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As the world enters yet another period of crisis, this time with potential global financial meltdown compounded by the culture of political-correctness killing the personal liberties of the individual, together with the ever-present threat of terrorism and ongoing problems in the Middle East, King Crimson's epic first album, In the Court of the Crimson King, is as relevant now as it was in 1969 when first released. A recent TV programme documenting the Progressive Rock movement had author Paul Stump saying that ITCOTCK (as I shall refer to it) was the initial statement of the Progressive rock movement. Initially an observation of the period in which it was written, in particular the Vietnam war, ITCOTCK has continued in relevance to each subsequent decade since its release, none more so than now some forty years later. I first heard the album on December 11th, 1969, after a school carol service. The effect it had on me, as a listener and young person, was decisive. I can honestly say that, personally speaking, no other music has struck me in quite the same way. It was the completeness - which today I’d call wholeness - of the music that impacted upon my young psyche; the musicianship and cover-art, composition and poetry had an effect so profound that I decided there and then to explore exactly what it was that was happening within it. I wrote to guitarist Robert Fripp and mellotron/reeds-man Ian McDonald quite soon after. Robert replied more or less immediately; Ian in 2001 quoting the letter over the phone which I’d written him thirty two years previously. Gradually, I began to unravel what was there only to find that the members of the band to whom I spoke were as surprised by it all as I’d been. At times they’d struggle to verbalise the uncanny events, as well as the remarkable reception, surrounding their meteoric rise and, particularly, ITCOTCK. The spirit of the age - the zeitgeist - was in some way responsible. ‘You had to be there’ as people say. However, it was as though there was something greater in King Crimson than mere personalities, music, poetry and art. Gustav Mahler once said that ‘One does not compose; one is composed.’ Having thought about it long and hard, and having tried to wriggle my way out of this quest as best I can, I think that’s probably true in the case of King Crimson. Without wanting to sound completely daft I can say that this music changed my life in more ways than one. I also have to confess to not being a writer. I write music not words, so I apologise if what is written here is in any way misinformed. There is always the tendency to project whatever lies within us onto the outer world. It happens with writers. It has to as a container for enthusiasms, which is the reason for this document. Also, one can analyse music but can’t necessarily say how it’s played. It’s impossible to document pick on string, finger on key, lip on reed or word in throat. And, putting my many misgivings about musical analysis aside, I hope the reader will find something here of value. If it all gets too much then please go back to the music because it’s that that counts, after all.
The main concern of this analysis is to show the musical coherence, none more so than in the melodic and harmonic contexts. It’s my experience that jazz, rock and folk musicians often work unconsciously, to a large degree. By this I mean they tend to take an instrument and find what sounds good on it for them personally. Sound being their main interest, they are less inclined to write down the result. This way of working has been referred to as the aural tradition. The way fingers fall on keys, or fingers on fret is often the beginning of the creative process and is, of course, different in every case, most often differentiated by technical skill(s), vocal ability and musical influences. Analysis can, if used properly, reveal a further level of musical appreciation.
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Introduction
While some studies on rock music tend to concentrate on political statements, my own approach will be mainly musical. I will, however, include sections on the background to the period as King Crimson’s meteoric rise to fame is down to certain key factors which I aim to overview so as to reach an understanding of the band and, ultimately, the success of In the Court of the Crimson King.
First, during Part 1 of the Musical Guide, I will include an overview of the Mk I version of the band, Giles, Giles and Fripp I and II – the band which preceded KC Mk I – Ian McDonald and Peter Sinfield, as well as a section dealing with some of their possible musical influences. Secondly, the counter-culture of the 1960’s was mirrored by King Crimson who, in this context, appeared at exactly the right time and in the right place to encapsulate some of the period’s collective aims. With this end in view I will briefly discuss the ethos of the counter-culture and the zeitgeist of the 1960’s. Thirdly, the band had a well-defined strategy: not so much a business plan as a plan of action. This coincides with their early style which may be regarded, in part, as a logical extension of the Protest song genre of the early to mid 1960’s. King Crimson transcend this by assimilating styles from a number of sources to eventually define the genre Progressive rock, although they never subscribed to the term. Mainly, although not exclusively, through the band’s lyricist Peter Sinfield, they developed a fantasy-like narrative to project their message to a waiting audience. With reference to this I will discuss ‘fantasy’ prompted, in part, by a reading of Allan F. Moore’s Rock the Primary Text (1). This will include a brief analysis of the lyrics of ITCOTCK. Part 2 of the Musical Guide will concentrate on musical analyses of the songs themselves.
King Crimson Mk I
King Crimson’s rise from local obscurity to international success is one of the better known histories of recent rock music history. (2) The band grew out of the Decca-signed trio Giles, Giles and Fripp who made one album, The Cheerful Insanity of Giles, Giles and Fripp, in 1968 along with two 45-rpm singles, One in a Million and Thursday Morning. This Bournemouth trio - Peter Giles, his brother Michael and Robert Fripp - whose musical experiences had included work in rock and roll bands, dance bands and pop combos (3) - were joined by ex-armed forces bandsman Ian McDonald on June 7th, 1968, along with ex-Fairport Convention vocalist, Judy Dyble. Although this second version of Giles, Giles and Fripp can now be regarded as the prototype version of King Crimson, it would have to wait until the departure of Peter Giles and Judy Dyble in favour of Poole-based vocalist and guitarist Greg Lake, formerly of The Gods, to be brought in as vocalist/bassist on December 2nd of the same year for the official start of the new band. (4)
The band began rehearsals in the basement of the Fulham Palace Cafe on January 13th, 1969, including in their repertoire such songs as The Beatles’ Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds and Joni Mitchell’s Michael from the Mountains. Other songs included Fripp’s Drop In and Lake’s Lucky Man. During these rehearsals Peter Sinfield, McDonald’s co-writer, began the construction of a light show for the band. From February 23rd to March 1st, with Peter Sinfield working as roadie, the band embarked on their first residency at a Newcastle-upon-Tyne night-club. It was here that the name King Crimson, coined by Sinfield, was first adopted giving the band its strong, almost diabolic persona, although Michael Giles never formally agreed to it. Subsequently the band began to make its presence felt on the London scene with an early gig at the Speakeasy Club on April 9th. It was then decided that Sinfield should be brought into the group as a fully-fledged member, as lyricist, designer, sound and lighting engineer.
The band continued with celebrated gigs at venues such as the Revolution on May 14th watched by Jimi Hendrix. Musicians like Steve Hackett (guitarist with Genesis) and Bill Bruford (then of Yes and later with King Crimson) saw the band at these early concerts. The historic appearance with the Rolling Stones in Hyde Park, commemorating the death of Brian Jones, took place on July 5th. (5) Following a fated recording with Moody Blues’ producer Tony Clarke at Morgan Studios, the band entered Wessex Studios, with themselves producing, to record ITCOTCK. The album was completed on August 20th and released on October 10th, 1969. Mark Williams, reporting in the International Times, called it ‘the ultimate album.’ Rolling Stone’s Jonathan Green called it ‘incredibly pretentious’ having a ‘lack of positive force.’ On October 29th the band performed their first US gig in Boston, and later in the tour at the Kinetic Playground in Chicago their equipment was destroyed in an arson attack by the Mob for non-payment of 'insurance'. On December 5th, the LA Times commented about their concert at Hollywood’s Whiskey A Go: ‘King Crimson are known as a Progressive rock group...dealing in poetic, image-laden lyrics...and play (songs) nothing less that 10 minutes (in length).’ Whilst driving from Los Angeles to Big Sur on December 7th, Ian McDonald told Robert Fripp that he and Michael Giles had decided to leave the band. Fripp wrote: ‘My stomach disappeared. King Crimson was everything to me. To keep the band together I offered to leave instead, but Ian said that the band was more me than them.’ (6) Greg Lake subsequently left to form a new group with Keith Emerson from The Nice and Carl Palmer of Atomic Rooster which became ELP.
In 1969, unlike the 1980’s and beyond, light entertainment was the route by which young musicians negotiated success. From 1965 onwards talented musicians generally served an apprenticeship through pubs, working-mens clubs, hotels and cabaret. Entrepreneurs seized on the potential of young performers by booking them to appear in theatres and in variety shows. Ultimately, this led to appearances on national TV. Broadly speaking, this was the route taken by the members of King Crimson I. At the time work was available for musicians of all kinds, and from the middle of the 1960’s the rock club had grown up operating alongside its older parent the blues and jazz club, and complimented by the more intimate setting of the folk club and coffee house which, all in all, provided diverse musical forms for an equally diverse audience. Jazz, blues, pop and folk musicians mingled along with some classical musicians who possessed formal training, to include a wide diversity of musics within their individual and gradually collective repertoires. The 1960’s was a time of liberation, not just politically, but also culturally by fuelling diversity. It is from this unique melting-pot of musical styles that King Crimson was born: Robert Fripp as guitar teacher, with experience in hotel jazz bands and rock n’roll bands; Greg Lake from rock/pop bands; Michael Giles from hotel bands and Trendsetters Ltd; Ian McDonald from the army school of music, Kneller Hall, and UK forces bands; Peter Sinfield as folk musician, poet and lyricist. This diversity is difficult to grasp today, as from the 1980’s onwards there were fewer hotels and clubs offering ‘live’ entertainment. Also, cabaret and variety theatres had almost vanished. TV is now the place where artists are manufactured and are not, in the main, grounded in ‘live’ performance. Ex-Nick Drake sidesman Iain Cameron also thinks that location is an important factor for the way in which music was disseminated in the London of the 1960’s. ‘Basically you have to understand the geography of London. The key road is the South Circular. Musicians in their teens living within three miles of that road are likely to have heard radical electric blues during the period 1964-66, which had an incredible impact in connecting with jazz at a later date. The road connects Ealing, Richmond, Wimbledon, Dulwich and Goldsmiths which all had important venues.’ (7)
Chapter 2
Giles, Giles and Fripp
The Cheerful Insanity of Giles, Giles and Fripp (Deram, 1968) is an aptly named album covering most musical styles available to the period, alongside a surreal kind of humour. TCI (as I shall refer to it) has a similar concept of observation that is realised more fully in the counter-cultural terms of the late 1960's/early '70's.
As I have already suggested, location, background and experience have a distinct bearing on the contribution a musician makes to his/her culture. Musicians, often unable to emulate their close contemporaries, rely on musical weaknesses by making a strength of them. Giles, Giles and Fripp coming from outside of London were, no doubt, aware of the emerging fashions from the capital, but may have felt unable to fully take on these influences or, perhaps, decided not to. Certainly, the trio demonstrate little in the way of blues influence, but jazz features prominently on the album. Robert Fripp’s guitar style is confined to Wes Montgomery, Tal Farlow and classical styles treated in a non-fingerstyle, plectrum technique and jazz styles (the chords of Digging My Lawn, the octaves in North Meadow and the clean timbre which would come fully to fruition on In the Wake of Poseidon and Lizard). The Crukster does however, include dissonant chords and unmetred passages anticipating the later Groon (the B-side of King Crimson's single Catfood [1970]): (See Example 1)

Peter Giles’ bass playing uses octave displacement in Newly Weds reminiscent of the bass riff found on the King Crimson single Catfood (1970). (See Example 2)
The bass riffs are often jazz-like although there is some reference to Paul McCartney’s style, while his ‘observational’ lyrics deal with pastoral (North Meadow) and subjective types (Newly Weds). Michael Giles’ inventive drumming shows the influence of Elvin Jones and Tony Williams, William Blake-like poetry (The Crukster) and surreal, Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band-style humour (Just George). The Giles brothers' playing and harmony vocals point forward to some of the music found on McDonald and Giles (Island, 1970), the album made by McDonald and Giles after leaving King Crimson.
