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Manchester Folk 
Festival & EFEx
HOME, Manchester,  
October 19-21
This year saw the fifth edition of 
the English Folk Expo (EFEx) move 
from Bury to Manchester, under the 
auspices of the city’s fledgling folk 
festival. The international partner 
for the three-day event was Canada’s 
musically-rich Prince Edward Island, 
who were represented by three 
distinctive acts – solo song-belter and 
guitarist Irish Mythen, festival-friendly 
The East Pointers and the Acadian trio 
Vishtèn, who impressed with their 
traditional French-Acadian songs, 
rapid podorythmie (percussive foot-
tapping) and fiery fiddle playing – one 
of the highlights of the whole event.

Among the homegrown acts, one 
particular concert stood out – Hannah 
James’ JigDoll. This former one-woman 
show made its debut as an ensemble 
piece with James joined by Kate Young 
on fiddle, Marti Tärn on bass guitar and 
Cormac Byrne on an impressive range 
of percussion from spoons to cajón. 
James’ performance was captivating 
from her first yogic-like stance and 
meditative breathing through to her 
rapid switching from clogging to 
acrobatic cartwheels and headstands, 
all the while impressively wielding her 
accordion, looping and singing.

The whirl of theatrics was 
dazzling but never ostentatious – 
James’ unique style is charmingly 
understated. The beaming smile to 
her fellow musicians and enthusiastic 
crowd reaction left no doubt that this 
once solo show has plenty of mileage 
as an ensemble piece. Definitely a 
show to catch when it tours next year.
JO FROST

Salam Orient Festival 
Various venues, Vienna, Austria, 
October 17-31
Vienna’s long-running Salam Orient 
festival saw a changing of the guard 
this year, with founder Norbert 
Ehrlich retiring after a 15-year run 
as festival director. New co-directors 
Martina Laab and Katrin Pröll moved 
the festival forward with 14 events 
spread over 15 days, including 
discussions, children’s programming 
and a series of nine concerts.

Performances from international 
headliners like Souad Massi, Faiz Ali 
Faiz and Ali Reza Ghorbani alternated 
with local immigrant artists and the 
Austrian debuts of smaller acts like 
France’s L’Hijaz’Car and Debo Band 
from the US. The concerts sprawled 
across eight separate venues including 

Vienna’s storied jazz club, Porgy and 
Bess, and two pre-war gems: the ORF 
RadioKulturhaus theatre and the 
Wiener Konzerthaus.

The festival kicked off with 
Algerian-born singer-songwriter 
Souad Massi playing to a packed 
house at Porgy and Bess. Backed by 
Mehdi Dalil on oud and Rabah Khalfa 
on percussion, Massi walked a primed 

audience through her six album-
strong songbook. Her recent material 
found receptive ears, while ‘Ghir Enta’ 
and ‘Ya Kelbi’ – songs from her 2003 
breakthrough album Deb – inspired 
spontaneous singalongs.

The festival’s second night hosted 
Debo Band’s Viennese debut, as 
part of their first European tour. The 
Boston-based eight-piece knocked 

Porgy and Bess right out with their 
potent mix of Ethiopian jazz and 
punk rock energy. Singer Bruck 
Tesfaye repeatedly launched himself 
into the audience, and the band’s 
livewire set got people up on their feet 
– providing an auspicious relaunch 
for this ambitious festival. 
TOM PRYOR 

WOMEX  
Opening Concert
NOSPR Concert Hall, Katowice, 
Poland, October 25
Too often the WOMEX opening 
concerts are over-packed galas in 
which the organisers feel they need 
to show as many facets of the host’s 
musical culture as possible. Not the 
case here, in which three superb 
Polish folk bands were supported by 
the AUKSO Chamber Orchestra in a 
programme as sleek and elegant as 
the modern hall itself. The featured 
bands were Lautari, a quartet of 
violin, clarinet, piano and accordion, 
and double bass; Kapela Maliszów, 
father on cello with son on violin and 
daughter on drum and vocals (with 
a Top of the World review this issue, 
see p55); and Vołosi, a charismatic 
five-piece of super-fast classical and 
traditional string players. 

