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FILE UNDER: ROCK / JAZZ-ROCK / FUSION
A British bass player, studio/electronic musician, songwriter, composer, and improviser, Hugh Hopper is one of the most active, influential and respected figures on today’s international jazz-rock scene. In a career lasting over 40 years, beginning in the early 1960s and continuing today, Hopper has played and recorded with countless jazz, rock, and jazz/rock musicians around the globe, including every musician of the British Canterbury scene, and amassed a huge body of recorded work. Hopper was a central figure in the genesis of Canterbury School music, Britain’s most distinctive contribution to progressive jazz/rock, and he composed some its most memorable tunes; historian Aymeric Leroy, a Canterbury specialist, regards Hopper to be THE personification of the Canterbury school. Hopper also introduced some of the most avant-garde techniques into jazz/rock, attaching fuzz boxes to his bass and experimenting with tapes, soundscapes and electronic manipulations of sound. Indeed, Hopper is one of the world’s most distinctive and influential bass players in any genre: his signature fuzz bass sound, developed in the late sixties as a member of Soft Machine, had profound impact on psychedelic music, European jazz/rock and even ‘zeuhl’ (Magma) music of the day, and continues to resonate among young jazz/rock players today.  

Born and raised in Canterbury, Kent, England, Hopper was self-taught as a musician, learning guitar before abandoning it for electric bass. He began his music career in a London jazz and poetry trio with Daevid Allen and Robert Wyatt in 1963. The following year, Hopper visited Allen and Gilli Smyth at their new flat in Paris. 

“I arrived at his flat…and was hit by this soundscape. It was a Charlie Haden bassline from Ornette Coleman’s “Lonely Woman” – the whole thing was based on that. It’s stayed in my brain as one of the formative things of my musical life. I still play that motif, it’s part of my vocabulary. I can feel it coming out all the time.” [Hopper interview in The Wire]

Hopper’s first encounter with Allen’s “fabulous tapes” was life changing. Inspired by tape loop pioneer Terry Riley and William Burroughs’ spoken-word tape recordings, Allen was experimenting with tape loops, musique concrete, spoken word tapes, and other electronic music techniques. Hopper recalled, “…this was all done just with a couple of reel-to-reel tape recorders. Physically cutting up the tape into different lengths and Scotch taping it into loops” [Ptolemaic Terrascope]. His interest sparked, Hopper experimented with manipulated sound throughout his career, processing his bass’s sound and integrating tapes and soundscapes into musical projects when opportunities arose (i.e. Soft Machine’s Round House Theatre project, released by Cuneiform as Spaced).

Hopper became a founder and member (1964-69) of the Wilde Flowers, a “beat group” that spawned two of Canterbury’s most important bands, Caravan and Soft Machine. After members Robert Wyatt and Kevin Ayers founded Soft Machine (named after Burroughs’ book) with Daevid Allen and Mike Ratledge, Hopper became the new band’s road manager and accompanied it on two U.S. tours with Jimi Hendrix. He became Soft Machine’s bass player after Ayers left in late 1968. Hopper is probably best known for his pioneering work as bass player and a contributing composer (1969-73) for Soft Machine during its most creative years. Hopper’s songs and instrumental compositions appeared on five of Soft Machine’s studio albums, most of them released on major label CBS; he wrote most of Soft Machine’s Fourth (1971), recorded on numerous albums and played countless live shows and tours. 

In 1973, Hopper released his first solo recording, titled 1984 (after George Orwell's book), on CBS. 1984 was a radical release for its time, consisting of an unusual combination of lengthy, experimental, abstract soundscapes and short, weirdly devolved James Brown-inspired instrumentals. It was also a departure from Hopper’s work with Soft Machine; he stated: “…by 1972 Soft Machine had become a rather ordinary British jazz-rock outfit. Not enough quirks or weirdness!” A solo context enabled Hopper to pursue experimental ideas without the limitations imposed by a group. As he explained to Rubberneck: 

