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RAY SHULMAN AND- GENTLE GIANT'S
FUNNY, PROGRESSIVE WAYS

by Andy Goldenberg



¢C Chailenging!” If 1 had to
choose one word to describe
the music of Gentle Giant to

the uninitiated, challenging would be most
apt. Arising out of the ashes of Simon Dupree
And The Big Sound, a hard-working R&B
unit playing the pub circuit in and out of
London in the mid-60s who scored a UK Top
Ten hit in 1967 with “Kites” (B-side w/ “Like
The Sun Like The Fire”), Gentle Giant
released its self-titled debut album in 1970,
consisting of a mixture of blues, rock, and
soul while infusing a touch of the progressive
elements that would so set apart Gentle
Giant from its fellow and (unfortunately)
frequently more successful British counter-
parts: King Crimson, ELP, Yes and Genesis.

The Giant would release 11 studio albums
and one live album from 1970-1980. To state
that Gentle Giants music was progressive is a
tremendous understatement. The band’s
music was an amalgamation of rock, classical
and choir, as well as free- forrn and :trucrured
Jjazz. From the haunting, om
the groups debut album o the adxenturous
hard rock style of 1973s Octopus (short for
“Octo-Opus” or “eight musical works”)
Gentle Giant’s music conveys a search, be it
the search for childhood, evidenced on 19725
Three Friends, or a search for truth in the
political process, as on 19745 The Power And
The Glory. GG’s music emotes an almost
medieval/minstrel-like feeling with the multi-
tracked vocal choruses being the band’s
trademark.




Gentle Giant’s live shows were legendary,
often featuring various members switching
instruments. The group’s albums sold very
well in Europe and the U.S. and developed an
impressive following (far larger than the oft-
repeated term “cult,” conveniently used by
the lazy rock press of the early *70s).

The band did have trouble securing a spot
in the British musical hearts. This was
partially due to the complexity of the band’s
music, which surpassed that of ELP and even
Lark’s Tongue In Aspic-era King Crimson, and
also partially due to the group’s serious
commitment to the music, which left nothing
for the gossip-hungry British media to dredge
up.

In the age of glam rock, as the band so
eloquently conveyed in the liner notes to the
1971 album, Acquiring The Taste: “It is our
goal to expand the frontiers of contemporary
music at the risk of being very unpopular. We
have recorded each composition with the one
thought — that it should be unique, adventur-
ous and fascinating. It has taken every shred of
our combined musical and technical knowledge
to achieve this. From the outset we have aban-
doned all preconceived thoughts on blatant
* commercialism. Instead we hope to give you
something far more substantial and fulfilling.
All you need to do is sit back, and acquire the
taste.”



While it would take another full article to
document the various labels that have issued
and reissued Gentle Giant’s music, the past
few years have been very kind to Gentle
Giant fans. Under Construction is now avail-
able as a double-CD set. This collection is a
must for all Giant fans, as it features a cornu-
copia of unreleased material spanning the
group’s entire career. Included are four songs
written before the debut album as well as
unmixed live material from the brilliant 1976
tour, songs from a soundtrack to a Robin
Hood film that was never made, as well as
snippets of demos, band rehearsals and
outtakes. Sound quality varies throughout,
depending on the master tape quality, but
this collection serves as both a historical
document for prog rock fans as well as an
inside look for musicians into the intricacies
of a diligent working band. In addition, King
Biscuit Flower Hour Records has released a
magnificent concert from the Jan. 18, 1975,
show at the Academy of Music in New York
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Goldmine caugt p with former Gentle
Giant bassist and violinist Ray Shulman.
Through the magic of e-mail, he helped shed
some light on the career of one of progressive
rock’s most innovative (and collectible)
bands, Gentle Giant.



Goldmine: So, what have you been up to
since the 1980 demise of Gentle Giant?

Shulman: My first adventures after GG
were in the world: of advertising and TV
composition. I hadn’t really planned any
career, but a couple of happy accidents led
me down a certain path. In commercials 1
met some people who were setting up a
company to write advertising music. This
was in the days where sampling was still
quite a novelty, and I was a very early user
and abuser. I did a couple of demos and both
were accepted, so for the next few years that
is what I did. I did some pretty high-profile
campaigns including three “Nike ‘Air Jordan’
ads for U.S. TV. (Music) production was
similarly unplanned. I met a guy who was
working at a studio I used for my commer-
cials. He wanted to start his own label, and 1
already had an interest in alternative music. I
became house producer for the bands he
signed, and the second band I produced was
The Sugarcubes. Their first single, “Birthday”
topped the indie charts, and their album Life’s
Too Good sold well all over the world [Note:
Ray also produced The Sundays’ Reading,
Writing And Arithmetic, which also went plat-
inum worldwide.] T wanted to get back into
composition, so now I've set up, along with a
celleague, a company that provides audio for
computer games (Orinoco Sound Source). I
even hired (former GG keyboardist) Kerry
(Minnear) to write some stuff for one game,
Azrael’s Tear, as it required Medieval music.



Let’s go back a bit. I was listening to a
friend’s vinyl copy of Simon Dupree & The Big
Sound’, Without Reservations (Tower Records
ST 5097) and was struck with what, excuse the
pun, giant musical strides the band made from
that to-the first Gentle Giant album. Was this
musical transformation planned or was it a
logical evolution?

Without Reservations was recorded mid-
period Simon Dupree. Simon Dupree was
actually a hardworking live band that was
already very popular before our one big hit,
“Kites.” We were essentially a soul band.
What we lacked musically we certainly made
up for in performance, and thats probably
the most important ingredient we brought
forward into Gentle Giant. It helped us get
through some potentially hostile gigs in the
early days. By the end of Simon Dupree, we
had already recruited Martin Smith on drums
(who passed away last March and who had
played on Gentle Giant and Acquiring The
Taste) and we started to develop more sophis-
ticated sounds inspired by the psychedelic
stuff coming out of California.



I believe you had an interesting, if not yet
enigmatic, session player from Bluesology who
sat in with you on keyboards for a spell?

We had a temporary keyboard player, one
Reg Dwight, (a.k.a. Sir Elton John) who filled
in for our regular keyboard player when he
went down with glandular fever. Reg had just
left Bluesology and was working as a session
player. After rehearsing in London we went
on a month-long tour of Scotland. He was
actually very funny and outgoing. We got on
really well and stayed friends with him and
Bernie Taupin after he left. I went along to a
couple of the sessions for the first Elton John
album. I remember one night at a hotel in
Scotland, Reg sat down at the piano and
played us some songs that he was working
on, including “Your Song.” Of course we
thought it was hilarious and offered him no
encouragement at all... Especially when he
told us he was going under the name Elton
John. Dudley Moore [the actor!] played on a
couple of Simon Dupree sessions as he was a
friend of Chris Gunning, an arranger we
were using. These were quite orchestrated
songs we were doing at the end of Simon
Dupree. I think the only song that he played
on that made it to release was “Broken-
Hearted Pirates”.... Dudley was really nice
and an excellent pianist.





















