Interview with The Hottentots by Laurel Cohn - July 2004

THE HOTTENTOTS are one of the most exciting and noticeably different acts to come out of the Australian folk scene in recent years. Formed by Flemish-born gifted songwriter, Carl Cleves, and Parissa Bouas, whom Philip Adams exclaimed, “has a voice that would aggravate angels with its beauty”, the Hottentots have carved out a reputation on the festival circuit with a style that is indelibly their own. The Hottentots’ work can’t be easily labelled.  Whilst it’s true to say there is an ethnic flavour, there is also a strong folk/roots component, that combined with their singer/songwriter style, delivers a unique musical experience that skirts many boundaries. They call their distinctive sound “Hottentotalia” and each of their three award winning albums is an explosion of rhythms, emotion and constant surprises. Carl and Parissa are touring Europe from August to October and Australia thereafter with their fourth CD, “Turn back the Tide”. I spoke to them at their ‘leaving town gig’ at the Railway bar in Byron Bay.

1. Some people may not be familiar with The Hottentots.  Tell us about your music and influences.   

Carl: Parissa and I formed the Hottentots in 1991.  Like me, Parissa is a traveller and adores all kinds of sounds. We created the Hottentots to explore and experiment, to broaden the screen. So much music sounds the same these days. We specialise in original acoustic song-based music, combining multi-ethnic traditional music with contemporary song writing. Parissa is an extraordinary singer and songwriter who finds an emotional context for every genre. She has a gift for rhythm and can take any song to another level, be it an afro-latin song, reggae or folk. She has written some classic songs that people sing around the country. We started out as a duo, The Hottentots, but were later joined by other interested musicians, recording our first two albums under the name Hottentot Party. We have reverted to our original name over the last years and are now mostly touring as an acoustic duo doing concerts in Australia, Europe and Latin America. 
 2. I read in your bio that you went coffee-picking for the Nicaraguan revolution, Parissa, and that you toured with a Peruvian folkloric outfit through central America and that Carl’s adventures have included stints as an antelope trapper in Uganda, relief worker in India, ethnomusicologist in Africa and recording star in Brazil. How did such two nomads meet?

Parissa: We met at Brackets & Jams in Kings Cross, Sydney. I was performing with a Mexican singer on the same bill as Carl. Carl came to introduce himself with the line “I love your maracas”. It was a great pickup line. A few months later we got together and played music all day.  We recognised that we had very similar taste in music.
3. What is ‘Hottentotalia’ and how has your exposure to different musical styles and different ethnic groups influenced your own music? 

Carl: ‘Hottentotalia’ is a hybrid musical octopus with many tentacles. On our travels we’ve soaked up rhythms & harmonies, but also deeper concepts like song structures and subject matter. For instance, I’ve been much influenced by the Brazilian Tropicalia movement with its slogan "Power to the Imagination”, and believe music should be a pallet of emotions, reflecting all of life's experiences. But I’ve also been influenced by Bob Dylan, Johnny Cash, Big Bill Broonzy, Jacques Brel, Caetano Veloso and so many more… And my guitar takes from the blues, from bossa nova and the celtic tradition, from Arabic oud players, Bert Jansch, Joao Bosco, country and folk.   Parissa’s nylon-string guitar style is based on Latin American music and her vocal stylings are inspired by Miriam Makeba, Joni Mitchell and Zap Mama. 

Parissa: Hottentotalia is a bit like Australian cuisine. That’s the beauty of living in a young country, there seems to be more freedom to experiment.
4. Congratulations, Carl, on your Australian Songwriters Association award winning song “The Bethlehem Bell Ringer”. How did the song come about?

Carl: That song came from a news item in the Sydney Morning Herald that reported the murder of an old Christian Palestinian man, Samir Ibrahim Salman, the bell ringer of the Church of the Nativity. He was shot by a sniper during the siege of church, and left to bleed to death on the Manger Square. The symbolism and emotion was overwhelming.
5.  What's on the forthcoming CD?

Parissa: CD number four, "Turn Back the Tide", features eleven new originals and one song from the Cape Verde islands. Like all our previous CDs you can expect a musical smorgasboard.  But there are no love songs on this album, it’s very much a CD of our times.  Like, "The Bethlehem Bell Ringer", many of the songs tell stories.  “The Lion of Kandahar” – another true story, that’s a pre-history to what’s recently happened in Afghanistan; “I’ll be with you tonight” – a song for adults who’ve lost a parent; “The Coniston massacre” – based on Bruce Elder’s book ‘Blood on The Wattle’.  Having said all that though, it’s not a dark album. There are some great dance tunes and fun songs like, “Party at my house” all about our love for music.  Some fine musicians are with us on this album: English songwriter and harmonica player Rory McLeod, cavaquinho player Doug De Vries, Cleis Pierce and Peter Grayling on strings, John Hoffman and Marc Spencer on horns, Andrew Clermont on mandolin, percussionist Tunji Beier and many more. 

6. What does the rest of 2004 hold for the Hottentots?

Parissa:  We’ll take the new CD on tour to Europe in September and we'll launch it in Australia in November. If anyone would like to catch us live, please check our updated web site gig guide and hopefully we will be coming to a town near you. 
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