day in the life of Kristin Hersh. If this 
is the kind of material that is going in the book 
it’s certainly on my wishlist.

What Kristin is to writing, her husband 
Billy is to ideas. Billy is the brain behind their 
numerous initiatives, most notably CASH 
Music (Coalition of Artists and Stake Holders). 
In 2005, Billy and Kristin joined the likes of 
Jane Siberry and, later, Jill Sobule by offering 

50 Foot Wave’s Free Music EP free to download 
(contrary to popular belief, Radiohead were not 
the first to do this). Off the back of this they 
launched CASH, giving people the opportunity 
to buy or download more music for free or for 
a voluntary contribution. They were operating 
independently, Kristin had creative freedom and 
they were both neatly giving the finger to the 
music industry in the process. 

Between November 2007 and October 
2008, Kristin posted a new song each month, 
in various formats, some or all of which will 
form part of her next commercially released 
album, Speedbath. A new 50 Foot Wave EP, 
Power+Light, will also be released through 
the CASH website later this year, and also 
on limited edition coloured vinyl. Already 
recorded, it’s half an hour of non-stop music, 
not songs. Kristin explains: “It just keeps 
moving. The demos were that too; it was just 
me playing by myself for half an hour. The band 
were like ‘Is this even possible?!’ But it’s very 
moving and it’s great to play in that sphere 
where you don’t think anybody’s ever going to 
hear it; it makes you really honest, and actually, 

I think, really great because you remove all 
pandering, all expectations.” They hope to tour 
with it but not sure they can afford it, in which 
case a live DVD will have to suffice.

So CASH Music enables Kristin and other 
artists to release music that would never have 
seen the light of day on a mainstream label. 
And it allows for experimentation with new 
and multiple formats. It even goes one further 
in that it is truly interactive, not simply inviting 
comments from subscribers on new tracks, 
but actually enabling them to do their own 
remixes of new tracks. For each of the 12 
Speedbath tracks, mix stems have been made 
available, from which subscribers can do their 
own mix and upload them back onto the site 
(another idea that Radiohead adopted). Rather 
than make corporate compromises, Kristin and 
Billy are constantly thinking up more creative 
ways of funding Kristin’s music making (and 
feeding their family in the process). For a fee, 
you can spend a day in the studio with Kristin 
or become an official sponsor and be credited 
as such on her CDs. There was also the 10-4 
project where Kristin recorded stripped down, 
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acoustic versions (‘nudes’) of 65 of her songs, 
from which you could personally select your 
favourite 10 and have them packaged into a 
signed CD: 10-4-“your name here”! Billy has 
plans for Kristin to record her entire back 
catalogue as nudes. Kristin has an exasperated 
eye-roll for that plan, although she intends to 
continue to experiment with different versions 
of new material in the future, putting out nude 
versions when that’s the most appropriate form. 

Clearly, the CASH Music community is 
thriving and, as in all good communities, 
all members get looked after equally. Three 
years ago, Kristin ordered a new guitar to be 
handmade by Collings. Until this summer, it 
was still resting in the hands that made it as 
funds were so tight Kristin was still unable 
to pay for it. Collings’ patience finally ran 
out and they decided to replace the specially 
monogrammed KH headstock and sell it on to 
someone else. In desperation Billy and Kristin 
emailed their community and in turn received 
literally hundreds of responses and offers of 
donations. Within 3 hours they had enough 
to buy the guitar. Kristin is, naturally, blown 
away by this generosity. “It was the craziest 
day. We had to email people and say ‘Please, no 
more pledges’. It was incredible!” 

Off the back of the Holland visit for the 
literary festival, Hersh is putting on a show of 
yet another of her incarnations, ‘The Shady 
Circle’. The shows may turn into an album 
later down the line, essentially the second 
volume of American folk songs Hersh grew 
up listening to as a child. The first collection 
was Murder, Misery & Then Goodnight, released 
experimentally online a decade ago. She tells 
us a bit about their origin: “My family’s from 
the mountains in Tennessee so I grew up with 
these Southern Baptist people who would play 
songs that are Celtic in origin, adopted by 
moonshiners and Bible thumpers. And those 
were my lullabies as a kid.” 

