Rick Wakeman at Tunbridge Wells.

By Pete Bradley – originally posted on Witchwood Yahoo group
The Assembly Halls at Tunbridge Wells is right next door to the multi-storey car park, which is free to park in after 6 o'clock on weekends. It's a really good theatre, with surprisingly comfortable seats, and the auditorium has a good slope, so that even if you end up being stuck behind someone tall you still seem to have a good view of the stage.

Surprisingly, the theatre wasn't as full as you would have expected. I guess maybe the ticket price of £25 a head had put people off. (Or the price of the bar - one pint of Guinness, one pint of bitter and a lime and soda came to nearly £14). Rick has more or less retired from touring nowadays, but he is currently doing a short tour (only ten performances), so it was quite amazing that there weren't more people there.

Rick explained that he wanted to do something different. (This from the man who has performed King Arthur on ice!). He had a projection screen behind him, which allowed him to show pre-recorded film, either of him, or of other musicians, so that he could be accompanied. This worked really well, but it must have been a technological nightmare to synchronise everything.

He also used the screen to show photographs taken during his childhood, which also worked really well, as the pictures meant he could chat about them between songs. If you've seen him on "Grumpy Old Men", or listened to his radio show on Planet Rock you'll know that Rick is a really good raconteur, (although he does have a bit of a schoolboy sense of humour).

Unfortunately, though he also used the screen to show some sketches, which I guess were mildly amusing. They purported to be "rare film" of his childhood, (tee hee), but I'd have much preferred that he cut the sketches and played more music.

The Strawbs did get a mention. Sadly not musically, but mainly so that Rick could have a rant about the quality of toilets at rock festivals. 

Rick started by playing the first tune that he ever played to an audience. It was called "Monkey on a Stick", and comprised about eight notes. 

The remainder of the songs he played were all a little longer, and more impressive. There were many highlights, but I must mention several. 

"Birdman of Alcatraz" was dubbed and overdubbed on record, so he had never been able to play it live before, but with the screen he could finally manage it. He pre-recorded four parts, and played live accompanied by four other Rick Wakemans. On record, there is a section in the middle with bird noises, so to reproduce that he needed a bit of audience participation.

He is currently working on a new project of sheet music for piano duets, with a DVD on which he plays each part, so that you can play either part, accompanied by him. He played one track from that, accompanied again by a recording of himself.

He introduced "Judas Escariot" by pointing out that it was written nine years before Phantom of the Opera. Sure enough, when he played it, you could hear that Lloyd Webber had pinched it.

He is also colloborating on an album with Gordon Giltrap, so he (and a recording of two Gordons) played a track from that.

His daughter, Gemma, on film, accompanied him to "Amazing Grace", Rick having recently made a TV programme about the song.

I think my favorite track he played was "Eleanor Rigby" in the style of Prokiev. He played it in the style of Prokiev on the grounds that Paul McCartney never came to his concerts, so he could do wahtever he liked.

The finale, was an old Yes track, "Starship Trooper", to which the keyboard wizard donned a beautiful cloak just like he used to wear back in the 70s. He was accompanied by a recording from Rick's band, featuring Tony Fernandez on drums. At one point Rick was stood watching his band on screen, whilst playing two of his seven keyboards behind his back. For an encore he played a medley of Six Wives.

All in all, a lovely evening.