Some textural variety is found on TCI, alongside the vocals, guitar, bass and drums line-up. For example, mellotron is featured on One in a Million and Little Children. Chamber strings appear on Thursday Morning, the beginning of which is highly reminiscent of The Beatles’ Strawberry Fields Forever: (See Example 3)

Piano, organ and voice alone are heard on Call Tomorrow. Fripp’s spoken monologue, The Saga of Rodney Toady, is used as a connective device throughout the first side of the album relating the story of a young misfit and his parents. (8) This is part and parcel of the observation to which I referred previously, which also include early marriage (Newly Weds), love and unwanted pregnancy (Call Tomorrow) and, realisation and suffering (The Crukster).
In purely musical terms TCI has a wide variety of sources. Harmonically speaking, Thursday Morning is Beatles inspired: (See Example 4)

Little Children references 1960’s big band and light pop, but the guitar chords fall off the beat, not to mention dyads that are culled from the chords themselves. Satire is at the back of the album especially on One in a Million and The Elephant Song. Call Tomorrow utilises a Procul Harum-like descending bass line in a chorale or hymn-like style with its quasi-religious subject about a vicar’s daughter: (See Example 5)

Digging My Lawn is an example of cool jazz, the introduction comprising added-note chords: Dmaj11, G13, C maj7 (Cmaj9), A (7)13. In The Crukster, Bartok-like lines approach free-form jazz styles, although the guitar line is metreless and used as an accompaniment for Michael Giles’ spoken poetry. Music Hall is the basis for The Sun is Shining while Suite No.1 eventually becomes a Jacques Lousier influenced classical-jazz arrangement. The A-B-C multi-sectional form of this piece points forward to some Progressive rock styles. Erudite Eyes is the most forward-looking piece by including improvisation over a drone. The guitar parts anticipate some of Fripp’s sustained guitar lines on In the Wake of Poseidon which is, existentially, the reconvening of Giles, Giles and Fripp under the name of King Crimson.
It goes without saying that the wide stylistic variety of TCI had a bearing on King Crimson. Essentially, it is two fifths of the membership of King Crimson. I suggest that it is a prototype ITCOTCK without the extrovert power of Greg Lake or the multi-instrumental strengths of Ian McDonald. Nor does it have the countercultural interests of Peter Sinfield who added a vital twist to the emerging group. Michael Giles has said: ‘TCI came about because of our humour and the satirists who were around at the time: Spike Milligan, Peter Cooke and Dudley Moore and so on. We also knew Frank Zappa’s early records and had worked with members of the Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band. At the time the three of us were trying to get upstate and into the future. Erudite Eyes is a halfway stage as it represents the way we were wanting to do things which were original and break out and play out and we nearly got there. Peter and Robert didn’t agree on the way forward. We wanted to break out and be released from the frustrations of living in a place like Bournemouth where, unlike Liverpool or London or any big city, there’s no social unrest although there was a thriving scene, given the endless list of musicians who’ve come from there.’ (9) Robert Fripp has elaborated on the position: ‘In GG&F the basic cotton wool jazz guitar sound was enough...I wanted a Marshall stack and a Les Paul cranked-up.’ (10)
Chapter 3
The Brondesbury Tapes - Giles, Giles and Fripp II
This album, released by Aluna Records in 2001 (VP235CD), is historically important in the development of King Crimson, because of the input of Ian McDonald both at an instrumental and writing level. His presence was also significant in introducing Peter Sinfield as a writer and conceptualist.
McDonald had briefly played alongside Sinfield in the latter’s band, Creation. It was following a performance of the original version of The Court of the Crimson King that McDonald turned to Sinfield uttering the immortal words: ‘Look Peter, someone has to tell you. Your band is absolutely hopeless...still, you write some interesting words. Why don’t we write a couple of songs together?’ (11) TBT (as I shall refer to it) includes some prototype versions of music from ITCOTCK alongside music featured on TCI recorded at 93A, Brondesbury Road, London, NW6, where Giles, Giles and Fripp lived and rehearsed during their time in London. Peter Giles recorded the songs on a Revox F36 two-track tape recorder. The personnel on the songs is represented by Giles, Giles and Fripp sometimes augmented by McDonald and sometimes including ex-Fairport Convention, then soon-to-be Trader Horne vocalist, Judy Dyble.
Besides I Talk to the Wind which appears twice (once with Judy Dyble and once without her), Erudite Eyes (from TCI) appears augmented by McDonald’s flute playing; (Why don’t you just) Drop In (a Fripp composition re-written with new words by Sinfield and appearing on the 1971 King Crimson album, Islands as The Letters, as well as being a stable part of King Crimson Mk I repertoire known as Drop In); Under the Sky, a McDonald-Sinfield composition (although here credited to Fripp) which appeared on Sinfield’s 1973 album, Still; Make It Today, another McDonald-Sinfield song, is of particular interest as it fits like a glove into Giles, Giles and Fripp's repertoire in a post-Fairport Convention I style. ...Drop In is the first piece to signal something of a stylistic change with the more strident opening, the verse riff and tight three-part harmony vocals which anticipate the later vocal arrangements heard on McDonald and Giles (1970). It also includes a guitar solo (1:25) which augurs the shape of things to come in terms of some of Fripp’s later playing. Jazz stylisms remain the central diet of the band, particularly with the Fripp filler solo at 0:55 of ...Drop In, although the rest of this song is close to some contemporary rock of the period. The first version of I Talk to the Wind, represented here, is structured similarly to the version found on ITCOTCK, although it is in A Major and rhythmically more foursquare. Featuring McDonald on acoustic guitar and on flute (double-tracked) it includes an electric guitar solo by Fripp, dialoguing with McDonald’s flute from 2:10. Three-part harmony vocals are also featured in the final verse. These songs, including Under the Sky, point to the future. The satirical humour found on TCI is eclipsed by a greater sense of gravitas, and the gorgeousness of McDonald’s melodic and harmonic gift begins to make its presence felt in the hands of able players. This had the tendency to develop Fripp’s writing if Plastic Pennies and Passages of Time are anything to go by, illustrating his interest in multi-sectional forms with sections of contrasting music. Passages of Time is heard as a prototype of the ascending section of Bolero from Lizard two years later, and the final Peace from In the Wake of Poseidon in 1970 (Passages of Time - 1:42). One has the feeling that after the departure of McDonald and Giles from King Crimson in December 1969, Fripp and Sinfield were forced into utilising some of this earlier material to produce In the Wake of Poseidon and, further, Lizard and Islands. Passages of Time is characterised by a harmonic shift not unlike that found in some Spanish guitar music: (See Example 6)

It is also possible to detect the musical differences that were arising between Peter Giles and the remaining members. Paradoxically, whilst Peter Giles was distanced from the gradually emerging style of the other members, it was Ian McDonald and Michael Giles who were to return to the mercurial sensitivity of his style which can be heard on their eponymous album of 1970, on which he played as a session musician. However, the coda of Murder, from 2:19, certainly points towards some of the free-form improvisatory moments of King Crimson Mk I. The instrumental section of Erudite Eyes, from 1:30ff, anticipates one or two of the ‘live’ improvisations heard on King Crimson’s Epitaph (DGM 9607, 1997), and on Get Thy Bearings, Mantra and Travel Weary Capricorn to be found on the recent Hyde Park Club release. I believe it was at this moment (i.e. the coda of Erudite Eyes) that, musically speaking, King Crimson was born and where the jazz-like workouts of the band has its beginnings. It required Greg Lake’s vocal power and his more direct approach to bass playing in a rock context, to make the transition from 1960’s whimsical satirists to the coherent and cohesive counter-cultural unit. At the same time I also suggest that the humorous side of King Crimson had its beginnings in Peter Giles’ approach, which was subsequently transformed by the more fashionable counter-cultural vision of Peter Sinfield.
It was as though King Crimson began to court musical risks possibly borne from musical frustration. Fripp has noted: ‘The energy of frustration fuelled our efforts. We all had lame professional experiences which pointed ways not to go in music. So, we resolved to play what we wished to play...and figured if we were good enough we might earn a living.’ (12) In taking these risks the band took the step of entering the wider counter-cultural scene and crossed stylistic boundaries with music that covered rock, jazz, folk and classical styles. In this way they became an important connection with middle-class sensibilities so important to the counter-culture, as suddenly the whole became greater than the sum of the parts.
Ian McDonald and Peter Sinfield
Ian McDonald had been trained as a clarinettist at Kneller Hall, the army music school, where he also received formal lessons in harmony, orchestration and aural. He was self-taught on sax and flute. After leaving the army and returning to the UK, he spotted an advert for ‘musicians wanted’ in the Melody Maker and, together with flautist and guitarist Iain Cameron, applied and got the gig. The band was called Tintagel.
Iain Cameron has said: ‘Tintagel was a student acid rock band based in Goldsmiths College Drama Department. Ian lived near me and had a minivan and so he would drive me round the South Circular beyond Greenwich to rehearse. Our repertoire was a lot of Love (from Da Capo), some Byrds, some Doors, some originals. A week after we joined we both did a Tintagel gig at the Middle Earth in Covent Garden. Fairport Convention, with Judy Dyble, were on the bill. We got to see lots of underground stars - The Nice, Principal Edwards, Brian Augur, Arthur Brown etc. Tintagel’s instrumentation was bass, drums, someone who doubled Danelectro 12-string guitar and sitar plus Ian and myself. I think the sitar/flute/12-string sound was quite good for its time, and Ian tried to kick the band into a more professional shape, possibly due to his training. He was sensibly looking for a band that was going to go places which Tintagel was almost, but not quite. But Ian had worked it out within a couple of months that he wanted to go higher and faster. He had met Judy Dyble at that first gig, and when Sandy Denny took over the Fairports he started a band with Judy. This kind of merged with Giles, Giles and Fripp. The rest is history.’ (13) (Iain Cameron went on to Cambridge University where he met Nick Drake, and played flute for him on several occasions).