Encouraged by Billy to record them, and 
spurred on by realising her children didn’t 
know the songs which were so important to her, 
she started to track them down despite their 
gruesome subject matter – “most of them are 
about murdering women, Jesus and drinking,” 
she states wryly. “Just everything you’d kind of be 
against in America!” She’s had real trouble finding 
recorded versions though and, frustratingly, her 
father whom she now hesitantly describes as 

‘addled’ now has difficulty recalling exactly how 
each one goes. So her versions really are as she 
remembers them and, she fears, may be way off 
from the originals. “Which I feel really bad about, 
and if I can find the real versions I’ll definitely 
replace them. But I know there was a song about 
a lemon tree and I know there was a song called 
‘One Train’, and I’ll be like ‘I think it goes 
something like this’.”

So tonight’s Borderline show has two parts, 
first half Shady Circle songs, second half back 
catalogue. And in the break in between Billy 
sells CDs from the stage. He sells out too. 
London truly loves Kristin Hersh. Kristin’s 
performance is as stripped down as Billy’s 
merchandising; just her, a guitar and an amp. 
And even the guitar is borrowed, from their 
friend and producer Mudrock. As she plays, 
she maintains her familiar focused, wide-eyed 
stare, her expression a dual of strength and 
bewilderment, just like so many of her songs. 
During the soundcheck earlier, Billy had asked 
that the spotlight be trained straight at Kristin’s 
face, as she liked the glare to shield her from 
the crowd. And of course there’s her adorable 
trademark, the tumbling figure of eight that 
she does with her head. Apparently her 11 
year old son also does the same thing and, 
lamentably, she had to encourage him to tone it 
down and just do it with his eyes.

After much misery and murder, the second 
set of the evening is full of fine treats. Tonight 
we reaped the benefits of Kristin’s work for the 
10-4 acoustic versions. She gives us ‘Gazebo 
Tree’, ‘Finished’, ‘Walking In The Dark’ 
and a real rarity, the Throwing Muses track 
‘Fish’, from the 4AD compilation Lonely Is An 
Eyesore, the song from which the title is lifted. 
She also pulls off an acoustic version of ‘Call 
Me’, which retains its remarkable complexity 
despite being stripped of its layers. A couple of 
Speedbath tracks, ‘Static’ and ‘Mississippi Kite’, 
are thrown in to whet our appetite. The show 
is an inevitable sell-out, Kristin’s popularity far 
exceeding the size of the venue.

The Shady Circle shows are not confined 
to commercial venues. Many have taken the 
form of recording parties, all-day events where 
the audience/performer lines are deliberately 
blurred. Kristin is there throughout the day and 
people come and go, free to observe, partake 
and even record if they choose to. “It would be 
very easy for me to keep backstage and walk 

onstage for an entire career,” Kristin explains, 
“but it seems like an interesting challenge to 
me to be there all day, talking to people, which 
is really not easy for me, especially when I’m 
gonna play…but it’s interesting ‘cos you kind 
of continue the conversations into the set and 
people will talk to each other and to me about 
the songs; where they came from or the first 
version they ever heard, or ‘could you do this?’ 
And even political conversations, just asking 
questions, it’s really interesting. It makes you 
wonder why music was ever removed from the 
sphere of conversation, like parties or homes or 
churches. It makes sense to me more than the 
music business ever did.”

Indeed, one of the CDs on sale tonight is a 
recording of what has been christened ‘The 
Muddy Circle’, in honour of a Shady Circle 
performance Kristin did at Mudrock’s LA 
recording studio The Hobby Shop. It’s a living, 
breathing project and a refreshingly different 
approach, and totally in keeping with the 
ethos behind CASH Music. Their method is 
deliberately the antithesis of the fortress the 
music industry have built around artists so 
successfully but are now finding increasingly 
hard to reinforce. We talk about the irony of 
the music business packaging what’s cool and 
handing it to us for consumption, whereas the 
idea of sitting round with friends or particularly 
family and playing as part of your daily life, with 
music operating in its most natural, organic, 
honest form is most certainly not considered 
cool anymore. Kristin is particularly animated 
on the subject. “I mean it’s been said a million 
times but – trying to be cool?” she shrieks. “I 
mean, my God, it’s like Junior High that! It’s 
embarrassing. And that’s why people call rock 
music dumb because it fucking is!”

