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“Undeniably, Soft Machine has a place within the pantheon of jazz-rock, fusion, or whatever appellation one chooses to use to define the hybrid music of the late 1960s through the late 1970s. …in many respects Soft Machine can be viewed as a major nexus of fusion and the somewhat (but not entirely) related realm of progressive and art-rock. Direct connections…can be made from Soft Machine to King Crimson, Keith Tippett, Gong...even the Jimi Hendrix Experience and The Police. With this in mind, Cuneiform Records should be duly applauded for their efforts in unearthing this two-disc set from 1972…For Soft Machine fans it's a damn near essential listen…in fact, for Soft Machine fans, it's hard to imagine anything dating from the years between 1968 and 1972 that isn't mandatory listening.”
–Matthew Sumera, One Final Note, August 27th, 2004

“…Besides the fantastic performance of the band, the other notable reason to seek out this release is the fact that it is one of the few live recordings ever of the short-lived line-up of Elton Dean (sax/electric piano), Hugh Hopper (bass), John Marshall (drums), and Mike Ratledge (electric piano/organ.)  Even more so than most of the other previously available Soft Machine releases, Live in Paris is primarily a jazz album, as the band is extremely laid back, grooving and soloing with more restraint than you would usually hear them, but adventurous and groundbreaking nonetheless. Ratledge's organ solos take on a rather distorted, reed-like quality, and his electric piano passages ring with majestic tones, much like Chick Corea, Jan Hammer, or Herbie Hancock. Elton Dean, who is the other main soloist in the band, squonks and soars throughout…This is an essential recording from one of progressive music's treasured bands.”



–Pete Pardo, Sea of Tranquility, June 14th, 2004

“This is a valuable document, as Dean left the band following the tour, and Hopper following the next album.  Yet it’s more than that with numerous highlights…Dean’s “Plain Tiffs,” which introduces the album, is in fiery form throughout.”
–Ross Boissoneau, Progression #48, Spring 2005

“The group played jazz rock before the name had been coined and here – on selections from SOFT MACHINE 3, 4, and the upcoming 5 – the short-lived line-up mix free blowing with lengthy riff excursions and typically formal, austere themes.  Dean often employs a hard-edged electric sax sound, while Hopper’s fuzz bass and Ratledge’s gaudy, fuzzed-up Lowrey organ nod back to the group’s psychedelic past…there are some fine performances, particularly on Out Bloody Rageous which begins with a lyrical solo from Dean and really shifts thereafter.”

–Mike Barnes, Mojo #131, October 2004

“…Fans of early fusion who are not familiar with Soft Machine will delight in discovering this fairly adventurous group. …collectors of Miles Davis’ 1970s projects, Return to Forever and Weather Report will enjoy this generous slice of Soft Machine, a group that deserves to have its place in the Jazz history books.”          






–Scott Yanow, Cadence, October 2005

“Finally, post-Robert Wyatt Soft Machine gets a complete concert release…and it is revelatory.  Soft Machine, at the time of this performance…had distanced themselves from the playful psychedelia of their late 1960s output…The 1972 incarnation maintains a fanatical urge to explore, convincingly juxtaposing freedom and structure in a jazzier framework.  The material for this double-disc is drawn from Third and Fifth, two albums whose compositions beg for the Coltranesque mode-play so well executed by Dean, Hopper and Ratledge. When Ratledge launches into one of his typically distorted organ solos…Dean comps with incredible rhythmic flare and harmonic inventiveness. The communication between bassist and drummer often borders on the telepathic; Hopper provides the perfect support for Marshall’s drumming, which is much more overtly jazz-inflected and timbrally expansive than Wyatt’s (he was in Nucleus, after all). His approach relies heavily on space and syncopation, rendering this quartet’s sound much more stripped down than that of the “classic” quartet.  The audience is appropriately appreciative throughout, erupting into volcanic enthusiasm after Marshall’s scorching “L.B.O” solo, and the monaural sound is exemplary. Not only is this the best representation of this phase of Soft Machine, it is one of their finest recordings to have emerged so far…an extremely important discovery for fans and detractors alike.”

–Marc Medwin, Dusted Magazine, July 1st, 2004

“The music on these discs is just a little more jazz oriented than we would normally get of SM's already jazz oriented progressive music. The Fender Rhodes sound helps a lot in establishing this effect, at times taking the lead when Dean's saxes are fully silent. … This, together with the free based way in which the music is played creates the jazzy sound…This is yet another release in which the band majestically steers away from any drivel, staying true to their own style.”






–Roberto Lambooy, Axiom of Choice
“…Recorded during a fecund period in popular music of all stripes, this double CD documents an explosive performance by one of most important psychedelia-turned-fusion bands ever…this rare live recording features a drummer of a different demeanor, the aggressive and more hard bop oriented John Marshall. With Soft Machine mechanics Elton Dean, Hugh Hopper and Mike Ratledge, the music smokes and scalds in a black cauldron of brooding complexity, dynamically plunging and bubbling coarsely like waves of gooey molten lava. Melodies are briefly stated before the band tumbles through distorted organ solos and howling alto saxophone bleats. Marshall incessantly hammers the beat, staggering drum fills, playing swing ride patterns, and creating powerful tom/bass drum flurries. This is invigorating improvisational music, straddling that weird line between free jazz and funky ‘70s rock.”






