

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















ENERGY FLASH


A Journey through Rave Music


and Dance Culture


NEW AND REVISED EDITION


SIMON REYNOLDS




[image: ]












[image: ]

























ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





Massive shout to Sam Batra for getting me into this raving caper in the first place; thanks for all the adventures. Big shouts to the rest of the Batra posse (Claire Brighton, Glenda Richards) and other clubbing comrades (Susan Masters, Jane Lyons), not forgetting the original jungle-theory crew (Kodwo Eshun, Rupert Howe).


Thanks to the following for providing information/contacts/clippings, loaning/taping records or radio transmissions, general theory-stim, and diverse forms of assistance: Adrian Burns, Jill Mingo, Sarah Champion, Kodwo Eshun, Jim Tremayne @ DJ Times, Rupert Howe, Jones, David Pescovits, David J. Prince, Steve Redhead, Pat Blashill, Rick Salzer, Erik Davis, Chris Scott, Dave Howell, Stephanie Smiley @ Domestic, Burhan Tufail, Achim Szepanski, Daniel Gish, Sebastian Vaughn @ Network 23, Tom Vaughan, Mike Rubin, Bat (A. Bhattacharyya), Chris Sharp, Barney Hoskyns, Matt Worley, Craig Willingham aka I-Sound and Ian Gittins (cheers for the Bez anecdote!). Apologies to anyone I forgot.


Special thanks to my brother Jez Reynolds for the music-technology low-down and for taking us to Even Furthur, to my parents Sydney and Jenny Reynolds for the cuttings supply, and to Louise Gray for the archival material.


Extra-special thanks to my wife Joy Press for keeping my spirits up, cracking the whip, being the book’s first reader, and generally acting as the serotonin in my life.


Big thanks to my agents Tony Peake and Ira Silverberg, and editor Richard Milner.


Gratuitous shout to Foul Play for making (and remixing) some of the rush-iest records of all time. Condolences to FP’s John Morrow concerning the tragic death of partner Steven Bradshaw in August 1997.


Thanks to those who granted interviews specifically for this book: Juan Atkins, Derrick May, Eddie ‘Flashin’’ Fowlkes, Kevin Saunderson, Carl Craig, James Pennington, Mark Moore, Paul Oakenfold, Barry Ashworth, Louise Gray, Mr C, Jay Pender, Joe Wieczorek, Gavin Hills, Jack Barron, Helen Mead, Steve Beckett, Doug Baird of Spiral Tribe, Chantal Passamonte, Dego McFarlane, Marcus formerly of Don FM, Jeff Mills, Richie Hawtin, John Acquaviva, Wade Hampton, Frankie Bones, Heather Hart, Dennis ‘the Menace’ Catalfumo, DB, Scotto, Jody Radzik, Nick Philip, Malachy O’Brien, Scott and Robbie Hardkiss, Steve Levy, Todd C. Roberts, Les Borsai, Daven Michaels.


This book contains ‘samples’ from my journalistic output of the last ten years. Thanks to the following editors for giving me the space to explore ideas: Mark Sinker and Tony Herrington at The Wire, David Frankel and Jack Bankowsky at Artforum, Matthew Slotover at Frieze, Ann Powers and Eric Weisbard at Village Voice, Matthew Collin and Avril Mair at iD, Paul Lester at Melody Maker, Nick Terry at The Lizard and Philip Watson at GQ. (Parts of Chapter 11: Marching into Madness first appeared as ‘Gabba Gabba Haze’ in GQ, October 1996).





2008 edition: First up, thanks to Lee Brackstone for catalysing the idea of Energy Flash Mark 2.


Thanks to my editor Richard Milner and to all at Picador, and to my agent Tony Peake.


The updated portions of Energy Flash 2008 draw on articles written between 1998 and the present. There are too many magazines and editors to mention, but in particular I would like to thank Heiko Hoffman at Groove, the Wire collective (Tony Herrington, Chris Bohn, Rob Young, Anne Hilde Neset), Chuck Eddy at Village Voice and a series of music editors at Spin (Will Hermes, Sia Michel, Charles Aaron). ‘Trance Mission’ is partly based on a feature that appeared in Spin magazine (June 2000), and ‘Two Steps Beyond’ remixes material from features in Spin (November 2000) and Vibe (April 2001).


