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into
believing
they
were
recording demos.
It was a crafty move designed
to rid them of any tension, and
many of the so-called practice
runs ended up as final takes.
“We
were
duped,”
laughs
Yannis. “That happened a lot.
Stepson and Moon were done like
that.
“Later on in the process,
we’d go there in the evening
with a couple of bottles of
wine and we’d play a song all
night — five or six hours
without interruption.
“Once we were tired of
playing it, we’d come out and
they’d say, ‘We’ve got it’.
“In that process, you forget
yourself when you’re allowed
to just play and play and
play. They
captured
the
essence of songs in the best
way possible.”
Holy Fire is out on Monday
and Yannis is justifiably itching
for people to hear it.
However,
his
fervour
is
tempered by fears that the
album format is dead, because
of the vast conveyor belt of
music available at no cost.
He muses: “The problem is
that the internet has created
this
flippant,
appetitive,
gimme gimme gimme attitude
where people think they’re
entitled to free music.

“WE’RE like this ten-legged,
ruthless,
brutal
machine
now,” states Foals frontman
Yannis
Philippakis
with
unbridled confidence.

Boasting a third album
rich in grandiosity, subtlety,
vision and muscularity, it’s
hardly surprising he’s not
shying
away
from
celebrating their career
high.
If
justice
prevails,
Holy Fire will propel
Foals to the highest
echelons of a UK band
scene badly in need of
leadership.
The 11-song collection is the
sum of many parts, not least
their self-assuredness as a
song-writing unit and their
broad-reaching ideals.
“The only rule was to not
have any rules,” explains
Yannis, 26, between bites of a
burger at a north-west London
pub.
“We didn’t have a set of
defined goals. There was very
little analysis and there was
almost no talking about the
material as we were writing it.
“We didn’t want it to be
something that engaged with
the brain — we wanted it to
engage from the neck down.

Mildew

Appeal

“This time in the band
recently has felt like the most
liberated out of all the years
we’ve been together.”
Foals travelled the globe,
borrowing from a range of
environments along the
way as they honed their
compositions.
They spent time at a friend’s
river house in the suburbs of
Sydney,
playing
outdoors
to
breathe life and universal appeal
into their creations.
Yannis says: “I think there’s
something blinkered about making
music that’s for a niche and that
can only operate in one sphere.
“That’s why we went outside to
record in Sydney — you don’t
want to make music that only
sounds good in one borough of
London, you want it to sound
good in all types of places.”
And there’s plenty to please all
kinds of tastes in Holy
Fire.
The starkest example of
their inhibition-shedding
is second track Inhaler,
launching into life after
instrumental
opener
Prelude. It features their
heaviest moments to date,
with distorted riffs aplenty
and Yannis letting rip
vocally over the choruses.
The catchy mood-lifting pop of
My Number and Bad Habit
follow, but it’s the building
beauty of Late Night that’s bound
to attract legions of new fans and
earn its place in lists of 2013’s
finest tracks.
Out Of The Woods and Milk &
Black Spiders prove they’ve lost
none of their prowess for danceinfused gems, while the bluesy
rock of Providence provides a
dramatic
shift
in
direction.

WHO: PJ Kelly (vocals/
guitar),
Greg
Irish
(guitar), Calum Davis
(bass), Ross McCluskie
(keys), Sean Kelly
(drums/vocals)
WHERE: Irvine, Ayrshire
FOR FANS OF: Biffy
Clyro, Pink Floyd,
Frightened Rabbit
JIM SAYS: It’s difficult
to write about any
Ayrshire act without
referencing Biffy Clyro.
The fact is they’ve
become huge ambassadors for the area where
they still live, and it’s no
coincidence the Ayrshire scene is so
healthy. From singersongwriters to hard
rock, there seems to be
an endless flow of talent coming through.
I’ve been keeping an
eye on Culann for a
while. Singer PJ Kelly
acknowledges
the
impact Biffy have had.
He told me: “Biffy are
a big inspiration to
bands in Ayrshire. They
have achieved success
on their own terms and
that is something that
every unsigned band
should aspire to.”
Despite their prog
rock tendencies, I’m
really digging what
Culann do. With my
radio head on, five minutes is far too long for a
single, yet the songs
have enough twists and
turns to maintain interest. A mix of classic
and
contemporary

Closing tracks Stepson and Moon
burst
with
atmosphere
and
adventure, bringing the album to
a conclusion full of heart, soul
and emotion.
The collection is the work of a
band striving for both uniqueness
and mass appeal — and pulling
each off with authentic
aplomb.
Yannis explains: “It’s
a bipolar band. We
have a desire to make
music that is fresh,
bold, that has courage
to it, is experimental
and is not derivative.
“We also have a
desire to make music
that
has
that
unexamined joy of
pop music. I love both equally.”
Many bands have tried and
failed to strike that balance, but
studio titans Flood and Alan
Moulder
spearheaded
the
recording sessions in the faith
that Foals had the skill set and
drive to successfully navigate that
tricky terrain.
Holy Fire is only the fourth
album
they’ve
co-produced,
having helmed Nineties classics
The Downward Spiral by Nine