–Ken Micallef, Launch, August 25th, 2004 

“…keyboardist Mike Ratledge and bassist Hugh Hopper…still wanted some structure in their music. But…they were not averse to completely free flights of fancy. Live in Paris documents this short-lived incarnation, at a point in time where they were as loose as they were ever going to get, before Dean was replaced by Karl Jenkins, who ultimately led the group away from experimental territory and directly into the fusion camp.  This recording…has been carefully remastered by Cuneiform…the improvement on this reissue is palpable; The bottom end is bigger; Marshall’s drum kit sounds like a drum kit…Hopper’s “Facelift,” which opens disk two, is a highlight of the entire hundred-and-five-minute set.  But as much as the structured material lays a foundation for the soloists, it is the continuous nature of their set that keeps things interesting. Free passages segue between compositions, and Marshall proves that he was ultimately the right drummer for the job...Marshall…shows his ability to cover everything from rubato passages to out-and-out free segments to more rhythmically-based material…And while it’s hardly a term to apply to the Softs, Marshall can swing as well.  Live in Paris captures a transitional Soft Machine in a period where it may well have been at its extemporaneous best. Jazz and rock combine in a way that is less rigid than what would eventually pass off as fusion. Loose, exciting and exploratory, it is a shame that this incarnation was in existence for so short a time.”






–John Kelman, All About Jazz, May 2004
SOFT MACHINE

BACKWARDS

CUNEIFORM [RUNE 170]

2002

“You could make a valid case for the Soft Machine of 1969/70 being the height of British prog rock. …as the decade turned, the musical sense of adventure was at its height, never more so than in the Canterbury sound, where rock, jazz and a strong sense of both the avant-garde and the absurd all rubbed shoulders. For the Softs, it was the time of their big-band experiment, turning their trio into an ambitious septet which only lasted a short time... The two septet tracks here…just begin to hint at the remarkable possibilities they were exploring. It wasn’t jazz-rock in the Blood Sweat & Tears of Chase mold, but more adventurous, a sense of nibbling at boundaries between forms, rather than simply punching up a song with horns. When it all crashed down, saxophonist Elton Dean stayed with the band, and his addition pushed them in a new direction…captured on the first three tracks here, amorphous, winding, but always going forward, with the swing of Robert Wyatt’s drums as the core. While some fans will relish the rare Softs with brass tracks, for others the jewel here [will] be Robert Wyatt’s long demo for “Moon in June,” the twisting song that, in many ways, defined his time with the band…Some wonderful music, some astonishing insights in the style. And a reminder that sheer musical freedom could exist, once upon a time.”







–Chris Nickson, Discoveries #174, Nov. 2002

“This is a magnificent document of one of the most vital jazz/rock fusion outfits to ever come down the pike…While their first two, late 1960’s albums, essayed a fresh, experimental approach to that emerging genre, subsequent recordings were more jazz-oriented…Happily, the legacy of available recordings of the band continues to expand, due to an ongoing discovery of live tapes.  And so it is with Backwards, which contains a full disc’s worth of previously unreleased material. Two of the band’s most-loved pieces, “Facelift” and “Moon in June,” begin the disc…This is fusion at an apex of imagination; heavily influenced by Miles Davis’ bands of the period, one can hear, in the opening organ chords of “Facelift,” the mutable psychedelics of Miles’ wah-wah’d, distorted organ washes, or the dual keyboards of Chick Corea and Keith Jarrett…Mike Ratledge’s keyboards also echo the exploratory funk of Jan Hammer or Larry Young, while drummer Robert Wyatt…plays with inventive flexibility…

“Moon in June”…appears here in two distinct versions. At 7:38, the 1970 recording…is a thrilling jaunt through one of the most satisfying compositions of the classic progressive rock era. Ratledge’s coruscating organ work reminds us that Keith Emerson was not the only monster keyboardist to come out of prog, and the tune’s quieter mid-section references the vast, open spaces of Miles’s Agharta jams. Two years earlier…in September 1968, Wyatt had recorded a demo of “Moon in June” by himself, which the band proper completed…The complete, 20-minute composite is presented here for the first time, and a wonderful piece it is. Wyatt laid down vocal, keyboard, and drum tracks on his own; far from being a bare-bones experiment, the tune’s lonely, winding melody – one of rock’s great “outsider” pieces – actually benefits from its reduction to a single mind. The meld into the full band version is fairly seamless, making the piece as much of a head trip as its official, LP version…Backwards also gives us…a late 1969 performance…by a septet lineup that includes trumpeter Mark Charig, saxophonist Lyn Dobson, and trombonist Nick Evans. The extra horns change the texture of the music in interesting ways…4 stars”


–Larry Nai, Ejazznews, ejazznews.com

“…the real find here is the closing track, a 20-minute demo of ‘Moon in June’ that’s split into two parts – a spine tingling Wyatt solo recording from October/November 1968…and a reconstituted Softs session in the spring of 1969. Rescued from the sole surviving acetate…it’s an epic performance that bridges the gap between the Soft Machine’s progression from a jazz-inflected rock band to rock-inflected jazz band.”












