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Prologue by Peter Hammill
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For better or worse, Spanish is not one of the languages ​​in which I can claim any fluency. However, I can understand something of the heated nature of Hispanic passion, which connects immediately and directly to the issue at hand at the time, whether it be food or music, wine or love, art or exploration.

In English, one can talk about a Spanish zest for life; in Spanish, I suspect that without such a zest or enthusiasm one could not even consider oneself alive. 

Of all South America, Argentina is the country that I have found most endearing; it always reminded me of the old Europe that had ceased to exist. From Argentina I remember the bright nights of Buenos Aires, the wide open spaces of the Pampas, the clear air of the Andes and many shows, many meals, from city parties to grilled fish on the coast of Mar del Plata. Many good wines, dear friends and music, music of course! And always cultured and enthusiastic people...

Many adventures, too many to tell. In Argentina I always felt like I was at home, it occupies a very big and special place in my heart.

I really long to return one day...

Languages ​​can and often do divide us. I consider myself very lucky that some of my North European and Anglo-Saxon words and music have connected with some of that lively Southern spirit. Ideally, a mix of passion and caution!

But ultimately, we all speak the common language of humanity.

Peter Hammill
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In 1996, the first book written about the work and life of the British musician Peter Hammill was published in Latin America - in Spanish, obviously. It was titled "The Works and The Days of Peter Hammill" and came to light thanks to a scholarship from the Press Union of the city of Mar Del Plata, Argentina. Three thousand copies were printed in a first and only edition, very poorly maintained and full of typographical typos. Even so, this book made me one of the happiest men in the world since I must confess that I was responsible for such recklessness. Despite its limitations, its poor graphic material and several errors and omissions, I had fulfilled my dream of spreading the work of one of the artists who had marked me the most in my life. In addition, Hammill himself had kindly collaborated with me, something that, despite having fourteen books published at the time, was the first time it happened to me. The idea of writing a book about Peter Hammill had been haunting my head for several years, always clashing with the additional daring of no serious work in the artist's mother tongue. In fact, the only book related to the figure of Hammill until the early nineties was a bilingual songbook that appeared in Spain in 1989.

The case is that in 1992 Peter Hammill (now a quasi-legendary cult figure) performed for the first time in Argentina and in addition to finally attending one of his shows, I had the opportunity to meet him personally the afternoon before his first concert in Buenos Aires. I remember embarrassedly giving him my third book (which was about punk music and in which Hammill is cited as an important influence) and trembling like a leaf when I shook his hand. For me, Peter Hammill was not a simple rock musician, he was a kind of mythical being, an enigmatic and mysterious character who knew things and places strange to the rest of us. I know it may seem crazy today, but for someone who grew up listening to works like Pawn Hearts, The Silent Corner And The Empty Stage, In Camera or Vital between the ages of thirteen and eighteen (while discovering Poe, Lovecraft, Borges, Sartre and Ciorán ) Peter Hammill was not just another rock star, he was the 'master of the night', 'the lord of screams', the 'Vampire of Bath'. Hammill was for years that character clad in a black cape that appeared on the cover of In Camera, or the psychotic with the half-cropped beard of The Future Now, someone whose music and lyrics did not resemble anything or anyone (except those who later imitated him or were influenced by him).

I could say that it was in that informal talk in a hotel bar in the center of Buenos Aires, where my inner decision to write a book on the works of such a fundamental artist was strengthened. That same night, after attending for the first time a Hammill concert (anticipated and dreamed of for years), the idea turned into an obsession. Beyond all doubts and preconceptions. 

A year after having met him personally, Hammill returned to Argentina and my desire not to miss any part of his visit led me to collaborate with the production of his concerts. At a dinner we shared after his concert at the Lido theater in Mar del Plata, in 1993, and after a few glasses of red wine, I dared to tell him my intention to write a book about him. With that Borgesian modesty that characterizes him, he tried to dissuade me due to the 'lack of interest' that his figure could arouse, but he finally gave me his approval.

For three years I had the unparalleled opportunity to get to know Hammill the artist and the person a little more, after almost two decades of his being a voice on a stereo or a photo on the cover of an album. (Of course, voice and photo, as I pointed out before, were of great importance for my life). This is how, through phone calls, faxes, three more trips by Hammill to Argentina (where I even managed to arrange two visits to my city of residence, Mar del Plata) and my own trip to England, what seemed like a crazy idea crystallized.

Professionally, I had the task of being the press manager of the four concerts that Peter Hammill held in the city of Mar Del Plata from 1993 to 1999. On June 19, 1993 at the Lido Theater (coordinating and acting as an interpreter in a press conference that was filmed, in a nightclub called Sunset). On July 30, 1994 in the Astor Piazzolla Room of the Auditorium Theater, on July 11, 1997 in the Medical Center Theater and on August 21, 1999 in the Roberto J Room. Payró. 

I also had the immense honor of writing the text for five programs of his concerts; three were for the concerts of Mar del Plata in 93, 94 and 97, and two of three concerts in the city of Buenos Aires: the impressive presentation of The Noise (along with Nic Potter, Stuart Gordon and Manny Elias) on June 11 and 12, 1993 at the Belgrano Auditorium and that of August 6, 1994, in the same Buenos Aires venue.