I’d also like to thank the inventors of Blogger for enabling me to waste thousands and thousands of hours of my life, in the process generating vast quantities of wordage and thoughtage on grime, microhouse, dubstep and other facets of post-1998 dance culture, which have naturally fed into this updated Energy Flash. Seriously, though, Blogger – it’s a wonderful thing, and it was both splendid and necessary to have an outlet while occupied with Rip It Up and Start Again.


An inventory of all the people I’ve had fruitful and fun conversations about dance music this past decade – in person and/or via email and/or through interblog debate – would make for a document running to several pages. But I must mention Paul Kennedy, Matthew ‘Woebot’ Ingram, Bat (aka Anindya Bhattacharyya), Bethan Cole, Luke ‘Heronbone’ Davis, Geeta Dayal, Michaelangelo Matos, Andy Battaglia, Tim Finney, Philip Sherburne, Simon ‘Silverdollar’ Hampson, Martin Clark, Mark ‘K-Punk’ Fisher, Tony Marcus, Nick ‘Gutterbreakz’ Edwards, Kode 9, Tobias Rapp, DJ Ripley and Kid Kameleon (big up ya chests for helping with the DJ chapter), Jess Harvell, Ronan Fitzgerald, DJ Clever, Derek Walmsley, Brendan M. Gillen, Craig Willingham aka I-Sound. Many of these folk I’ve shared dance floors with. Thanks to all who turned me onto stuff through tips or acts of musical generosity. Extra-large big-up to those who sent me pirate tapes from Blighty, bless you all, especially Bethan C. Burhan Tufail (RIP, miss you), Simon Silverdollar, Luke Heronbone …


And of course, it goes almost without saying, but I’ll say it: love and thanks to my wife Joy Press, my boy Kieran and my little girl Tasmin.





2013 edition: Thanks to Lee Brackstone, David Watkins, Ian Bahrami, Kate Ward, Luke Bird and everyone else at Faber involved with this latest incarnation of Energy Flash.






















AUTHOR’S NOTE





This expanded edition of Energy Flash does not contain the discography or bibliography in the original 1998 version. Partly this is for reasons of space, but also because during the ten years since the book came out, the unevenness of the original discography has become steadily more apparent, and the idea of rectifying that (let alone expanding it to cover the last decade) made me feel all weak at the knees. For those who feel the absence, go to energyflashdiscogbibliog.blogspot.com, where you will find the original discography and bibliography. The latter is enhanced with a further reading list, a selection of useful books and significant articles that have come out since Energy Flash was first published.






















PREFACE TO THE UPDATED EDITION





Every so often this past decade someone has asked me what I’d do differently if I was writing Energy Flash now – what do I feel I missed? Is there anything I got wrong or where my ideas have turned 180 degrees? And usually I’ll make some noises about maybe making the book a bit more comprehensive and impartial: having more on house as it diversified in the nineties, being less dismissive of trance and progressive. Or I’ll say that I would maybe deal more with the prehistory of rave: the ‘street sounds’ culture of the UK in the eighties, electro and things like that; post-disco club styles; or the way industrial in America and Electronic Body Music in Europe fed into rave.


If I had actually done all this, Energy Flash would certainly be more even-handed and authoritative. It would probably be twice the size. But it would be half the book. Because what makes Energy Flash work is the partisan zeal burning through it, the unbalanced ardour for one particular sector of electronic dance culture: hardcore rave and all it spawned. This is what makes the book an authentic testament of obsession and belief. And if you think about it, that’s how all true musical fandom manifests. In the abstract, I’m patriotic for dance culture as a whole; I’m on its side, every last bit of it. But in practice, there’re certain zones that I really feel passionate about. And that’s how it is with rock fans and hip-hop fans too. In certain contexts, rap or rock as a whole is the Cause, something you stand by. But once the focus shifts internal to the genre, your passion is focused around certain areas or artists. Other subgenres within the larger formation now become the enemy, because they are letting down the side; they don’t live up to all that rock/rap/rave can be. Hence the oscillation within Energy Flash between bigging up the Rave-Dance-Electronic Project as a whole and championing particular strands of it, those genres I consider the forward sectors.