–John Sturdy, Record Collector #176, Aug. 2002

“This recent archival release…contains six tracks recorded at different sessions…by one of the most important progressive rock bands of the early 1970s, the Soft Machine. Those new to the band will find truly inspired performances here, and long-time listeners will truly revel in the sonic proportions of these recordings…Two of the best songs from the band’s early repertoire are included here in rousing fashion, “Facelift” and “Moon in June.” “Facelift” is an uncompromising interpretation of progressive rock complexity meeting the experimentation of jazz fusion. Manic drum fills from Wyatt are challenged by distorted organ leads from Ratledge, who plays like a man possessed and at times sounds like a guitarist…At close to twenty minutes long, “Facelift” is truly epic in every sense…For a band that never seems to get their due for helping shape progressive rock in its infancy, Backwards goes a long way in providing a positive testimony to the importance of the Soft Machine. 4 stars.”


–Pete Pardo, Sea of Tranquility, May 14, 2002

“This release highlights three different epochs of the band’s existence…Ratledge’s gravelly fuzz-based organ sound is intact amid Wyatt’s quasi Tony Williams meets Elvin Jones jazz-rock style of drumming…bassist Hough Hopper’s “Facelift,” and Wyatt’s “Moon in June,” emerge as a few of the band’s most stirring compositions. Folks, this is required listening!”
–Glenn Astarita, All About Jazz, Oct. 2002, www.allaboutjazz.com
“Soft Machine…certainly rank among the most influential “out” rock bands…The six tracks here document a brief but productive period, from 1968 to 1970…The liner notes are extremely useful as background, providing a feel for the ear and the activities of the band during the period documented…the quartet tracks, from May 1970, comprise nearly 40 minutes of flowing, restless experimentation. Echoing the electric fusion experiments of Miles Davis, the band effortlessly combines virtuosic flights of fantasy with hard and heavy workouts. Wyatt’s drums rustle and dash about, while Hugh Hopper’s bass pulses, drones, and sometimes bursts out in full-fuzz attack. If there can be said to be a lead instrument, perhaps it’s Elton Dean’s sax…The nineteen minutes of “Facelift” ebb and flow, but the energy is primarily high. It’s all definitely jazzy, but the band explores atmospheres ranging from mournful to edgy, and they hit changes together as tight as can be…The two shorter tracks from 1969 feature the band as a septet. The quartet above…augmented by…this brass trio from the Keith Tippett group really gave the band a different feel, somehow more prog-rock yet also far jazzier…“Hibou Anemone and Bear” opens with a rather punk-rock (for 1969!) fuzz bass before the horns come in and things get proggier…The final 20 minutes here are a demo recording of “Moon in June”…The latter half of the song, on which Hopper and Ratledge play, gets really intense and heavy – really great work…it’s full of consistently compelling musical exploration. Certainly a wonderful contribution to a legendary band’s legacy.”







–Mason Jones, Dusted Magazine
“In the nascent days of fusion, Soft Machine served up the cerebral brew, wedding rock energy and melodic hooks to free jazz drumming, wild improvisations and avant-garde classicism. This collection brings to light for the first time, live performances and a strikingly well-conceived acetate demo for “Moon in June,” one of the group’s signature tracks. …there’s no denying the sense of explorations that was present as rock and jazz collided in often surreal, if not outright hallucinogenic, excursions.  Mike Ratledge’s fuzzed-out organ duels with High Hopper’s equally distorted bass while drummer Robert Wyatt shifts wild changes under an often ostinato, melodic pulse. The addition of Elton Dean’s soprano really pushed the group into freer designs, wailing atop the changes. …this influential group…was Britain’s best answer to electric Miles Davis.”

–John Diliberto, Pulse #218, Aug. 2002

“Although the band...officially disbanded in the late 1970s there has been a steady output of archive material featuring some of the best work they ever did. This latest slab of their idiosyncratic jazz rock is taken from three sources; a concert by the ‘classic’ quartet in May 1970, two tracks by the “big band” in November 1969 and Robert Wyatt’s original demo of “Moon in June”… It captures the band in the throes of changes, full of fire and energy…The sound quality is excellent. A superb restoration job has been done with these old tapes…another piece to the history of a truly exciting live band. May there be more to come.” 

