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FILE UNDER: ELECTRONIC / ROCK / SPACE ROCK

DEDICATED TO SYD BARRETT: January 6, 1946 – July 7, 2006

“Like a supernova, Roger “Syd” Barrett burned briefly and brightly, leaving an indelible mark upon psychedlic and progressive rock...”

– Richie Unterberger, All Music Guide
“He was Pink Floyd’s astral voyager who went too far, the star-child of psychedelia who never returned from his journey to inner space.” – Mojo, 1996

“One thinks of it all as a dream.” – Syd Barrett, in 1971 Melody Maker interview

“I’m disappearing…avoiding most things. …I’m full of dust and guitars.” – Syd Barrett, in Rolling Stone, 1971

Rain Falls in Grey, the newest release by England’s prolific electronic wizards, Radio Massacre International (RMI), is dedicated to the late guitarist Syd Barrett, who died in 2006. His death “forced us to consider what an enormous influence he was,” says RMI. Barrett made numerous musical innovations that permanently impacted British rock during his intense, brief musical career (1965-72), cut short when he became rock’s first “acid casualty”. Barrett opened London’s doors to psychedelia and progressive rock as the co-founder, lead guitarist, composer and driving force behind Pink Floyd, England’s most popular psychedelic band, which released multiple singles and an album under his watch. His compositions imploded pop’s song structure – as did those of his Soft Machine friends, who shared Pink Floyd’s stage and recorded on Barrett’s 1970 solo albums – in songs like  “Interstellar Overdrive,” a “wildly unpredictable, chemically-inspired instrumental of indeterminate length” [Mojo] which devolved into lengthy, improvised jams influenced by free jazz. Barrett introduced a ‘dark side’ into pop music, using edgy lyrics and subject matter, experimenting with new, sometimes unpleasant sonic effects, including noise, distortion, and feedback; and inventing “glissando” guitar effects by “sliding a Zippo lighter up and down the fret-board through an old echo box to create mysterious, otherworldly sounds.” He popularized the use of electronic equipment alongside standard rock instrumentation, causing Paul McCartney to praise Pink Floyd’s integration of electronic instruments, studio techniques and rock music as the wave of the future. Said RMI, “For those of us engaged in experimental or space rock, the debt is enormous.” Engrossed in recording a new album of improvised electronic music at the time of Barrett’s death, RMI recorded several tracks as a spontaneous tribute. Later that year, while performing at Amsterdam’s Gong Unconvention, RMI asked artist and musician Daevid Allen – the co-founder of Soft Machine and leader of psychedelic Gong, who acquired his own glissando guitar technique from Barrett – to create special art work for the CD. As released here by Cuneiform and featuring Allen’s artwork, RMI’s new CD is titled Rain Falls in Grey after a quote from Barrett’s “Baby Lemonade”, a song RMI felt “summed up the elegiac mood when we first reflected on his passing.” A collection of space rock that boldly departs from RMI’s customary all-electronic space improvisations by expanding the group’s sound with more conventional rock instrumentation and guest musicians on reeds and electric violin, Rain Falls in Grey serves as a “celebration of the eternal life and energy that pioneers such as Syd Barrett give through their music…and the sadness when they lose their way like he did.” 

Radio Massacre International (RMI) is an electronic improvising trio that is carving out new ground in the genres of electronic space music and space rock. Composed of Steve Dinsdale (keyboards, electronics, drums), Duncan Goddard (keyboards, electronics, bass) and Gary Houghton (guitar, keyboards), the trio improvises with a mixture of vintage and modern analogue and digital equipment, and on occasion, a spattering of acoustic sound (percussion and guitar) to create massive, shifting electronic soundscapes. Instantly recognizable, RMI’s organic, visceral, and at times rough-edged explorations in space music transport the genre popularized by Pink Floyd, Tangerine Dream, Ash Ra Tempel/Manuel Gottsching and Hawkwind in the 1970s into the 21st century. The world’s best current exponents of epic electronic space improvisations, RMI expose the genre to be as vital and vibrant today as it was in its infancy, and more accessible to mainstream audiences than ever before.

Dinsdale, Goddard and Houghton began playing together when they were 16-year-old students. In 1979, Dinsdale and Goddard formed a band with Mark Spybey (Soforkontact) and a Roland synthesizer, which Houghton soon joined. The group called itself DAS and recorded 12 albums of material between 1980-87, before disbanding when Dinsdale moved to London in 1988. 