This tension between impartial and partial also comes about because I’m what social anthropologists call a ‘participant observer’. My, cough, methodology is to get involved with the subjects of my research (dance subcultures) in their natural environment (clubs, raves), where I throw myself wholeheartedly into the rituals while standing slightly outside them. It’s a tricky place to write from, and the result, in Energy Flash, is a constant shifting back and forth between calm ‘omniscience’ and enflamed monomania. But I wouldn’t want to have one without the other. Neither an academic study nor a ‘Generation E’ memoir but some impossible mishmash of the two is the goal.


This updated and expanded incarnation of Energy Flash doesn’t alter the main body of the book as published in 1998 (except for correcting a few errors) but adds four new chapters covering what happened in the last decade: the resurgence of trance, the 2step garage explosion, the retro-electro eighties revival, and – in a sweeping overview – the crisis and consolidation of dance culture that took place this decade and the emergence of noughties-defining genres like microhouse, breakcore, grime and dubstep. Restored to this edition is a chapter on DJ-ing and remixing which originally appeared only in the American version of the book but is here updated to include developments since 1998. There’s also a megamix of my general and theoretical ideas about dance culture, woven partly from interviews given over the last ten years, and constructed as a dialogue with an imaginary interlocutor.


For this 2013 edition, another long chapter has been added, bringing the story up to date. It surveys all the significant new developments since 2007, with a special focus on the rise of dubstep as a global force and its infiltration into mainstream pop, the unexpected resurgence of rave in America as a mass phenomenon in the rebranded form of EDM (electronic dance music), and the complete and utter merger of the dance scene with digital culture.


If the tone in the new material added to Energy Flash shifts discernibly towards the objective, it’s still pretty clear what my bias is: each new development is ultimately measured against the early-nineties surge-phase of rave. Over the years since Energy Flash came out, loads of people have contacted me because of the book, and I’ve noticed that people touched by the rave adventure seem to have a compulsion to narrativize their experiences, turn all that glorious disorder into a coherent story, their own journey through rave music and dance culture. So if at times my undying allegiance to hardcore seems to distort my perception, all I can say is: This is my truth. Tell me yours.


Simon Reynolds   
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I’m lucky enough to have gotten into music at the precise moment – punk’s immediate aftermath – when it was generally believed that ‘the way forward’ for rock involved borrowing ideas from dance music. ‘Lucky’, in that I arrived too late to get brainwashed with the ‘disco sucks’ worldview. My first albums were all post-punk forays into funk and dub terrain: Public Image Ltd’s Metal Box, The Slits’ Cut, Talking Heads’ Remain in Light. Any mercifully brief fantasies of playing in a band involved being a bassist, like Jah Wobble; I learned to play air guitar only much later.


In the early eighties, it didn’t seem aberrant to be as excited by the electro-funk coming out of New York on labels like Prelude as I was by The Fall or The Birthday Party. As much time and money went into hunter-gathering second-hand disco singles and Donna Summer albums as sixties garage-punk compilations or records by The Byrds. Starting out as a music journalist in the late eighties, most of my rhetorical energy was devoted to crusading for a resurgent neo-psychedelic rock. But I still had plenty of spare passion for hip-hop and proto-house artists like Schoolly D, Mantronix, Public Enemy, Arthur Russell and Nitro Deluxe. In early 1988, I even wrote one of the first features on acid house.


That said, my take on dance music was fundamentally rockist, in so far as I had never really engaged with the milieu in which the music came into its own: clubs. This was perhaps forgivable, given that eighties ‘style culture’ dominated London clubland. Its posing and door policies, go-go imports and vintage funk obscurities, were anathema to my vision of a resurrected psychedelia, a Dionysian cult of oblivion. Little did I realize that just around the corner loomed a psychedelic dance culture; that the instruments and time–space co-ordinates of the neo-psychedelic resurgence would not be wah-wah pedals and Detroit 1969, but Roland 303 bass-machines and Detroit/Chicago 1987.