–Paul Donnelly, “Facelifts and Nosejobs,” Stride Magazine, www.stridemagazine.co.uk

“The Cuneiform label continues with its excellent job of documenting obscure and sought after Soft Machine recordings… Opening with three previously unreleased live cuts from 1970, recently discovered after collecting dust in an attic for 30 years, ‘Facelift’, ‘Moon in June’ and ‘Esther’s Nose Job’ feature the quartet of Dean, Ratledge, Hopper and Wyatt shortly after recording Third. …Underpinned by Hopper’s wall-shaking fuzz bass and Wyatt’s skittering attack, Ratledge and Dean ratchet up the tension from swirling free-form textures to fierce jagged improvisation. Together they form a blistering three-part suite that was honed a month earlier at Ronnie Scott’s…Two live tracks from Paris in late 1969 capture the last utterances of the short lived Softs septet, including Charig, Dobson and Evans, blasting through ‘Facelift’ and “Hibou Anemone And Bear’ with an end of tour abandon that make you wish a complete live album had been recorded. But it’s the disc’s closing piece, a 20 minute reconstructed demo of Wyatt’s much loved ‘Moon in June’, which will set pulses racing. …Wyatt’s forlorn heart-rending vocal explores substantially different lyrics to the versions on Third and BBC Radio 1967-1971, before shifting into a torrid improvised instrumental piece recorded by the trio in Spring 1969. In many ways a darker side of the moon.” 







–Jon Newey, Jazzwise #24, Feb 2004

SOFT MACHINE

NOISETTE

CUNEIFORM [RUNE 130]

2000

“The 1970 gig in question is one that looms large in the mythos of Softs’ fetishists, being the show from which “Facelift,” their most outré and outwardly bound experiment (featured on Third) was gleaned. …Like an imaginary soundtrack to some madcap European counterculture carnival, Mike Ratledge’s massively distorted Lowery organ venomously buzzes and squeals… rubbing shoulders with Hugh Hopper’s equally overdriven fuzz bass while Dobson and Elton Dean’s dueling saxophones deliriously flutter and soar through volley after volley of Robert Wyatt’s dizzying drum flurries. The inclusion of 20 minutes of otherwise unavailable material is but the cherry on top of this decadent musical dessert. Rating: 4”      










–Eric Lumbleau, Alternative Press, Feb. 2000

“Ooh, yes…the greatest jazz-rock band in the entire history of the world to date...recorded live in 1970, their greatest-ever year, when they had transformed themselves from being the UK’s most intelligent Underground band…even as they were absorbing jazz in no uncertain terms…The live spontaneity emphasizes the intensity of Soft machine’s aural dialectics…This is better than Soft Machine’s ‘One” and Two’, and more instantly powerful than Fourth or Fifth.” 





–Rychard Carrington, Rock’n’Reel No. 35, Winter 2001

“Soft Machine had moved past its fondness for pop whimsy and was working out an innovative union of jazz and rock when expertly taped in a concert hall performance during the first week of 1970. The five band members...construct wave after wave of suspense on extended but cleverly constructed originals that flow together as one. ... 3 1/2 stars.” 



–Frank-John Hadley, Downbeat, July 2000

“The presence of the lesser known Dobson…makes Noisette an aficionado’s must-have. He was ideally suited to the Softs’ eclectic needs, typifying the type of versatile musician who was equally at home in the jazz, R&B and rock contexts…Noisette is a reminder of the power of Soft Machine live at full-throttle: the polyrhythmic drumming of Wyatt driving the sheets-of-sound mesh of Hopper’s supercharged, often fuzzed, bass guitar and Ratledge’s swirling, splintered organ textures…the Dean-Dobson sax attack makes ‘Mousetrap”, “Noisette”, “Backwards”, “Mousetrap (Reprise)” and “Hibou, Anemone And Bear” (all neatly segued) a thrilling 20 minutes.” 


–Chris Blackford, The Wire #193, March 2000

“Finally, a hi-fidelity document of the spazzy jazz beast that was Soft Machine at its peak. Noisette was recorded in England in 1970, soon after singer Kevin Ayers had left the band, leaving Hugh Hopper, Robert Wyatt, Elton Dean, and the other crusty miscreants in Soft Machine to basically shoot off into outer space with little (if any) regard for traditional structure or melody. …The fact that there’s not a lyric or a song break until halfway through the disc should make clear that this is the band at its fluidly improvisational best. …the bulk of this set is given over to the stunning interplay between the five musicians.”






