BELLOWHEAD – Hedonism
A BIOGRAPHY AND A PRESS RELEASE IN TWO PARTS (EACH)
BELLOWHEAD ‘HEDONISM’ BIOGRAPHY, JULY 2010  
It seems entirely fitting that when Bellowhead entered Abbey Road’s legendary Studio 2 to record their new album, Hedonism, they felt not just the “welcoming ghosts” of the Beatles and the Stones, but the spirits of other notable past inhabitants such as Ella Fitzgerald, Al Bowlly and Adrian Boult. You would expect no less from a band who seemlessly merge folk, rock, world, jazz, classical and music hall; who feel as at home at the Southbank Centre as they do tearing up the Shepherds Bush Empire; who dart back and forth between the establishment and the fringes, dazzling and charming their way from Radio 3 to the Big Chill to BBC’s Breakfast Time. 

Simply, there is no one else quite like Bellowhead. Formed in 2004 by renowned duo John Spiers (melodeon, concertina) and Jon Boden (vocals, fiddle), this 11-piece big band fuses an exceptional amount of individual musical talent into something unique and truly uplifting. Bellowhead honour centuries of English musical tradition while at the same time constantly press forward into the future. Little wonder critics have rapidly exhausted their supply of superlatives. Voted Best Live Act at the BBC Radio 2 Folk Awards on an unparalled four separate occasions (2005, 2007, 2008, 2010), their recorded work - Burlesque (2006), and Matachin (2008) - has been equally feted by organs as diverse as MOJO, The Sun and The Observer. 

The group that began with their main objective being having fun at festivals has evolved into something far more significant. Since we last heard from Bellowhead with Matachin they have stolen the show at the 2008 BBC Proms (at the Royal Albert Hall), continued their ongoing residency at the Southbank Centre, (proving more than worthy successors to previous incumbents St Etienne with a series of innovative concerts and collaborations), toured the UK and North America and released a concert DVD (‘Live at Shepherd’s Bush Empire’), a priceless reminder of the verve and drama of their live shows. 

On Hedonism, their magical third album, nothing and everything has changed. As ever, the music is a delirious amalgam of schooled, focused musicianship and uproarious, anarchic abandon, yet it’s immediately obvious that Hedonism moves the Bellowhead story forward. Working with the legendary John Leckie (Stone Roses, Radiohead, Muse), the band embellish their traditional English core with the theatricality of Arcade Fire, the unsparing, bittersweet worldview of Bertolt Brecht and Jacques Brel, and a sprinkling of the humour and whimsy reminicent of the Bonzo Dog Doo- Dah Band, all the while emphasising their ability to really dig down deep into a groove.

“You always hope to do something different to a) what the band has done before and b) what everyone else has done before,” says band co-founder, Jon Boden. A winning alchemy of craftsmanship and captured energy, Hedonism does both. No one else found much fault with Matachin, but some of the band felt the album didn’t play to their strengths. This time around they consciously sought out lively, upbeat material which reflected the fizzing energy of their live performances.
Recorded almost entirely live in under a week at Abbey Road– “It’s not cheap, Abbey Road!” – a bawdy joie de vivre runs through Hedonism which makes the album title feel particularly apt. Songs like ‘Yarmouth Town’, ‘Hand Weaver’ and Brel’s ‘Amsterdam’ were first worked up in 2009 for a specially commissioned Valentine’s Day concert at the Southbank; with the band typically unwilling to conform to expectations, the night not only took a decidedly anti-romantic turn, but also included a 30-piece choir, Burlesque dancers and cross-dressing. The success of the show led to further similar material being considered for the album. From the raucous shanty ‘New York Girls’ to the English folk song ‘Broomfield Hill’, much of the material, says Boden, “seemed to be about romantic – or not at all romantic – trysts.”

Paul Sartin says Hedonism is about “love in various forms, most of which are rather unseemly – filthy, sinister and sordid. But there are tender songs as well. ‘The Hand Weaver’ is quite romantic in a way, which makes a change.”