A few years later, destiny found me working in Spain, where I continued my career as a journalist and rock critic in various media, mainly for Ruta 66, one of my favorite magazines. It is precisely in Spain that one of the most endearing professional events that have linked me to Peter Hammill took place, when I had the great responsibility and privilege of presenting the musician on stage (with a brief introduction) during his performance at the Luna Lunera Festival, in Sos del Rey Católico, Zaragoza, on August 12, 2004. In addition to the importance of the opportunity itself, this was a very special show, since it was his first live concert after his heart attack in December 2003. 

Another great opportunity that made me proud was to write the first graphic article about the meeting of Van Der Graaf Generator, published on December 6, 2004 in the newspaper La Capital, in the city of Mar del Plata.

In 2003 I had already told Hammill about my desire to republish an updated and revised version of the now outdated previous book. More than ten new works and a few more interviews, deserved an update of it, without forgetting that several years ago its existence was exhausted. His heart attack, the meeting of Van Der Graaf Generator and the fact of having personally met (in the magical town of Sos del Rey Católico) the legendary Swiss photographer Willi Rupp (who followed Hammill with his camera since 1974), made the project go off with new vigor, so much so that it finally ended up being another book, without leaving aside, obviously, elements of the first book. I finished writing it in May 2006 in London and it was published in 2007 by the prestigious Lenoir Publishing House in Barcelona, Spain. The book was never published in Argentina or Latin America, only in Spain and with another title, which is why I take advantage of this new edition to re-establish its original title ("NECROMANCERS, LIGHTHOUSE KEEPERS AND FORSAKEN GARDENS: An Introduction to Peter Hammill and Van Der Graaf Generator") and add some new album information.

For this work I have had the generous collaboration of several friends and professionals who, in one way or another, have provided their contribution to it. I want to thank Randal Irwin, Gustavo De Cesare, Rómulo Pianacci, Pablo Baldini, Rafael Lentino, the Mar del Plata Press Union, Sépher Ebrahimi, Oscar Lopez, Mauro Rizzi, José Ramón San José, Juan Pablo Neyret, Carlos Solero, Claude Wacker, Alberto Terrile, Paolo Soriani, Serge Llorente, Pablo M. Beleña, Alfredo Rosso, the Italian group for the study of the works of Peter Hammill and Van Der Graaf Generator Peter Hammill & VdGG Study Group, the Canadian website dedicated to the career Hammill's soloist Couch Noise and Phil Smart of the British Van Der Graaf Generator site (www.vandergraafgenerator.co.uk).

I leave for the end those who have been an essential part of this book. First to the journalist Evelyn Marzoa, who in addition to being a colleague is the love of my life and permanent inspiration, then to Lic Gabriel Cabrejas, for his professional collaboration in the chapter dedicated to the poetics of Hammill; Chris Judge Smith, one of the founders of Van Der Graaf Generator (www.judge-smith.com) and especially the Swiss photographer Willi Rupp, whose wonderful photos undoubtedly rank this work. My eternal gratitude to Peter Hammill (who even agreed to write some introductory words exclusively for the book, something I will never forget) for his deference, understanding and patience with me and for providing me with the huge treasure of talks and shared moments. This humble effort is not a biography, something that I leave for much later. It only aims to introduce and bring the reader closer to his wonderful and huge body of work.

I hope I've achieved it.

Marcelo Gobello
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Located in the west of England in the valley of the Avon River that runs through it and just an hour and twenty minutes by train from London, the city of Bath is one of the most beautiful (and expensive) on the island, offering visitors a magical mixture of elegant Georgian architecture and imperial Roman past. Its origins date back to the year 43 AD, when the Romans repaired in that beautiful place where there was a miraculous thermal spring of mineral waters (famous from the old Celtic legends of Prince Bladud, the leper son of King Lud who found a cure for his maladies by taking a bath in those hot springs). The Romans named it Aquae Sulis and erected a temple dedicated to the goddess Sulis Minerva, their goddess of healing, along with a complex facility of baths where you can use the healing waters of a constant temperature of 46.5º that, even today, spring from their land. Obviously the name of Bath (bath) comes from these thermal baths, whose fame diminished during the Middle Ages until enjoying a renaissance in the seventeenth century, when it began to receive royal visitors in search of health improvement.

Although three characters transformed the city over time - the dandy Richard 'Beau' Nash, the businessman Ralph Allen and the genius of 18th-century architecture John Wood - it is the figure of a particular artist, who emerged at the end of the 20th century, who arouses special interest in its existence. Bath has been, for more than three decades, the place of residence and artistic creations of Peter Joseph Andrew Hammill, who lives in a house on the outskirts of the city (road to Bathwick Hill) with his wife (Hilary) and their three daughters (Holly, Beatrice and Phoebe). For more than thirteen years he had his recording studio (called Terra Incognita) north of it, in a cottage more than 150 years old (where the Crescent Studios previously operated) a few meters from Walcot Street (Walcot Gate), very close to the center of Bath. (At the beginning of 2003 he moved his studio from the city to the countryside, in Somerset, and renamed it Terra Firma).