My take on dance was rockist because, barely aquainted with how the music functioned in its ‘proper’ context, I tended to fixate on singular artists. This is how rock critics still tend to engage with dance music: they look for the auteur-geniuses who seem most promising in terms of long-term, album-based careers. But dance scenes simply don’t work like this: the 12-inch single is what counts, there’s little brand loyalty to artists, and DJs are more of a focal point for fans than the faceless, anonymous producers. In the three years before I engaged with rave culture on its own terrain and terms, I accordingly celebrated groups like 808 State, The Orb, The Shamen, Ultramarine, on the grounds that they were making music that made sense at home and at album-length. Today I cringe to remember that, reviewing the second Bomb the Bass LP, I proposed the term ‘progressive dance’ to describe this new breed of album-oriented artist. Cringe, because this divide between so-called ‘progressive’ electronica and mere ‘rave fodder’ has since become for me the very definition of ‘getting it completely wrong’.


I finally got it ‘right’ in 1991, as one drop in the demographic deluge that was 1991–2’s Second Wave of Rave, carried along by the tide of formerly indie-rock friends who’d turned on, tuned in and freaked out. It was some revelation to experience this music in its proper context – as a component in a system. It was an entirely different and un-rock way of using music: the anthemic track rather than the album, the total flow of the DJ’s mix, the alternative media of pirate radio and specialist record stores, music as a synergistic partner with drugs, and the whole magic/tragic cycle of living for the weekend and paying for it with the midweek comedown. There was a liberating joy in surrendering to the radical anonymity of the music, in not caring about the names of tracks or artists. The ‘meaning’ of the music pertained to the macro level of the entire culture, and it was so much huger than the sum of its parts.


‘What we must lose now is this insidious, corrosive knowingness, this need to collect and contain. We must open our brains that have been stopped and plugged with random information, and once again must our limbs carve in air the patterns of their desire – not the calibrated measures and slick syncopation of jazz-funk but a carnal music of total release. We must make of joy once more a crime against the state.’ This single paragraph by NME writer Barney Hoskyns, written about The Birthday Party in 1981, changed all my ideas about music. It set me on a quest for the kind of Dionysian spirit that Hoskyns located in The Birthday Party. As a fan I found it in Hendrix and The Stooges, as a critic in bands like The Young Gods, Pixies, My Bloody Valentine, to name just a few. But apart from the odd bare-chested maniac or bloody-shirted mosher, I’d never witnessed the kind of physical abandon imagined by Hoskyns on any mass level.


The last place I’d expected to find a modern Dionysian tumult was in the cool-crippled context of dance music. But that’s what I saw in 1991 at Progeny, one of a series of DJ-and-multi-band extravaganzas organized by The Shamen. The latter were pretty good, and Orbital’s live improvisation around their spine-tingling classic ‘Chime’ was thrilling. But what really blew my mind were the DJs whipping up a Sturm und Drang with the Carmina-Burana-gone-Cubist bombast of hardcore techno, the light-beams intersecting to conjure frescoes in the air, and, above all, the crowd: nubile boys, stripped to the waist and iridescent with sweat, bobbing and weaving as though practising some arcane martial art; blissed girls, eyes closed, carving strange hieroglyphic patterns in the air. This was the Dionysian paroxysm programmed and looped for eternity.


My second, fatally addictive rave-alation occurred a few months later at a quadruple bill of top 1991 rave acts – N-Joi, K-Klass, Bassheads and M-People. This time, fully E’d up, I finally grasped in a visceral sense why the music was made the way it was: how certain tingly textures goosepimpled your skin and particular oscillator riffs triggered the E-rush, the way the gaseous diva vocals mirrored your own gushing emotions. Finally, I understood ecstasy as a sonic science. And it became even more crystal clear that the audience was the star: that bloke over there doing fishy-finger dancing was as much a part of the entertainment, the tableau, as the DJs or bands. Dance moves spread through the crowd like superfast viruses. I was instantly entrained in a new kind of dancing – tics and spasms, twitches and jerks, the agitation of bodies broken down into separate components, then reintegrated at the level of the dancefloor as a whole. Each sub-individual part (a limb, a hand cocked like a pistol) was a cog in a collective ‘desiring machine’, interlocking with the sound system’s bass-throbs and sequencer riffs. Unity and self-expression fused in a forcefield of pulsating, undulating euphoria.


