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NoBorder Festival
Le Quartz and Le Vauban, Brest, 
France, December 6-10 
For its seventh edition, NoBorder 
Festival has clearly gained in 
popularity with a larger than 
ever public. Over 1,500 people 
attended the Kreiz Breizh Akademi’s 
captivating ambient music concert. 
KBA, a group of 11 Breton musicians 
devoted to developing the sounds 
of Brittany and its oral traditions, 
treated the audience to what seemed 
like a druid’s magical potion, 
whose recipe of Celtic, Turkish and 
Armenian folk music used wind and 
traditional string instruments filtered 
through various electronic devices. 
The dark contemplative atmosphere 
was palpable. Special guest, Mehdi 
Haddab, wizard of the French rock 
band Speed Caravan, joined the scene 
with his electrified oud, adding to the 
intensity. Haddab was back on stage 
to join Ÿuma, an impressive duo from 
Tunisia in front of another packed 
crowd. The soothing music of Sabrine 
Jenhani and Ramy Zoghlami is deeply 
influenced by Berber oral traditions 
and pays homage to the heritage of 

Eastern mystics. Despite their clearly 
contemporary expression, these 
young songwriters are inspired by 
ancient legends and proverbs, singing 
in the soft and harmonious local 
dialect. When Haddab plugged in his 
oud, the concert hall was amazingly 
transformed into an ecstatic dance 
floor. A late-night show that left 
everyone breathless was the power 
trio Delgrès, led by the Guadeloupian 
singer-songwriter and guitarist, Pascal 
Danaë. With a mix of Creole rhythms 
and Deep South Delta blues, Delgrès, 
(named after the French army officer 
who rebelled against Napoleon, 
opposing slavery in 1802), infused a 
contagious and irrepressible energy. 
PIERRE CUNY

Lo’Jo 
Rich Mix, London, December 6
The last time I saw the French band 
play in London was at the Songlines 
Music Awards concert in 2013 at the 
Barbican. They were winners of the 
Best Group award for their album, 
Cinéma el Mundo and wowed the 
packed auditorium with their short 
but dynamic set.

Their return to London saw them 
in an albeit more intimate space 
with a very small but fortunately 
enthusiastic crowd, showcasing their 
latest release – Fonetiq Flowers (a 
Top of the World in #132). The core 
of the band remain the same – 35 
years since their debut – with the 
charismatic, trilby-hatted Dénis Péan 
on keyboards and melodica. He’s 
clearly the lynchpin to the band, but 
occasionally he seemed detached 
from what was going on around him. 
Richard Bourreau, another founding 
member, was on violin plugged into 
a wah-wah peddle and sisters Nadia 
and Yamina Nid El Mourid on vocals 
and various instruments. 

One of the highlights was ‘Tu Benes’ 
(You are Blessed) from their 2006 
album Bazar Savant when Yamina 
exploded into frenzied dancing and 
then returned to join her sister on 
vocals. The range of instruments – 
from the Moroccan qaraqabs, West 
African kamelengoni and kayamb, a 
seed shaker from la Réunion – really 
drummed home the fact that Lo’Jo 
are a band who travel extensively and 
soak up musical influences wherever 

they go. They might not attract the 
same numbers as in their heyday, 
but to their hugely loyal fans, they 
are quite simply a class act and the 
ultimate world music pioneers.
JO FROST

Beirut & Beyond
Beirut, Lebanon, December 7-10
This festival dedicated to promoting 
the most exciting independent music 
of the Arab region celebrated its 
fifth edition this year with a line-up 
curated by Egyptian musician and 
composer Maurice Louca (whose 
Lekhfa album was a Top of the 
World in #134). It was clear from 
the ten bands on offer that Louca’s 
tastes are alternative. From the 
agitprop performance art of Porest 
to the homegrown angry punk of 
Lebanese musician Kid Fourteen or 
the hallucinogenic folk of Richard 
Dawson, the music was loud and 
weird in all the right ways. 

One of the festival’s highlights 
was the opening night at the Grand 
Factory, a chic, industrial nightclub 
on the top floor of an abandoned 
warehouse. There, Moroccan-
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American multi-instrumentalist HAT 
(aka Hatim Belyamani) opened the 
festival with an engaging multimedia 
mash-up of videos of Moroccan 
folkloric heritage remixed into a 
danceable beat. The headline for 
the evening was Beirut’s darling, 
Yasmine Hamdan. Recognised as 
an underground icon in the Arab 
music world, the ex-Soapkills 
singer performed electro-pop with 
undertones of Arabic music that was 
engaging, with sweeping sounds that 
filled the space and indie rock vibes 
that kept it all moving. 