Peter Hammill is a rare bird in the history of rock music, not only for the uniqueness of his work, but for his integrity as an artist and his position in the face of what has become a gigantic, dehumanized and idiotic industry.

His history as a musician has spanned almost four decades of uninterrupted and fruitful work where he has been sticking to his own path, going down roads that he chose instead of joining the fashions of the moment. It belongs to the select group of the 'originals', those paradigmatic and necessary artists who are not necessarily rewarded with the fallacy called success.

His career includes two different phases (although at times they have temporarily crossed), his performance as leader of the Van Der Graaf Generator group and his work as a soloist. He has influenced a vast number of musicians of the most varied styles, such as Peter Gabriel, Robert Fripp, David Bowie, Johnny Rotten/Lydon, Howard Devoto, Peter Murphy, Ian Curtis, Fish, Marc Almond, Jello Biafra, Miguel Bosé, Bruce Dickinson, Steve Wilson, Mark Smith or Luca Prodan - to name some of the best known - laying the foundations of trends such as symphonic rock, punk or dark, always staying true to himself and having the song as the center of his work.

"When I started with music, the theme was to decide what things I wanted to do and how I wanted to sound, and then go out to look for an audience, since it did not exist before. At present, as a general rule, the opposite path is sought: musicians play what the audience wants to hear. All the time they are telling us who and what we are, what we should see, hear and buy. Sometimes it would be worth buying other things, even if it's just to check if those who claim to know everything about us are right...."

Although it has already become a commonplace by the statements made by musicians, the unique and unrepeatable experience attributable to live concerts embodies in Hammill an absolute certainty. Hammill has always maintained - since his beginnings with Van Der Graaf Generator - and throughout his career, that the act of recording and that of playing live were two totally different worlds, with different challenges and rules. It is precisely onstage where the commitment to his work and his audience is manifested in all its fullness; his generous dedication moves even those who are not familiar with his works, and constitutes one of the main characteristics of his greatness and originality as an artist.

His live performances have included the most varied configurations: the band format (Van Der Graaf Generator, The K Group, The Noise or the Peter Hammill Quartet), more experimental trios or duos (he has made tours and presentations with violinist Graham Smith, with saxophonist and flutist David Jackson, with Stuart Gordon [electric violin] and Nic Potter [bass], or with electric guitarist John Ellis, to give some examples of alternative accompaniments) or completely alone. In this risky and difficult format, which very few dare, we are presented with the purest and deepest Hammill, exposing his songs to the bone and unleashing the expressiveness of his incomparable voice, which takes center stage. Absolutely.

"I feel very comfortable performing alone, it is the most demanding format but it is a world that I know well, having done it many times. I feel that things are more under my control, for the duration of the performance, and I also like it - in particular - because of the relationship with the song, because of the fact that I can improvise to a certain extent within it. It is an improvisation that has more to do with the phrasing of the vocal part than with the musical part."

If there is something that distinguishes Peter Hammill, which makes him stand out, something for which he would be a prominent artist even if this was his only attribute, it is precisely his voice. His incomparable voice - and obviously his handling of it - has an expressiveness, depth and, at the same time theatricality, which tends to transcend the language barrier.

"It's a paradox. On the one hand, I have had more success in countries where English is not spoken than in English-speaking countries. Maybe it is because if we compare the rest of rock or pop music, it is very normal for the first reaction to be: 'Oh, this is very difficult', or 'I have nothing to do with this', or 'It doesn't motivate me'. This leads me to think that what often happens when English is not your. language, it is explained in the first impression; the first impression is what matters. If that impression is 'it motivates me', it is because of the sound of the words, and for someone who writes music that is very important. That which attracts me and is. a charm because of the strangeness, it is not because of the meaning of the songs. It is the sound of the melody, but also the sound of the words, that has achieved a message more than because of the meaning that it may have with it as a counterpoint. , something is out there that is not a language and it attracts them. Something strange catches them, they are interested. Afterwards, a search begins among friends who speak more English, consulting the dictionary... In other words, a movement occurs. to search for the words, the song of that music. What I am saying takes you to the music of words."

What Hammill needs to add to this comment is the importance of how the sound of those words that attract him reaches the listener, since it comes through an unusual voice and way of singing.

A voice capable of the most varied and incredible nuances, that can jump from shriek to subtlety, from the scream of anguish to the whisper of love, a voice that can take us to heaven or hell, sometimes both within the same song. From threatening bass to delicate falsettos, cool or psychotic, Hammill's voice is the battering ram for the senses of his audience, especially live, and is the support that gives weight, value and truth to his lyrics. On the other hand, the particularity of his voice makes his songs very difficult for other performers to cover, taking away his opportunity, despite the prolific nature of his work and his ascendancy over other artists, for greater popularity as a composer.

His style combines elements of lyrical singers and blues and soul artists, plus some occasional avant-garde touches that together make his singing unique and original. Curiously, Hammill himself confessed (obviously before his heart attack in 2003) that he did not take care of his throat (he almost constantly smoked Virginia tobacco cigarettes rolled by himself with a singular little machine), keeping it in shape only with constant activity, although he knows very well his limits and scope. (It is very interesting to observe how he releases it and demands it in the sound checks prior to the shows, where he does not sing particular songs but rather he launches notes with different timbres and modulations).