As a mother of four boys, she takes a similarly 
unconventional approach to parenting. Her 
children travel on tour with her, and in addition 
to her many writing, recording and performing 
commitments, she home-schools them all. 
“The great thing about home schooling is that 
whatever they’re fascinated by they can learn 
just about anything from. I kind of didn’t believe 
that, but my 11 year old, he just gets lost in 
these projects like…carrots. I swear to god his 
obsession was carrots for a while. But he learned 
trigonometry from carrots! And he learned 
painting from carrots; all the different colours 
they come in.”

« trying tO Be cOOL? tHAt’s wHy 
PeOPLe cALL rOcK MUsic DUMB, 
BecAUse it FUcKing is! »
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Kristin has even had a children’s book 
published, a fact she finds truly hilarious. “It 
certainly wasn’t my idea to publish it! I was in a 
meeting with a book publisher last night about 
Paradoxical Undressing and he goes, ‘but this isn’t 
the first book you’ve written?’ And I’m like 
[horrified laughter] ‘who told you about the 
bunny book?!’” The bunny book goes by the 
name of ‘Toby Snax’; it’s a story she wrote for 
her youngest son, Bodhi, by way of helping him 
overcome some of his fears, and has since been 
used in many kindergartens for the same reason. 
Toby Snax is the name each of her children has 
gone under until the next kid is born when they 
are called by their own name. “I’ve no idea why,” 
she smirks.

The commercial release of Speedbath is 
scheduled for summer 2009. The final tracklist 
is still undecided, but there are certain to be 
some re-records of songs already available 
through CASH Music and some surprises for 
those who think they know it. Kristin considers 
the merits of both versions. “It’s interesting 
because sometimes a produced version will be 
earrings on a pig,” she laughs, “but I think in this 
case it may have been making a sow’s ear out of a 
silk purse, to use a whole bunch of metaphors!” 
She really wants to do a new Throwing Muses 
album too, and from the sounds of it, those 
plans are well underway. Unusually, she says, 
she has found that some songs she has been 
writing lately have been overlapping; she’s 
unclear whether they are Muses songs or solo 
songs. For those keen to find them, she has made 
video recordings of herself playing three of these 
overlap songs in a Shady Circle setting (a friend’s 
apartment in LA) and posted them online. They 
were her gift to the people who helped her buy 
her new guitar; her “beautiful thing.” 

The guitar story is heart-warming, and so 
indicative of the ethos that is Kristin and Billy. 
They’re not just your average Bush-hating, 
Daily Show-loving liberal Americans in their 
early forties. Their rejection by and of the 
music business isn’t a unique clash; rather it 
represents how Kristin simply doesn’t fit the 
establishment mould. There is no mould and 
should be no mould in their eyes. The strength 
of their conviction to do things their own way 
is truly inspiring. It’s clear Kristin is in many 
ways a truly troubled soul, or certainly has 
been. But right now she appears strong and 
positive. She gets by – just. And does so on 
her own terms; conscience clear. And it looks 
like this attitude is in the genes. “My oldest 
son always says ‘consider the source’,” Kristin 
states. “That’s what he tells his little brother. If 
there’s someone making money, be suspicious; 
if there’s someone making a lot of money, be 
very suspicious.” 

She pauses, momentarily, “So they shouldn’t 
suspect me at all! I am above suspicion!”
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written by sAcHA wHitMArsH

With her brother Teddy riding high in the album charts after years in the commercial wilderness, 
dad Richard receiving drooling, insensible praise for his summer festival appearances, and mum 
Linda still basking in the critical reception for last year’s Versatile Heart, Wears The Trousers 
thought it was high time we caught up with one of our earliest interviewees, Kamila Thompson. 
It’s been three years since we last spoke to the lady with the bright red lipstick and enviable 
bloodline, and surely that album is long overdue? So we tracked her down to find out what’s been 
keeping her...

We’re at the Troubadour in West 
London. It’s the ultimate live music 
pub. Sweltering, cavernous basement? Check. 
Peeling posters on wall for gigs here years ago 
from bands now playing Wembley? Check. Guy 
at the bar complaining a little too aggressively 
that there’s no draught bitter? Check. It’s the 
kind of claustrophobic place where even the 
most militant smoker is probably secretly 
relieved that no one is allowed to light up.