On the more traditional side of 
things, on Saturday the impressively 
young oud player Amal Waqar 
performed beautiful solo pieces that 
were delicate and informed by her 
Berklee College of Music education. 
On Sunday audiences were treated 
to the exquisite voice of Egyptian 
singer Dina El Wedidi, who was once 
part of the Nile Project. Closing the 
festival were locally based Syrian rock 
band Tanjaret Daghet, who stepped 
in to cover for South Africans Brother 
Moves On who didn’t manage to make 
it. This trio produce an out-of-this-
world sound and were a powerful 
close for a festival that really did show 
off some of the best contemporary 
music making from the Arab world. 
ALEXANDRA PETROPOULOS

Sofi Marinova
Arets Arena, Sofia, Bulgaria, 
December 9
With the death of Macedonia’s 
Esma Redžepova at the end of 2016, 
this concert acted as an unofficial 
coronation for the singer now 
considered by many to be the ‘queen 
of Gypsy music.’ This concert served 
as a celebration of Sofi Marinova’s 20 
years in showbiz – which explains the 
20,000 seat arena and the nine-piece 
backing band, six-piece string section, 
ten-piece brass band and eight leggy 
dancers all joining her on stage. That 
Marinova, a proud Roma woman in a 
nation often hostile to her people, can 
attract such a large audience speaks of 
how highly she is regarded by many 
Bulgarians; her fabulous, multi-octave 
voice and dynamic performances have 
allowed her to become an icon of sorts. 
Taking the stage around 8:30pm, 
Marinova entertained for almost three 
hours, singing everything from the 
sugary chalga (Bulgarian electro-pop) 
ballads for which she made her name 
through Turkish-flavoured dance 
numbers, duets with guests (including 
her 19-year old son, Lorenzo), an 
epic take on Bulgarian folk ballad 

‘Daniel’s Mama’ and such roaring 
Roma pride anthems as ‘Ederlezi’, 
‘Djelem Djelem’ and Redžepova’s 
‘Chaje Shukarije’. All the musicians 
involved were superb – the village 
brass band roared powerfully while 
the clarinet and keyboardist in Kristali 
Band (the contemporary Roma chalga 
band who provided the majority of 
the backing) were both superb and 
ensured Marinova’s sound remains 
rooted in the East. With almost half 
the numbers sung in Romani, I have 
no doubt that we witnessed a new 
Gypsy queen stepping forth.
GARTH CARTWRIGHT 

Society of Strange & 
Ancient Instruments
NCEM, York, December 16
The Society’s potential array of 
unusual instruments was deliberately 
limited to one apiece for this seasonal 
appearance, just a few days after the 
longest night of Lussinatten, as it’s 

celebrated in Norway. The trio’s pre-
gig manifesto dictated that here, in 
the wonderful acoustic of the NCEM’s 
converted church, they would eschew 
printed music, and maintain their 
natural playing voices, regardless of 
the blend between traditions. The 
repertoire toured Ireland, Norway 
and England, although the latter 
was only hazily represented, as Clare 
Salaman’s chosen axe was the Swedish 
nyckelharpa, a keyed fiddle that’s 
best described as being spiritually 
connected to the hurdy-gurdy. The 
other members are Jean Kelly (Celtic 
harp) and Benedicte Maurseth, who 
switched between her pair of gut-
stringed, sympathetically droning, 
Norwegian Hardanger fiddles.

The Society presented a flow of 
old tunes: melancholic folk songs, 
carol or hymn derivatives, and 
wedding dances, utilising various 
permutations, sometimes solo, 
often in duo, but mostly as a full 

threesome. Maurseth also sang, 
perfectly inhabiting the raftered space, 
as all players remained completely 
unplugged throughout. Maurseth 
wove her voice and fiddle together 
seamlessly, sometimes adding a rustic 
bite to the strings, as the folk textures 
danced forward. Salaman worked 
nimbly along the visible wooden 
keys, as well as her hidden rows, 
bowing with deft sensitivity. Kelly 
was constantly in motion, switching 
levers on her strings, finding odd 
phrasings via varied directions and 
forces of string strikes or strokes. At 
the beginning of the second set, there 
was a serene procession of completely 
solo spotlights, crafting a cumulative 
spread of virtuoso sensitivity and 
a profound sense of sonic framing. 
Then, to close, Maurseth started 
tapping her boots, and the veer 
towards uncut folk climaxed with a 
merrier romping mood.
MARTIN LONGLEY

Eric Legret

Mehdi Haddab (centre) 
performing with the Kreiz Breizh 
Akademi at NoBorder Festival

The darling of Beirut, 
Yasmine Hamdan at 
Beirut & Beyond
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