According to the art critic Jorge Romero Brest, the aesthetic "is the area where the authentic Being exists." Peter Hammill's work achieves that quality, the product of a true artist. In these times of widespread banalization of language, using the word “artist” can sound incredibly hollow and meaningless, so many situations use that term! But in this case we are facing a real one, a creator who combines in himself the representation of ideas such as passion, risk, beauty, intensity, truth, pain, hope and depth. Poet? Singer? Composer? Instrumentalist? All in an indissoluble unit, with the song as a medium and his voice as a secret weapon. An impossible and magical voice, which cannot be heard only with the ears.

And as if the characteristics of Hammill the artist weren’t enough, there is the Hammill the man who disdains, without fuss, a perverse and voracious machinery that prostitutes and buries under mountains of showbiz makeup and hedonistic mentalities a musical genre that was born to humiliate death. For the Brazilian musician Egberto Gismonti there are two kinds of music: one to listen to, the other to avoid death. We could say that Hammill's is the type of music that one needs to live, that is not used to sell soft drinks, cars or sports cars. His poetry scrutinizes both the hidden places of the human soul and exposes the miseries and hypocrisies entrenched in our society, also taking care of the recurring theme of love, which he has reinvigorated and compensated by elevating it to an unknown existential plane. According to the Argentine journalist Juan Pablo Neyret: "Peter Hammill dazzles with his intelligence and his heart. A rare mix that very few can bring to light and that, beyond the cult of a certain artist, is an unavoidable reason to take a look at his approach. "

The paradoxical thing about Hammill is that he is the archetype of the cult artist and one of the most influential and transcendental musicians of the last 40 years, creator of a monumental collection of works permanently ignored by the mass media and at the same time self-marginalized from the industry. For talking about things that are generally denied and touching on topics that others (due to ignorance, convenience or lack of ability) avoid, he has been labeled as pessimistic, hermetic, complex or intellectual; However, although we cannot say that his work is easily accessible, it contains dozens of songs that with a minimum of dissemination would have made him a much more well-known character. In any case, Hammill is a musician in a state of permanent change and search, attentive to what his inexhaustible creativity dictates, consciously proud of his career and oblivious to obsessions with success or fame.

But he also, outside the stage or the recording studio, reveals himself as an unusual character, without the need for poses or masks, an authentic guy. Warm interlocutor, immensely cultured, open and willing to the most varied topics (from literature to football, from international politics to tango), polite and respectful like a good English gentleman, profound but not solemn, capable of adorning the conversation with funny or serious anecdotes and reflections, lover of good red wine and tequila, Hammill is as relevant in his daily life as in his artistic life.

That is how this agnostic British man of early Catholic training and a great fan of chess and rugby (which he practiced in his youth), does not depend on any prefabricated image to sustain himself. He belongs, as one imagines before meeting him personally, to that valuable class of people who make and follow their own rules.

In the pages that follow we will try to get closer to his thoughts through his own words and to trace a path over his vast work.

The really important thing, of course, is to listen to it.
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Chapter I: The Ship of Fools - Chronology of Chaos

[image: ]


Peter Hammill began his career as a musician in a key year of a fundamental decade: 1967. From that year on, rock would be taken seriously as an art for the first time following the appearance of the album Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band by the Beatles. ; but those from Liverpool were not the only interesting thing happening on the English scene. The Cream trio (Eric Clapton, Ginger Baker and Jack Bruce) would lay the foundations of the power-trio (which would later extend to Hard-Rock) adding the notion of instrumental virtuosity that until then seemed exclusive to jazz. Jimi Hendrix lands with his cosmic blues on 'swinging London' to form his Experience and revolutionize rock and the electric guitar, while from the heart of English psychedelia, Club UFO, two pioneering groups of the incipient underground movement would emerge, The Pink Floyd and Soft Machine.

While all this was happening, two students from the University of Manchester, Chris Judge Smith and Peter Hammill, formed a new group. Smith named the band inspired by the electrostatic generator invented by the American Robert Jamison Van de Graaff in 1931. In reality he preferred the name “Zeiss Manifold And The Shrieking Plasma”, but from a list of 15 names that he brought from his recent first visit to the psychedelic San Francisco of '67, the one with the generator was chosen, although changing a couple of letters so as not to have problems with the family of the prestigious physicist. 

The first line-up consisted of Peter Hammill on guitar and vocals, Judge Smith on drums and vocals, Nick Pearne (a classmate of Hammill's in the Liberal Studies in Science course) on keyboards, Colin Wilkinson on harmonica, a guy named Bob on guitar, Gordian Troeller on piano (occasionally), a female bassist whose name no one remembers, and two students from the Drama Department, Keren Wilson and Maggie Hunt (girlfriends of Pearne and Hammill respectively), as 'dancers'. Judge Smith would remember the large number of excellent concerts they were lucky enough to enjoy at that time: Pink Floyd (with Syd Barrett), Cream, Hendrix, and one of the artists who most impacted and influenced young musicians: Arthur Brown. Seeing the impressive Crazy World of Arthur Brown live, whose music was based on the sound of the organ, not the guitars, was an incredible and enriching experience for the band. 