RMI was born in late 1993/early 1994, when former DAS bandmates Dinsdale, Goddard and Houghton reunited to play music. They named their new band Radio Massacre International – a name originating from their DAS days. Says Dinsdale:

“Duncan and I used to record horrendously overloaded Casio sonatas directly in the mic sockets of my cassette deck…quite horrible… One day I was listening to this racket (this was 1983) and the name just came into my head as a description of these intermittent ‘broadcasts’ from our peculiar little planet. We then decided…much later…it would make a good name for a band.”

RMI immediately began to record its epic electronic improvisations; by 1995, when its first official release, Frozen North, came out on the UK electronic label Centaur, the band had an archive of 30 recordings. RMI continued its highly prolific output, releasing 7 more CDs on Centaur (Republic, 1996; Knutsford in May & Organ Harvest, 1997; Borrowed Atoms, 1998; and Upstairs Downstairs, The God of Electricity, & Zabriskie Point, 2000) and appearing on 6 compilations. To further accelerate its release schedule, in 1997 RMI started its own label, Northern Echo, which has released 14 recordings (11 CDRs and 3 CDs) prior to a recent 6-CD boxed set, Lost in Space (2006). In 2006, RMI made its debut on Ian Boddy’s DiN label, releasing Septentrional. RMI’s recordings include studio improvisations as well as live concert performances.

RMI’s live improvised performances are legendary, leaving audiences enthralled with their atmospheric journeys and near-telepathic communication. In the words of Chuck Van Zyl, “Through improvisation, RMI chart new territory each time they play, the best part being that they take the audience with them.” They have appeared at numerous high-profile electronic music festivals in Europe, including 1995’s EMMA (UK), 1997’s KLEM Dag (Holland), 2000’s Alpha Centauri Festival 300 (Holland), 2003’s E-Live Festival (Holland) and 2004’s Virtaa Arts Festival (Finland). RMI was the first group to perform at Britain’s Jodrell Bank Observatory, playing in the shadow of the radio dish in 1996 and remaining a fixture in the electronic music series subsequently associated with Jodrell Bank. In both 2004 and 2006, RMI performed at another venue with space associations: the National Space Centre in Leicester. RMI has also performed on European television and radio. The trio appeared on BBC TV’s “Don’t Look Down” special on Jodrell Bank, and in 1996 RMI co-hosted and performed on European MTV’s “Chill Out Zone’. RMI was influential in founding the Hampshire Jam concert series in southern England, and performed there as recently as 2005. In 2004, deviating from its practice of working solely as an electronic trio, RMI collaborated with vocalist Damo Suzuki (Can) for a Manchester, UK concert and improvised on guitar/bass/drums.

Radio Massacre International’s US performance debut came in 2002, when it headlined night one of Progwest, a progressive rock festival in Claremont, CA, and gave a live radio performance on Los Angeles’ KXLU. In Philadelphia, PA, it played at The Gatherings, an electronic music concert series held at St. Mary’s Church, and gave a live, 2 1/2 hour radio performance on “Star’s End”, Chuck Van Zyl’s show on WXPN. Invited to return to Philly, RMI played again at The Gatherings in May 2004, and performed another live radio session for WXPN. Attending and impressed by the 2004 St. Mary’s show, the head of Cuneiform Records invited RMI to do a recording. 

The resulting recording, RMI’s first release on Cuneiform, was 2005’s Emissaries, a double-CD featuring one CD of new RMI studio material and a .pdf file with a 16-page color comic/graphic novel by Philly artist Matt Howarth, and a CD of live recordings from RMI’s late-night May 9th, 2004 WXPN broadcast. Emissaries was a unique collaborative venture between RMI and comic book artist/graphic novelist Howarth, best known for his comic books series about Bugtown and its inhabitants, called Those Annoying Post Bros. and Savage Henry. Containing some of RMI’s best epic space improvisations – over “2 hours of…genius” [Sequences Electronic Music] – Emissaries also functioned as a multi-media concept album: RMI’s music served as soundtrack to Howarth’s graphic novel. Music and graphics mutually inspired the collaborators; RMI’s live radio broadcast (Disc 2) inspired Howarth when he was writing his Emissaries novel, and his novel inspired RMI’s studio improvisations (Disc 1). Calling Emissaries “a mind-blowing experience with Matt Howarth’s thought-provoking and beautifully conceived…colour comic/graphic novel,” Acid Dragon insisted it was “essential listening for all lovers of inspired electronic/space rock music.” Numerous magazines cited the release as proof that, “among the improvising Berlin school followers, Radio Massacre International stands out as the current reference point for the style,” [Axiom of Choice]. In the words of Space-Rock.co.uk: “Frankly there isn't anyone out there doing this kind of music better… If you have a yearning for the glory days of the Berlin school, this is where you should be going. (Four stars out of five.)”