By way of a reminder that it is 2008 and 
not 1978, Kamila Thompson quietly picks 
her way through the crowd onto the stage in 
spangly leggings and fuck-me heels. There’s 
a quirkiness to her. She has her setlist safely 
written on her wrist and probably keeps her 
guitar picks in her hair. While she gently 
strums a stunning, pink acoustic guitar, she 
is unexpectedly and intriguingly surly on 
stage, delivering her mournful tunes in a 
beautifully deep, brooding voice. A drunken 
woman rocks like a weeble on her barstool, 
laughing too loudly and talking, mostly to 
herself. We can’t hear the music very well 
but we’re English so we pin our hopes on a 
hard stare and a firm clearing of the throat 
doing the job of shutting the woman up. Polite 

but futile. Thankfully there’s an American 
in the audience who is willing to break the 
code and tell her to zip it. Kamila goes one 
better; suddenly confrontational she snaps, 
“Is there something you’d like to share with 
the room?” Deeply satisfying, that attitude.

Tonight she plays a collection of cynical 
tales of heartache from her forthcoming album 
Love Lies. As she sneers into the microphone it’s 
clear that in these songs love is most definitely 
something to be despised and disguarded. The 
excellent ‘Stormy’ eerily begins “There’s a 
dark night falling outside / come and have a 
look with me”, and her vocals are as menacing 
as the storm itself. There is slight respite 
with the more upbeat ‘Little Boy Blue’, but 
still the focus is on the pain of longing and 
parting. Love is firmly in the past tense.

Kamila is probably as early in her career 
as the other acts playing tonight, but has an 
air of confidence which somehow sets her 
apart from them. Her background might have 
done something to instil that confidence. 
Daughter of folk legends Richard and 
Linda Thompson and friends with musical 
marvels like Martha and Rufus Wainwright 
and Sean Lennon, it seems inevitable 
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that she would follow the same path and 
start writing and performing herself.

Comparisons with her parents are 
inevitable. Yes, Kamila was the child who 
had just been born when Richard left, 
resulting in Linda’s well documented 
emotional and behavioural nosedive. Kamila 
was largely brought up by her grandmother 
in the early years. She talks cheerfully of 
her childhood although alludes briefly to 
spending “lost weekends” with her father. 
She gives a slight shudder as she recalls the 
melancholy of divorced parents syndrome: 
weekend visitations to your home that isn’t 
really your home. Perhaps not unconnected, 
there’s something far more ‘of the night’ 
about Kamila’s songs compared with her 
parents’ more straightforward folk. 

One of her newest compositions is painful 
in its pessimism, lamenting “Oh world, why 
you wanna break my heart?” It’s beautifully 
painful, though. In fact, lines like “All that 
I found, when the rainbow hit the ground, 
was dirt / and now I feel so let down” make 
her outlook quite addictive. Listening to 
this track I’m reminded of how early Smiths 
songs made us all want to indulge in and 

gorge on our misery, not pull ourselves up 
out of it. Kamila’s just on the Keats and Yeats 
side of the cemetery gates, I guess. Even 
‘Nice Cars’, a song about her mother which 
has a great sense of humour, is sung like a 
sad love song. Its affection is bittersweet.

We meet one sunny Friday afternoon, both 
of us slightly worse for wear, I ask whether 
Love Lies is, as the title suggests, an angry 
tale of heartache. She’s slightly elusive in her 
response: “Maybe it’s because I’m in one of my 
pragmatic phases but I do think it’s hard to see 
the point...or maybe I’m still slightly singed by 
the last...”. She trails off, then starts again: “I 
think I don’t have many positive views on love. 
I’m sure it’s lovely, but it just sort of smacks 
of dependence to me. Someone’s always going 
to get hit by a bus and then where are you?”

Okay. Despite all this, she actually 
comes across as quite a positive person. 
“I think there’s really silly, verbal 
diarrhoea Kam, or this really intense 
Kam. I oscillate wildly between “Oh look 
babies! Oh babies are so great” to “Oh 
god, children! Who has children?”