Musically, it’s a wonderfully spicy melting pot. The seventeenth century English folk standard ‘A Begging I Will Go’ is dragged thrillingly into the modern age, its ancient roots mixed with echoes of ska, Isaac Hayes’ ‘Theme From Shaft’ and a Louisiana jug band, while the grubby dockside poetry of ‘Amsterdam’ crackles with drama. Elsewhere, pounding drums sit next to sublime string arrangements, galloping instrumentals merge with almost breezy acoustic pop, and then there’s the deranged, throwing out time punk-folk-meets-world-music of ‘Sally Rackets’. There really is no one else like Bellowhead.
Aside from the spirit of The Beatles and Ella hovering around Abbey Road’s Studio 2, another legend was watching over the band, this time very much in the flesh: John Leckie, who has worked with everyone from Pink Floyd to Rodrigo y Gabriela and produced the Stone Roses’ debut and Radiohead’s The Bends. As Jon Boden says, “We put a wish list together and he was at the top of it and fortunately he was interested. We all respected his work over the years. He’s a brilliant producer and it was fascinating to watch him work.” 

The feeling was clearly mutual. “I was honoured to be asked,” says Leckie. “I was seduced by their DVD, which was the first time I'd seen them. I was transfixed, it was so entertaining and far out. I thought, Wow! I have to work with these people. Because of what this band can do live it seemed to make sense to record them as live, at Abbey Road, in the famous Studio 2. It was a great recording challenge to capture all that. It turned out to be a great experience all round.”
Leckie became almost the twelfth man during the run up and recording of the album. He went to gigs, sat in on rehearsals and pondered song selection. Guiding the band through the sessions, he encouraged them to record live to retain the energy and vitality of their stage show. Suitably inspired by their producer and their surroundings (Boden sang into John Lennon’s old microphone), Bellowhead raised their game and “pulled the stops out,” says Boden. “The sense of history in there makes you performs a bit differently, and we had John Leckie. I think we really upped our game.” 

The commitment to excellence is not just evident in the music, but in the band’s entire ethic. Everyone works hard to make this group work. Coordinating 11 musicians, scattered all over the land and each with their own busy music career, is no mean feat in itself. The band feel that the recording experience gelled them together even more than previously as a social unit as well as a working unit. “We’re a bunch of mates, really.”


A bunch of mates who make extraordinary music. Everyone senses that Hedonism is a landmark achievement. Says Sartin. “We’re all incredibly happy with the results. Our starting point is that we’re a live band, there’s an indefinable energy and dynamic when we all play in a big room, and you can really hear that this time. We all sparked off each other.” 

Indulge in some Hedonism and hear those sparks fly. 
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“They take outrageous but enthralling liberties with some of folk’s hardy veterans…they sweep it all before them into a heady mix of great tunes, innovative arrangements, rampant imagination and brazen front…Extraordinary.” MOJO

The past six years have seen Bellowhead progress from being a band whose sole intention was to ‘have fun at festivals’ to recording two acclaimed albums (Burlesque, Matachin), performing at the 2008 BBC Proms, becoming Band in Residence at the Southbank Centre and being voted Best Live Act at the BBC Radio 2 Folk Awards no less than four times. And that’s not including the DVD release plus UK and North American Tours. And now we have a glorious third album, Hedonism, produced by the legendary John Leckie, released on October 4th with a full UK tour beginning at the Bristol Old Vic on 11th November (also including dates at The Sage - 15th Nov and Shepherds Bush Empire - 20th Nov. Full tour dates overleaf).

Formed in 2004 by renowned duo John Spiers (melodeon, concertina) and Jon Boden (vocals, fiddle), this 11-piece big band fuses an unparalleled amount of individual musical talent into something unique and truly uplifting. With fellow band-members Pete Flood (percussion); Justin Thurgur (trombone); Brendan Kelly (saxophone, bass clarinet); Andy Mellon (trumpet); Paul Sartin  (oboe, fiddle); Rachael McShane (cello, fiddle); Ed Neuhauser (helicon, tuba); Benji Kirkpatrick (guitar, mandolin, bouzouki) and Sam Sweeney (fiddle, pipes) Bellowhead honour centuries of English musical tradition while at the same time constantly pressing forward into the future. On Hedonism, their magical third studio album, nothing and everything has changed. As ever, the music is a delirious amalgam of schooled musicianship and uproarious, anarchic abandon. Working with John Leckie (Stone Roses, Radiohead, Muse) and recorded at Abbey Road Studios, the band embellish their traditional English core with the scale and theatricality of Arcade Fire, the unsparing, bittersweet worldview of Jacques Brel, all served with a sprinkling of skewed humour.
Musically, Hedonism is a heady mix. The seventeenth century English folk standard ‘A Begging I Will Go’ is dragged thrillingly into the modern age, its ancient roots mixed with echoes of ska, Isaac Hayes’ ‘Theme From Shaft’ and a Louisiana jug band. Elsewhere, there’s the grubby dockside poetry of Brel’s ‘Amsterdam’ and the venerable Child Ballad, ‘Cold Blows the Wind’, where sublime brass creates an atmosphere of ecstatic mourning. Inspired by AL Lloyd, ‘The Hand Weaver’ provides a refreshingly tough female central character, while the deranged, throwing out time, Barbershop-punk-folk version of ‘Little Sally Rackets’ is inspired by a bootleg recording of the Young Tradition from a 60s folk club. ‘Broomfield Hill’ tells a tale closely related to the ‘outlandish knight’ stories depicted in ancient cave drawings: the tune is from ‘Bogie’s Bonny Belle’ and features English bagpipes, while the chorus is borrowed from a verse in a Robin Hood ballad. ‘New York Girls’ has equally exotic origins: a raucous polka that somewhere along the line boarded a ship, acquired ‘forebitter’ lyrics and became a shanty.  