Peter Sinfield had a very Bohemian upbringing. (14) From age 8 to 13, he was sent to school in the country, and from 13 to 14 was at the City of London School living with his mother in Kensington. From 14 to 16 he was back in the country at Bracknell New Town and from 17 to 27 lived in London. After he left school he ‘went into computers, hung around with friends from Chelsea Arts School and started to write bits of poetry. I bought a copy of Bert Weedon’s Play in a Day guitar book - it’s true, it teaches you how to play a song called Sinner Man in A Minor and E Minor. I got lucky and met a guy called Ian McDonald.’ (15) After playing together in Sinfield’s band, Creation, they began writing and Sinfield re-wrote In the Court of the Crimson King. Sinfield remembers that the song ‘originally had two chords - E Minor and A Minor - with the first lines: “Shadows from a falling sun lie black across my road.” We also wrote two other pop songs in a Procul Harum vein, “Springtime Song” and “Another Day”.’ (16) Sinfield had relatives who belonged to ‘The Men of Trees’, ‘a group saturated in esoterica and on the fringes of Notting Hill bohemian circles which quite probably included members of The Golden Dawn...I was somewhat exposed to the occult.’ (17)
Sinfield’s role in King Crimson was similar to Keith Reid’s in Procul Harum as lyricist and non-performing member, except that Sinfield was responsible for the initial concept of King Crimson, the name and the ‘essence’ of the band. Robert Fripp has suggested that McDonald and Sinfield ‘helped free up the thinking space’ (18) by providing the emerging band with an approach to counter-cultural thinking and the zeitgeist. McDonald had seen many of the new bands on the underground scene, and been trained in classical and jazz styles, which connected with Fripp’s and the Giles’ interests. Sinfield’s poetic and literary sources were invaluable to the developing musical vocabulary and his words began to fit into the scene alongside the imagery of Marc Bolan and Jim Morrison. McDonald’s and Sinfield’s songwriting is polystylistic. For example, I Talk to the Wind and Under the Sky illustrate folk styles via Fairport Convention, but with the kind of harmonic shifts found in The Beatles via jazz. Certainly, McDonald’s style seems more concerned with longer harmonic rhythms than those found in some of the Giles, Giles and Fripp repertoire. The fusion of these styles was to have a direct bearing on the Progressive genre that Fripp has said ‘King Crimson helped define.’ (19) One wonders, with the inclusion of Judy Dyble at this time, whether Giles, Giles and Fripp II had their sights set on folk rock rather than the final sonic result of King Crimson. Sinfield’s input into the visual and conceptual side cannot be underestimated. Because of his mother’s unconventional lifestyle he was looked after, at an early age, by a German housekeeper called Maria Wandella, who was a circus highwire walker. In this way the world of entertainment was thrust upon him at an early age. He had turned to literature at Danes Hill Prep School through his English teacher, John Mawson (20). Eventually he turned to the writings of Mervyn Peake, Rimbaud, Alan Watts and the International Times, Oz and other recent counter-cultural sources: ‘Exploring with the use of substances various, Casteneda, The Tibetan Book of the Dead, The Doors of Perception etc.’ Sinfield also thought of the name, King Crimson: ‘Granted, the name was taken from The Court of the Crimson King in a moment of great panic. Not the least because it had the brazen impact of Led Zeppelin!’ (21) The Crimson King is also the name of a Japanese tree.
By drawing in McDonald and Sinfield it was possible to include a cutting-edge rock, folk, jazz and classical fusion besides a songwriting team of visionary calibre. It only remained for Greg Lake’s presence to provide the band with one of the most original and defining voices of the 1970’s as well as an assured focal point.
Chapter 5
Musical Influences
Often, a composer only recomposes what he/she has already heard. Sometimes music directly accesses previous works and, at other times, there is a very distant relationship between two works. More often, musicians simply have likes and dislikes which tend not to feed into their own works. The musical and extra-musical influences of the first King Crimson are many and diverse, and I have discussed these with the five members mainly because I am interested to discover if what they listened to had any bearing on ITCOTCK in terms of its music and its structural properties. I am also interested in preceding the subsequent section, on the counter-culture and the zeitgeist, with key albums of the period to give readers some indication of the cultural properties of the time in terms of its music. I do not believe that ITCOTCK fell from the sky, as it were, but nor do I believe that influences were simply copied. All great art comes into being mysteriously, and great music bears the hallmarks of influences that have been transformed in the hands of masters.
Robert Fripp
AK: I am guessing your influences re guitar on the Giles, Giles and Fripp period were Tal Farlow, Wes Montgomery and the classical guitar work of John Williams, though in a plectrum style:
RF: Not particularly any of these, although not-not either. The Moto Perpetuo on Suite in A (on TCI) was more in response to Paganini’s although very, very much feebler! The brief overview is this: the influences were not so much individual players as much as pieces of music, or approaches to music; mainly as part of my learning to play the guitar. So, the classical side was drawn from classical guitar pieces, and an interest in violin pieces. The jazzier side from learning chord substitution and working in Bournemouth hotels. The rockier side from early rock artists. And, alongside this, listening on records and live performance. BMG was a magazine for fretted instruments that I began taking around 13, and it had a 4-page music supplement every month for banjo, plectrum and classical guitar, mandolin. I worked through a lot of these. Also Carcassi Etudes, Recuerdos de la Alhambra (Tarrega), September in the Rain, Misty, Nola, Orange Blossom Special, Can’t Buy Me Love, She Loves You...a broad repertoire! My aim was to be good enough to play with better players. This meant being able to play pretty well anything I was asked to play. The emphasis was on guitar playing at the time, rather than composition or songwriting.
AK: The Brondesbury Tapes, last take of Erudite Eyes (track 17) with Ian McDonald on flute, sounds to me like the moment that King Crimson was born, musically speaking:
RF: It was clear to me that Giles, Giles and Fripp were very good players but had nothing to play. The brothers’ writing was songwriting, not players’ music. So, Erudite Eyes was an early attempt to get a springboard to improvisation. I did the same with the players at the Majestic Hotel in Bournemouth. They were exceptionally good jazzmen who hadn’t clicked that you could improvise over rock music.
AK: How much of an influence was the Moody Blues’ Days of Future Passed on King Crimson in terms of its structural concept. I ask because Dawn is a Feeling has a very similar vocal delivery to Greg Lake’s and there is something about the harmony too:
RF: Not much really. It showed that you could make a mellotron do some work! Nights in White Satin was magic. But they weren’t players. (22)
Ian McDonald
AK: Who were your main influences?
IM: Neil Young, Stravinsky, John Handy, Richard Strauss, Miles Davis, Iron Butterfly... (23) I picked up on whatever was around. The Fairports influenced me especially. Maybe I was subconsciously hoping to put a new Fairports-type band together when I joined Giles, Giles and Fripp. Make It Today on The Brondesbury Tapes is particularly close to early Fairports. The chromatic bit from ITCOTCK which leads back into the mellotron refrain was influenced by Sam and Dave, and the flute turns at the end of the solo on the same track was directly influenced by Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade. I like a lot of Russian classical music particularly. It has a warmth that the avant-garde lacked. ‘Feel’, for me, is very important. Neil Young I like because he also knows what he wants even before it’s been recorded. Neil Young thinks big! I had a couple of Moody Blues albums but was less impressed when they began to use all that narrative. Peter Sinfield likes Nights in White Satin. It was their use of the mellotron which I brought into King Crimson. Graham Bond was OK. Cream were good. I loved the original Yardbirds and the early Pink Floyd, too. The Beatles were also a huge influence. (24)
Peter Sinfield
AK: Can you cite your main influences?
PS: Sonny Rollins, Mahler, J.S. Bach, Poulenc Organ Concerto, Satie and Debussy, lots of world music - especially Chinese and Japanese and gamelan - John Fahey. (25) I wanted King Crimson to move towards the soundworld of Weather Report or Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew after Islands. Robert wanted to get away from the soundworld of Lizard. (26) I saw Pink Floyd once at the Commonwealth Institute with Dik Fraser in c.1968. And I took notice of their primitive lightshow! (27) Casteneda, the Tibetan Book of the Dead and The Doors of Perception were all influential. And IT, OZ, Rimbaud, Ram Dass. (28) Edith Sitwell’s A Poet’s Notebook. (29) Bob Dylan, Donovan, Nick Drake. I liked the influential Forever Changes by Love and Five Leaves Left by Nick Drake both of which I play every full moon. (30) Basho, Dylan Thomas, Gibran, Shakespeare. (31) Even more important was Fairy Tale by Donovan. When I heard and saw him sing ‘Yellow is the colour of my true love’s hair in the morning...’ I remember thinking, ‘I could do that!’ Influence perhaps to be seen in Moonchild? (32) I was a real fan of Tod Dockstader (real Musique Concrete...or what he called ‘organised sound’) He made/wrote...a fascinating piece based upon the re-recording of sellotape being pulled up from balloons...sped up, slowed down and layered. I think this was in 1964. He also recorded an album called Quatermass. When one evening I heard the mainframe computer (a Leo 3) which I was employed to run, happily bleep the tone of Daisy, Daisy. (33) Re Moonchild: though I am sure it was instinctive at the time, my desire was for the images to be sort of Art Nouveau-ish. All Rossetti, Durer, Tiffanyesque and serpentine tendrils. The TV series "The Prisoner" was an influence on the first album. (34)
Michael Giles
AK: Who were your main musical influences in terms of drumming?
MG: Elvin Jones, Tony Williams and Tony Oxley.
AK: Did you know any of McLaughlin’s work? I ask because Tony Oxley plays on that.
MG: Extrapolation was an extraordinary album and I was listening to all this stuff around the time of ITCOTCK. Duke Ellington was another influence as well as the free-jazz of John Stevens and the Spontaneous Music Ensemble. I used to go down to Ronnie Scott’s and hear them. It was extraordinary. Bob Dylan was also a very strong influence, not so much musically but as a force who came onto the scene. Before that we’d had the likes of Presley and so on, but Dylan cut through like a hot knife through butter. It came from Blonde on Blonde. I wasn’t so much interested in his early acoustic music. I thought if Dylan can be a radical with his voice, I can be a radical with the drums. The Beatles' Sgt Pepper was also an inspiration. (35)
Greg Lake
A.K.: You mentioned that you felt you and Robert were central in the music that came into being for the first KC. However, Ian McDonald and Peter Sinfield appeared to be the main writing team. Perhaps they were the writing team, and you and Robert were the catalysts in defining the musical vision for the band?
G.L.: With regard to the writing it is very hard to generalise as it happens in so many different ways for so many different reasons. Contrasting elements were introduced by the various individuals concerned and in that sense it was a very collaborative effort. As far as the vision was concerned this evolved as a result of what everyone brought to the table. Robert was of course very technical, Ian and Pete were poetic, Mike contributed the rhythmical originality and I think that I introduced an overall rock sensibility and emotional passion to the writing. However this is only a very surface description of how the various pieces came about. Basically everybody had a role to play and in that sense everyone played an important part in the writing and creative process. Improvisation did play an important part in the live performance but less so in the writing.
A.K.: Was the writing a collective process? (i.e. did final pieces emerge from improvisation?)
G.L.: As above.
A.K.: Was it the same writing process in ELP?
G.L.: The writing process in ELP was different in the sense that it was pretty much Keith and I together that formed the basis of the writing partnership. Pete did come on occasions and when this happened there were obvious similarities to the way in which the material of KC was originated. Pete and I had a very close writing relationship and of course we understood each other very well because of our past experiences with KC.
A.K.: Who were your musical influences and what bearing might they have had on KC?
G.L.: Far too many to name. I think that most artists are influenced by almost everybody and everything in one way or another.
A.K.: Are you a classical guitarist by trade? I'm assuming this to be the case?
G.L.: No, my initial musical background on guitar was more early 20th century modern classics and early rock and roll. Robert and I went to the same guitar teacher (Don Strike) and often rehearsed our guitar lessons together at Robert's house in Wimborne when we were very young lads. Robert also often used to travel with me and my band at the time to various shows all over the country and this was really the very first exposure to rock music that Robert had. In that regard it was the fist meaningful musical relationship that was established in KC. Because we went to the same guitar teacher and used to practice together Robert and I had a very deep understanding of each others playing styles and musical knowledge and hence I believe that this was an important component in the music of KC. All of this of course happened long before Ian and Pete Sinfield arrived on the scene and of course before Mike and Pete Giles were involved as well.
