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A STAND-UP GUY
Tom Povey hears how Ray ‘Chopper’ Cooper confounded conventional 
expectation by transforming the cello into a thoroughly rock’n’roll –  

or at least, folk-rock – instrument

When I first met Ray Cooper in 2008, 
he was the energetic bass player with 

the award-winning Oysterband who also 
played the cello, standing up and moving 
around. He released a debut solo album 
in 2010, Tales Of Love, War & Death By 
Hanging recorded in his log cabin studio in 
Sweden, and gave a small number of live 
performances. 

In 2013, he announced he was leaving 
Oysterband to go solo. After a second album 
in 2014, Palace Of Tears, Ray released his 
third record, Between The Golden Age & The 
Promised Land, last year on which he sang 
and played all the instruments. I asked Ray 
how he felt his music has changed over the 
last six years. 

“When I made the first album, because 
it was a new thing to me, I didn’t really 
know how many choices I had about which 
direction to go. I relied more on traditional 
material. That was good in a way as it gave 
the first album a very strong flavour. Then as 
time progressed I experimented to see what 
other song subjects I could tackle. I realised 
that songwriting is a continual exploration 
of what is possible. I want to see what I can 
do. For the third album I wanted to get a 
simpler sound, to focus everything down.”

The second and third albums 
increasingly contained more of Ray’s own 
compositions. He describes himself as a 
story-led songwriter. Where does he get the 

inspirations for his songs? Where do the 
stories come from?

“From different things – memories, 
conversations, reading newspapers and 
books, from travelling. The solitude of 
driving is very good at giving me time to 
think. I will jot ideas down, often little 
snippets that I use later. On the first 
album, my song ‘The Puritan’ started as 
an instrumental tune. I was looking at old 
Swedish hymn tunes for another project and 
that was one that really stuck in my mind. 

“I started playing around with it. I 
changed the time signature and took the 
liberty of altering it. I recorded it with just 
the harmonica playing the tune. When I 
played it back, it struck me as sounding 
like the theme to an old cowboy film. This 
is not surprising really as the early cowboy 
films did use a lot of hymn tunes for their 
film music. I just put it on a peg and gave it 
the working title of ‘The Puritan’ because 
the tune came from 1598, the time of the 
Reformation.

“Later I started thinking about the English 
Civil War, likening it to a cowboy film. The 
song begins with the guy loading up his 
saddlebags and heading off to the West, 

which is the typical beginning to an old-
fashioned cowboy film. I mixed in my own 
reading of the Civil War but told a very 
simple story. It was the easiest song I’ve ever 
written. It only took a couple of hours to 
write the lyrics.

“On the third album, the song ‘The 
Unknown Soldier Has A Name’ is one I’m 
quite pleased with. It came as a commission 
from the Muziekcentrum in Dranouter in 
Holland, as part of a songwriting project 
about the First World War. I was given the 
biography of a soldier and asked to write a 
song about him. It was such an interesting 
story about a soldier who was shot for 
disobeying orders even though he was one 
of the bravest men in the company and very 
useful in battle. 

“They decided to shoot him because he 
had no respect for his officers. I thought it 
was a story worth telling. Then I was staying 
at a house in Germany and there was an 
old mandolin lying on top of a piano. It had 
belonged to a man who died in the First 
World War. I decided to combine the story 
of a German soldier who had played the 
mandolin with the English soldier who was 
shot at dawn.”

Ray spent almost twenty-five years 
with Oysterband, and has some great 
memories of his time with the band: “Great 
experiences in the studio with Al Scott 
producing; adventurous touring; driving a 
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Tickets — fireandfleet.com | bandonthewall.org
0844 888 9991

THU 24 OCT NORWICH OPEN
FRI 25 OCT  BRISTOL ST GEORGE’S
SAT 26 OCT SALISBURY CITY HALL
SUN 27 OCT LEICESTER DE MONTFORT  
   HALL
WED 30 OCT CARDIFF TRAMSHED
THU 31 OCT SOUTHPORT ATKINSON 
FRI 01 NOV  LEEDS TOWN HALL
SAT 02 NOV THE SAGE GATESHEAD
SUN 03 NOV WARWICK ARTS CENTRE
FRI 08 NOV MANCHESTER RNCM
SAT 09 NOV CLITHEROE GRAND
TUE 12 NOV CHELTENHAM TOWN HALL
WED 13 NOV EXETER CORN EXCHANGE
THU 14 NOV ISLINGTON UNION CHAPEL
FRI 15 NOV  SEVENOAKS STAG THEATRE 

BAND ON THE WALL PRESENTS

Released 15th March 2019
davidianroberts.com

David Ian Roberts
TRAVELLING BRIGHT
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I’m always 
excited about 
coming back 
to England

RAY COOPER

47RNR

2000 but comes back to tour the 
U.K. (When we chat he’s just starting 
a fortnight of British dates.) “I’m 
always excited about coming back 
to England. English audiences are 
always very lively and talkative to 
me after shows. I’m going to Wales 
for the first time on this tour, which 
I’m very pleased about. It’s another 
country for me to visit, which is 
lovely.