“…I wanted to do in a studio what I had done nearly ten years before with minimal equipment, first with Daevid in Paris and then at home in Canterbury – loops and all that stuff. CBS were prepared to put it out as a solo LP from one of Soft Machine’s members, but when they heard the weirdness, they refused to pay any advance or studio costs, so I borrowed the money…”

Critically acclaimed when CBS released it, 1984’s impact remained strong over time. When Cuneiform reissued it in 1999, Amazing Sounds noted that “…25 years after it was created, the originality and distinctiveness of Hopper’s 1984 remains untouched. …” Ptolemaic Terrascope called it “…a fantastic album…some of the finest music the Soft Machine never actually did.” Audion called 1984:

“…a commercial failure for CBS, but a musical triumph for Hugh. Since his early days with Soft Machine, he’d keenly experimented with expanding the possibilities of the bass guitar, and with this album he took such ideas to an excess, with all manner of processing. The tongue-in-cheek titles: Miniluv, Minipax…counterpoint the serious experimental edge of the music. …experimentation with form and texture are the key, notably Hugh’s extremely processed fuzz-bass. It’s all fascinating stuff…”

Hopper left Soft Machine shortly after 1984’s release and subsequently played in several jazz/rock and jazz groups, notably playing and touring with Carla Bley (1976-77). Hopper’s first post-Soft Machine band, which he stayed with for six months, was East Wind, led by Japanese percussionist Stomu Yamash’ta. Early in 1974, Hopper assembled the Monster Band for a tour. Later, he recorded on Wyatt’s seminal, post-accident solo album, Rock Bottom. In May 1974, Hopper joined Isotope, his key band since leaving Soft Machine, touring Europe and the US and recording on Isotope’s second album, Illusion. Hopper left Isotope abruptly in 1975, during recording sessions for the band’s third album, Deep End, to begin work on a new solo project, Hopper Tunity Box.
Hopper had been given an [H]opportunity that he could not refuse: the unfettered use of a professional recording studio – the mobile recording studio of the mega-band Yes – to make a solo album, and the assistance of an experienced producer/sound engineer, Mike Dunne. The opportunity enabled Hopper to record tunes that he had been working on since leaving Soft Machine in 1973, while experimenting in a professional studio with processed sound. In the liner notes, Hopper recalls:

“Around 1975 I began to gather together musical ideas that I had been working on since leaving Soft Machine in 1973—snatches of tunes that for the most part had not previously seen the light of day. A friend of mine was recording engineer Mike Dunne, who had been assistant engineer on my first solo record, 1984, and who was now in charge of the mobile studio of Jon Anderson of Yes. Mike suggested we co-produce a record together; he would provide the studio and I would provide the music and musicians. By the time I had arranged the music…and invited along the various guest musicians, Mike’s studio was set up in one of London’s big film sound studios, where Yes rehearsed for tours…”

Hopper would call his resulting solo album Hopper Tunity Box in punning reference to Opportunity Knocks, a popular, long running talent show on British television that invited audiences to phone in votes - a precursor to American Idol. The Norwegian Compedium label released the album in 1977 to critical praise; Melody Maker commented, “An old Soft Machinist never lets you down.  …[Hopper Tunity Box] belongs up there with Third and Fourth.”

Cuneiform’s reissue of Hopper Tunity Box is a freshly remastered version of Hopper’s second solo release, and the first CD made directly from the original master tapes (a Culture Press reissue CD was pressed from the vinyl LP). The remastering removed glitches that occurred during the original vinyl pressing; sonically and musically, Hopper Tunity Box sounds as fresh as the day it was recorded.