Love Lies is produced by Martha’s husband 
Brad Albetta and it’s laden with celebrity 
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credits. Guest musicians include Martha, 
of course, Sean Lennon, Steve Schiltz from 
New York band Longwave plus Matt Johnson 
on drums. Oh, and Teddy and Richard 
Thompson, naturally. There are undoubtedly 
huge benefits to such connections, but I 
wonder whether they bring extra pressure 
with them? Is there an element of competition 
amongst all of you? Kamila’s response is 
nothing but positive: “Maybe it’s just ‘cos 
I’m the youngest of the batch but I certainly 
don’t feel like I’m in competition with them. 
They’re very supportive of what I do and 
they’re great, we all hang out, get drunk and 
sing songs round the proverbial campfire. I’m 
very inspired by them; I love their music, 
especially Martha. It’s just so nice to be able to 
hang out with people whose music you really 
love and it’s nice getting to talk through things 
with them, use them as sounding boards.”

And although she believes her parent’s 
career won’t derail her own, she knows there 
are down sides. She says of Sean Lennon, 
“If he was just some kid he’d probably get 
better press. I think [it’s hard] when your 
parents are that famous - I mean his dad was 
like Jesus, basically, as far as a lot of people 
are concerned! And Jakob Dylan, he made 
a good record, he’s a good musician, but 
if you’re Bob Dylan’s son you might think 
‘hmm, maybe I’ll just be a lawyer’. Then 
again he is the best looking person I’ve ever 
seen ever so if I was him I would have just sat 
around being really good looking saying ‘yep 
this is what I’m gonna do with my life’.”

As our hangovers kick in, our conversation 
strays all over the show, but with every erratic 
twist and turn in subject matter, Kamila’s 
stories always include somebody famous, at 
some point. The list is endless, believe me. 
I ask her about touring with Sean Lennon. 

“I don’t remember how I met Sean. I met 
him independently of everyone else, at a bar 
or a party somewhere. I was in New York 
and his support act pulled out and I think 
we’d seen each other the night before and 
he was like ‘quick, get on the tour bus!’”

Amazingly she’s not at all blasé to the thrills 
of it. She talks excitedly about working Matt 
Johnson: “He used to play with Jeff Buckley. 
He’s like my favourite singer, ever. He was 
the person I was most excited about when 
he came into the studio. I got really dorky 
around him but he was a really sweet guy.”

You’ve probably heard Kamila before. She 
sings on Martha’s recent album: hers are the 
hauntingly deep, chocolatey backing vocals 
low (naturally) in the mix on ‘Jesus & Mary’. 
“I remember going into the studio to do 
one of the sessions on Martha’s album with 
Rufus on a track that didn’t end up going on 
it. And Rufus went ‘So, just sing this note 
‘Ahhh’ (really high screech) and I was like, 
‘oh God!’. I think I just naturally like singing 
lower. I like writing more maudlin stuff ”.

She also performed on stage during 
Martha’s star-studded show at London’s 
Royal Festival Hall in May, which I wrongly 
assume was a terrifying experience. “I have 
very specific nerves about performing,” 
she says. “I don’t get nervous about doing a 
show so much, but sometimes one thing’ll 
make me nervous, like if there’s someone 
in or if it’s contingent on me doing well, or 
if my mum’s within a five mile radius.”

So is her mum’s presence more intimidating 
than supportive? “It is a little because she’s a 
musician, but also ‘cos she had such trouble 
with her own stage fright [Linda suffered 
from ‘hysterical dysphonia’, a sort of über-
stage fright where your vocal cords tighten so 
much you can’t make a sound]. She couldn’t 
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sing for, like, 15 years or something. So 
she gets super nervous watching us and you 
can just tell she’s in the room ‘cos there’s 
a big cloud of nerves! But also, of course, 
I want her to pat me on the back...

“I don’t get nervous. I’m sort of fine doing 
bigger stuff. You can’t see people’s faces. If I’d 
had a cup of coffee before I went on I might 
have got spooked. I can’t do coffee after one. 
Sends me into complete caffeine anxiety. I 
love tea. And I can sometimes have a coffee in 
the morning. I need to do everything at once, 
and I can’t do anything because of that. For 
somebody whose body is so not a temple it’s 
amazing the effect that caffeine has on me!”