It would have brought a touch more 
variety to have a vocal group – Sutari 
perhaps – but each of the three bands 
have their own clear personality and 
had solo sets alongside their pieces 
with the orchestra. The maverick, 
improvisational style of Kapela 
Maliszów seemed the most tied down 
by the orchestra, but their conductor, 
Marek Moś, followed the violin 
playing of Kacper Malisz with an eagle 
eye, and the orchestral musicians, 
echoing his phrases, seemed to be 
enjoying the music as much as we 
were. The orchestral sound had a real 
bloom in a hall that is difficult for a 
small band to fill musically.

With two classically-trained players 
from the city of Katowice, Vołosi were 
the perfect finale as the playing moved 
up and up in speed and excitement. A 
very classy evening and just the right 
length at around 70 minutes.
SIMON BROUGHTON

WOMAD Las Palmas
Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, 
Spain, November 10-11
It has been a few years since this 
capital city in the Canary Islands has 
hosted WOMAD; the festival has been 
on a six-year break in neighbouring 
Fuerteventura. But with an estimated 
audience of 40,000 at the concerts this 
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year, there was a genuine sense of joy 
as Las Palmas welcomed its return.

The line-up over the two days 
alternated between two stages. The 
beautiful palm tree-lined Parque de 
Santa Catalina boasted the larger of 
the two, but just around the corner 
and overlooking the harbour was 
the Boulevard stage. On Friday 
night Arizona’s Orkesta Mendoza, 
fronted by Sergio Mendoza (of 
Calexico) had the crowd dancing 
to their Mexican fusion from the 
get-go. After them there was an 
excellent live performance from UK 
collective Beating Heart to close the 
Boulevard stage. Two DJs churned 
out some African grooves, but it was 
the dancer that stole the show. The 
young woman, dressed in bright red 
and bedecked with beads, was utterly 
captivating. It’s only a shame that 
her top was apparently in danger of 
pulling a Janet Jackson; her energetic 
moves were regularly interrupted as 
she pulled her top back up into place. 
Saturday night’s highlight was Touareg 
guitarist Bombino. His desert-tinged 
rhythms drove the music into a 
swirling frenzy in the warm night air.

There’s also something special 
about visiting international festivals 
to be introduced to the local talent. 
Both stages opened with homegrown 
bands each evening, and Kuarembó 
on the Saturday night were the stand-
out. Their upbeat mestizo sound is 
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certainly reminiscent of Manu Chao 
who they quote as an influence, and 
what the lead singer lacked in pitch 
– there were times the audience sang 
more in tune than him – he made up 
for in joy and energy. They are a band 
that will surely continue to do well on 
the festival circuit. 
ALEXANDRA PETROPOULOS

KOKOKO 
Archspace, London, November 12 
KOKOKO is the latest project to 
come from the depths of the vibrant 
Kinshasa (DR Congo) music scene, 
pushing the boundaries of what 
‘African music’ really sounds like 
today. Making their London debut 
at the 150-capacity tunnel-shaped 

Archspace in East London, the 
band delivered a raw, explosive 
energy that is not felt often enough. 
Pairing live electronics, courtesy of 
French producer Débruit, with DIY 
instruments made from found objects 
in Kinshasa, KOKOKO emerges 
somewhere between Liquid Liquid-
inspired new wave and distorted 
African funk. Playing tracks off their 
first two EPs as well as a number of 
unreleased gems, the band weaved 
fierce percussive hooks with grimy, 
homemade bass-lines and quirky 
string and synth riffs. 

At times a cacophony of delayed 
vocals and wires would come 
crashing down like explosions 
amid the intense grooves, creating 
a psychedelic wall of sound you 
could feel hit your chest. All five 
members wore yellow jumpsuits and 
contributed on vocals and multiple 
instruments, creating unique 
formations, textures and layered 
loops that kept the crowd eager 
and guessing. Adding to the visual 
aesthetic, bold, original footage of 
life and art in Kinshasa was projected 
behind them as the set progressed, 
at times seeming to move with the 
music. KOKOKO stand out as a live 
ensemble that is creating its own 
space in modern African music, 
delivering a live performance you 
won’t soon forget. Expect to see these 
guys popping up on festival line-ups 
everywhere next summer. 
JORDAN BARNES 

Hannah James with 
Cormac Byrne on bodhrán 

at HOME in Manchester 
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Volosi with the 
AUKSO Chamber 

Orchestra at WOMEX
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Beating Heart at 
WOMAD in Las Palmas