–Jason Ferguson, All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

“Soft Machine were/are one of the most interesting bands to come out of England in the 1960s. From their beginnings as a quirky psychedelic rock band…they evolved into one of the most unique and vital ensembles of fusion…Soft Machine’s sound was a synthesis of the hard bop…avant garde…and early electric…movements in jazz and the dark, unusual textures of (then) forward looking rock…NOISETTE…[is] a great addition to their legacy…For fans, essential; for the curious, a good introduction.”   
–Mark Herdsman, Jazz Review, Dec. 2000, www.jazzreview.com

“Cuneiform must be commended and decorated for bringing out this most magnificent music…It’s all there, Ratledge’s totally unique distorted and/or wah-wah Farfisa sound and crystalline Fender Rhodes, Hopper’s smooth and round Fender-bass tones alternating with the most vicious fuzz punch ever heard on a stringed instrument…and Robert Wyatt’s highly inventive polyrhythmic drumming…Dobson and Dean are right up to par, as your would expect, playing nice and hot and showing fearlessly that English white boys could brass-wail and horn-scream in a quasi free-jazz setting as well as anyone else. It’s that reckless and maddening virtuosity from all five hands that is most mind-boggling…Stupendous, magnificent, and so recommended, I’d buy it for you if I knew you!!”  




 –Michel Polizzi, Carbon 14, #17, 2000

“…it seems a shame that we’ve had to wait so long for such fine recordings which, I think, show a much more honest side of the band’s sound… more edgy and fired-up than the album tracks…“Noisette”…shows a band in transition…it contains some of their most visceral improvisations with Hopper and Ratledge utilyzing fuzzboxes to maximum effect. And in those days Dean and Dobson were using ‘bugs’ on their saxes, which…gives them a powerful, if somewhat distorted, sound. Wyatt’s drumming is upfront in the mix too…the rhythms created by Hopper and Wyatt are forceful and powerfully driven while the horns swoop and dive between the melodic and the more free, abstract work that Dean, in particular, was moving towards. It is an essential piece of the Softs, live and at their most powerful. A joy to feel/hear…a set that spans material from five studio albums and shows exactly what they were about. No BBC survey of the genre could match this.”

–Paul Donnelly, “Jazz Notes: Talking of Soft Machine”, The Wandering Dog, www.wanderingdog.co.uk

“…73 minutes of prime live work from the short-live quintet version of the band…While still fairly experimental thanks to Robert Wyatt’s presence, here the group moves more deeply into the realms of the Fusion Jazz… Throughout Noisette, the Softs prove their increasing technical abilities, enhanced somewhat by Lyn Dobson/s soprano sax and flute…an essential purchase.”

–Paul Lemos, Under The Volcano, May 2001

“This recording serves as another living testament to the jazz genius of the ensemble as they anxiously await discovery by a new set of eager jazz acolytes. Noisette should hold up easily as the archive release of the New Year.”

–Jeff Melton. Expose #19, May 2000

“The set opens with the excellent Eamonn Andrews. This is classic Canterbury rock weighing in at over twelve minutes but with a complexity and interaction giving it the impression of being twice as long – and a boredom threshold missed by a mile which makes you feel the band has really only just started warming up. Fans of National Health and Hatfield and The North will find their roots in Ratledge’s organ sound, which pervaded so many Canterbury albums to come…these guys were the originator. Think Canterbury Rock – think Soft Machine…not only were these guys geniuses in their own time, they were pioneers way ahead of their time.”

–Frank Blades, Alternate View, www.rockhaven.co.uk/prog/

“The set retains elements of the psychedelic jamming that initially characterized the era, Robert Wyatt’s deceptively complex drumming powering along behind Hugh Hopper’s distorted bass, but as the horn section joins in we see prophecies of the more controlled jazz-rock sound that, ultimately, was to intrigue…so many music fans for so many years…it’s fascinating to listen to Soft Machine finding their feet amid moments of both inspirational improvisation and unwieldy indulgence, and the version here of their finest hour, Moon in June...buries the subsequent studio recording.” 








–Stewart Lee, The Sunday Times, 2000

“…the Softs made real progressive music…they were a breeding ground for a wide range of eccentric talents: David Allen…Kevin Ayers…and Robert Wyatt…are the most famous alumni…they were a solid Brit institution… This live show…is an excellent argument against musical categories – like their tour-buddy Jimi Hendrix this Canterbury combo were expert genre-benders. What exactly is this, you wonder. Progressive rock?  Jazz?  Fusion? …the Softs at this point were meatier than any of the bands that Miles Davis’ sidemen had put together… Harder driving than their records at the time, thanks to drummer Wyatt and bassist Hugh Hopper…With their rock/pop roots only seen in Ayers’ rousing closer, this also marks the band’s move to instrumentals, as Wyatt is only given a few places for his wonderful, wispy voice…this is a worthy piece of history and a testament to a line-up that was shredding styles with healthy doses of forward momentum.”
–Jason Gross, Worldly Remains #2, 2000

“This previously unreleased live set, recorded in January 1970 by a short-lived quintet line-up, offers the rock-jazz fusion sound of the group’s Third album; with the driven pulse of Robert Wyatt’s busy drumming and Mike Ratledge’s buzzing electric keyboards this music might ultimately be closer to jazz than to rock. The jazz elements come through strongly in the brass sections of saxophonists Elton Dean and Lyn Dobson…the shades are varied nicely by interludes in which Dobson lets-rip Roland Kirk-style flute flurries, and Dean switches to saxello. If you like your rock sound tinged with horns, then this is a recording for you.”