It adds up to a truly compelling album. Punctuated with galloping instrumentals and breezy acoustic pop, a bawdy joie de vivre runs through Hedonism, something that those lucky enough to have witnessed the band live will recognise. Although this is a Bellowhead album through and through, the influence of John Leckie is apparent. There is a real sense that Hedonism is a landmark achievement in the band’s history and one that captures the dynamism and energy of one of the UK’s finest live bands, regardless of genre.
BELLOWHEAD
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Thur 11th November 

BRISTOL - OLD  VIC

Tel: 0117 987 7877 / www.bristololdvic.org.uk
Fri 12th November 

BIRKENHEAD – PACIFIC ROAD

Tel: 0151 666 0000 / www.pacificroad.co.uk

Sat 13th November 

BRADFORD - ST. GEORGE'S HALL

Tel: 01274 432 000 / www.bradford-theatres.co.uk
Sun 14th November 2010

EDINBURGH - LIQUID ROOM

Tel: 0131 225 2564 / www.liquidroom.com
Mon 15th November 2010

SAGE GATESHEAD - HALL 1

Tel: 0191 443 4661 / www.thesagegateshead.org
Tues 16th November 2010

WHITBY - THE PAVILION

Tel: 01947 820625

Wed 17th November 2010

BILSTON - THE ROBIN 2

Tel: 01902 401 211 / www.therobin.co.uk
Thur 18th November 2010

OXFORD - THE REGAL

Tel: 01865 241 261 / www.the-regal.com
Fri 19th November 2010

BRIGHTON - CONCORDE 2

Tel: 01273 673 311 / www.concorde2.co.uk
Sat 20th November 2010
LONDON - SHEPHERDS BUSH EMPIRE

Tel: 0844 477 2000 / www.o2shepherdsbushempire.co.uk
Sun 21st November 2010

SHEFFIELD - THE LEADMILL

Tel : 0114 221 2828 / www.leadmill.co.uk
Mon 22nd November 2010

SALE -  WATERSIDE ARTS

Tel: 0161 912 5616  / www.watersideartscentre.co.uk
Tues 23rd November 2010

LINCOLN - DRILL HALL

Tel: 01522 873894  / www.lincolndrillhall.com
Weds 24th November 2010

SALISBURY - CITY HALL

Tel: 01722 434 434 / www.cityhallsalisbury.co.uk
Thur 25th November 2010

CAMBRIDGE - THE JUNCTION

Tel: 01223 511 511  / www.junction.co.uk
Fri 26th November 2010

DERBY -  ASSEMBLY ROOMS

Tel: 01332 255 800  / www.derbylive.co.uk
Sat 27th November 2010

LEAMINGTON SPA - THE ASSEMBLY

Tel: 01926 523 001 / www.leamingtonassembly.com
Sun 28th November 2010

IPSWICH - CORN EXCHANGE

Tel: 01473 433 100 / https://online.ipswich.gov.uk/PEO/
BELLOWHEAD UPDATED BIOGRAPHY, MAY 2011
Since their formation in 2004 Bellowhead have occupied a unique place in Britain’s musical landscape: a blistering 11-piece band fusing folk, funk, rock, world, jazz, music hall and classical music, they have succeeded in placing themselves at the cutting edge of the contemporary music scene while harnessing all the power and mystery of ancient English and European musical traditions. 