She’s seen a lot of the world already 
but talks about wanting to see more, Japan 
and China in particular. She’s got tons of 
connections in New York and also lived in 
LA: “When I was 19 I lived there for a while. 
I lived there for nearly a year. In stints. I was 
going out with a guy there and I really wanted 
to be there and I had a... I was going to say I 
had a gap year but I didn’t. I just spent a lot 
of time when I should have been at university 
in LA. The fact that I retrospectively think I 
had a gap year should be adequate indication 
of how much I put into my studies. Hmmm. 
California is great. Everyone’s having a really 
great day and they want you to have a really 
great day too. I love that, and I don’t care 
if it’s insincere. I love it! But it grates on 
me slightly, as a grumpy English person.” 

For now she’s just happy being in sunny 
London. “When the sun comes out here, you 
just immediately have a great day...it just makes 
you happy. I love all the girls – it’s just slightly 
warm and everyone’s out in their hotpants 
and bra tops. I used to be such a nature bunny 
when I was a kid but now I’m not. North 
London even feels too rural. Too much heath! 
I would, at this point in my life, go mental if 
I moved to the country. It’s not for me yet.”

Kamila’s next step is to put a band together 
and hopefully do some more dates around the 
UK. I ask her whether her aim is to keep doing 
small shows or try and get a big support slot 
to see the world and play to larger audiences. 
“Supports are great. So long as you get a good 
match, they’re great. You just get a room full of 
people who are predisposed to like you, if it’s 
been well thought through. I love supports and 
you don’t have the stress of being the headliner, 
and it’s generally loads of fun. But I see those 
as a route to having bigger headlining shows.

“The bottom line is I’ll do what I’m f-ing 
told! TGI Fridays you say? 6pm slot? Six-
year-old’s birthday party? I’ll be there!” 
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MytH  
AMericA
“I’ve been thinking about how stories 
are often more interesting than ideas,” 
says Anaïs Mitchell, toying lightly with 
the glass on the table in front of her. 
We’re alone in a locked up café, let in out of 
hours by a sullen chef who quickly retreated to 
his underground domain. It’s the middle of the 
day, not that you’d know it. Outside, a wintry 
downpour pummels the street and casts the 
ordinarily cosy enclave of soft furnishings in a 
blueish crepuscular gloom. We haven’t dared 
to put any lights on. Camden hipsters desperate 
for their next hit of falafel might tear the door 
down. You can never be too careful with 
ravenous vegans.

As it happens, our shadowy surroundings 
are ideal for discussing Anaïs’s latest idea, one 
based on stories both ancient and contemporary. 
A voracious reader from a young age, Anaïs 
has always drawn inspiration from literature. 
This is, after all, a woman named after diarist 
and author Anaïs Nin and whose father is a 
writer. A rural upbringing on her parents’ 
farm in Vermont instilled in Mitchell a deep 
love of nature, her fellow Vermonters, and 
the pleasures of losing oneself in a book. She 
also developed what she describes as “an urban 
fetish” romanticised through tales of city life and 
socialite antics that seemed a world away from 
sleepy New Haven. 

As a young teenager she took a keen interest 
in politics and studied political science at 
Middlebury College – a private, liberal arts 
institution where her dad now teaches English – 
alongside another great passion, languages (she 
speaks several). And while most teenagers obsess 
about popstars and TV personalities, Anaïs 
admits to having “a lot of crushes on journalists,” 
partly fuelled by her love of Ernest Hemingway. 
“I just like people who have their finger on 
the pulse of what’s happening,” she says with a 

shy smile, “it’s sort of a lonesome, disciplined 
job…a bit like being a solo musician.”

Anaïs’s musical roots have their origin 
in her father’s record collection, the 
cornerstones of which were the likes of Joni 
Mitchell, Bob Dylan and Leonard Cohen, but 
it was the rise to prominence of Lilith-cred 
artists that coincided with her decision to 
pursue her own songwriting, and inevitably 
influenced it. She penned her first songs 
at the age of 17 and recorded her debut 
album, 2002’s self-released The Songs They 
Sang When Rome Fell, in a single day. Her 
reluctance to really acknowledge the record 
these days is, she says, a hangover from 
wearing her influences a little too plainly. 
She seems embarrassed that I have even heard 
it, but accepts that this is the age of cyber 
accrual where even the most basic of demos 
eventually surface. 