–Rough Guide to Rock, Dec. 2000, www.roughguides.com

 “Britain’s Soft Machine, which formed in 1966, went on to become one of the most adventurous avant-garde rock bands ever, although much of its work veered deep into jazz territory. Noisette…is a…live recording…the sound is extremely good. The playing is remarkable and shows the complexity and power of the band…The disc is an essential recording for Soft Machine fans, and it’s also something that jam and groove band fans should find interesting, especially those interested in the more jazz-oriented bands.”

–Mick Skidmore, Relix, v.27 No.2, 2000

SOFT MACHINE

VIRTUALLY

CUNEIFORM [RUNE 100]

1998
“There are two reasons to seek out Virtually…One is that the live prowess of the early Softs was never properly documented on record in their lifetime. Another reason: this gig was a corker, one of drummer/co-founder Robert Wyatt’s last with the band and an extended essay in heady, tangled lyricism and broiling electric improvisation. In other words, real jazz rock…”

–Robert Fricke, Rolling Stone, April 30, 1998

“We already knew that Soft Machine, live, was a great group, but Virtually is a rare find…it presents the band on a peak night in March 1971 at Radio Bremen; the interplay between the musicians is stunning, the material still sounds fresh. At the centre, Wyatt’s breathing drumming is a real joy, and it’s still a surprise to see his fluid style and Hopper’s ‘rigid’ bass playing…perfectly match…This is not ‘mellow Canterbury’…though at times tender, this music can be harsh, even ferocious. Buy a few copies…”


–Chris Blackford, Rubberneck, #27, 1998

“Recorded on March 23, 1971…during the band’s final European tour with Robert Wyatt in the lineup, this is a good (and very well recorded) document of their early-‘70s sound. …Over the course of the 77 minute disc, they run through all of the material from Fourth, and much of Third: the music that found them tilting towards jazz, rather than rock.”

–Ritchie Unterberger, All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

“Rating: thumbs up.  Early in their career, Soft Machine…created a proto-progressive jazzy psychedelia of poignantly penetrating wistfulness and whimsicality. …With Robert Wyatt’s remarkably moving vocals taking a back seat after the transitional Third, the band began to gravitate towards an increasingly less playful…form of slightly psychedelicized jazz fusion…This live document from 1971, preceding Wyatt’s imminent departure for the more eccentric pastures of Matching Mole, does feature the benefit of excellent sound quality, with Wyatt’s drumming foregrounded…With three of the four sidelong tracks from Third dramatically reworked – albeit in truncated form – to include much inspired improvising, and capped off with some deranged spontaneous vocalizing by Wyatt on “Eamonn Andrews,” this album will certainly please longtime devotees.”

–Eric Lumbleau, Alternative Press, v. 13, # 121, August 1998

“As befits a band who were both heavy giggers and unsatisfied with playing out their repertoire by rote, this is once again a live performance unlike any other release. Elements from throughout this live performance are fresh to the listener, whether it be Elton Dean’s stylish intro to ‘Slightly All the Time’, dual keyboard lines…Wyatt’s disquieting vocal effects which fittingly launch ‘Fletcher’s Blemish’ or the free-jazz rambles of ‘Neo-Caliban Grides.’…of course, priceless…this performance seems particularly revealing…”

–Phil Howitt, Facelift, No. 18, May 1998

“Conventions or the confines of traditional standards did not apply to this band...When they are good they are thrilling which makes their stranger moments even more compelling.”





–Terry Craven, Wondrous Stories, #74, Feb. 1998

“Soft Machine began in the late ‘60s at the forefront of the progressive rock scene, but quickly evolved into a more avant-garde jazz band. …The album is an extremely adventurous, jazz-based affair that features some exemplary playing drawn from the band’s third and fourth albums. The ten-minute opener, “Facelift,” and the eight-minute title cut are among the most accessible pieces on an exhilarating disc. The latter features some incredible bass from Hugh Hopper. Deadheads that have gotten into the Dave Murray Octet and Joe Gallant’s Illuminati should find this disc musically stimulating. It also boasts excellent sound.”




–Rob Wolfson, Relix, v.25, #3, June 1998

“Some jazz bands took on rock ideas…but few rock became jazz…The Soft Machine were truly an exception…this live set showcased the Vol. 2 lineup of Robert Wyatt, Mike Ratledge and Hugh Hopper plus new boy Elton Dean…In case you hadn’t guessed yet, this is top quality.”










–Steve Hanson, Ptolemaic Terrascope, #28, 2000

“The performance is almost poetical, featuring Elton Dean’s saxophones, Mike Ratledge’s Lowery organ, Hugh Hopper’s fuzz bass, and Robert Wyatt’s very personal drumming and singing…this is still Soft Machine at their best. “Virtually” surpasses most previously released live recordings of the same era.”






