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It’S goIng to gEt bIggER
woRdS HAnnAH POOL   
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aura Mvula used to spend her days 
clock-watching as a receptionist for 
the UK’s City of Birmingham Symphony 

Orchestra, daydreaming about breaking into the 
music industry. Having completed a degree in 
composition at the Birmingham Conservatoire 
in 2008, the native Brummie spent her mornings 
making music at home. “I had the job in the 
afternoon, so between 9am and 12.30pm I made 
sound sketches on my laptop using GarageBand 
software and uploaded them to SoundCloud,” 
remembers Mvula. 

The first track she unleased was She, which 
Mvula admits only got 16 likes on Facebook to 
begin with. But after a few months the 
haunting, melancholy song caught the ear of 
veteran producer Steve Brown, who has worked 
with George Michael, Alison Moyet and The 
Manic Street Preachers. He asked Mvula if she 
had a manager and, crucially, any more tracks 
hidden away. “The answer to both questions 
was no and I found that really scary,” she recalls. 
“But he was so kind and just wanted to support 
something that he thought was really good. So 
we very casually started recording an album.” 

Less than a year later, last November, She 
was released as Mvula’s first single on RCA, 
earning her a nomination for the Critics’ 
Choice Brit Award and fourth place in the 

BBC’s Sounds Of 2013 poll. Shortly before 
the release of her debut album, Singing To 

The Moon, ARISE caught up with the 
self-effacing 26-year-old to talk 

love, family and her unique 
brand of what she calls 

“orchestral soul”.

Are you from a musical family?
I grew up in the black church in a strong gospel 
tradition. My aunty Carol Pemberton sings 
with the [renowned a cappella group] Black 
Voices. When I was 15 I asked if I could audition 
for the group. She said no but that I could 
come along to the rehearsals. From there, 
my fascination with both singing and how 
music is put together grew and I was given 
opportunities to arrange small pieces for 
the group. I also learned the violin and piano 
when I was younger. I knew I was never quite 
good enough to make it with an instrument 
but I grew up playing in a string band with my 
brother and sister. They’re still in my band. 

Were there many black students on your 
degree course?
No, not really. I married the only other one!  
I saw this Zambian guy from across the room 
singing his own choral works – he was a 
classical baritone and for me that was such  
a treat. We became friends, went to concerts 
and got married after finishing the course.

Your single She was critically acclaimed and 
you’ve been compared to Adele and Amy 
Winehouse. Are you feeling the pressure? 
I would be lying if I said I wasn’t. But I am so 
fortunate to have good people around me  
who all tell me to just be myself. Those 
comparisons are very flattering but I do feel 
like it’s a little bit ridiculous because I don’t see 
myself as a real singer. I’m more about the 
process of making music and the studio, the 
arrangement. It’s not that my voice isn’t good 
enough, just that it comes second. I still have 
quite low self-esteem about my voice.  

Why is that?
The first time I heard my voice as a young girl  
I had it in my head that I sounded different.  
So when [the two] didn’t match I was just 
mortified and that had a huge impression on 
how I saw myself as a singer. I grew up with a 
lot of great singers with very powerful voices 
and so putting myself in that bracket frightens 
me quite a bit. I much prefer to think about 
playing with a band or writing with someone. 
The singing is just something I have to do. 

How would you describe the sound of your 
album Singing To The Moon?  
I call it orchestral soul and I say that because 
it’s deliberately vague, not because it’s some 
arrogant nonsense. It might be considered  
a pop album but with a slightly unconventional 
sound. I might bring in tubular bells or a 

L

full-size harp. It’s me expressing myself in  
lots of different ways. 

Is there anyone whose career you would like 
to emulate?
The jazz singer Lizz Wright. There is something 
about her; it’s the vibe and the way she moves. 
She’s had quite a long career and seems to be 
genuinely enjoying this journey, which is 
mind-blowing to me. 

Who are you listening to at the moment?
The composer Gerald Finzi and also Benjamin 
Britten, because it’s his centenary this year.

Your parents are from St Kitts and Jamaica; 
have you been? 
Yes, I’ve been a few times. I am in love with my 
culture. My grandma is an incredible woman. 
She came over to the UK from St Kitts, had 10 
children and all of them have gone on to do 
something incredible. This has created such  
a legacy for me to treasure and to have at the 
back – and the front – of my mind. It’s amazing 
now when my grandma reads about me in a 
newspaper. Those things are really precious 
because I am a product of my family’s hard 
work and commitment.

And have you been to Zambia?
Not yet. My husband is from Lusaka and I want 
to go there as soon as possible. I feel very 
privileged to have his Zambian surname and 
share his heritage. Christmas is always fun; 
when the Mvulas and the Douglases – my 
family – all come together it’s a loud party! 

 Singing To The Moon (RCA Victor/Sony), 
out now

              comparisons to Adele  
are very flattering but I  
do feel like it’s a little bit  
ridiculous because I don’t  
see myself as a real singer 
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