Getting into the raving aspect of house and techno somewhat late had a peculiar effect: I found myself, as fan and critic, on the wrong side of the tracks. In class and age terms (as a middle-class 28-year-old), I should logically have gravitated towards ‘progressive house’ and ‘intelligent techno’, then being vaunted as the only alternative to the degenerate excesses of hardcore rave. But, partly because I was a neophyte still in the honeymoon phase of raving, and partly because of a bias towards extremity in music, I found myself drawn ever deeper into hardcore. Confronted by the condescension of the cognoscenti, I developed my own counter-prejudice, which informs this entire book: the conviction that hardcore scenes in dance culture are the real creative motor of the music, and that self-proclaimed progressive initiatives usually involve a backing away from the edge, a reversion to more traditional ideas of ‘musicality’. Hardcore is that nexus where a number of attitudes and energies mesh: druggy hedonism, an instinctively avant-garde surrender to the ‘will’ of technology, a ‘fuck art, let’s dance’ DJ-oriented funktionalism, a smidgeon of underclass rage. Hardcore refers to different sounds in different countries and at different times, but the word generally guarantees a stance of subcultural intransigence, a refusal to be co-opted or cop out.


In London circa 1991–2, hardcore referred to ultra-fast, breakbeat-driven drug-noise, and it was abhorred by all right-thinking techno hipsters. To me it was patently the most exhilaratingly strange and deranged music of the nineties, a mad end-of-millennium channelling of the spirit of punk (in the sixties garage and seventies Stooges/Pistols senses) into the body of hip hop (breakbeats and bass). There’s been no small glee, let me tell you, in watching hardcore evolve into jungle and drum and bass, and thereby win universal acclaim as the leading edge of contemporary music.


But the experience of being in the ‘wrong’ place at the right time has instilled a useful Pavlovian response: whenever I hear the word ‘hardcore’ (or synonyms like ‘dark’, ‘ruffneck’, ‘cheesy’) used to malign a scene or sound, my ears prick up. Conversely, terms like ‘progressive’ or ‘intelligent’ trigger the alarm bells: when an underground scene starts talking this talk, it’s usually a sign that it’s gearing up to play the media game as a prequel to buying into the trad music-industry structure of auteur-stars, concept albums and long-term careers. Above all, it’s a sign of impending musical debility, creeping self-importance and the haemorrhaging away of fun. Hardcore scenes are strongest when they remain remote from all of that, and instead thrive as anonymous collectives, subcultural machines in which ideas circulate back and forth between DJs and producers, and the genre evolves incrementally, week by week.


What I’m proposing in this book is that music shaped by and for drug experiences (even bad drug experiences) can go further out precisely because it’s not made with enduring ‘art’ status or avant-garde cachet as a goal. Hardcore rave’s dancefloor functionalism and druggy hedonism make it more wildly warped than the output of most self-conscious experimentalists. In Energy Flash, I trace a continuum of hardcore that runs from the most machinic forms of house (jack tracks and acid tracks) through British and European rave styles like bleep-and-bass, breakbeat house, Belgian hardcore, jungle, gabba, big beat and speed garage. A lot of exquisite music was made outside this continuum, and is covered in this book. But I still believe that the essence of rave resides with ‘hardcore pressure’: the rave audience’s demand for a soundtrack to going mental and getting fucked up.


This begs the question of whether the meaning of rave music is reducible to drugs, or even a single drug, Ecstasy. Does this music only make sense when the listener is under the influence? I don’t believe that for a second; some of the most tripped-out dance music has been made by straight-edge types who rarely if ever touch an illegal substance (4 Hero, Dave Clarke and Josh Wink being only three of the most famous abstainers). At the same time, rave culture as a whole is barely conceivable without drugs, or at least without drug metaphors: by itself, the music drugs the listener.


Rave is more than music + drugs; it’s a matrix of lifestyle, ritualized behaviour and beliefs. To the participant, it feels like a religion; from the standpoint of the mainstream observer, it looks more like a sinister cult. I think again of that declaration: ‘we must make of joy a crime against the state’. In 1992, two aspects of underground rave that particularly thrilled and enthralled my imagination were literally crimes against the state: pirate radio, and the resurgence of illegal raves instigated by renegade sound systems like Spiral Tribe.