–Lars Fahlin, Sonitus, http://progmusic.com/sonitus/reviewers/

Exposé Writers Choices: Best of 1998:

Steve Robey – Archives & Collections: #1. Soft Machine – Virtually

Rob Walker – Archives & Collections: #1. Soft Machine – Virtually

Peter Thelen – Archives & Collections: #2. Soft Machine – Virtually

Jon Davis – Archives & Collections: #3. Soft Machine – Virtually

Jeff Melton – Archives & Collections: #6. Soft Machine – Virtually

Art Zero Magazine: Best of ’98 

Vincent Martin – Soft Machine “Virtually”

Emmanuel Pedon – Soft Machine “Virtually”

Xavier Gombert ​– reeditions #3 Soft Machine “Virtually”

Francois Couture – reeditions #2 Soft Machine “Virtually”

Jerome Schmidt – archives #4 – Soft Machine “Virtually”

SOFT MACHINE

SPACED


CUNEIFORM [RUNE 90]

1997

“Spaced encapsulates an invigorating divination of gloomy psychedelia/Kluster-meets-Albert Ayler freedom which ascends above the tight-lipped astronomy of the lily-white jazz rock spheres…Overlapping tableaus of decaying civilization sinking into the brine abound, expediated by events like the fourth track’s decomposing-rats-snarling-at-circling-flies tape-loops, or the sudden panning of the second track’s strident ostinato into the left channel, as if shoved under chilly water, its own ghostly reversals seething in the right channel…Face it, you just can’t beat Mike Ratledge’s cauterized Fender Rhodes and ruptured organ tones swimming with Hugh Hopper’s fuzz bass in a canted-kingdom even Lewis Carroll would have avoided…it sounds like psilocybin heaven.” 





–Sean Moore, The Wire, #153, Nov. 1996

“Soft Machine as you’ve never heard them…Spaced is both an extraordinary and revealing work, expanding our knowledge of this seminal group beyond its familiar idiosyncratic jazz-rock into the realms of musique concrete, even minimalism. Yet, the Softs’ distinctive sound remains – in particular, the distorted bass and organ textures. The moods range from fat polyrhythmic sections to the final piece which is lyrical, almost balladic in tone. As a group they weren’t to explore this territory again, a fact which makes Spaced no less important…Later, Faust and then a host of industrial groups, would take up the challenge of these working methods…Indispensable.”

–Chris Blackford, Rubberneck, Dec. 1996

“…the most significant historical addition to our understanding, appreciation and enjoyment for the music of Soft Machine has been the recent discovery, and release, of the long lost recording session for the 1969 London multi-media event, Spaced. Here is the most extreme music committed to tape from a band crowned and renowned for breaking idiomatic rock with those twin pillars of the avant garde: minimalism (played/tape looped) and improvisation (tonal/atonal).”
–Mike King, “A Space for Spaced: the story behind Soft Machine’s archive release,” Facelift #16, 1998

“Whist Soft Machine were recovering from creating the extraordinarily complex and psychedelic SECOND, they were breaking away totally from conventional “rock” composition, to a music that was much more avant-garde…This is avant-garde atonal music and rock-fusion that feels like a hybrid of This Heat and Henry Cow, beating both by several years. A music of dissonant organ/piano, bass and percussion, all fused and abused in the studio with all manner of gadgetry, processing, loops, etc. Robert Wyatt’s larynx has a rest here, instead he often seems to be destroying his drum-set, and the only real soloing is courtesy of Brian Hopper’s sax, or extremely weird noises from Mike Ratledge’s electric piano and organ… There are more melodic tracks and rhythmic/looping structures to counterbalance the more overtly weird numbers. …if you want to be challenged, and have your senses set alight, then this is a great buzz. Fascinating and extreme, both as an experience and for its creativity SPACED is really out there!”









–Alan Freeman, Audion #37, Spring, 1997

“Spaced…comes across as a primitive ambient recording, all fuzzy tonalities and tape loops with free-wheeling instrumentals occasionally breaking through.”








–John Collinge, Progression, v. 1, #21, Fall 1996

“Although definitely loose-limbed, “Spaced”…has the concise and bright-eyed feel of their first two albums and none of the overwritten excess that came to characterize prog-rock. In this age of ambient-rock, post-rock and what-have-you rock with no words, “Spaced” is an object lesson in how to make genuinely spaced music in real time, with no tricks and no edits.”

–Sasha Frere-Jones, “Bubbling Under”, New York Post, April 16, 1997

“Recorded specifically as a soundtrack to a multi-media “happening” staged by conceptual artist Peter Dockley…appropriately titled Spaced…my mental conjurings of ballet dancers with octopus suckers over their rubber costumes while climbing on a geodesic structure pretty much boggles my mind. This is the Softs in totally wacked and preponderous preportion.”