Emissaries introduced RMI to wider audiences. In the words of Terrascope Online:

“…‘Emissaries’, despite only having been recently released, stands firm as a perfect introduction to the band; I just believe it should carry a warning sticker to the effect that listening to it could potentially be damaging to the pocket, since few bands this side of Acid Mothers Temple have been as prolific. …This, friends, is good old-fashioned space rock played at it’s very HIGHest level – think Tangerine Dream, Ash Ra Tempel and Klaus Schulze, laced with a dash of scorching guitar from Houghton… Even their album titles seem at first glance to be nods towards the Floyd…”

Rain Falls In Grey, RMI’s second Cuneiform release, is, in the band’s words, “quite a departure from the sequencer/electronics of ‘Emissaries’ but if you listen closely, it’s the same people at the core.” Instead of RMI’s customary electronic space improvisations, sculpted by the trio using electronics, keyboards and guitars, the new disc – a tribute to Syd Barrett – is pure space rock. RMI expand their sound by adding more conventional rock instrumentation (bass, drums) to their electronic arsenal, and by adding guest musicians. The band states that, “The album is in many places like a greatly expanded RMI line-up (with us all doubling on keyboards too)…” The lineup and instrumentation on Rain Falls in Grey includes RMI members Steve Dinsdale (keyboards, drums, percussion, glockenspiel, looper, vocals), Gary Houghton (guitars, glissando guitar, synthesizer, looper, vocals), Duncan Goddard (keyboards, bass guitars, mellotron, p3 sequencer), and special guests Martin Archer (sopranino, alto & baritone saxophone, bass clarinet, bass recorder) and Cyndee Lee Rule (electric violin). Damo Suzuki, RMI’s first collaborator, had introduced Archer to the band and Rule was recruited for the project at the Gong Unconvention.  

Asked to give a few words about Rain Falls in Grey, RMI said:

On a philosophical level the pieces can be seen as a celebration of the eternal life and energy that pioneers such as Syd Barrett give through their music for us all to share, and the sadness when they lose their way like he did. The conclusion of the album is more of a reflection on the dearly departed, whose physical-being is surrendered but whose spirits will always be with us because of what they gave of themselves during their time with us. 

Or alternatively, it's a great collection of prime space rock to play loud and enjoy for what it is and not get too hung upon what it all means. 

The album title is a quote from the Syd Barrett song 'Baby Lemonade' which we felt summed up the elegiac mood when we first reflected on his passing, although the opening piece is a vibrant celebration of many of our favourite elements of space rock, with homages to Syd's Floyd, Gong, Hawkwind, The Kosmische movement and much else. (I hear Van Der Graaf in the reed playing, there's a cheeky Robert Wyatt quote on drums and hell there might even be a bit of Deep Purple in there somewhere). By contrast, the closing track `Far Away' could be seen to represent a yearning to be with the departed for just a little longer, apparent here in Gary's guitar playing. 

The only thing which really matters is how it all works as an entity to be savoured and enjoyed... We always make a bargain with new music to see it on it's own terms, and we know many of our audience and Cuneiform diehards do too. There will be many fans who wanted us to make the same album as `Emissaries' again, but in presenting something different we'll try and take them where WE want to go…
In Rain Falls in Grey, Radio Massacre International take listeners on a pyschedelic journey through space and time, celebrating the electronic and psychedelic visionaries of the late 1960s and 70s, and showing that their innovations remain relevant, exciting and even essential for rock music today.

In celebration of the release, RMI will be performing several live shows, including a concert at Leicester’s Y Theatre in Sept. 2007. In Nov. 2007 the band will play several shows in the USA, including a show at The Gatherings at St. Mary’s, Philadelphia, and playing a show in Baltimore’s legendary progressive rock showcase, Orion Sound.