If you’re familiar with Anaïs at all, you’ll 
know her story has taken on something of 
a fairytale quality in recent years as one of 
the musicians she most admired – idolised, 
even – saw in Mitchell a kindred spirit and 
invested in her future. Anaïs first discovered 
the incomparable Ani DiFranco in the early 
‘90s, aged 14, through dynamic and politically 
energised albums like Puddle Dive and Like I Said. 
“They were so powerful for me at that time,” 
she tells me excitedly, knowing we possess a 
similar affection for the trailblazing founder of 
Righteous Babe Records. “It was great to see 
someone so independent at that time, when it 
wasn’t like everyone was doing it. To see her at 
the forefront of that was so empowering.”

Anaïs first came to Ani’s attention through 
her childhood guitar teacher Michael 
Meldrum, a much-loved figure on the singer-
songwriter circuit in their native Buffalo, 
NY. It was Meldrum who first brought Anaïs 

to Buffalo to showcase songs from 2004’s 
Hymns For The Exiled, released through a small 
independent based in Chicago, and it just so 
happened that Ani and manager would attend 
one of her shows. “This was, like, a year before 
I signed to Righteous Babe, or even started 
talking to them,” Anaïs explains as I struggle 
to unravel the timelines. “It blew my mind that 
this woman, who was such an idol for me when 
I was young, would be there at my show. It was 
really a great honour.”

As it happens, when Righteous Babe 
originally contacted Anaïs to express an 
interest in working with her, the timing 
wasn’t great. “I didn’t have a record to make!” 
Anaïs laughs, “I wasn’t ready to make one. 
I didn’t know how to go about it.” She had 
begun work on a follow-up to Hymns For The 
Exiled, nominally a sort of concept EP called 
The Pursewarden Affair that she describes as 
“unrequited love songs about one particular 
character,” but it fell by the wayside as 
extended touring interludes inspired a change 
of heart. When Anaïs asked Righteous Babe 
whether they had any fixed ideas for her to 
bounce off of, their response was what many 
artists dream of, yet simultaneously no help 
at all. “They basically said no, we want you to 
make the album that you want to make, and 
then if we like it we’ll put it out, which was 
great in one way, and in the other it was like, 
‘oh god, how do I do it?’” she laughs.

Her natural instinct was to work with 
long-time producer Michael Chorley in the 
same Vermont studio in which she’d recorded 
Hymns For The Exiled. “I was actually living 
above the studio at the time,” she confesses, 
“it was really an intimate scene.” Essentially 
a renovated industrial farm space, the former 
grain mill infused the songs with a warmth 
not always found in digital recordings. 
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“There’s something about the wood and 
the sound in there that’s really lovely,” says 
Anaïs. “Michael loves the natural and the 
spontaneous, the honest stuff, so that’s kind 
of what we were aiming for.”

By the time her third album The Brightness 
was released by Righteous Babe in early 2007 
– to widespread acclaim, let’s not forget – the 
record had long been completed and Anaïs’s 
mind was already on her next project, the 
idea that’s brought us to this sanctuarial café 
out of the dreary London rain. A folk-opera 
based on the Orpheus myth might not seem 
like the most contemporary concept, but add 
in the setting of a commercially exploited 
Depression-era factory town transformed 
according to a vision of “vintage futurism” 
not unlike the post-apocalyptic ‘90s films 
of ‘Amélie’ director Jean-Pierre Jeunet and 
visual auteur Marc Caro, and the relevance to 
these uncertain times is clear.

“A lot of the vintage ideas for Hadestown  
came out of the 1930s,” says Anaïs. “It’s a 
time that is very evocative for me, I think 
for the whole folk world, the Dust Bowl and 
the Depression, and the obviousness of the 
corruption and exploitation of workers. I 
think it still goes on now, but it’s less obvious, 
it’s more globally oriented.”

In the two and a half years it has taken Anaïs, 
Michael and theatre director Ben T Matchstick 
to transform the concept from its early 
beginnings as a stage musical to a Righteous 
Babe-approved studio recording, the script and 
songs have undergone a number of edits and 
evolutionary steps. The first production, she 
says, was staged in Vermont at the end of 2006, 
and contrary to her fears, turned out to be 
anything but a public embarrassment. “It was 
so awesome, the feedback was really great!” she 
says, big eyes sparkling and with a giant grin. 
“Of course, it made us all realise a lot of things 
about the show that we wouldn’t have been able 
to see from the writing desk, and I wanted to 
work on those.”

