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DakhaBrakha
Village Underground, London, 
October 1
I’m always a bit apprehensive when 
finally seeing a band everyone’s been 
raving about – will they really live up 
to the hype? I missed the Ukrainian 
‘ethno-chaos’ quartet DakhaBrakha 
at last year’s WOMAD, a performance 
that seemed to be the highlight of 
the festival for many. And now, with 
their return to the UK at Village 
Underground, I was finally going to 
see what all the talk was about. 

First things first: either Village 
Underground is not an overly forgiving 
venue for the vertically challenged, 
or the hipsters of Shoreditch are a 
particularly tall breed. And it doesn’t 
help that DakhaBrakha sit down to 
perform. Every now and then I could 
catch a fleeting glance of one of their 
distinct towering black hats through 
the crowd, but however frustrated I 
felt by my lack of view was quickly 
dispelled by the music. 

DakhaBrakha’s secret weapon is 
their ability to almost imperceptibly 
build their music and sweep you away 
in the undertow of their wave of sound. 
What starts out as pleasant but not 
particularly remarkable descends into 
spellbinding chaos. Before you know 
what’s happening, you are lost in the 
tight vocal harmonies – pleasingly 
dissonant in that way that only Eastern 
European singing can be – that have 

built to such a climax you feel your 
nerves might explode. The cello, played 
by Nina Garenetska, almost growls 
at the bottom of the mix, while the 
driving percussion pushes you to lean 
into the sound, so much so that when a 
song ended abruptly you could almost 
feel the whole audience lose their 
balance. While the singing of the three 
women – Garenetska, Iryna Kovalenko 
and Olena Tsibulska – is stellar, Marko 
Halanevych sent chills down the spine 
with his exquisite falsetto on their 
encore piece ‘Baby (Show Me Your 
Love)’. I can’t remember the last time 
I was left so breathless at the end of a 
show. Those who attended both their 
WOMAD and Village Underground  
gigs claimed the festival slot was  
even better. What a show that must 
have been then… 
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The Ponderosa Stomp
rock’n’Bowl, new Orleans, 
Louisiana, Us, October 1-3
Across two long nights – performances 
start at 6:30pm and finish close to 4am 
– the Ponderosa Stomp gathers many 
of the unsung heroes of American 
music. There are blues and soul singers, 
swamp pop and Tex-Mex combos, 
rockabilly veterans and garage rockers.

Personally, I loved seeing the likes of 
veteran soul singers Barbara Lynn and 
Irma Thomas and the great swamp-
pop vocalists (ably backed by Cajun 

accordion star Steve Riley and band). 
But a treat came in a double bill of 
talent from San Antonio, Texas. 

First up was Augie Meyers, a pioneer 
of the Tex-Mex sound. He gets a great 
sound out of a Vox organ and sang the 
Sir Douglas Quintet’s ode to California 
hippiedom, ‘Mendoncino’, with real 
verve before strapping on an accordion 
and playing several Tex-Mex stompers.

Meyers was followed by West Side 
Soul Revue. These veteran Mexican 
American singers – several of the 
band’s members were once in Sunny 

& the Sunliners, a Chicano band who 
sang blues and R&B – proved they 
are masters of their craft and, with 
Rudy Tee Gonzales handling most 
of the lead vocals, they performed 
an exceptional set of soul ballads, 
sung both in English and Spanish. 
Texas has been home to a Mexican 
populace ever since the Lone Star state 
won independence from Mexico in 
1845; both Meyers – an Anglo – and 
West Side Soul Revue – Chicanos – 
demonstrate how the music of the 
different cultures has beautifully fused 
to create unique sounds.
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R.U.T.A.
Cross-Culture Festival, warsaw, 
Poland, October 12 
Now this was an impressive way to 
promote new music. Right in the heart 
of Warsaw, in front of the towering 
reminder of Poland’s communist past, 
the Palace of Culture and Science, an 
enormous tent had been erected to 
house the Cross-Culture Festival. The 
line-up included Seun Kuti and Sain 
Zahoor, but for a visitor like me the 
most interesting music was homemade. 
A hand-out asked ‘Can world music in 
Polish conquer the world?’