A.K.: How do you see KC Mk I in retrospect from a musical point of view?
G.L.: I think that the original King Crimson was a kind of phenomenon. It was undoubtedly inspired by the times in which we lived, but equally we were clearly on a mission to break new ground. In that sense we were consciously progressive.
A.K.: Which musicians of 'standing' appeared in the audience at early KC concerts?
G.L.: All sorts of people came to see KC all the way from Hendrix to the Moody Blues. However the band was not in existence for long so if you blinked you missed it.
A.K.: Do you think KC Mk I were the centre of the new, emerging London underground (1969)? Did it surprise you that KC Mk I had such enormous impact at the time and into the future?
G.L.: I think that KC was identified with the underground movement although this was more or less unintentional. It was really just who we were. No effort was ever made to really promote any sort of image or attach the band to any particular genre.
A.K.: Have you ever regretted leaving KC?
G.L.: I really didn’t leave KC. The group came to an end when Ian and Mike left and I didn’t feel that it was right to continue on with the band using the same name etc. without them. Perhaps if only one member had left I would have felt better about replacing them and continuing on but two people really was a bridge to far.
(Email correspondence between Greg Lake and the author, Dec. 2008).
Music of the Period
I will go on to list some of the musics which precede and are contemporary with ITCOTCK which Fripp, McDonald, Sinfield and Giles have mentioned, and provide some brief notes about them. The music will not be listed chronologically.
Rock
The Yardbirds - Still I'm Sad (45 rpm single, 1965)
The Yardbirds were fronted by Keith Relf (vocals) and Jim McCarty (drums) both subsequently forming Renaissance. The Yardbirds' Still I'm Sad explores a quasi-Gregorian chant as a ritornello section within a two verse structure, where the chorus is connected to the Gregorian music. More importantly, it includes the Minor 9th chords found in The Court of the Crimson King, which also involves a chant-like section as a prelude to the verse.
Moody Blues - Days of Future Passed (1967)
A narrative about the passing of a day. Dvorak’s New World Symphony is partially reworked during this. Use of mellotron, classical structures and long harmonic rhythms. Dawn is a Feeling has a similar vocal delivery (from 0:38 to 1:52) to Greg Lake’s on Epitaph but, more particularly, on Lake’s The Endless Enigma from ELP’s Tarkus (1971). The words sometimes fall slightly after the downbeat with upper grace-notes on some of the upper-range pitches. Subtitles to song names are used and, essentially, it is a concept album. Ballad-like song structures.
Love - Da Capo (1967)
Use of harpsichord, saxophone and flute in a band context. Irrational metres explored in Stephanie Knows Who, along with chromatic riffs at 0:59 and a wailing saxophone part reminiscent of some of Ian McDonald’s playing. Flute included on Orange Skies. The Castle approaches the multi-sectional structures of some Progressive rock. There is a classical music input. Revelation is a very long song/piece at 18:57 and includes harpsichord, guitar, saxophone and bass guitar solos. J.S. Bach quotation at the beginning played on harpsichord as a prelude into the shuffle rhythm in some gestural guitar phrases as opposed to modal lines.
Pretty Things - S.F. Sorrow (1967)
Example of the gradual transition from Psychedelic to Progressive. S.F. Sorrow was one of three albums recorded in the summer of 1967 at Abbey Road (i.e. Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band; Piper at the Gates of Dawn; S.F. Sorrow.) S.F. Sorrow is a concept album featuring overlapping tracks. Probably known as the first rock opera. Includes anti-war songs and uses mellotron. I See You includes the Romanesca-like descending bass line: E Minor9 - D Major - A Major - B Major which was to become an important fingerprint in Progressive rock. The album was engineered by Norman Smith who also worked on Sgt. Pepper and Piper at the Gates of Dawn.
Pink Floyd - Piper at the Gates of Dawn (1967)
A huge influence on the Psychedelic and Progressive rock movements. Lucifer Sam includes a riff reminiscent of TV soundtracks (Mission Impossible etc). Improvisations and electronics are crucially important to the period mainly because of the associations with the distortion of temporality found in Psychedelia, and Pink Floyd were central to the gesamtkunstwerk of the late Psychedelic and Progressive rock bands of the period. Also Bike, probably following the example of The Beatles, initiates the idea of a humorous song on Progressive rock albums from this time onwards. Texturally, especially with reference to keyboards, the album cannot be underestimated for its influence on later Progressive bands. Lyrically it is important for its use of mystical texts such as the I Ching (Chapter 24), the occult (Lucifer Sam), fairytale (Matilda Mother and The Gnome) and acid and sci-fi (Astronomy Domine). Engineered by Norman Smith.
The Beatles - Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967)
Cited as one of the great landmarks in popular music. The album, as a whole, deals with loneliness, isolation and imaginary states of mind and is designed as a show. If The Beatles were off the road they would make sure that they would take their show into listeners’ front rooms in vinyl format in the form of a recorded show/circus. Broadly speaking, it is a concept album, including both serious and humorous elements which are held in balance, and instruments associated with classical music are to be heard throughout. Indian music is also accessed in the pedal pitch of Getting Better as well as in the sitar and tablas heard on Within You, Without You. Being for the Benefit of Mr. Kite points forward to King Crimson’s Big Top on Lizard. The structure of the album is roughly symmetrical with the Sgt. Pepper reprise heard as a recapitulation. The multisectional A Day in the Life serves as a lengthy and powerful coda.
The Electric Prunes - I Had Too Much To Dream Last Night (1967)
A Psychedelic, fuzz guitar-driven band. The title track includes oscillating fifths in the bass guitar also heard in The Return of the Fire Witch from ITCOTCK. Fuzz guitar timbre is also used inside the texture, as found in the ritornelli and final section of ITCOTCK. IHTMTDLN includes orchestral instruments and chromatic sequences of early Barrett-led Pink Floyd. Try Me On For Size includes changes of metre from 4/4 - 6/8, and Sold to the Highest Bidder, besides its Russian musical influence, includes a i - bVII - bVI - V bass line. The album includes coded political messages. Try Me On For Size has a chromatic descent (0:34) similar to the opening of Moonchild.
Love - Forever Changes (1968)
Forever Changes has a timeless quality. Textures include 12-string guitar. Alone Again Or includes Minor 9th chords (0:48ff), similar to those found on Epitaph. Strings are also used. This ends with acoustic guitar alone, which is similar to the end of Exiles on the King Crimson’s later Larks’ Tongues in Aspic. Phrygian harmonic shifts found in The Red Telephone at 1:24 - Bb4 - A (9-8 susp).
Iron Butterfly - In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida (1968)
Some Baroque-like counterpoint in the organ part (Iron Butterfly’s leader, Doug Ingle, says his father was a church organist) of Most Anything You Want. Many examples of Major seventh chords. Guitar timbre and guitar and organ arrangements important at the time. Wind-chimes included in Termination. Drum sound similar in places to that found on ITCOTCK i.e. very muted. Title-track is 17:05 in duration.
Jimi Hendrix - Are You Experienced? (1967)
A soul/blues/rock album of great character transcending its time. The riff from Foxy Lady was important for a song, Brightness Falls, on the later Sylvian/Fripp collaboration, The First Day. Hendrix came to England to experience first-hand the English approach to electric blues by Cream and, especially, Eric Clapton. Riff-based music with guitar and ‘noise’ is at the centre of the album. It has a very fluid and economical style and is central to the zeitgeist. Hendrix was able to play three parts seemingly at once (rhythm, fills and lead) and probably did for rock what Miles Davis did for jazz. Hendrix, along with Cream, gave voice to electric blues within the counter-culture by popularising the genre. Third Stone from the Sun is LSD-inspired, combining jazz and an Eastern approach within a rock format. Improvisation is at the core of this modal ostinati. The 45-rpm single, Purple Haze, includes powerful angular leaps in the guitar solo and the ‘head’ is played around an E Minor7 chord with pull-offs to open strings. The central guitar solo is Eastern in flavour and uses parallel octaves. The opening E/Bb tritones had a particular bearing on Fripp's developing style.
The Beatles - Double White Album (1968)
A reaction to the Sgt. Pepper album of the previous year. An eclectic album (country music - Rocky Raccoon; rock n’roll - Back in the USSR; acoustic - Blackbird; musique concrete - Revolution No. 9; regional music hall - Honey Pie; orchestral - Good Night) and self-referential with psychedelic subjects and humour still prevalent. It has a greater input from John Lennon, as compared to Sgt. Pepper, but Paul McCartney continues to provide lyricism while the album is more a collection of songs and experiments. Many examples of descending ostinato bass lines in songs such as Dear Prudence and While My Guitar Gently Weeps.
Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention - We’re Only In It For The Money (1968)
A send-up of the hippie dream and, especially, The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper, even down to the sleeve design. Who Needs the Peace Corps is the quintessential cynical take on the counter-culture focussing on the hypocrisy of the hippies. Multi-sectional and employing many different styles (such as The Beach Boys) to make its point.
Folk and Country
Bob Dylan - various
The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963) includes the epic Blowin’ in the Wind. Dylan suggested that the way to answer the questions posed in the song was to first find the wind. It is, essentially, an anti-war protest album which works a kind of catharsis in a listener after repeated listening. Hard Rain, for example, was written during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. Folk music, with its unhindered accompaniment of acoustic instruments, offered an authentic mouthpiece for performers who wished to present important social truths for listeners to hear with great clarity.
Blonde on Blonde (1966) was the definitive ‘electric’ Dylan album and includes the epic Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands, a love song for his wife, Sara.
John Wesley Harding (1967) includes All Along the Watchtower, later covered by Jimi Hendrix. The lyrics of this song seem to have been an influence on Peter Sinfield’s allegorical subjects. One of the first songs to use a harmony which, subsequently, became a cliché for some of the Progressive rock bands: i - bVII - bVI, three-quarters of the descending Romanesca bass-line mentioned previously.
Donovan - Fairy Tale (1965)
Fairy Tale, as I have already written, was a quintessential influence on Peter Sinfield. Catch the Wind is, in a sense, distantly related to Bob Dylan’s Blowin’ in the Wind which is, in turn, related to I Talk to the Wind from ITCOTCK.
Fairport Convention - Fairport Convention (1968)
This album has great delicacy with a light jazz influence. The opening of The Lobster (0:00 - 0:10) has a direct bearing on the opening of the improvisation of Moonchild from ITCOTCK. Judy Dyble’s experience in the Fairports had an impact on the music of Giles, Giles and Fripp II. Ian McDonald owns the first Fairports album and ‘often listens to it.’ (36) Sun Shade is close to the atmosphere of some of Giles, Giles and Fripp’s material and its harmony and axial melody at 0:34 in Db is close to Make It Today on Giles, Giles and Fripp’s The Brondesbury Tapes.