Hopper Tunity Box was a technical, musical, and sonic achievement for Hopper. He constructed it in the studio like a montage, at the heart of which lay the sound of his distinctive, pulsing bass. Over a two-week period, followed by a brief session later, Hopper invited musicians to come in individually to play on his original compositions, overdubbing their parts on top of his bass tracks. Discussing the album in an interview with journalist Giuseppe Colli, Hopper stated that:
“Hopper Tunity Box was my favourite record for a long time. I took a long time planning, composing and working on it. It was all built up from bass which I played to a click, then Dave Stewart’s keyboards, then drums and finally the saxes and other colours. Some of the tracks sound really live, but the only time I played with anyone else in the studio was on ‘Crumble’ – Mike Travis and I laid down the drums and bass tracks together. Otherwise, it was all a montage. …What you hear as guitar solos and themes was done on bass and then speeded up to double speed. …” 

After recording the music, Hopper and Dunne “tweaked the raw sounds with all manner of analog and improvised effects. A big sheet of steel hanging in the studio acted as an unconventional echo plate, and of course we indulged in…tapes and looping.”
Bass-centric to its core, Hopper Tunity Box may express better than Hopper’s other solo and band recordings what lays at the heart of his music and singular sound. Hopper wrote all of the album’s tunes with the notable exception of one: Ornette Coleman’s “Lonely Woman,” the tune whose acoustic bass line, on a tape loop, formed the core of the soundscape that sparked Hopper’s interest in processed sound a decade before. Hopper admitted to Colli that:

“I’ve never played acoustic bass, but nearly all my influences on bass come from acoustic jazz players – Charlie Haden, Mingus. Ron Carter, Scott LaFaro, Coltrane’s bassists, and I usually try to make the electric bass sound like an upright.”

At the heart of Hopper’s music is the sound of an acoustic jazz bass – and the basic techniques of processed sound.

Hopper Tunity Box contains some of the most memorable, accessible, melodic, and forward-reaching jazz-rock that Hopper has ever made. Constructed on a foundation of fuzzed bass, the music contains melodic and intriguing jazz/rock compositions that fuse organ passages that would feel at home in Canterbury Cathedral with pastoral jazzy tracks, funk, and futuristic processed sound. The album features stellar contributions from members of groups such as the Brotherhood of Breath, Gilgamesh, Hatfield and the North, Isotope and the Keith Tippett Sextet. In addition to Hopper’s own multi-instrumental work (bass, guitar, recorders, soprano sax, percussion), it contains superb performances by some of the best jazz and rock players of the time, including Richard Brunton (guitar), Mark Charig (cornet, tenor horn), Elton Dean (alto sax, saxello), Nigel Morris (drums), Frank Roberts (electric piano), Dave Stewart (organ, pianet, oscillators), Mike Travis (drums), and Gary Windo (bass clarinet, saxes). While studio-constructed, the tunes sound like group recordings by an all-star jazz-rock band. Reissued here by Cuneiform, this is a lost jazz/rock classic that deserves to be rediscovered.

Today, Hopper continues to explore new musical arenas, playing bass in numerous projects and collaborations while also continuing to experiment with his solo tape loop/electronic projects. Additionally, Hopper plays in the Soft Machine Legacy (a project initiated by Leonardo Pavkovic) and other Canterbury reunion projects. Over the last decade, Hopper has worked to keep the legacy of Soft Machine and related bands alive through the archival release and reissue projects that he’s coordinated with Cuneiform and Voiceprint; interviews in major magazines; performances in reunion projects; and his new work, which retains the hallmarks of Canterbury music and presents it to new audiences. Indeed, Hopper, a scholar and a gentleman, can be viewed as Canterbury music’s unofficial historian and spokesman.

Hopper Tunity Box is the 14th CD released and/or reissued by Cuneiform featuring Hopper in either solo or band contexts. Cuneiform’s previous Hopper releases include a 1998 reissue of his 1984 solo album; Hugh Hopper Band releases Meccano Pelorus (1991) and Carousel (1995); Hopper & Alan Gowen’s Two Rainbows Daily (1995); numerous Soft Machine releases and/or reissues (i.e. Spaced, 1996); and CD releases by various other new bands/projects, including the Seattle-based Hughscore (Delta Flora, 1999), the cyberspace-based Bone (Uses Wrist Grab, 2003), and the Netherlands-based NDIO (Airback, 2005). 


