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On December 16th, 2015 Emily Dolan 
Davies unveiled her new 75-minute 
one-woman show Feathers And Cogs, 
which features drums, cinematic 
visuals and more, at The Garage in 
Islington, London. This unique show is 
the culmination of several years spent 
carving out a steady career in the UK, 
since she began drumming in secondary 
school at the age of 11. On her first day 
at school, she met her long-time friend 
Cherisse Osei, also now a professional 
drummer, and they both began playing 
drums in a school drum club. Initially 
taking lessons with Graham Instrell 

and progressing to working through the 
grade exams with Rob Stevens, Emily 
began lessons with Mike Dolbear at 
age 14 and continues to study with 
Mike to this day. In 2008, Emily’s first 
professional gig was with The Hours, a 
band featuring two drummers, but after 
18 months, she decided to leave.

In 2010, an unexpected call came from 
a contact Emily had made some years 
previously. “Emily, are you available for 
a gig tomorrow night?” asked the caller. 
“Sure. What is it?” replied Emily. “Oh, 
it’s Bryan Ferry,” came the reply. Emily 
pulled an all-nighter checking out Ferry’s 

set and writing out charts, and evidently 
nailed the gig, as the following day she 
was called to record drum tracks for 
Ferry’s next album Olympia, continuing 
to play corporate shows with Ferry for 
three years.

In 2011, another unexpected call came 
to audition for Bristol Trip-hopper Tricky 
and, having landed the gig, Emily spent 
the next year touring the globe with him, 
subsequently also working with artists 
including UK X-Factor contestant Cher 
Lloyd and jazz singer Emilia Mitiku.

2014 saw Emily begin working with 
Tom Bailey of The Thompson Twins 

Staging the
nightmare

emily Dolan
DavieS

By Brent Keefe
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and also receiving a call 
from British rockers,The 
Darkness, announcing that 
they had parted ways with 
their drummer and asking if 
she would like to record their 
new album and join the band. 
Emily accepted the offer, 
recording their fourth album, 
Last Of Our Kind; followed by 
a tour, but as Emily explained, 
she decided to leave, allowing 
her to formulate her show, 
Feathers And Cogs.

 “I just decided being in the 
band wasn’t for me. I love 
the idea of being a session 
musician with the variety 
that entails, but being in a 
band, is more restricting. It’s 
the equivalent of meeting 
three people and going, “Hi! 
Nice to meet you. Shall we 
get married?” It’s that level 
of commitment immediately 
and I find being told what you 
are doing, rather than making 
decisions about what you are 
doing, really difficult.

 “Upon leaving The 
Darkness, I decided to 
seriously pursue this solo 
show. It was something that 
had been bubbling away for 
the last couple of years and I 
also thought that many people 
would still assume I was with 
The Darkness, so I wouldn’t 
be getting many session calls. 
It seemed like the right time to 
do my own show. That was in 
April and now, eight months 
later, it’s happening next week 
and I’m terrified. It’s the most 
vulnerable thing I’ve ever 
done in my life!”

Emily explains the show’s 
concept: “The concept is 
based around a dream I had 
when I was about three years 
old; there was a figure walking 
up our garden and I was 
meant to be asleep but if I 
wasn’t, it was going to kill me! 
I don’t know why I was having 
such dreams as a three-year-
old but that’s what happened. 

“As we go through life, we 
all have insecurities that haunt 
us and prevent us from doing 
things, so I decided to use 
that figure as a symbol for our 
insecurities; the whole show is 
based around being followed by 
and judged by this figure, and 
trying to get away from it. But 

actually, if you embrace it, then 
you end up becoming stronger.

“It’s somewhat biographical 
and about coming from a 
background of starting with 
nothing, gradually learning to 
do something, drumming in 
my case, and being able to 
branch out, become stronger 
and overcome one’s difficulties. 
That’s the basic premise of 
the show and there is a lot of 
drumming involved. It’s a totally 
solo show; just me, a drum kit 
and projection screens for some 
visuals and it starts with me just 
tapping on my legs, so it really 
builds from nothing. I’ve also got 
a specially-made suit that allows 
me to trigger sounds. 

“There is a story line through 
the whole show, but there is 
no speaking or narration. It’s all 
purely cinematic visuals but the 
audience will understand what’s 
happening. There is also music 
throughout the whole show, with 
95% of it being original music 
along with a few tongue-in-
cheek things thrown in towards 
the end. It’s pretty out there and 
it’s definitely very dark visually. 
A lot of my visual references 
came from when I was really 
young. When I was around 3 or 
4, my mum did an Art Degree 
and she used to attend these 
lectures in film every week; we 
had no child-minder and, as I 
was so young, she used to take 
me. So, at a very young age, I 
was watching these very dark, 
philosophical student-type films 
and a lot of those images really 
stuck in my head. Now, I hate 
horror films and being scared, so 
it’s quite ironic that this show has 
a creepy, dark undertone.”

Emily went on to explain how 
she developed the music for 
the show and the inspiration 
for the show’s title. “I work very 
visually so, for most of it, I shot 
the film first and then wrote the 
music to the film. I have mild 
synesthesia, where you see 
colors with the music, so I used 
that to help me. In my head, I 
knew the kind of feeling that 
I wanted each piece of music 
to have and I trawled through 
countless libraries of sounds 
to determine what would fit 
with the colors in my head. 
I have no formal training in 
composition but I know what 

“I fInd beIng told what you are doIng, 
rather than makIng decIsIons about 

what you are doIng, really dIffIcult.”
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I like to hear and knew what 
sounds I was going for.