While it was tempting to make an album 
of the songs right away, Anaïs wisely chose 
not to head into the studio with a work in 
progress. “I’m glad it gave it time to become 

clear, politically,” she says. “It was a bit 
nebulous before, like Hadestown is this 
big bad capitalist thing, but now it’s more 
refined. I think the underlying premise isn’t 
that music can change the world, rather that 
it’s important that people try to change the 
world with music, whether or not it works.”

The tragedy of Orpheus and his wife 
Eurydice has inspired countless works of art 
in several mediums, but for those unfamiliar 
with the classic Greek myth, the four major 
players are Hades, King of the Underworld; 
his wife, Persephone; Eurydice, a tree nymph 
who is bitten by a poisonous snake and dies, 
descending to the Underworld; and Orpheus, 
her musically gifted husband who is so 
distraught at her death that he goes down to 
the Underworld to try and persuade Hades to 
free Eurydice and return her to life. 

In Anaïs’s vision, Hades is “a sadistic wall-
building boss-king” while Persephone is 
portrayed as “the proprietress of a speakeasy” 
where she peddles various artefacts of life 
above ground to desperate dead folk who miss 
the simple things like the sky. Inhabiting these 
characters, as a writer, has been a creative 
revelation for Anaïs, allowing a fresh and fun 
approach to songwriting, which she admits 
she’s often quite serious about when writing 
for her own voice.

Anaïs is clearly quite serious about her 
labour of love, however, and the songs are full 
of clever wordplay and threads of the original 
myth ingeniously woven into the fabric of the 
songs. Take ‘Queen Of The Underworld’, 
for instance; a perfect introduction to the 
character of Persephone, it’s a bawdy barroom 
rally cry that asserts a sassy playfulness you 
probably couldn’t imagine coming from 
Anaïs unless you’ve heard it. “What’s my 
name?” she exclaims in the chorus, alluding 
to the traditional interpretation that to say 
Persephone’s name out loud was the ultimate 
taboo. It’s these little touches that reveal 
Mitchell’s brilliance, her songwriting skill 
really coming to the fore.

Another triumph, ‘The Wall’ is in the vein 
of early Bob Dylan ballads like ‘Who Killed 
Davey Moore’ and ‘The Lonesome Death Of 
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Hattie Carroll’ in that each verse exposes 
different parts of the overall picture until 
you see that it’s really a system and not an 
individual that’s behind everything. It’s not 
a ballad, but it’s similarly complex and packs 
an emotional wallop. “Dylan’s early ballads 
were such an inspiration to me because he was 
obviously exposing the corruption of a whole 
system and a whole way of life, yet he did it by 
revealing all these little stories. It’s the idea of 
peeling off the layers to reveal the white hot 
core of the matter that I love, approaching at  
an angle as opposed to head on.”

You may be wondering how this could 
possibly get any more exciting, but Anaïs  
has news for you. “I just got back from Ani’s 
studio in New Orleans where we recorded  
my parts…Eurydice’s that is. And I am 
completely beside myself that Ani is singing 
the part of Persephone on the record!” I nearly 
spit out my drink. Seriously? She laughs. “I’m 
freaking out!”

But that’s not all.  “Michael wrote these 
beautiful arrangements for a six-piece orchestra, 
and Todd Sickafoose, Ani’s bass player, is 
producing. There are a couple of other very 
exciting guest singers on the record too…Justin 
Vernon of Bon Iver will sing the part of Orpheus 
and Greg Brown will sing the part of Hades.” 

Wow! She pulls a face. “I just wish it was all 
done and I could have it in my hot little hands.”

I’m assure her that she’s not alone in that. 
The official release of Music From Hadestown 
should be sometime this summer and the 
album looks set to be one of the most talked 
about releases of the year. If DiFranco’s 
Persephone is anywhere near as convincing 
as the one Anaïs transforms into at a sold-out 
show later that week, and Greg Brown’s Hades 
as defiant and blindly tyrannical, we’re talking 
album-of-the-year calibre stuff. 

Brushing off my wild speculation, Anaïs 
is modest as ever. “I’ve learned a lot just by 
performing a lot, about being present with a 
song,” she grins. “It’s a process. I hope I keep 
growing, for sure. That’s what I want, to go 
in a lot of different directions, explore, and 
become more fully who I am, what my way of 
talking about the world is.” 
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