Donovan - A Gift from a Flower to a Garden (1968)
A jazz/folk counter-cultural statement plus green issues and flower-power and fairytale-like imagery. Presented love and knowledge of ‘inner’ realms to the counter-culture. It also conveys Buddhist precepts, as well as being a celebration of the earth. Donovan had been, at this time, introduced to the meditation techniques of the Maharishi. It is also an anti-drugs album and its sleevenotes convey this message. Lyrics are colourful, both Eastern and Romantic. Wear Your Love Like Heaven includes a Phrygian chord shift (Eb Major to D Minor) at 0:33 which is close to the coda of Epitaph on ITCOTCK. The song also includes vibraphone and flute which also reappear on Oh Gosh.
The Incredible String Band - The Hangman’s Beautiful Daughter (1968)
An album of stories and poetry of a mythical kind which found its place within the counter-culture. A Very Cellular Song is multisectional with irrational metres. Combines traditional folk music with world music and classical music on Witches Hat.
Neil Young and Crazy Horse - Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere (1968)
Basically country blues, with tight three-part harmony vocals. A loose improvisational feel including many love songs.
Nick Drake - Five Leaves Left (1969)
A highly eclectic and subsequently influential album. Tim Buckley, Donovan, Bert Jansch and jazz/classical/world music influences are heard. Includes songs of great strength adorned with inspirational arrangements. Produced by Joe Boyd. (see www.andrewkeeling.ukf.net for three essays on the music of Nick Drake).
Jazz
Eric Dolphy - Out to Lunch (1964)
Album of post-Bebop pieces heard as a transition from the more stylised music of Miles Davis or Charlie Parker to the free-form/modal interests of jazz in the 1960’s. Hat and Beard includes a partially whole-tone riff in 9/8 as the ‘head’ of the piece, dissonance throughout set in a symmetrical structure. Dolphy’s bass clarinet playing utilises small and sudden gestures as part of the phrasing with angular intervals. The structural symmetry is close to 21st Century Schizoid Man. Modal riffing, in the hands of players such as Dolphy, was an important component in the vocabulary of players such as Miles Davis and John Coltrane. Dolphy’s band, at this time, also included Freddie Hubbard (trumpet), Bobby Hutcherson (vibes) and Tony Williams (drums).
John Handy - Live at the Monterey Jazz Festival (1965)
Ian McDonald has said John Handy is one of the most important influences on his saxophone playing. ‘I loved the way that Handy would play little phrases ending up with shrieking high notes, and the way he’d break out of the ensemble to be left playing solo.’ (37) Moments such as this can be heard on King Crimson’s Live in Hyde Park 1969 (DGM Club 12) in Get Thy Bearings from 2:11ff. Live at Monterey also includes similar moments during If Only We Knew at 21:37. There is much playing over modal ostinati rather than walking chromatic bass lines which anticipates the vocabulary found in some jazz rock. Jerry Hahn’s guitar playing includes the half-bends heard in some of Robert Fripp’s earlier playing and, especially, the rapid right-hand tremolos at 13:33 of If Only We Knew. Hahn also uses techniques such as rapid cross-picking at 14:02. This solo, in particular, is striking for its influence on later Fripp solos in the context King Crimson I. The second piece, Spanish Lady, is perhaps even more telling in terms of a possible influence on the first King Crimson. The piece has a drone underpinning the dynamic energy. It also includes fast unison riffs in 6/8 reminiscent of those found in Schizoid Man, and the passage at 9:33, with its pentatonic minor, is identical to the 0-3-5-7-5-3 riffs heard in Mirrors, one of the subsection choruses, of Schizoid Man. The minor third tremolandos in the saxophone part at 12:26 is also a feature of McDonald’s technique. Handy’s band also use extreme dynamics as part of the structure. The ‘head’ of pieces is also segued into the choruses. The music of Spanish Lady has other farther-reaching influences. For example, David Cross’ ‘live’ improvisations during Larks’ Tongues In Aspic period King Crimson III is close to some of Mike White’s playing on Live at Monterey. Fripp’s playing also seems to have been affected by Hahn in terms of the sul ponticelli tremolandos heard at 14:21 of Spanish Lady, which also may have been taken into the introduction of The Nightwatch (Starless and Bible Black - 1973).
John McLaughlin - Extrapolation (1969)
Free-form jazz-rock including the impressive line-up of McLaughlin (guitar), John Surman (saxes), Brian Odges (bass) and Tony Oxley (drums). It’s Funny includes the Phrygian bVI - V harmonies found on Epitaph and Eastern-like modal lines. Some of the album is reminiscent, in places, of King Crimson’s subsequent In the Wake of Poseidon.
In brief, other possible influences on the members of King Crimson:
Tim Buckley - Happy Sad (1969), Soft Machine I (1968), The Doors - Waiting for the Sun (1968), Procul Harum - Shine On Brightly (1968), Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band - Troutmask Replica (1969), Colosseum - Valentyne Suite (1969), Wes Montgomery - Movin’ Wes (1964), Tal Farlow - The Swinging Guitar of Tal Farlow (1956), John Coltrane - A Love Supreme (1964), Miles Davis - Kind of Blue (1959), Spontaneous Music Ensemble - Withdrawal (1966/67).
Chapter 7
The Counter-culture and Zeitgeist of the 1960’s
The revolution of the 1960’s was different from others. The decade was colourful, emerging as the result of the upturn in economies in Europe and America following World War II. It brought with it an optimism coupled with the liberation of several ethnic and other minority groups throughout the West. Intellectuals such as Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert promoted Eastern influences as a discipline for personal change and transformation, feeding into the counter-cultural explosion as a means of liberation from the status-quo through the use of drugs, meditation and other Eastern techniques. At the centre of this revolution, pioneered by middle-class youth culture, was an ethos of peace and the transformation of the ‘inner’ man or woman as a way to affect the collective psyche. Its symbol was the flower, signifying a return to the natural world, and through this can be seen a reaction to the industrial, over-urbanised modern environment.
The summer of 1967 saw the counter-culture in direct conflict with establishment law enforcement agencies both in Europe and in the USA. The main thrust of this was reflected in the music of Bob Dylan initially regarded as a mouthpiece for the Civil Rights Movement of the early 1960’s and, alongside The Beatles and Jimi Hendrix, for the counter-culture itself. Students, and other minority groups, had been awakened to the hypocrisy of the establishment largely through the horrors of the Vietnam War witnessed first-hand by millions on TV screens throughout the world. As a result, alternative modes of living were sought after. Indeed, the youth generation questioned real and illusory states, something which fed directly into their artworks. The middle classes primed the cultural revolution, and rock music became the dominant form of expression railing against positions of authority such as governments, police, teachers and parents. The music and lyrics of the period epitomise the position taken by, mainly, white middle-class youth. The upturn in the economy also meant the young had more money at their disposal to spend on activities of which the arts figured highly. Greater financial freedom also meant wider choices for the individual, and the greater the polarisation in hegemonies giving rise to dominant subcultures, the greater the variety of bricolage emerged, sonic or otherwise.
The ‘60’s flower children were the first subculture to promote ‘happenings’ and festivals at which they could gather and spread their gospel of change by passive means. Music featured prominently. Robert Fripp: ‘...In the 1960’s young people believed that simply by listening one could make a difference...there was a particular zeitgeist. We believed that music could change the world, and that we could have effect in the world. Idries Shah once told J.G. Bennett that the creative powers (or muse or however we might characterise this) invested energy in the large festivals. Mr. Bennett went to the Isle-of-Wight to check this out. My own sense, and part of this is from my experience of King Crimson from 1969-74, is that there was a download of creative energy that went into popular music at the time. The Beatles shared a common genius, and it didn’t belong to any of them. It continues to reverberate. Dylan and Hendrix were also part of this current. I believe that King Crimson were at the end of the download.’ (38)
The term zeitgeist may loosely be termed ‘spirit of the age’. C.G. Jung has said that the word spirit stands in opposition to matter by which we understand an immaterial substance or form of existence. (39) Equally common is the view that spirit and psyche is essentially the same. Jung also mentions the spirit of the age, which stands for the principle and motive behind certain views, judgements, and actions of a collective nature. The ‘objective spirit’ is meant as the whole stock of man’s cultural possessions. In with the term zeitgeist as applied to 1960’s culture, I believe there is some connection with Jung’s definition of spirit that is ‘in keeping with its original wind-nature, spirit is always an active, winged, swift-moving being as that which vivifies, stimulates, incites, fires and inspires. To put it in modern language, spirit is the dynamic principle....the classical antithesis of matter...its invisible presence is a psychic phenomenon...its synonym the soul, that glancing Aeolian thing, evasive as a butterfly'. (40) Indeed, ‘...it is the descent of spirit into matter as expressed in the myth of the divine Nous caught in the embrace of Physis’ (in Gnosticism). Man did not create the spirit, rather the spirit makes him creative...giving him lucky ideas, staging power, enthusiasm and inspiration.’ (41) Perhaps this sums up the mysterious dynamism associated with the counter-culture, where a vibrant ‘scene’ was created to fight unjust causes at all costs.
Michael Giles has spoken of Bob Dylan in terms of possessing a ‘universal knowledge’: ‘Dylan was a twentieth century poet. He couldn’t have learned and experienced all this stuff. He must have had a leaking umbrella for universal knowledge. Some people are more open to this than others. The great composers are a case in point and Dylan also had a dose of it. Maybe if someone gets too large a dose of this universal outpouring it leads to a down and out overload! It’s true that King Crimson may have suffered from its effects. However, if you connect with this universal knowledge in a genuine and human way it might present you with a certain truth because it is organic and wholesome. Music is infinite with no ending. Organic music has a sense of identity - Dylan, Joni Mitchell, for example, if you want the real thing. They have invented this unique signature.’ (42) A telling line from Jung perhaps puts the term spirit into perspective: ‘...Objective spirit did not mean the universal spirit, or God, but merely the sum total of intellectual and cultural perceptions which make up our human institutions and the content of our libraries. Spirit had forfeited its original nature.’ (43) In Gurdjieffian/J.G. Bennett cosmology, this is represented by a movement from World VI to World XXII.