“There are many parts that 
are very drum and rhythm 
heavy, but when there are long 
sequences of film, it’s more 
cinematic, like film music. Some 
of it was inspired by a show that 
I saw in London called Not So 
Silent Movies, which features 
a rotating group of musicians, 
directed by Phil Sheppard. The 
musicians on each particular 
show may not have all met 
or played together before but 
they improvise a soundtrack 
together on the spot, as they 
watch these 1920’s silent 
movies for the first time. I 
thought that was a terrific idea 
and, although Feathers and 
Cogs is not totally improvised, 
I wanted to incorporate some of 
that idea into it. In most cases, 
the drums came after the music 
was composed but, in a few 
cases, I did start with a rhythm 
and move forward from there.

“The show’s title came from 
a combination of things. I have 
always worn feathers in my ears 
and when I was really young, my 
uncle used to call me “Feathers,” 
for some reason. Also, the 
imagery of a feather is delicate and 
beautiful, and the cogs symbolize 
the hard graft that goes into 
anything in life. I’m a big believer in 
building a foundation and working 
hard. Things don’t just happen; you 
have to work at things. The feather 
above the cogs is like the Swan analogy; a 
Swan looks regal and calm above the water 
but underneath they are working very hard!”

Being of an independent disposition, 
Emily conceived the show as a solo 
venture right from the outset. “I definitely 
wanted it to be a one-woman show 
because I felt that there weren’t many 
people in this world that I’d really want 
to spend my life on the road with. I’m 
very happy by myself, on my one-woman 
path, and if something needs to get done, 
I’ll do it. I like relying on myself and find 
it difficult to rely on other people. Also, 
once other people become involved, you 
have to deal with their schedules, which 
can be problematic. Perhaps, a year on, 
it could develop into something where 
other people are involved but, for this first 
one, I felt that I needed to do it the way 
that I want to do it.”

Feathers And Cogs premieres with a 
one-off performance on December 16th 
but, looking ahead, Emily has grander 
plans for the show in 2016. “We are 

planning to tour around the UK and the 
U.S. during the second half of 2016, as 
I am already booked to work with other 
artists for the first half of the year. My 
fiancé is a tour manager and he’s been 
making contacts in the U.S. to book 
some dates there, although none are 
confirmed yet. We are also hoping to tie 
the show in with some drum clinics in 
the U.S., in particular, in conjunction with 
Yamaha and Zildjian.

“Prior to that I will be working with a 
new artist called Rosie Lowe and also 
be back working with the Thompson 
Twins. Rosie Lowe is a new Pop/R&B 
artist, whose music incorporates a lot of 
production and electronics; she has a 
really great voice and interesting songs, 
but it’s an absolute pain in the ass for the 
drums, because I’m learning and playing 
programmed parts and it’s very specific, 
with almost every bar being different for 
every song.”

Emily has used the power of the 
internet to promote Feathers And Cogs 

and her career in general, and 
in closing, she expressed her 
opinions about social media and 
an online presence.

“I think it’s incredibly 
important. It’s a lot of work 
to keep up with that stuff but 
I had a massive change in 
my career, in terms of people 
knowing about me and calling 
me for work, as a result of 
it. Previously, I didn’t have 
anything on the Internet and 
then, about four years ago, my 
sister told me that I needed to 
get a video posted online so 
that people could at least see 
what I do. She suggested I play 
“The Best Of You,” so I decided 
to do that and then I had the 
idea to use fairy lights, which 
I hadn’t seen before; being a 
girl, I thought I could probably 
get away with that! I posted it 
online and that video literally 
changed so much for me. That 
was the video that Tom Bailey 
from the Thompson Twins saw 
and The Darkness saw and 
people just took notice. I did a 
few other videos just to keep 
the momentum up and got a 
few followers; it’s all pretty 
crazy and a mad concept but it 
does work because, no matter 
how much someone hears 
about you, if they haven’t seen 
or heard you, then what use 
is it? It definitely gives you 
more opportunity; I think it’s 
important to have a presence 

and that’s really what it’s about.
“I also began posting videos answering 

questions that people had sent to me 
because, when I thought back to when I 
was 11 or 12, I was desperately trying to 
find other female drummers and it wasn’t 
easy to find many; I’d read every interview 
I could find with Cindy Blackman, Terri 
Lyne Carrington or Sheila E., but there 
were very few others. I felt that if posting 
videos of me answering questions could 
inspire anyone to say, ‘Maybe I could do 
that,’ then that’s a good enough reason 
for me to do it, and it’s the same with the 
drumming videos. I grew up in London 
and if I hadn’t have had drums in my life, 
there were so many other bad situations 
I could have got into, but being focused 
on playing drums changed my life for the 
better. I think that if one of my videos can 
inspire just one kid, that’s me done. I’m 
happy with that.

WEBFOOT

WEBFOOT

   feathersandcogs.com      

   emilydrums.com      

The imagery of a feaTher is delicaTe and 
beauTiful, and The cogs symbolize The hard 

grafT ThaT goes inTo anyThing in life.”
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