Inch
Nails
and
Smashing
Pumpkins’ Mellon Collie And The
Infinite
Sadness,
and
more
recently Sam’s Town by The
Killers.
Yannis
recalls:
“We
were
interested in working with them
and they were interested in
working with us, which was a
huge honour.
“We had other people in mind
but the moment we met them, it
just clicked.”
They
decamped
to
the
producers’ studio in Willesden,
north-west London, for three
months.
Flood
and
Alan
were
determined to capture Foals in
their
purest
form,
without
dehumanising their performances
with studio effects.
“We played live as a band as
much as we could,” Yannis
reveals.
“There was very little postproduction and we left in the
imperfections. What saddens me
is that so many records by
supposedly
free-thinking
alternative bands are played
through a digital matrix.”
Throughout the process, the
producers frequently fooled Foals

“You can download all of
Fela Kuti’s or Frank Zappa’s
life work in ten minutes and it
will sit there and rot and
collect virtual mildew at the
bottom of your iTunes.
“There was a communicative
process there when it was made
— an inbuilt respect in the music.
“You respect the audience and
you want to make something of
value and the audience respects
that you put your heart and soul
into it.
“I’d like to think that that’s
still there but it worries me that
you make something that falls on
otherwise-occupied ears.”
Trying to keep pace with the
rapid-fire,
restless
modern
marketplace is a source of
frustration for Yannis.
As a result, he’s already
plotting his escape should “living
within this system” become too
intolerable.
He says: “The hamster wheel
has always been there but
technology has cranked it up so
that the hamster is running at
100 miles per hour now instead
of a gentle trot.
“I’ve got to the point where I
feel like if it starts to bother me
that much, I will leave and live
in the Greek countryside and
grow artichokes.”
But vegetable production’s gain
would be a devastating loss to
music.
Whether Holy Fire becomes
immortalised as Foals’ best work
remains to be seen, but it’s the
pinnacle of their career so far.
And, for now at least, Yannis
remains committed to the cause.
“Music’s the most powerful
thing on the planet and it can
change people’s lives,” he says.
“We have a responsibility to do
that.”

rock, with a smattering
of folk, the self-titled
album’s an impressive
debut. PJ’s brother
Sean, drummer with
the band, said: “We
have a pretty eclectic
taste in music. We draw
influence from Scots,
Irish and English traditional music, plus different schools of punk,
metal and alt rock, and
generally any music
that is inventive and
imaginative.”
The album was mastered by Jon Astley,
whose credits include
The Who, The Stones
and Led Zeppelin and
the band have just
been nominated for
Best Rock/Alternative
act at the Scottish Alternative Music Awards
(SAMA’s).
They will appear at
the Dirty Weekender
launch night at Bakers
in Kilmarnock on February 23. They also support hot Australian indie
outfit San Cisco at the
Art School in Glasgow
on March 3.

More: facebook.com/
culannband Jim will be
playing Culann on
In:Demand Uncut this
Sunday from 7pm on
Clyde 1, Forth One,
Northsound 1, Radio Borders, Tay FM, West FM &
West Sound FM. See
indemandscotland.co.uk

They perform exquisitely crafted
interpretations
of
centuries-old
English and Scottish folk songs
about lovers, rogues, betrayal and
murder.
But they come with a twist, for
Anaïs and Jefferson are American
and they made the album in Music
City itself: Nashville.
What makes it so effective is the
way the pair have captured the
spirit of the originals while adding
harmonies, fiddle, accordion and
pump organ . . . all of which are
typical of so much roots music in
the States.
Though called Child Ballads, it
has nothing to do with children or
children’s songs. It’s named after
Sir Francis James
Child, a
Victorian luminary who collected
five volumes of these wonderful
hand-me-down songs.
Two of them, Sir Patrick Spens
and Tam Lin, were made famous
by
folk-rock
giants
Fairport
Convention in the late Sixties and
now we can marvel at the latest
chapter in their journey.
So here, exclusively for SFTW,
Anaïs, the singer/songwriter behind
the hugely acclaimed folk opera
Hadestown, tells the story of her
fascinating new project.

When I was a kid, we had a
book in our house called Rise Up
Singing. It was a hippie-era
hymnal and included folk songs,
labour/union songs, and a few of
the Child ballads (there had been
a resurgence of the ballads in the
Sixties via Joan Baez, Bob Dylan
etc). That was my first exposure
but I didn’t fall head over heels
till about five years back when I
started listening to Andy
Irvine & Paul Brady, Martin Carthy, Nic Jones, Dick
Gaughan,
Anne
Briggs,
Fairport Convention, Pentangle and the list goes on.

MODESTEP

Evolution Theory

typical themes of these
great old songs?