The brainchild of duo John Spiers and Jon Boden, Bellowhead are a delirious amalgam of schooled musicianship and uproarious, anarchic abandon. A “bunch of mates” who came together initially to play the 2004 Oxford Festival, their impact was immediate. Fiddler Paul Sartin said recently that “our starting point is that we’re a live band, there’s an indefinable energy and dynamic when we all play in a big room,” and few who have witnessed them in action could argue: the Independent described Bellowhead as “surely the best live act in the country”, while they have been voted ‘Best Live Group’ at the BBC Folk Awards an unparalleled five times, in 2005, 2007, 2008, 2010 and 2011. 

They may have started with no greater ambition than to become the last word in festival headliners but Bellowhead quickly evolved into a far more significant proposition. Their recorded work has proved as ground-breaking as their live work. Following 2005’s five-track sampler ‘E.P.onymous’, in 2006 the band released their stunning debut ‘Burlesque’, an album which took Trad. Arr. staples such as “Death and the Lady” to places well beyond most artists’ imaginations. Praised for “its flowing stream of humour, intelligence, meticulous research, and free-ranging imagination”, in 60 minutes ‘Burlesque’ thoroughly redefined the possibilities for folk music in the new Millennium.  

Following widespread acclaim for their debut, 2007 proved a watershed year for the band. Much of it was spent honing the ever-increasing theatricality of their euphoric live shows in the UK and at major festivals throughout Europe and Canada. Their ‘Live at Shepherd’s Bush Empire’ DVD, released in 2009, was recorded in 2007 during the ‘Burlesque’ tour and proved a thrilling document of the verve and drama of their live shows.

Having won ‘Best Group’ and ‘Best Live Band’ again at the BBC Radio 2 Folk Awards, Bellowhead made a landmark performance later in 2007 at the re-opening of London’s Royal Festival Hall and in the winter of that year were appointed Artists-in-Residence at London’s prestigious Southbank Centre, following in the footsteps of Saint Etienne. They have relished the role, staging a series of innovative concerts and unique collaborations. 

Notable highlights of their Southbank tenure so far include 2007’s raucous Christmas Revels event and ‘A Dirty Weekend With Bellowhead’, a sell-out St Valentine’s Day concert staged at Queen Elizabeth Hall whose bawdy delights included a 30-piece choir, Burlesque dancers and cross-dressing. Then there have been the unforgettable New Year’s Eve parties: the 2009/10 bash included such delights as a silent disco and an ABBA ceilidh, while the most recent 2010/11 celebration brought a circus theme to the Southbank. In the summer of 2008, meanwhile, the band performed at the Proms in the Park and at the Proms Folk Day concert, where they brought a roaring Royal Albert Hall to its feet and, by common consent, utterly stole the show. 

While ticking off numerous onstage highlights, Bellowhead have released two more furiously acclaimed, wonderfully ambitious studio albums. ‘Matachin’, released in September 2008, built on the power of their debut and was described by the Guardian as “a triumphant expedition into the past, which for all the antiquity of its songs is also a thoroughly modern piece of music-making.” 

‘Hedonism’, released in October 2010, proved their most ambitious record to date. Recorded at Abbey Road Studios and produced by the legendary John Leckie (Stone Roses, Radiohead, Muse), it fully captured the energy, innovation and excitement of the Bellowhead live experience. A landmark record in the band’s history, ‘Hedonism’ embellished their traditional English core with the vast, grandiose theatricality of Arcade Fire, the unsparing, bittersweet worldview of Jacques Brel, and a sprinkling of the kind of humour and whimsy that recalled the Bonzo Dog Band, all the while emphasising their ability to really dig down deep into a groove. Uncut called it “their best yet by several splendidly raucous miles”, while Q declared that “English folk has never seen or heard anything like Bellowhead at full throttle.” ‘Hedonism’ topped fRoots Critics’ Poll for Best Album of 2010 and won Bellowhead Best Group in Songlines 2011 Music Awards. 
Bellowhead launched their ‘Hedonism’ tour in November 2010 with typically theatrical élan, opening the ‘Winter Song’ season at the historic Bristol Old Vic, and thereafter played to packed houses up and down the land. They embarked on another short sold-out UK tour in the spring of 2011 and recently announced another full tour for November 2011. 

