reconditioning

/70s chartbusters Curved Air are back on the road again.
Peter Muir takes tea with the band’s delightful frontwoman, Sonja Kristina

oh, how lovely ...” Sonja Kristina’s

head is tilted up to the summit of

the five-storey-high atrium of
London’s opulent Landmark Hotel. Light
has broken through the cloud and
momentarily drenched the vast space, its
balconies towering over the now golden-
bright void at the foot of which we are
taking tea in a gratifyingly expensive

It affords a moment to study the face
that graced (along with the rest of her) the
front pages of many arock weekly back in
the 1970s. A strong, almost Slavic face is
immediately recognisable, as s the voice
high and fluting. Sonja Kristina is a
re creature of many projects. But
today we are here to discuss Curved Air.

When it comes to publicity, the lot usually
fell to its striking lead singer.

Some time travelling is called for ...

1967: Sonja Kristina is running
sessions at the Troubadour folk club and
appearing on the folk scene as ‘Sonja’.
She has already had anumber of TV slots
on kids’ show Song And Story and is
briefly with The Strawbs after Sandy
Denny leaves. She decides to become an
actress. “I was in the stage production of
Hairin the West End in 1968 when I met
Francis [Monkman] and Darryl [Way],
who were in a band called Sisyphus,” she
says. “Both were classically trained at the
Royal College of Music — our respective
manag mtloduud us and we just
hititoff.”

‘Progressive’ was not necessarily where
the band initially sought to venture.
“Darryl, Francis and | were aware of King
Crimson, but also went for straight ahead
rockin The Grateful Dead, Hendrix
and Jo Jo Gunne. And I came from a folk
background.”

Francis was into Keith Emerson’s work
with Nice. Darryl was studying the
experimentalists, Stockhausen and Cage,
at college. Sonja had brewed up an
expressive vibrato on the singing of Dusty
Springfield and Buffy Sainte Marie. As
most fans know, the new band chose its
name from Terry Riley’s album A Rainbow
In Curved Air. “We liked it because it
invoked the concept of bending the
atmosphere around us,” Sonja reflects.




“Aeroplanes curve air when they fly.
1 guess it became our aim to achieve this
musically.”

The drummer was the wonderfully
monikered Florian Pilkington-Miksa,
and the first bass player Rob Martin (later
to be replaced by Ian Eyre in a series of
such line-up changes). Debut album
Airconditioning was released in November
1970. By the following month, it had
reached number eight in the UK albums
chart. A startlingly original amalgam
of classical, electronic and rock, it
epitomised the burgeoning progressive
music scene in its fusing of seemingly
divergent genres and had a PR coup
in being the first picture disc (even if
the pressing revealed an unfortunate
tendency to premature wear). But theirs
was not a progressive band, Sonja
corrects. “We were an art rock band.
Artwas very much at the core of what we
strove to communicate.”

Follow-up, the literally titled Second
Album, reached number eleven in the UK
charts the following year. Its single, ‘Back
Street Luv’, propelled the band to fame,
charting at number four. Sonja Kristina
became a pin-up, her image a feature of
many teenage boys’ bedroom walls, and
she found herself back on TV, even doing
Christmas Specials.

Curved Airreleased seven albums in as
many years before calling it a day, by
which time Sonja was living “in love” with
Florian’s replacement, Stewart Copeland,
who was shortly to form The Police and
bid a welcome to fame and fortune. The
couple moved to amansion in the country-
side near London to raise children. Near,
but still too far for Sonja. “I'm a London
person,” she reflects. “Imissed the place,
the people, the graffiti, the scene, the
experimentalism — everything.”

She embarked on a solo career that
saw, in album Songs From The Acid Folk,
the realisation of her interest in folk,
world and rock fusion, and in the early
90s Harmonics Of Love, a harbinger of
her present day occupation as one half
of she and Marvin Ayres’s MASK
project. Darlings of the London arts
and club scene, their multi-media
installations  combining  ambient
electronic sound with film and light
shows have cheerfully retro-Ladbroke
Grove-ethos underpinnings. Sonja’s
new world was at odds with her
Policeman’s (“he took up polo™) and the
couple split. In addition to teaching
singing, she has continued to record
and perform.