During 1967 they played about six times in the bar of the University Student Center, highlighting the time they for a Jimi Hendrix Experience show, in the month of November. This show was the farewell to the band's first incarnation, a thirty-minute performance that consisted of a couple of blues covers, Hammill originals (such as 'Sunshine') and a cloaked Judge Smith with his drum sticks engulfed in flames and sporting a latex werewolf mask (which, according to Hammill, motivated the bassist's escape during sound check). At the end of the show in the bar they ran to the main room to enjoy the Experience.
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The Electrostatics of Psychedelia

In early 1968 Hammill, Smith and Pearne decided to move away from the original group and reform the band, maintaining the name Van Der Graaf Generator. They give a single concert as a trio and got another student, Caleb Bradley, to become their manager. Bradley, a great fan of electronics, managed to record the band's first demo at his parents' house, with the songs 'Firebrand' and 'Sunshine', and offered it in London.

Hammill and Smith began writing material together around this time. Cloistered in Hammill's room until dawn, they recorded songs like 'Viking', 'People You Were Going To', 'Imperial Zeppelin' and 'The Institute of Mental Health', to name those that were later recorded. They perform some shows as a duo (Pearne was more interested in finishing his studies) and even play support for Tyrannosaurus Rex (later T. Rex) at Manchester's Magic Village. At that time Judge added a typewriter as a percussion instrument to his equipment. After a disastrous and unique show as a trio at a failed event at the University - the borrowed amplifiers failed massively and drunk medical students threw bottles at the 'dancers' and the musicians - and Nick Pearne seriously thought about leaving the band. 

But this is early 1968 and, as Hammill always says, the world was not only different: it was another planet. This is why the American producer Lou Reizner, head of the British subsidiary of the Mercury label, showed interest in offering them a recording contract. All thanks to a demo recorded by hand, with two televisions as amplifiers and Hammill recording the guitar in the garden so that it doesn't get stuck!

The trio left Bradley completely behind and went to London for an audition with the old wolf Reizner, and after a live demonstration of several songs in the his office, everything is ready for the signing of a recording contract. If there is something that cannot be criticized about Lou Reizner, it is the lack of fear and the audacity to sign unknown musicians: that year he hired Van Der Graaf Generator, David Bowie (Jones until that moment) and Rod Stewart for Mercury, three very different proposals. (Guess who he got rich with).

Finally they sign the contract and move to London but, having only participated in some promotional photos, Pearne emigrates from the band. At the urging of another of Peter and Judge's university classmates, Alastair Banton, his brother, Hugh Robert Banton, a classically trained organist, joined the group. Meanwhile, Reizner hires musician Graham Bond as musical director of the group, which is once again a trio. Bond was a genius but, by this time, he was completely unhinged by his addiction to heroin and his penchant for Satanism and the occult. Dressed in a green mini-dress (he was a big, fat guy), his hair dyed with red paint and surrounded by all his possessions in paper bags that had the Viet Cong flag painted on them, Graham's figure made a great impression on Peter. Hammill. 

In the summer of 1968 Hammill and Smith recorded several demos at Old Kent Road, more than thirty songs, but they still couldn't find the point of the band's sound. Finally they decide to make several changes: Smith will leave the drums, leaving him only as singer and backing vocals. Getting a solid rhythmic base - and a good manager - becomes imperative for your survival. Hugh Banton is in charge of searching, through classified ads, for bass and drums, to try to amalgamate the sound of the band. In response to an advertisement that appeared in the International Times (the underground newspaper par excellence of the time), they found a new manager, Tony Stratton Smith (who led the group The Nice, with Keith Emerson) and, through him, the experienced bassist. Keith Ellis (former member of the Liverpool group, The Koobas). The new drummer was a Birmingham-born jazz lover, Guy Randolph Evans, who gets an audition at the urging of International Times journalist Keith Gordon, who had given him Tony Stratton Smith's phone number. After an audition where neither the drummer nor the band managed to convince each other (the band was not too impressed by the drummer, due to his unorthodox style for the time, and the drummer found the group to be a rather strange set of personalities). However, there was great affinity on a personal level and Guy Evans joined Van Der Graaf Generator. (Today we couldn't imagine the band with any other drummer.)

Finally they recorded, as a quintet, their first single with 'People You Were Going To' and 'Firebrand', for the Tetragrammatron label, the group's only recording with Judge Smith (on voice and flute). When Mercury found out about the single's existence, they forced the band to withdraw it from the market for contractual reasons. 

But it soon became evident that both Hammill's compositions and singing were superior to Smith's, and his presence became redundant, which is why he would leave the group - in a friendly manner - in the autumn of 1968. (At any rate, Hammill would never break his friendly and professional bond with Smith, recording several of Smith's songs over the course of his solo career and undertaking the opera The Fall of The House Of Usher together.)