At the heart of this remarkable 11-piece band is a group of friends who create extraordinary things when they are in a room together. They fizz back and forth between the establishment and the fringes, dazzling and charming their way from the Southbank to the Big Chill, from Later.... with Jools Holland to the snug sofas of BBC 1’s Breakfast Time. 

Truly, they are a band of many parts who continue to enthusiastically pursue an eclectic range of interests. In 2010 they launched their very own 4.5% proof ‘Hedonism’ Ale and recently recorded the theme tune to Ambridge Extra, the spin-off from the legendary BBC Radio 4 soap The Archers. They remain Artists-in-Residence at the Southbank Centre and are currently readying the release of a new live DVD, recorded in Bournemouth in May 2011. 
Bellowhead are: 

Jon Boden  

           Vocals / Fiddle / Tambourine

John Spiers 

           Melodeon / Concertina 

Benji Kirkpatrick 
           Guitar / Bouzouki / Mandolin / Banjo  

Rachael McShane
           Cello / Fiddle 

Paul Sartin


Fiddle / Oboe 

Sam Sweeney

Fiddle / Bagpipes 

Pete Flood


Percussion 


Ed Neuhauser                    Sousaphone 

Justin Thurgur

Trombone

Brendan Kelly

Saxophones / Bass Clarinet

Andy Mellon

Trumpet 
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"English Folk has never seen or heard anything like Bellowhead at full throttle...it’s both rare & exhilarating to hear a band having so much fun." – Q

Few things quite compare with the thrill of experiencing Bellowhead live. Whether performing wild and rousing dance tunes or adding a special brand of theatricality to ballads & sea songs, this is a band that are also funny, subtle and always engaging. Admire their sophisticated strings and elegant whirlwind of woodwind. Let yourself be uplifted by the powerful interplay of melodeon and mandolin. Be mesmerized by a deluge of percussion, the beat at the heart of the band, while marvelling at the strange array of bent metal - a growling helicon and euphoric horns. But mostly, come prepared to dance like you have never danced before..

A 22-legged collective of 11 talented individuals, Bellowhead uniquely mix music from around the globe; from big band to soul, jazz-funk to classical strings, with more than a dash of Music Hall and yet retain, at their core, a passion for English traditional music. Winners of the Best Live Band accolade at the BBC Radio 2 Folk Awards an astonishing (and unparalleled) 5 times, Bellowhead appeal to a very broad demographic. They’ve played everywhere from Koko to The Royal Albert Hall and regularly sell out shows at London’s Southbank Centre, where they are Artists in Residence. 

Bellowhead have recently made return appearances on BBC TV’s ‘Later with Jools’  and Breakfast TV and at the invitation of the producers, also recorded a brand new version of The Archers’ famous theme tune for Radio 4. 
The summer months have seen the band play 20 of the UK’s best known festivals, including headlining sets at the likes of WOMAD and Cambridge Folk Festival, plus slots at ‘mainstream’ events such as Glastonbury, V and Latitude.    


Bellowhead’s award-winning third studio album ‘Hedonism’ was released to critical acclaim by Navigator Records in Oct 2010. 
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November

Thurs 10
IPSWICH Corn Exchange


01473 433 100

Fri
11
BRIGHTON Corn Exchange


01273 709 709

Sat 
12
BILSTON The Robin 2


01902 401 211

Sun 
13
BIRKENHEAD Pacific Road


0151 666 0000

Mon 
14
GATESHEAD The Sage Gateshead

0191 443 4661

Tues
15
MANCHESTER Academy 2


0161 832 1111

Wed
16
CAMBRIDGE Corn Exchange

01223 357 851

Thurs 
17
LONDON o2 Shepherds Bush Empire
0844 477 2000

Fri 
18
LINCOLN  Engine Shed
Sat 
19
SHEFFIELD The Leadmill


0114 221 2828

Sun 
20
LEEDS The Met



0113 244 4600

Mon 
21
CARDIFF Coal Exchange


02920 230 130
Tues 
22
FALMOUTH Princess Pavilion

01326 211 222

Wed 
23
LEAMINGTON The Assembly

01926 523 001

Thurs 
24
PORTSMOUTH Pyramids


023 9282 4355
Fri
25
FROME Cheese & Grain


01373 455 420

Sat 
26
DERBY Assembly Rooms


01332 255 800

Sun 
27
OXFORD The Regal


01865 241 261