I believe the zeitgeist of the 1960’s was a gradual dawning of consciousness which began much earlier, perhaps even as far back as the eighteenth century with J. J. Rousseau’s view of the ‘noble savage’ and his championing of the free and natural in children and adults alike. The world of nature and the imagination are central to an understanding of this, possibly as a response to the Industrial Revolution. Partially, this was a reaction to the earlier Reformation and is the moral outcome of the Age of Enlightenment. William Blake’s observation of the shackles imposed by eighteenth century authority is also well known in this context. Romanticism, particularly in the agenda of the Lakes poets, may be seen as a culmination of the attitudes of both Rousseau and Blake. Wordsworth’s view of a spirit within nature in Intimations of Immortality can be read literally or as a metaphorical reaction to the Cumbrian landscape. Coleridge’s work, however, opens this up to the world of the interior as an inscape, observed in his poem, Kublah Khan. Keats and ultimately the Pre-Raphaelites resume Wordsworth’s ethos and find voice in John Ruskin whose love of nature and the understanding of the arts are closely interwoven. Ruskin writes: ‘...throughout the history of this wonderful art...sculpture founded on love of nature, was the talisman for existence...Gothic is not an art for knights and nobles; it is an art for the people; it is not an art for churches or sanctuaries; it is not an art for houses and homes; it is not an art for England only, but an art for the world; above all it is not an art of form or tradition only, but an art of vital practice and perpetual renewal...whoever pleads for it as an ancient or a formal thing and tried to teach it...as an ecclesiastical tradition or a geometric science, knows nothing of its essence, less nothing of its power...Thus then, you will find...that the living power in all the real schools, be they great or small, is love of nature.’ (44)
The world of the imagination is, for Blake, the experience of Jesus himself. For Keats and Shelley, nature, imagination and the notion of art for art’s sake are synonymous and all important. Their work is based on mythical deities within nature - perhaps remnants of alchemical precepts - the idealisation of the medieval and the sensuously descriptive. The outworking of this interest in nature eventually finds its way into the paintings of John Constable, alerting the beholder to nature in all its wildness and diversity. Themes found in Shelley and Keats resurface in Tennyson’s The Lady of Shalott, and the Pre-Raphaelite painters (Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones) offered works with clear detail and colouring, creating a medieval world of knights, fair maidens, castles and questers. Keats invests these themes with modern, secular and erotic spirit with a ready-made territory of the imagination. In turn such poetic medievalism generated many distinctive features of Victorian architecture - ecclesiastical, bureaucratic and industrial. (45)
Nature eventually resurfaces in the musical works of the New English Renaissance in the works of Vaughan-Williams, Arnold Bax and Peter Warlock together with a smattering of esotericism via Holst’s The Hymn of Jesus and The Planets. Connected with these are the occult interests of The Order Of The Golden Dawn, whose membership included Aleister Crowley (whose novel Moonchild is notable), W.B. Yeats, Dion Fortune and William McGregor Mathers. The Golden Dawn was also connected to such occult groups as The Men of Trees. Peter Sinfield: ‘My grandfather ‘Beak’ was a member of The Men of Trees together with my wooden-legged, great aunt, the author Mable Lethbridge, were both on the fringes of Notting Hill bohemian circles which probably included various members of The Golden Dawn. There was also Maria Wallenda (the high-wire walker) who was part of our household for some years. Circus folk are often on the darkling side of the superstitious.’ (46) Sinfield has also said that the ‘occult was a part of the zeitgeist of the time, for in certain “hip” circles, to which I was close, explaining with the use of substances various, Casteneda, The Tibetan Book of the Dead and The Doors of Perception.’ (47)
The influence of folksong not only found its way into art music. It was also taken up by the Protest Movement by way of Ewan McColl and Peggy Seeger and was hugely popularised by Bob Dylan in the USA and Donovan in the UK. At the back end of the 1960’s this became the folk rock movement pioneered by the likes of Fairport Convention and Steeleye Span. These many undercurrents invest the new rock music of the late ‘60’s with an incredible diversity in the form of Progressive rock but, more specifically, the ‘fantastic’ which I will discuss later.
Jazz was also central to the Beatnik generation of the late 1950’s spilling over into the 1960’s. By 1948, the Bebop era in jazz had attracted many of the new players into its vortex. Such players as Charlie Parker are synonymous with the movement, and in 1959 Ornette Coleman ushered in the genre known as free-jazz with the sensational The Shape of Jazz to Come. There was a strong ideological undercurrent at the time with the passage of the Civil Rights Act (1957), and the demonstrations and beatings and eventual arrest of Dr. Martin Luther King, following landmark legislation and the Voting Rights Act (1965). Many black musicains were envigorated by the atmosphere of the time and Sonny Rollins recorded his Freedom Suite which symbolised, for some, the arrival of a new era. (48)
However, free-jazz exacerbated the downswing of the popularity of jazz as a whole. Rock music was seen as the culprit and jazz clubs closed as people began to dance to the new rock n’roll. Artists such as Duke Ellington started to record songs by The Beatles and, in 1967, Woody Herman performed a jazz-rock piece at the Monterey Jazz Festival. Players and composers such as Eric Dolphy and John Handy had clearly signalled the shape of things to come with their albums Out to Lunch and Live at Monterey. In 1962 jazz and rock eventually merged in the UK via Alexis Korner. The blues boom of the 1960’s was another vital ingredient in the zeitgeist and Korner combined both styles employing musicians such as Dick Heckstall Smith, later of Colosseum, in his band. Blues Incorporated emerged from this, which included Jack Bruce, Ginger Baker, John McLaughlin and Graham Bond, which in turn gave rise to the Graham Bond Organisation from which Bruce was eventually to leave to form Cream with ex-John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers guitarist Eric Clapton. From these beginnings arose many of the blues-rock bands of the late 1960’s such as Led Zeppelin and Free who, along with Black Sabbath and Deep Purple, were the pioneers of what has become known broadly as metal. It is also worth mentioning bands such as Colosseum and Soft Machine were acquainted with the music of European avant-garde composers such as Karlheinz Stockhausen, Luciano Berio and Pierre Boulez.
Keith Tippett and John Surman are musicians who were playing a series of concerts at the Marquee in June 1969 entitled New Paths, and are perhaps the British response to the free-jazz coming from the US. Tippett’s I Am There...You Are Here (1968) is a suite that draws on rock and jazz. John Surman was to eventually play on John McLaughlin’s Extrapolation (1969). King Crimson were also part of the New Paths residency. It is clear from early ‘live’ recordings of King Crimson that they were, without doubt, part of this collective zeitgeist in terms of the many diverse undercurrents I have discussed. King Crimson go beyond the vocabulary of jazz-rock because of their incorporation of classical sonorities in the form of mellotron (Epitaph and The Court of the Crimson King), by drawing on folksong-like musics (I Talk to the Wind) and rock music (the ‘head’ of Schizoid Man). This synthesis of styles, something revolutionary at the time, defined the Progressive rock music that was to follow in its wake with bands such as Genesis, Yes, Van der Graaf Generator, T2, Renaissance etc.
Modernism and Postmodernism are as much part of the zeitgeist as is the return to nature approach which I have previously discussed. It could be claimed that Modernism began with the Industrial Revolution and the growth of technology. However, culturally it is often thought that the Modernist paradigm was initiated by Debussy, Satie and Koechlin as a reaction to the Austro-German symphonic repertoire with smaller, more lightweight works. Debussy and the French Symbolist poets influenced Arnold Schoenberg who turned mainly to chamber works based on text settings and instrumental works imbued with the atmosphere of the Berlin cabaret and Freudian psychoanalysis. Schoenberg’s early, Expressionistic style dictated by the angst of the personal subconscious, gradually became more disciplined with the advent of his, and Hauer’s, experiments with serialism. Serialism, greatly refined in the works of Schoenberg’s student Anton Webern, passed to the younger generation of composers such as Olivier Messiaen, Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz Stockhausen before being adapted by such composers as Milton Babbit in the USA, and Peter Maxwell Davies and David Lumsdaine in the UK. Musical modernism aims for transcendence and seeks an escape from what Theodor Adorno saw as the vulgarity of the culture industry by avoiding tonal harmony and traditional melody. The rhythmic energy found in Stravinsky’s early primitivist ballets is curbed by serial techniques in later works such as In Memoriam Dylan Thomas. In Modernist literature the poet e.e.cummings and the writer James Joyce sought to transform the dimension of temporality, whilst Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse relates the events of one day in a stream-of-consciousness style. In the fine arts, Kandinsky and Klee pointed to Theosophical modes of expression as a way of reaching the sublime.
Postmodernism was a reaction to the Modernist paradigm admitting a playfulness and a polystylism, quotations from historical styles in the form of pastiche, eclecticism and the decentering of works by creating fictions and pluralism. Musical works, such as those by Alfred Schnittke, epitomise this tendency. For example, his Fifth Symphony not only quotes an unfinished Piano Quartet by Gustav Mahler, but also includes a Baroque Concerto as its first movement before semi-quoting Mahler’s Der Abschied, from Das Lied von der Erde, going on to pastiche Mahler’s style in the remaining three movements. This form of juxtaposition is common in Postmodern musical styles. Other Postmodern composers are George Rochberg, whose String Quartet No. 3 juxtaposes Mahler-like material within a style close to Beethoven. Perhaps the American, Charles Ives, was the first to admit widescale borrowings in his works from sources as diverse as hymn tunes and marching bands in a style which may be described as montage.
It seems to me that ITCOTCK stands between these two ‘isms’, by seeking transcendence but simultaneously utilising many influences from diverse sources to make its ‘observations’ all the more powerful and pertinent for the culture with which it sought to communicate. It stands as the post-Dylan, post-Beatles counter-cultural sonic pamphlet par excellence.
Chapter 8
Protest and Strategy
King Crimson’s strategy was a simple one born of innocence and ambition: ‘to be the best band in the world.’ (49) I believe that their strategy was one partly inspired by Brian Epstein’s vision for The Beatles which involved transition from local to regional and then national popularity. Looking at this aspect might be important in decoding why the music of the band, and especially ITCOTCK, developed in the way it did.
As with The Beatles, King Crimson developed a marketable and unique sound, look and story allying themselves to the DIY counter-cultural techniques of advertising. This was as a direct reaction against establishment forms of marketing. For example, Sid Smith notes that to help get the buzz going, the band had 100 posters printed, designed by their friend Barry Godber (a friend of Peter Sinfield’s who was also responsible for the cover paintings on the sleeve of ITCOTCK) which McDonald and Sinfield fly-posted along the King’s Road and other strategic locations around the city (50). In other words, they geared their message to the politically active anti-establishment sectors of the counter-culture which is also reflected in Fripp’s letter to the International Times: ‘The fundamental aim of King Crimson is to organise anarchy, to utilise the latent power of chaos and to allow the varying influences to interact and find their own equilibrium. The music, therefore, naturally evolves rather than develops along predetermined lines. The widely differing repertoire has a common theme in that it represents the changing moods of the same five people.’ (51) Fripp also comments, ‘Chris Welch (a music journalist active from the 1960’s to the 1980’s) thought the Hyde Park concert marked the end of an era in music. If it ended the...sounds of the ‘60’s perhaps it augured in the music of the ‘70’s, which would seem to be a music that is more self-conscious than before to the degree that...different forms are sought, ones which expect a reaction from the head rather than the foot.’ (52) Fripp’s comment is particularly relevant to the then emerging Progressive rock style, which I will discuss later. Indeed, press coverage of the band during this period, as every subsequent period in which King Crimson have been operational, was widely divided in its opinions about the band.
Having secured management in the form of David Enthoven and John Gaydon and a financial advance from Angus Hunking (Ian McDonald’s step-uncle), they groped around for what was best for themselves, largely taking control of their own collective destiny. Fripp: ‘My own view, as a beginning professional, was that if I worked hard enough for long enough a measure of professional success would inevitably follow...Angus Hunking was a good man. He told us he could afford to lose £7,000 without prejudicing his retirement, but not more. He didn’t believe he would see any of it back and was probably very surprised when he did (after the break-up of KCI in 1969). He would not have sued us had we failed, as he likely expected. E&G came from the Noel Gay office (Giles, Giles and Fripp management), were going independent and expressed an interest in Giles, Giles and Fripp before it became the nascent King Crimson. Once the penny dropped with them that King Crimson was a winner (one week into rehearsals) everything changed. At that point, realistic strategies came into play - something was possible. My own expectation, at the very beginning and before many rehearsals, was that King Crimson would earn a living playing the music that was there for us to play, and we would earn that living because we’d play it well; but I didn’t anticipate the level of success that found us. Until a few weeks into rehearsals...the responses from visitors to rehearsals were exceptionally positive. And then the early performances... .’ (53)
So as to validate their message the band took well-known styles and genres - jazz (Schizoid Man), folk (I Talk to the Wind), classical symphonic ‘hymn’ (Epitaph), Renaissance-like/free-form improvisation (Moonchild), rock ‘anthem’ (The Court of the Crimson King) - to develop the ultimate post-Dylan, grand-slam form of sonic protest. In taking their destiny into their own hands, King Crimson both changed the contemporary music scene and were themselves transformed by the implosion which finally overcame them. The paradigm was to quickly collapse. Perhaps King Crimson’s approach owed something to The Beatles’ with their Apple records project, which also imploded mainly because they found it impossible to be creative and to deal with business simultaneously. However, in following the paradigm, King Crimson also created a synthesis with the ongoing model that Fripp and Sinfield adopted during the subsequent ‘interregnum’ period of eighteen months, where the band became, to all intents and purposes, a recording rather than a gigging band. The paradigm has also continued to the present day with Fripp’s formation of his own record company, Discipline Global Mobile, and DGM Live!