Why not? The best band on show, 
R.U.T.A., were nominated for a 
Songlines Music Award last year, and 
are currently in powerful form after 
achieving “a kind of stability after many 
personnel changes.” They specialise in 
reworking traditional songs of peasant 
rebellion on traditional acoustic 
instruments, though most are members 
of successful rock and punk bands. 
Here, they came on playing fiddles, 
saz, percussion and frame drums with 
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furious punk frenzy (little wonder that 
one singer was wearing a PiL T-shirt), 
but their glorious stomping brand 
of folk-rock was held together by the 
fine singing of Nasta Niakrasava, from 
Belarus. Their performance was part of 
a ‘Collective Europe’ session, and they 
were joined for the finale by Ukrainian 
musicians and the extraordinary 
Ethno-Trio Troitsa from Belarus, led by 
the wild-looking Ivan Kirchuk, with a 
beard as memorable as his bass voice. 
This was the first time they had worked 
together – though Kirchuk was once 
Niakrasava’s music teacher – but the 
result was spectacular.

There was more great music in 
the Sounds Like Poland session. The 
recently re-formed Psio Crew from the 
Beskids Mountains mixed powerful 
fiddle work and vocals against 
electronica and even beatbox effects, 
while the rousing Cukunft revived 
pre-war Jewish themes on guitar 
and clarinet, and there was inspired 
instrumental work from folk violinist 
Maciej Filipczuk, backed by drone 
effects from the cello. Yes, this music 
deserves to be heard far beyond Poland. 
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Felabration 2015
British Library, London, October 16
In the cavernous hall of London’s 
British Library, as we ascended the 
steps to its mezzanine, we were 
struck by just how many fans had 
crowded in. But it was no real surprise 
that Felabration 2015, the latest 
instalment of this musical tribute 
to the life of Nigerian maverick and 
Afrobeat originator Fela Anikulapo 
Kuti, should be sold out. After the 
production of FELA! at Sadler’s Wells 
Theatre, 2014’s documentary film 
Finding Fela and exhaustive album 
reissues, he’s resonating in the British 
consciousness like never before. 

We were greeted by an exuberant 
atmosphere beneath vibrant lights. 
Bandleader and keyboardist Dele 
Sosimi, who played with Fela, led 
a bombastic brass ensemble and 
well-oiled rhythm section with two 
bass players. Dele warmed up the 
crowd with three of his own tracks 
first; suitably funky affairs, but it was 
when they launched into a set of Fela’s 
own labyrinthine originals that the 
powder keg ignited. Flutes billowed 
in psychedelic splendour, horns 

Mohammadzadeh, a superb two-string 
dutar player who lives in Italy. In fact, 
Bina’s voice and dutar alternated 
so it was more a dialogue than an 
accompaniment. The sound of the 
player’s nails stroking the strings and 
body made the dutar a percussive 
instrument as well as a melodic one 
with extended introductions and 
interludes. At the most impassioned 
moments Amir Abbas Zare joined on 
daf, the frame drum held in the hands, 
and Babak Masali on a larger dohol 
drum, struck with sticks. It was a taut, 
economical sound in which you felt 
nothing was wasted.

The intriguing thing about Bina is 
that she left Iran after the revolution 
in 1979 when women were forbidden 
to sing. She lives in Germany, but 
visits regularly to maintain her links 
with the music. She’s also been an 
inspiration to younger singers like 
Mahsa and Marjan Vahdat, who 
perform their own versions of Bina’s 
songs. Her closing songs were clearly 
known by many in the (mainly 
Iranian) audience ending with ‘Navai’, 
one of her signature songs.
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blasted with fierce majesty, and Tony 
Allen, when he appeared, lent a casual 
perfection in his fluid drumming. 

Joined by a parade of guests on 
their A-game, ‘Zombie’ found UK 
soul singer Terri Walker resplendent 
and in fiery vocal form, the tune’s 
anti-conformist message ripe with 
contemporary relevance. But it was 
Shingai Shoniwa who astonished the 
crowd with her transcendent voice on 
‘Lady’, hair held aloft in an elaborate 
twist, body wrapped in an African 
print dress. A spectacular memorial.
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Sima Bina
st Luke's, London, October 18
Singer Sima Bina is a veteran of the 
Iranian folk scene. Now around 70, 
although she looks much younger, she’s 
a sort of Iranian Peggy Seeger, and the 
audience rose to its feet as she came 
on stage for this Nava Arts concert 
at St Luke’s. She sang music mainly 
from her native Khorasan, the north-
eastern province that is a rich source 
of traditional Persian culture. Her low, 
textured voice was accompanied by 
the flamboyantly turbaned Hossein 
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r.U.T.A. at the 
Cross-Culture 
Festival in warsaw

west side soul 
revue at the 
Ponderosa stomp
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shingai shoniwa celebrates 
Fela's birthday at the British 
Library's Felabration 