–Dave Cross, Brain Damage #40, May-June 1997

“The group recorded lots of strange noises and improvisations on tape in an old warehouse in London’s docklands… The Softs produced about 90 mins. of strange improvisations and loops ranging from 3 to 32 mins… Dockley used these recordings for his Spaced show, which ran for a whole week and freaked out the hip London audience. Cuneiform assembled the best moments…into the CD “Spaced”, thus documenting another chapter in the history of this British jazz rock legend. A very recommended release to all Softs fans, and, believe me, the title “Spaced” is appropriate, this is strange stuff!”







–Louis Behiels, Crohinga Well #13, 1998.

“…Spaced is the great lost album from England’s avant-garde jazz-rock legends, Soft Machine. …Filled with mind-blowing improvisation, studio wizardry, and hair-raising musical frenzy, this recently unearthed treasure will be of interest for fans of this U.K. jazz-rock legend. …Spaced sounds stupendous, while the CD booklet is filled with cool photos of the Softs and revealing liner notes by Hugh Hopper and Bob Woolford.” 










–Robert Silverstein, Time & A Word, Spring 1997

“… I love it. Great fuzz organ and wonderful backwards tape effects, which remind me of This Heat’s playful dabblings.”

–Rick Reed, ND, #20, 1997

“When Soft Machine made this previously unreleased studio recording in 1969…the music was undoubtedly considered minimalist and highly experimental. Although the instruments are normal – bass, organ, electric piano, and drums – the sound produced on these instruments is strange and eerie…Soft Machine are legendary masters of progressive music. Unreleased material by the band…is a gem of sonic wonder to be celebrated far and wide. This majesty is found throughout this 67 minute CD, but especially so on a 32 minute track that is a masterpiece of cohesive free form with almost industrial qualities at times.”






–Matt Howarth, Post Bros., Dec. 1996

“Although the music here...bears certain key resemblances to the Soft Machine we all know and love such as Ratledge's trademark fuzz-organ, and Hopper’s fuzz-bass, the material tends to be far more unstructured and improvised, evoking a mysterious dreamlike sensibility, often with dark and doomy underpinnings…this is not the typical material one might hear on a Softs album of the same period, although the early minutes of avant garde meandering on “Facelift” (from “Third”) could serve as a sneak preview to the type of explorations on “Spaced”…Recommended highly...”










–Peter Thelen, Expose #11, Fall/Winter 1996/97

“Distended jams of bass, drums and Ratledge’s Canterbury-copyright wild and windy organ solos combine with more laconic interludes, backwards loops and manipulation repetition to make an ambient success from this peculiar collage; fragments of “We Did It Again” peep through a loose Wyatt drum solo…a document of Soft Machine’s experimentation…this is a blueprint for many of Hopper’s later recordings…”













–Rough Guides.com

“Ratledge and Hugh Hopper pioneered innovations that added depth and breadth to the sounds of their instruments. Their truly unique sonic signatures are wonderfully in evidence here. This set catches the band with it’s core ensemble still more-or-less intact…At the time of this recording, the short, song-form experiments of the first SOFT MACHINE albums (S/T and VOLUME TWO) were behind the band, and the expansive landscapes of THIRD were just around the corner.”





–Muze.com

“…this dark ambient soundtrack was far more jarring and steeped in studio manipulation than any of Soft Machine’ output at the time. With elements of jazz improvisation, back-tracked vocals, sultry lounge melodies, household utensil percussion, tape speed manipulation, squelching electronics, found sounds and the occasional unrelenting keyboard groove, Spaced has more similarities to some of today’s electronic explorers like the Orb than the music of the late-60s. However, being 1969… this studio concoction was created completely with tape splicing and brute mechanical means, where lengthy tape loops were often run around bottles of milk around the room. If you’re searching for genuine organic electronica, this is the shit.” 










–Ian Danzig, Exlaim! Dec. 96/ Jan 97

“ This is proto-ambient dronecore almost any of which would fit flawlessly next to Labradford, Tortoise, or Roy Montgomery Biota. …one of my favorite Soft Machine albums.” 







–Alice Macallister, KVMR

“Like all good bedroom conceptualists and avant gardners, various members of Soft Machine were tinkering about with tape loops when The Beatles were still singing sea shanties. The eight, largely improvised, pieces featured on this release are the fruits of those years of exploration with great unwieldy spools of quarter-inch tape…More abstract and less formal than anything the band released at the time, the tapes are well worth another hearing, anticipating as they do many of the textures later utilized on Soft Machine III.”


–Rob Chapman, Mojo #37, Dec. 1996

“In 1969 there was a lot more talk of space than there is today.  We’d touched the moon for the first time.. The idea of exploration stimulated everybody. And, of course, you could get spaced… Seems like the Softs must have done so before they created this music. There are shades of the noodly bits on Third (which arrive the following year), but Spaced is lacking in the melody…it would also seem they were a little under Terry Riley’s minimalist influence. … Still, it has its moments, and the tape loops do add a certain je ne sais quoi.”

– Chris Nickson, Alternative Press #103, Feb. 1997
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