King Crimson Mk I existed before the cynicism of today’s marketing strategies had rendered the concept of experimentation an irritating and potentially destructive nuisance. Fripp: ‘This was a groundbreaking approach from EG. EG provided the finance so the record (ITCOTCK) was our property not the label's (Island Records). The implosion is much more detailed than this. Mainly, this is a record of personal failings. Partly, it has to do with large amounts of money pouring into EG. The young managers used this for their own interests not King Crimson’s.... Partly this has to do with some of the young men having their attention diverted from the creative process. Partly, this is because for them (one in particular) music was the way to “success” and its seductions rather than an aim in its own right. Partly, this is to do with the lack of personal discipline of those young men. Management and players were all young and had no experience in being very successful, and how to handle success and the pressures.... For me...something else came into the picture - music leant over and took us into its confidence. The power that is part of this is easily recognisable. It was this power that you (AK) recognised as a young man, and made the band successful. People felt the musical power, and I was one of them. The power was not the property of the young men - and it was made available to them as a gift. I don’t believe they fully recognised this. What is required is, to hold the space that music might enter...’ (54)
Chapter 9
Progessive Rock
Edward Macan has observed, in his exhaustive study of Progressive rock - Rocking the Classics, English Progressive Rock and the Counter-culture - that the style emerged from Psychedelia merging with folk musics in the first wave of progressive bands, such as The Moody Blues, Procul Harum and Pink Floyd. He also writes, ‘The release of King Crimson’s...ITCOTCK in October 1969 signalled the emergence of the mature Progressive rock style, which reached its artistic and commercial zenith between 1970 and 1975 in the music of bands such as Jethro Tull, Yes, Genesis, ELP, Gentle Giant, Van der Graaf Generator and Curved Air.’ (55) Macan makes the point that the conventions that govern the music are, essentially, centred on a gesamtkunstwerk - a unified work of art, and a term derived from nineteenth century composer Richard Wagner - to describe the equal importance of music, words, scenery, lighting and, even, costume design. These elements are inextricably intertwined so as to convey a coherent artistic vision. This vision encapsulates counter-cultural ideology: it simultaneously protests against the soulless bureaucracy which the youth of the age believed was crushing every trace of spiritual life from Western culture, and suggests an ideal, somewhat elitist society in which technology and nature, past and future, matriarchal and patriarchal social values could be harmoniously interwoven.(56).
I suggest that The Beatles accidentally began the Progressive rock movement with the concept of a ‘live’ show included in vinyl format, as a substitute for ‘live’ performance. Archie Loss has pointed out that Sgt. Pepper has a unity analogous to that which a poet might give to a volume of verse, or a painter to an exhibition of work. I have previously discussed some of the unifying elements in the lyrics of Sgt. Pepper: the emphasis on loneliness, the fear of separation or allusions to drugs and drug experience. The more complex lyrics owe a debt to Bob Dylan’s, and the songs depended on effects which could be achieved only in the studio which, in turn, owed a great deal to Phil Spector’s ‘wall of sound’ (57)
In Progressive rock, particularly during its first phase, it is possible to discern a growing concern for large-scale musical structures, and the song Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, with its recurrence of the opening song at the end, has the effect of providing the album with a cyclical structure of sorts. In short, Sgt. Pepper was generally recognised as the first concept album. (58) A key component of the Progressive style was also the use of a wide variety of instruments, whilst retaining the basic guitar, bass and drum textures crucial to rock. Bands experimented with virtuosity, and the organ was one of the first instruments to be emancipated from its traditional role as accompaniment into an instrument in its own right. Orchestral sonorities, in the form of the mellotron, and traditional classical music instruments were also added. These were the flute, oboe, clarinet, bass clarinet and violin, and even instruments associated with ethnic cultures like the sitar. New electronic effects were also introduced, such as phasing, and the new stereo effect was used to particularly striking effect (King Crimson’s Catfood/Groon was the first 45-rpm single to be made in stereo). The Moog and VCS3 synthesisers were employed soloistically and to create new timbres. Macan has added that the multi-movement suite was introduced via the Psychedelic movement (59) and instrumental pieces attempted to convey an extramusical source of inspiration, perhaps in a similar way to that of the tone poem of the nineteenth century. The aim of sophistication was also extended to lyrics which, in effect, became large-scale song-cycles like Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde.
Macan observes that ITCOTCK ‘had an especially powerful effect on the nascent Progressive rock movement, and just may be the most influential progressive rock album ever released...(it) displays every major element of the Progressive rock genre.’ (60). Macan has developed this by saying that ITCOTCK ‘crystallise(s) these elements into a distinctive, immediately recognisable style...Both its melancholy minor key passages permeated by acoustic guitar and the mellotron’s symphonic colourings and its muscular, polyrhythmic jazz-tinged stylisations dominated by alto sax and fuzzed guitar were to reverberate in Progressive rock throughout the 1970’s. The album exerted a powerful extramusical influence on later Progressive rock bands as well: both the apocalyptic subject matter of Epitaph and Schizoid Man and the medieval imagery and mystical undertones of the title-track...greatly influenced later Progressive rock bands, as did the albums surrealistic gothic cover art.’ (61) It is true that ITCOTCK inspired such bands as Yes and Genesis. It could also be argued that Progressive rock essentially retained the three-minute song extending it to include long instrumental episodes. Structure aside, the players from different bands became counter-cultural household names through their technical dexterity. Macan has also observed that the ‘prototypical Progressive rock rhythm can...be regarded as a fusion of the steady beat and syncopated rhythms of African-American popular music (especially jazz) and the asymmetrical and shifting metres of European folk music mediated through the music of twentieth century nationalist composers such as Stravinsky, Bartok, Holst and Vaughan Williams.’ (62) Combined with instrumental virtuosity, the multi-movement suite, the Tone Poem/ orchestral song-cycle, the extension of the three minute song, rhythm from various sources and classical harmony (modal or otherwise) gave the music ‘a sense of monumentality and grandeur.’ (63)
Chapter 10
Fantasy and the world of Peter Sinfield
Ian McDonald has said that Peter Sinfield ‘created the world of the fantastic with the lyrics of ITCOTCK. It was an imaginary landscape and he used it to comment on the establishment. It was a case of the “straights” versus the “heads”, and it was also to do with the generation gap. It was designed as this kind of fantasy based on an awareness of what was going on at the time. Musically we took advantage of the moment. It was also thanks to The Beatles. They opened it up for musicians. They were the first Progressive rock band. Strings had been used before, in the case of Buddy Holly for example, but in Yesterday the fact there was a classical string quartet marked something new in pop music and that's when I recognised something new was opening up. The string quartet was essential’ (64)
As I have previously suggested, a line may be drawn back to the Romantic period of the eighteenth century which connects with the 1960’s. This emphasis on nature and the ‘invisible’ world of the imagination was taken up by The Order of the Golden Dawn, via the repealing in 1951 of the Witchcraft Act of 1735, to the concept of the fantastic which first began to reappear in the music of the counter-culture of the mid to late ‘60’s in the interest in works of such authors as J.R.R. Tolkien, Hermann Hesse, Mervyn Peake and Carlos Castaneda. Allan F. Moore has said: ‘The private mythologies of Marc Bolan represent one aspect of the intrusion of the fantastic into Progressive rock. Fantasy is the style’s only important non-musical source, but in many ways it is the most deeply influential. It takes many forms...King Crimson’s ITCOTCK...the sources here are less science fiction than the epic fantasy and allegory of writers like Moorcock...Tolkien and Peake. Similar imagery can be found in bands as widely differentiated as ELP, The Strawbs, Led Zeppelin, Tyrannosaurus Rex...Clearly these types of imagery set such bands apart from the commercial end of the market with their concentration on obscure and occult...matters, their lack of obvious ways of looking at things...’ (65) Moore elaborates saying that the fantastic in rock seems predicated upon Gnosis which are beliefs that salvation is gained by knowledge, and that obscurity is striven for since it intensifies the achievement of the goal. (66) Gnosis also provides with initiates perilous trials through which they must pass, and retains the ‘secret’ of what is sought and which must be kept from the masses. This is part of the listening process of Progressive rock bands; part of the coding through which listeners encounter in works such as ITCOTCK, In the Wake of Poseidon and Larks’ Tongues in Aspic. Fairytale imagery, myth and fantasy are also related to Psychedelic experience to provide a related experience to the religious encounters found in Eastern religions. This is the dimension of ‘immediate experience’. (67) In the works of some bands the unfamiliarity of free-jazz and aspects of fantasy were combined to enhance the sense of strangeness. Moore has suggested that the ‘recourse to such imagery both for King Crimson and Van der Graaf Generator is tied to a rather “gothic” sense of impending doom.’ (68)
I have already mentioned Peter Sinfield’s influences in the form of Bob Dylan and Donovan, but there is also a line running from Dylan, through Donovan and eventually to Marc Bolan. It is well known that Donovan was initially marketed as the British answer to Bob Dylan, in much the same way that Cliff Richard was promoted as an anglicised version of Elvis Presley. It is also known that Donovan influenced Marc Bolan. Donovan was connected with the anti-war position of Dylan and Joan Baez, but on one or two of the songs from Fairytale and, particularly, on the later A Gift from a Flower to a Garden, the aims of the Peace movement become mixed-in with Psychedelia without recourse to drugs. Donovan is quite explicit in his stance on anti-drugs as exemplified by the sleeve-notes of A Gift from a Flower to a Garden. Indeed, Donovan’s source of inspiration was, like The Beatles, from the Maharishi Yogi - the famed 1960’s guru - and Transcendental Meditation: in other words, altered states of consciousness by natural means. Worlds of fantasy are evoked on Wear your Love like Heaven, The Land Doesn’t Have to Be and, perhaps Donovan’s quintessential paean to nature and fairytale, Isle of Islay.