As a quartet, Van Der Graaf Generator made a couple of tours in England and Germany, but were unable to record an album due to the contract that the young and inexperienced Hammill had signed almost a year earlier with Mercury. The label wanted to force the other musicians to sign that contract as a condition of recording, and at the same time refused to rescind Hammill's, so they found themselves at a dead end. (Bad) luck helped define things, since all their equipment was stolen. Not only could they not record, but -also- they could not play live.

They virtually dissolved and Hammill began to perform solo concerts in different clubs and theaters in London, until he decided to end his commitment to Mercury once and for all and record an album alone. Accompanied by his bandmates Hammill began to record what would become Aerosol Gray Machine, composed of some songs from the Van Der Graaf Generator repertoire and others that he had developed as a soloist, while the astute Tony Stratton Smith (the group's manager) negotiated the release. of the contract with Mercury in exchange for the album being released under the name Van Der Graaf Generator. Aerosol Gray Machine was published only in the United States, appearing in England a few years later, with a different cover.

Free, but without a recording contract, and with an album not released in their country (and that did not represent them), Stratton Smith made another masterful move and founded his own label, Charisma, so that the band could record. Charisma, in turn, would become one of the most important labels of English alternative/progressive music in the early seventies, signing other groups such as Lindisfarne, Rare Bird and Peter Gabriel's Genesis.

During the almost five months that Van Der Graaf Generator was virtually separated or in limbo (that is, between May 1969 when they stopped playing due to the theft of all their instruments in London and the month of September, when they rehearsed as a band After Aerosol Gray Machine was released) Guy Evans went to play drums with a group called The Misunderstood's. After recording the album they decided to get back together as a band, except for Keith Ellis, who would leave to play bass with the more rocker style band Juicy Lucy. Guy Evans brought Nic Potter, the young bassist from The Misunderstood's, to Van Der Graaf Generator, with whom he had hit it off wonderfully as a rhythmic combo. Hammill introduced into the group a saxophonist who had previously played with Judge Smith in Heebalob, one of the bands in which he had played after leaving Van Der Graaf Generator. Contact was made with David Jackson, an admirer of Roland Kirk and Ian Underwood (the saxophonist of The Mothers Of Invention), and he would not only join the band as a stable member but would also move into Peter Hammill's flat in London (located at 7C Fawley Road, West Hampstead).
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Rarities from “Charisma”

The quintet would begin to rehearse tirelessly, polishing their music, composing non-stop and harmonizing their contrasts until assembling a band that would make history. The label was enthusiastic about the band's new route and during 1970 released two albums: The Least We Can Do Is Wave To Each Other (March) and H To He Who Am The Only One (December). Unfortunately, halfway through the recording sessions for H To He Who Am The Only One, Nic Potter (overwhelmed by the band's work rate and his strange vibes) would leave the group, being replaced in the studio and live by Hugh Banton.

With these two albums, the true “Van Der Graaf Generator sound” was established, a strange mixture arising from the different influences brought by each musician: Banton contributed his classical training (mixed with the admiration for Hendrix that he shared with Hammill), Jackson and Evans were great admirers of the modern jazz of musicians like John Coltrane, and Hammill brought his unorthodox background as a fan of blues musicians (according to him his riffs are nothing more than the imitation of those of John Lee Hooker), British pop-rock and Hendrixian electricity. , always having the song as its axis, beyond its duration.

The hymn-like element created by Banton's organ and a certain compositional bombast of Hammill, added to the electric experimentation of Jackson's saxophones and the particular style (fast and dry) of Evans, were some of the essential elements of the band's sound. as well as the absence of the guitar as a leading instrument. The way the songs were composed was different from that typical by the groups of the time, since they existed beforehand (contributed by Hammill) and were then arranged by all the members. In general, most bands did not have a single composer, but rather they all composed together, with the singer almost always being in charge of the lyrical part. The fact of reworking together songs composed entirely by a single person offered a different way of assimilating different influences.

Obviously the particularity of Hammill's lyrical themes and the experimental spirit of the group were two differentiating elements of Van Der Graaf Generator's studio work, but another of its fundamental characteristics was the band's live attitude. While most of the bands attached to the English symphonic/progressive side of the time were more consistent and detailed in their live performances (the aim was to reproduce as faithfully as possible what was done on the album, repeating solos and arrangements in the concerts, night night after night), Van Der Graaf Generator maintained a spirit of chaos and anarchy and an almost jazzy spontaneity that distanced them from the rest and made each concert a unique and unrepeatable event.

It should be noted that, in reality, it is not accurate to align the group within the so-called symphonic rock genre, since their intention was not to integrate forms of classical music into rock, as other bands such as Yes and Genesis attempted (with their elements of romanticism) or Emerson Lake&Palmer and King Crimson (with more contemporary influences from composers such as Ginastera, Copland, Ravel, Janacek, Bartok or Webern). Musically, Van Der Graaf Generator does not fit into any categorization (not even within the ambiguous label of Art-Rock, an old term used by American critics in the seventies). Beyond having points of contact with some of the most representative bands of that genre, theirs (due to the unconventional nature of its content) could be more closely related to other marginal bands of the time such as Caravan, Soft Machine, Gong or Henry Cow. If there is a nickname that does them more justice, it is the same one that Hammill himself prefers, that of underground band.