Monkman (through John Williams’s
Sky, and his film scores) has maintained a
profile over the ensuing years. Way also
kept busy, notably with his Concerto for
Electric Violin, premiered on The South
Bank Show with the Royal Philharmonia
Orchestrain 1987, and more recently with

commissions for the BBC. Now, Darryl
and Sonja together with Pilkington-
Miksa, new guitarist Andy Christie and
bassist Chris Harris, are back on the road.
Last year the band played a series of
summer and autumn dates in the UK,
including the Isle of Wight Festival along
with a re-formed Police — “we met up
backstage, great fun”) and its first
London gig (at the Union Chapel) in
years. Further touring saw them perform
concerts in Italy, the UKand Japan.

No contribution from Francis? “He
and Darryl couldn’t agree on the musical
direction we’d take, live, so he opted out
of touring,” says Sonja. “We hope he’ll
come back for the new album.”

New album? It’s getting like London
buses; you don’t see a Curved Air release in
years and then they come all at once.
Warner’s Rhino imprint has somewhat
tentatively reissued the first two (“a
missed opportunity,” sniffs Sonja) while
1975’ Live album is out again on Esoteric.
And then there’s Reborn, the first ‘new’
Curved Air album in thirty-two years.
Featuring powerfully symphonic revisits
to former glories such as ‘It Happened
Today’, ‘Stretch’, “Vivaldi’, ‘Melinda More
Or Less’ et al, it includes a couple of new
compositions.

Time to talk to Darryl. He lives in the
rural West Country and can’t join us
today in the metropolis, so we call him
from our tea table. “Sonja looks after PR.
I'm the band’s musical director; the MD,”
laughs Darryl. What does Florian do, 1
wonder? Head of Human Resources?
“Florian’s the drummer,” is the answer —
atwhich we all laugh. “Butyes, there is a
new album on the way. Sonja and I are
writing again and we are planning to
record a new album for release this
summer,” he announces. “While he’s
not touring with us, I hope Francis will
be with us for the album — the door is
always open.”

Why back touring again? Isn’titabit of
a handful (how can I put this?) at this
stage in your lives? “It’s fun. We’re not
overtaxing our-selves and the music’s
still as fresh and vibrant as it was thirty,
nearly forty years ago,” says Darryl.

There clearly remains a demand for the
band. July sees them playing Doncaster’s
Dome with Jethro Tull, Steeleye Span,
The Strawbs and The Popes. The
following month they are in the august
(sorry) company of various prog
luminaries at Shrewsbury’s three-day
Memories of Woodstock event. And then
there’s a UK tour through-out October.

He’s pragmatic, too. “Let’s face it,
everyone’s back on the road. Live
performance is where music is, at the
moment, as income from CD sales
declines. With all the shops closing,
bands are realising that they need to sell
both the performance and the albums
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themselves. Curved Air was always
great, live. We were not afraid to
experiment, and we scored a number of
industry firsts, including having a female
lead singer. Sonja’s the original rock
chick,” declares Darryl. “She puts Amy
Winehouse to shame.”

Darryl has to get back to the studio
and the original rock chick and I have
finished our tea. It’s time to get back to
curving air. [

www.curvedair.com

DID YOU KNOW ...

*Curved Air’'s debut Airconditioning was the first vinyl
picture disc in a limited edition of 20,000.

*Sonja Kristina was the first woman to front a
successful UK-based rock band.

*Curved Air was Warner Brothers UK'’s first signing.

*Curved Air was the first band to have all-Perspex
instruments and the first band to use vocal synthesis
(a Vocoder as it happens).

*Florian Pilkington-Miksa is an heir to the Pilkington
glass dynasty. It really is his name.

CURVED AIR ALUMNI

Sonja Kristina (vocals)

Darryl Way (violin)

Francis Monkman (keyboards, guitar)

Florian Pilkington-Miksa (percussion)

Rob Martin (bass)

lan Eyre (bass)

Mike Wedgwood (bass; later with Caravan)
Eddie Jobson (keyboards and violin; later with
Roxy Music, Frank Zappa, Jethro Tull and UK)
John G Perry (bass, ex-Caravan)

Stewart Copeland (drums; later with The Police)
Tony Reeves (bass, ex-Greenslade, Colosseum,
John Mayall)
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