What fascinated you about
them?

As a non-academic, here’s my
sense of them: A lot of the ballads
are love stories and it seems like
many of the protagonists are
women, young women who have to
“win” a husband or a father for
their babies. There are supernatural stories of fairies and witches
who cast spells . . . lots of shapeshifting.
There’s betrayal and
murder too, and some of
the ballads depict specific
political
events.
There’s nearly an entire
volume
dedicated
to
Robin Hood stories. I
haven’t read them all,
but I’ve made a dent.

Can you describe some of the

I wouldn’t have made this album
without Jefferson. When we first
met, Jefferson was playing in my
band and we immediately sensed
that we had a special harmonic
thing together.
Jefferson’s one of the greatest
harmony singers I’ve ever met and
we shared a passion for this
foreign folk music.
The making of Child Ballads was
a deeply collaborative project, it
was really a twin-mind thing.

As a songwriter, I’ve
always been interested in
storytelling, and the Child ballads
are
such
fascinating
stories,
masterfully told.
They’re
so
sprawling,
epic,
fantastically poetic and they’re
different from American folk
music, which is also an inspiration
but tends to be more stark and
repetitive,
with
more
of
a
percussive, African influence.
I love the long lyric lines and
especially the imagery of the Child
ballads.
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IT’S been 14 years since
Swedish-Ethiopian singer
Emilia Mitiku had a hit
with Big Big World.
Mitiku has found her
feet and her own “vintage
pop” sound, which
reflects her influences,
who include Etta James
and Billie Holiday.
In parts there’s beauty
– Winter Beach and
You’re Breaking My Heart
show off her raspy soul
voice – but her cover of
Dream A Little Dream
doesn’t do the classic
song justice and the
j a u n t y
Ooh La La
takes the
retro jazz
vibe a step
too far.
JS

AS far as this beguiling
album is concerned, Anaïs
Mitchell is a fair maiden
astride a “milk white steed”
and Jefferson Hamer is her
knight in shining armour.

WHEN did you first discover the Child
ballads?

53

How come you hooked
up with Jefferson Hamer to make the
album?

How did you get that warm live-inthe-studio feel for the recording?

We recorded the album really
live, both guitars and both vocals
at the same time, sitting as close
as we could get away with, given
the microphone placement, never
once putting on headphones in the
studio.
We worked in Nashville with a
beautiful producer called Gary
Paczosa, who is most famous for
his work with Alison Krauss. He’s
got a wonderful set-up and a great
ear for acoustic instruments, and
he really helped to get the breath
into these songs and the focus on
the storytelling.

How did you set about giving English
and Scottish folk songs an American
twist?

I think both of us wanted to be
able to sing these songs that we
love so much in our own country
and have them be understood in
real-time by Americans who might
not be familiar with the archaic
language.
We wanted to be able to stand
in our own shoes and sing them
and not feel we were playing
dress-up at a Renaissance fair or
something.
So in order to make them feel
authentic coming out of our

mouths, they had to be
bent a little this way and that.
On the other hand, we love the
exoticness of these songs so much
and we didn’t want to dilute that
too far.
As far as the instrumentation
goes, that was fairly intuitive and
natural.
Gary
lobbied
for
accordion, we lobbied for fiddle.
We worked with some wonderful
Nashville musicians and they
couldn’t help but bring their American personalities to the music.

What do you think of the Fairport
Convention versions of songs such
as Tam Lin and Sir Patrick Spens?

We love Fairport Convention and
were very inspired by their
versions of Tam Lin and Spens.
We actually did an entirely different recording session about a
year before the sessions that
became Child Ballads. In that
early session we were somewhat
Fairport-inspired, Jefferson played
electric guitar and we laid down
some drum tracks and had a bit of
a fantasy of making a highly
produced folk-rock album.
But ultimately we felt we were
biting off more than we could
chew and we wanted to hear the
songs stripped back again to the
way we first played them, just the
two guitars and two voices, with
the stories front and centre.
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DUBSTEP is proving
more than a passing fad.
Modestep latched on to
the scraggy, over-used
end of the genre when
they formed a couple of
years ago.
They
have
now
produced a debut record
designed to be turned up
to 11 by the next generation of adolescents seeking the “cool” feeling of a
sub bass vibrating their
eyeballs.
Impeccable in terms of
quality or originality it
may not
be,
but
this album
most certainly does
its job. PC

FRONTIER
RUCKUS

Eternity Of Dimming
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EMERGING from the US
state of Michigan is this
quietly compelling band.
Over sympathetic folk
and country textures,
frontman Matthew Milia
delivers two discs of
thoughtful rites-of-passage songs.
Wistful, melancholic,
nostalgic, it’s like opening
a family album of sepiatinted photographs that
summon fading memories. The poetic quality of
Milia’s tales recalls the
work of Richmond Fontaine’s brilliant Willy
Vlautin.
That’s
high praise
indeed.
SC