“After the tour I go back home and 
carry on working on new material. 
Then after Easter, I have a short tour 
of Germany and in the autumn a 
much longer tour of Germany and 
Denmark. I have a house concert 
tour in Western Canada in January 
2020, which I’m really excited about. 
I toured there with Oysterband and 
this is my first solo tour.”

As for his decision to go solo, so 
long into his musical career: “It’s 
enabled me to expand the type of 
songs I write and the instruments 
I play. I’ve added guitar, mandolin, 
piano and church organ to the bass 
guitar, harmonica and cello. I’m glad 
that I’ve managed to get this far with 
just a lot of grassroots support. It 
proves that it is possible.” ❖

Winnebago through the Rockies in 
the winter; backstage tables laden 
with fish in Spain. Lots of good times 
and audiences singing along. It was 
a great experience but there comes a 
time to move on and I’m glad I did.”

How did he start playing the 
cello? Not an instrument generally 
associated with folk or folk-rock.

“Initially I played bass guitar and 
harmonica. I came to the cello later, 
when I was twenty-one. When I 
decided to become a musician, 
I wanted to have an acoustic 
instrument like a bass guitar and 
the cello seemed an obvious choice. 
I saw no one else using one except 
that it was used in pop and film 
music. I remember just before I got 
the cello, I went to see the film Jaws 
which features cello a lot. When 
you hear that sound in a cinema 
pounding through big speakers you 
realise what a powerful and versatile 
instrument it is.

“I joined Oysterband as a bass 
player and harmony singer. We went 
straight into the studio. As soon as 
they found I played cello they wanted 
me to try it to fit in with their folky 
influences. The very first song I 
played cello on with them was ‘This 
Year Next Year’ on the album Ride.

“The first time I played it on stage, 
I sat down. Then John Jones, the 
singer, asked, ‘Can’t you play it 
standing up?’ and I said, ‘No, it’s 
not possible; no one plays the cello 
standing up.’ He replied, ‘Well, try.’ 
The spike wasn’t long enough so I 
put a box on stage and put the spike 
on the box. Then I realised that I did 
want to play it standing up. Firstly, 
I was used to moving around as a 
bass player. Also, I was a backing 
vocalist so I like to move in and out 
of the microphone. It’s easier to sing 
standing up. 

“I went to a local builders’ 
merchants and got a length of nine-
millimetre steel, cut it to the exact 
length of the inside of the cello so 
that it didn’t fall in, went out into the 
street and sharpened it on a paving 
stone. Then I had to learn to play 
it standing up, it’s very different to 
playing sat down. I realised I had 
to practise, standing up. I’m still 
learning.”

Affectionately known as Chopper, 
how did he end up with his 
nickname? 

“It came from way back when 
I was with a punk band called 
Amazorblades. I’d just got hold of 
a cello and was trying to practise 
it. We had this expression, ‘to get 
your chops’, which means ‘to get 

in practise’. I was really trying to 
‘get my chops’ on the cello so they 
started calling me Chopper. Also 
at that time, I became aware that 
there was another musician called 
Ray Cooper, a percussionist – who 
is still around. When we made our 
first record I thought it better to use 
the name Chopper rather than Ray 
Cooper to avoid confusion.”

On tour he plays a lot of house 
concerts. What attracted him to 
performing in such intimate settings?

“House concerts are a great test. 
They are the performance equivalent 
of bare-knuckle boxing. You stand 
or fall. However, it’s easier than 
you might think. The audience is 
often not a regular concert-going 
audience; usually friends, relatives 
and neighbours of the host. For most 
of them, the experience of going to 
a close acoustic show is completely 
new. That makes them a really 
receptive audience. They also feel 
relaxed because they are in a friend’s 
house. I really like getting to talk 
with people. There is no backstage. 
I stay with the host and meet people 
with many different jobs.”

Cooper has lived in Sweden since 
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RECENT & NEW RELEASES

DOUGIE MACKENZIE with Brian Miller 
CDTRAX403

‘ALONG THE WAY’
A lovely album of mainly classic Scottish 
traditional ballads and songs. Sung with 

genuine warmth and feeling.

CHRISTINE KYDD
CDTRAX401

SHIFT AND CHANGE
One of Scotland’s leading and

award-winning singers. Inducted
into Trad Music Hall of Fame 2018.

Special Offer - CD’s £11.00 each

Specialising in traditional, contemporary and Gaelic music from Scotland and beyond. Free catalogue available on our website.

RECENT & NEW RELEASES

SINEAG MacINTYRE
CDTRAX396

Lòn Bàn
A selection of traditional and 

contemporary Gaelic songs from this
fine South Uist singer.
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