1971 turned out to be a crucial year where the group, despite being almost consumed by chaotic tours, recorded their masterpiece, Pawn Hearts, and Hammill released his first solo work, Fools Mate. Although they were beginning to have some recognition from the people of their country - they were much more popular in Germany and Italy - they decided to disband at the beginning of 1972.
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The Adventures of “Peter Punk”

During the period between 1972 and 1975 Hammill cemented his career as a soloist (although his former bandmates are present in one way or another in all of them) with four more albums (Chameleon In The Shadow Of Night, The Silent Corner, In Camera and Nadir's Big Chance). where he delves into his existential obsessions from a more subjective point of view than the one approached with the band. Furthermore, his mastery as a multi-instrumentalist musician grew, developing his best instrument to the limit: the voice, and taking his first steps in production (which from Aerosol to The Silent Corner had been the responsibility of maestro John Anthony).

By 1975 rock had transformed, as Hammill himself put it, "...from a small business to a large industry..."; What in the sixties was presented as the manifestation of an alternative culture (or counter-culture if you prefer) was becoming pure entertainment, a mere spectacle. His poetry, which had served to create a kind of questioning collective consciousness, or to spread new currents of thought and alternative lifestyles to the established world, had been simplified to the point of stupidity (with honorable exceptions) or remained buried under tons of lights and watts of the increasingly popular mega-concerts.

According to Robert Fripp: "The early amateurism surrounding the rock business had become professionalized around 1974, although this would increase through the 1970s and 1980s. Records became portable “products” and “units,” the Audiences became “consumers” whose behavioral patterns were diagrammed by statistical experts. Something terribly, terribly wrong happened with our sense of values. Pragmatism replaced Principle, Quantity over Quality.

Within this well-known context, which served as a breeding ground for the emergence, two years later, of the punk revolution, Hammill would record, along with all of his former colleagues from Van Der Graaf Generator, the seminal and influential Nadir's Big Chance, a raw, acidic and critical work, that the majority of the press and the public did not understand at the time, but that would set the course for future generations.

It also meant the renewed return of the band, which once again felt it had something to say and to manifest musically; They went to rehearse and compose in a mansion in Herefordshire, Norton Canon, inaugurating a new onstage presence with the classic Hammill/Jackson/Banton/Evans line-up.

According to Banton: “We never lost contact after we separated. It just happened that we had had enough, but we used to see each other from time to time and one or two of us would sometimes accompany Peter on stage at his solo concerts, or help him on one of his records. In 1975 we met to record Nadir's Big Chance and everything seemed ready to give Van Der Graaf Generator a new chance." For Hammill: “There was no specific reason why we got back together. Simply the spirit of working together again as Van Der Graaf Generator seemed to emerge in the Nadir’s Big Chance sessions and the musical ideas that I had been working on at that time seemed to gel perfectly with the band.”

In this new and fruitful stage they recorded three excellent LPs in the period of two years: Godbluff (1975), Still Life (1976) and World Record (1976). The group rethought their sound, making it less baroque and more direct than in the past; more musical and rhythmic but subordinated as always to Hammill's lyrics, which in albums like Still Life ('My Room', 'Still Life', 'Childlike Faith...') would reach high peaks.

During 1976 Hammill not only recorded two albums with Van Der Graaf Generator but, after going through a difficult personal crisis (the abandonment of his romantic partner, Alice) he gave birth to one of the best works of his entire career, the impressive Over, his sixth album as a solo artist. In October 1976 Van Der Graaf Generator traveled to America for the first (and only) time, doing five concerts in Canada and one in the United States, at the famous Beacon Theater in New York, on October 18.

Structural, personal and economic problems (the American tour was an artistic success and an economic disaster) mark the end of this stage when, first Banton and then Jackson, abandoned Van Der Graaf Generator, which Hammill reformulated in 1977, shortening the name Van Der Graaf, with the addition of violinist Graham Smith (who came from a group signed by Charisma called String Driven Thing) and the return of bassist Nic Potter, for the recording of what would be the band's last studio album, The Quiet Zone/The Pleasure Dome (78), which actually has all the finishing touches of a Hammill solo album. On Over Hammill he was already accompanied by Smith and Potter; However, from the rehearsals of the new formation - held between January and February 1977 - a group sound emerged that was rougher and wilder than that of yesteryear: with an aggressive and abrasive Nic Potter from his Fender bass, a Graham Smith who played a violin acoustic (electric ones were very expensive at that time), but with a good microphone and adapting it to a wah pedal he achieved a devastating sound, and Hammill was decidedly dedicated to the electric guitar (without leaving aside the keyboards). The new Van Der Graaf was fully in tune with the musical wave of the moment, also providing more explosive live shows than ever. They were practically the only band of the seventies respected by the punk forces. The new formation debuted at the Roundhouse in London, to a full house, on February 20, 1977, with a show that showed them strong as ever and with a wild response from the audience, which was largely much younger than the one they used to have. It was a totally different Van Der Graaf, without the usual harmonic support of the organ and sax that characterized him, but rather the electric hum of Hammill's guitar, the fuzz of Potter's bass and the screeching moans of Smith's violin. The Roundhouse show program was one for the ages, as they performed songs from Over (still unreleased), a new song by the band titled 'Last Frame' and a couple of songs from the previous repertoire such as 'Arrow' and 'Still Life' . But the big surprises of the night were the performance of ‘My Room’ (which had never been played live before) and Chameleon In The Shadow Of The Night’s ‘Rock and Rôle’.