Fantasy develops further with Tyrannosaurus Rex’s Unicorn (1969) and, particularly, with the publication of Bolan’s book, The Warlock of Love (1969), dedicated to the ‘woods of knowledge’ bearing the influence of W.B.Yeats. The record sleeve of Unicorn shows Bolan and Steve Peregrin Took gazing over a copy of Blake’s complete works. (It is interesting to note that there are photos of Nick Drake taken with a volume of Blake's Complete Works as a prop). Sinfield recalls the period: ‘It appears we (Sinfield and his first wife, Stephanie Ruben) were sat, late one night, in the restaurant of the infamous Speakeasy, chatting to my late friend Marc Bolan...we were joined by his lovely, witty and wise wife June...it was always a pleasure to talk with the “bopping elf” as he was, at the time, one of the very few people with whom I could discuss and delve into matters of a magical and esoteric nature. During the conversation someone mentioned I must meet...Richard Gardner...leading to a meeting with the painter of the images (on the record sleeve of In the Wake of Poseidon) Tammo (de Jongh).’ (69) Sinfield denies any direct influence from Bolan’s music and influence, but he was well disposed to introduce the fashionable, the mysterious and the magical into the context of King Crimson. Perhaps it is his unconscious side, in particular, which initiates the presence of the archetype that was referred to as the band’s ‘good fairy’, an invisible presence that the members held responsible for their meteoric rise to prominence? Robert Fripp has said, ‘There was something completely other which surrounded this group. I don’t believe that we went from abject failure to global musical and commercial success in nine months without something outside the band giving us help. We sometimes mentioned the “good fairy” and had the impression for a time that we could do no wrong, that something special was going on. And it was. At some shows I had extra sensory experiences - of the audience, what was happening or what was about to happen, who had walked into the club, who was listening - that I have never had since...this founding Crimson was charmed... .’ (70)
Sinfield has recently spoken about his experience of KC I in relation to the lyrics: ‘King Crimson was part of the late ‘60’s counter-cultural zeitgeist. The term ‘observation’ was a subtext that I insisted on from an intellectual point of view.... to come to ITCOTCK...Schizoid Man was a direct result of the Vietnam War. There’s a recent book...Four Presidents Lie, or something like that, and the idea is parallel to Schizoid Man: you can’t get to be a politician unless you lie. It’s a little like the American Indians who were wiped out with smallpox-infected blankets. I Talk to the Wind is like Blowing in the Wind...very simple and concise. It’s simply a conversation between a straight man and someone from the counter-cultural generation.’ (71) Ian McDonald has said, ‘It was a conversation between Pete and a suit (his boss). In fact, I think that I came up with the idea for the lyrics of the chorus.’ (72) Sinfield: ‘Epitaph is the confusion sown by religious ideologies and had a huge influence on Greg (Lake). Moonchild is about lost innocence and trying to re-live it. I was probably, unconsciously, looking for my mother. Also the striking impression of Stephanie (Ruben) in a black velvet dress when I first knew her. The kind of clothes you could buy at Kensington Market. The Court of the Crimson King is an observation about “spin”. No one ever tells the truth. We’ve been lied to by kings, princes and popes who wish to keep their power. Poets see it from the Machiavellian point of view and see the poor and widows who are the ones who ultimately suffer. That’s the way it is. You never hear good things - only things about rapists and murderers. Some people write down what they see.’ (73)
Sinfield’s vision is an allegory - an observation - listing opposite modes of reality and experience in the culture of the 1960’s. In this way it is, perhaps, rather like a modern Songs of Innocence and Experience, sometimes in the style of the period (I Talk to the Wind), sometimes in a neo-Medieval/early Renaissance guise/Gothic-like style (The Court of the Crimson King), imagery that propels it both backwards and forwards by bending the temporal dimension. Indeed, there may be a faint echo of the cynicism found on Frank Zappa’s We’re Only In It for the Money, as well as some of the material found on The Cheerful Insanity of Giles, Giles and Fripp but completely re-styled. Combined with the many different musical styles, the album reaches across boundaries to a wide and diverse audience in the form of a universal sonic pamphlet which succeeds even more so by the synthesis of musical opposites. With colourful and, sometimes, graphic imagery it may be interpreted polysemantically, as Jon Green has discussed. (74)
Sinfield is quite systematic in his use of poetic devices, as well as practical considerations when writing lyrics. I would like to quote extensively from a lecture given by him in 1997. (75)
‘I think it terribly important that you have an underlying motor that drives you along, be it anger and/or passion or life for the work, as well as a certain talent for understanding words and their reason for being written, and to be written excellently...The souls of words and relationship to each other is terribly important...there sounds are “felt” and not simply “heard”...Edith Sitwell’s A Poet’s Notebook has been extraordinarily valuable to me, both from my understanding of music and also songs...(there is) a particular chapter on techniques of sound and it’s applied to poems...of course, lyrics are not necessarily poems, but they have a poetic nature insofar as people can “feel” the ohs’, the aah’s, the “t” sounds...Greg Lake used to point out to me while we were writing together that he had to stand out in front of fifty thousand people and make them believe what he was saying...It’s also very important for musicians to understand what lyrics are saying...What this means is that it gives the song longevity, a timelessness, and it will become a classic...Everything has to be larger than life , in order to reach the listener...(but) what you have are the noises...the sound of words like crowds, queue, jokes, “c” “c” “c” ...you get this sharp cracking sound, and then it softens again...what is very important...is the feel of these hard sounds...Bob Dylan admits to doing the same - it’s like playing games, but the games you play with the noises, the sounds and syllables, and especially the consonants...should keep the listener right there, suspended - it’s all in the way these are constructed...second verses can be difficult, so you end to go to “scenery” and “open the curtain” as with a play, and so set the mood, as if to say “this is the real point of the song, in the second verse". Like paintings that have light and contrast, songs are very much in tune with the senses, with vibrations...I would say that I actually almost “smell” the words and the sounds - they become shapes, and it’s really very organic...I think that’s how it’s done, and you must get that involved...you should almost act out the characters.’
Sinfield connects with technique, atmosphere and imagery in his lyrics. From the start of ITCOTCK short, almost stuttered syllables, and machine gun-like alliteration is deployed, so as to define the theme of Schizoid Man. This is done to heighten the brutality of war, and the t’s and s’s are rattled out by hard attacks in short, two-line verses of rhyming couplets using trochaic rhythm followed by a short, one line chorus:
CaT’S fooT, iron Claw
Neuro-SurgeonS Scream for more
AT Paranoia’S PoiSon Door
TwenTy FirST CenTury SChiZoiD man.
The second verse is even more vivid:
BlooD raCK BarBed wire
PolitiCianS Funeral Pyre
Here consonance is perhaps the point where hard consonants surround vowels. The sound of words is all-important in the final song, the rock anthem-like The Court of the Crimson King. The first two lines convey the impression both of the sound of prison chains, followed by a sudden flash of sunlight by positioning of consonants utilising onomatopoeia:
The ruSTeD CHainS of priSon moonS
Are SHaTTereD by the Sun
The sound of the piper’s articulation of the woodwind instrument he plays is also conveyed:
The PurPle Piper Plays his tune
The same is also applicable in verse two where Sinfield has suggested the curtains be opened to reveal more vivid imagery. Also, onomatopoeia and alliteration brilliantly convey the rattle of metal against metal:
The Keeper of the city Keys
Clearly, Epitaph is a kind of counter-cultural hymn - one connected to the later In the Wake of Poseidon - but one that has been turned on its head not to glorify the establishment but, conversely, to tear it down. Sinfield resorts to symbolism to convey the confusion sown by dogmas and creeds.
Moonchild is different. The twilight atmosphere of something approaching the garden lovescene in Crowley’s novel Moonchild or Dion Fortune's Moon Magic is evoked by the use of assonance:
Call her mOONchild
DAncing in shAllows Of a rIver...
TAlking tO the trEEs Of the
CObwEb strAnge
SlEEping on the stEps Of a fOUntain
WAving sIlver wAnds to the
NIght-birds sOng
WAIting for the sUn On the mOUntain.
The many examples of vowels provide the words with circular or rounded images which are particularly fitting in the context of words like ‘moon’ and ‘sundial’. One also thinks of Stéphane Mallarmé’s poetry in connection with Moonchild. More importantly, however, Sinfield's word techniques show him as the counter-cultural successor to Beat poet Jack Kerouac who, in his essay The Beginning of Bop, experimented with text-sound and sound poetry. Interestingly, King Crimson's album Beat (1982) was inspired by the Beat poets (Jack Kerouac, Neal Cassady and Allen Ginsberg) and the lyrics (written by Adrian Belew) echo the verbal rhythms they created.
Symbolism and allegory are central to Sinfield’s work and, as I have previously discussed, he has spoken about the words of The Court of the Crimson King as representing political spin. The words of the third verse provides an insight into these techniques:
The gardener plants an evergreen
Whilst trampling on a flower.
I chase the wind of a prism ship
To taste the sweet and sour.
The pattern juggler lifts his hand;
The orchestra begin.
As slowly turns the grinding wheel
In the court of the crimson king.
The ‘gardener’ might be God - an authority figure at least - who, planting the ‘evergreen’ - the tree of knowledge - treads on a ‘flower’: an image of nature, innocence, and freedom and an important counter-cultural symbol. ‘Chasing the wind’ is suggestive of the invisible and the freedom of nature and spirit, while the ‘prism’ suggests divided light: perhaps the light which is referred to as a symbol of the divine. Put in the context of ‘sweet and sour’ the opposites of the Tao are suggested. The pattern juggler may represent an orchestral conductor, as well as a circus entertainer, who provides meaningless gestures which are only recognised as collective codes - the orchestra - while the ‘grinding wheel’ turns slowly in the king’s court - bread, as a symbol of finance, is that which makes the world spin. The yellow jester of verse four is an even more striking symbol. The jester is the one closest to the king drawing back any existing veil of illusion. In a sense, he resembles the modern day cartoonist who satirises the machinery of the political arena. In being disconnected from the climbers on the corporate ladder, the jester observes the movers and shakers of the court (the 'puppets'). Furthermore, the king knows the jester will never displace him. Like the joker in the modern pack of cards, or the trickster of the alchemical opus, the jester is able to transform himself into anything at will. Truths such as these leap out at a listener. Sinfield's lyrics, when combined with epoch shaking music and players who understood his intentions, were a blast into the collective consciousness of the time, banging on the door of the establishment for reform.
The painting, which adorns the inner and outer sleeve of ITCOTCK, is by Barry Godber (b. 1946) a friend of Sinfield's from Chelsea Art College. Sinfield has compared him to ‘a sort of Nick Drake figure’. (76) According to Sid Smith, Godber became a regular visitor to the basement rehearsal room and designed a poster for the band, as well as designing Michael Giles’ double bass drum heads. (77) His paintings for the album came from listening to recordings of the album, then looking into a mirror and painting what he saw, resulting in a frightening self portrait. As Smith has observed, the inside sleeve offers an ‘inner peace and calm counterbalance to the fury of the outer cover.’ (78) The sleeve set a precedence for the record sleeve design of King Crimson’s subsequent albums, by not always including lettering on the cover. This allowed the sleeve to be hung as a poster. However, its real power is in symbolising the music and lyrics contained within, and serves as a visual signifier of enormous power and intensity. In a sense, Barry Godber's artwork became a potent symbol not just for King Crimson, but for the age in which it was painted. To some extent, this was transformed with the Tantric symbol of 1972's Larks' Tongues In Aspic and, again, on into the 1980's with the John Kyrk/Steve Ball knotwork design for the Discipline album which, in turn, became the logo for Fripp's record label, Discipline Global Mobile.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/16353 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!