An interesting detail is that it was precisely this formation with which the band performed for the first time on Spanish soil. It was in July 1977 when they did two concerts at the First Ibiza Popular Music Festival, held in the island's bullring.

Vital (78), a live double album, dark and violent, was Van Der Graaf's final farewell, but its influence will be evident in the work of later punk groups such as Siouxsie And The Banshees, Magazine, PIL, The Fall, Joy Division, The Cure, Bauhaus and Pere Ubu.

The importance that the character and the music of Peter Hammill (and, in addition, Van Der Graaf Generator) had for the rabid new generations of musicians who emerged with punk, who despised most of their predecessors, became more evident with the more existentialist exponents. (and depressive elements) of the British after/gothic/dark movement of the early eighties. The dry and aggressive modernity of the three albums that Hammill released in the late seventies and early eighties, The Future Now (78), pH7 (79) and A Black Box (80), establish him as an inevitable, although massively unknown, reference.

Obviously, for an artist with his characteristics, the problems of dissemination and subsistence multiply; Hammill always maintained that music should be made for one's own pleasure or need to make it, without subordinating it to commercial purposes, considering from the beginning of his career not to become a star, since his interest lies in his works and his songs as the main characters. This attitude is what he believes may have been taken as the main influence on other artists.
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The Maker

In 1979 Hammill collaborated with his old friend Robert Fripp, putting his vocals on three songs ('Disengage', 'Chicago' and 'I May Not Have Enough Of Me But I've Had Enough Of You') for the seminal first album as a solo artist. from King Crimson's leader, Exposure (1980). The album featured the presence of musicians such as Peter Gabriel, Brian Eno, Darryl Hall, Narada Michael Walden, Tony Levin, Las Roches and Jerry Marotta among others. Specialized magazines such as The Wire consider him: “The Sergeant Pepper of Avant Punk”.

During the eighties he published twelve works where he would alternate without hesitation throughout the wide range of his creativity. From the electric and strong Sitting Targets (1981), the creation of a new band (the K-Group, with Jackson, Potter, Evans and the Vibrators guitarist, John Ellis) with whom he would record Enter K (1982), Patience (1983) and the live The Margin (1985). Clearly experimental works such as Loops & Reels (1984) or Spur Of The Moment (1988), the exquisite reworking of his best love songs The Love Songs (1984), his updating with technology in Skin (1986) or In A Foreign Town (1988), the absolute loneliness of And Close As This (1986) and the return to the ring, after a year of recording silence, with Out Of Water (1990).

In the eighties he also collaborated with another resident of his city, Peter Gabriel (who had set up his own recording studio in Bath), both on some of his solo albums and on his projects related to ethnic music (WOMAD Festivals and the Real World label).

At the end of 1990 he said goodbye to the eighties with the double live CD Room Temperature Live, closing a prolific chapter, but plagued by problems, with some of the record labels with which he had worked: Virgin and Enigma.

“Finally, after Room Temperature Live, the Enigma label was dissolving and I was left without a contract. Despite having worked with several major labels I have never had proper promotion, which I can partly understand due to the amount of albums I have. It's much easier to promote someone who only has a couple of albums, but if you have thirty it becomes difficult for a company. So I thought that if the labels had never done anything to promote my work, I could do nothing as well as them (laughs). The idea of
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Concert Ticket - Queen Elizabeth Hall 2003
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Press clipping of the first article, published in the

newspaper La Capital de Mar del Plata, with the

world premiere of the Van Der Graaf Generator
meeting in 2005
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Cover of the Program for

the concert of the Medical

Center, in the city of Mar
del Plata, in 1997

TEATRO DEL CENTRO MEDICO
San Luis 1978
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Review of the album The Future Now from NME,
September 1978

NEW MUSICAL EXPRESS
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Photo that appeared in Mojo magazine
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Charisma label advertisement for
Hammill's solo album The Future Now,
1978
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Cover of the Program for the concert at the Lido
Theater, in the city of Mar del Plata in June 1993, with
the text by the author
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At the piano in Poland, 1995
(Photo by Willi Rupp)
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The formation that recorded Aerosol Gray Machine.
Left to right: Guy Evans, Hugh Banton, Keith Ellis
and Peter Hammill
(Photo by Barrie Wentzell)
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Cover of the British edition of Aerosol Gray Machine
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Review of the album Vital that appeared in
NME in 1978
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Fools Mate promotional album label






d2d_images/image103.png
Advertisement for The Quiet Zone,
featuring cellist Charles Dickie, 1977
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An informal weekend meeting of the former VdGG in
July 2001
(Photo by Sue Jackson)
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Still Life advertisement, 1976
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