What the London pirate stations and the free parties conjured up was the sense of rave as a vision quest. Both transformed mundane Britain, its dreary metropolitan thoroughfares and placid country lanes, into a cartography of adventure and forbidden pleasures. A huge part of the excitement of the rave lifestyle is the nocturnal itineraries that connect favourite clubs. Anyone who’s ever been involved in rave has their own enchanted pathways: for my gang, one was the pilgrimage between two profane shrines, Labrynth and Trade. It was a journey between worlds – Labrynth’s ultra-violet catacombs thronged with working-class East End teenagers, Trade’s gay pleasuredome in the centre of London – but both, in their different ways, were hardcore. It’s in these clubs that I experienced raving in its purest and most deranged form; blissfully ignorant of the DJs’ identities or the tracks’ names, lost in music, out-of-time.


These kinds of experiences, shared by millions, can’t really be documented, although the post-Irvine Welsh mania for ‘rave fiction’ has made an attempt. Most of this writing consists of thinly disguised drug memoirs, and as everybody knows, other people’s drug anecdotes are as boring as their dreams. So how do you write the history of a culture that is fundamentally amnesiac and non-verbal? Unlike rock music, rave isn’t oriented around lyrics; for the critic, this requires a shift of emphasis, so that you no longer ask what the music ‘means’ but how it works. What is the affective charge of a certain kind of bass sound, or particular rhythm? Rave music represents a fundamental break with rock, or at least the dominant English Lit and social realist paradigms of rock criticism, which focus on songs and storytelling. Where rock relates an experience (autobiographical or imaginary), rave constructs an experience. Bypassing interpretation, the listener is hurled into a vortex of heightened sensations, abstract emotions and artificial energies.


For some, this makes the idea of ‘rave culture’ a contradiction in terms. One might define ‘culture’ as something that tells you where you came from and where you’re going, something that nourishes the spirit, imparts life-wisdom, and generally makes life habitable. Rave provokes the question: is it possible to base a culture around sensations rather than truths, fascination rather than meaning?


For all my believer’s ardour, there’s a thread of doubt running through this book. As an adult with Left-liberal allegiances, I worry sometimes whether recreational drug use is any kind of adequate basis for a culture, let alone a counter-culture. Is rave simply about the dissipation of utopian energies into the void, or does the idealism it catalyses spill over into and transform ordinary life? Can the oceanic, ‘only connect!’ feelings experienced on the dancefloor be integrated into everyday struggles to be ‘better at being human’? Learning to ‘lose your self ’ can be an enlightenment, but it can also be strangely selfish: a greed for intense, ravishing experiences.


Dance culture has long been home to two radically opposed versions of what rave is ‘all about’. On one side, the transcendentalist, neo-psychedelic discourse of higher planes of consciousness and oceanic merger with Humanity/Gaia/the Cosmos. On the other, Ecstasy and rave music slot into an emergent ‘rush culture’ of teenage kicks and cheap thrills: video games; skateboarding, snowboarding, bungee jumping and other ‘extreme sports’; blockbuster movies whose narratives are merely flimsy frameworks for the display of spectacular special effects.


For all my reservations about the spiritually corrupting and politically retreatist ramifications of rave culture, my own experience is different. Even as I cherish its power to empty my head, I’ve found this ‘mindless’ music endlessly thought-provoking. And despite its ostensibly escapist nature, rave has actually politicized me, made me think harder about questions of class, race, gender, technology. Mostly devoid of lyrics and almost never overtly political, rave music – like dub reggae and hip hop – uses sound and rhythm to construct psychic landscapes of exile and utopia. One of this book’s themes is the utopian/dystopian dialectic running through Ecstasy culture, the way the hunger for heaven-on-earth almost always leads on to a ‘darkside’ phase of drug excess and paranoia.


Energy Flash strives to combine the thoughtless immediacy of my experiences in the thick of the scene with the ‘thinking around the subject’ that ensued after the heat of the moment. As a history, it’s an attempt to chronicle how this extraordinary culture coalesced into being, and to track how those strands have subsequently unravelled to form the current post-rave diaspora. But pulsing inside the text, its raison d’être, is the incandescent memory of amnesiac moments, dancefloor frenzies that propelled me outside time and history. Bliss on.



















Prologue


EVERYTHING STARTS WITH AN E


Ecstasy and Rave Music
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The Oxford Dictionary defines ecstasy as ‘an overwhelming feeling of joy or rapture’, and ‘an emotional or religious frenzy or trance-like state’. In the early eighties, ecstasy acquired another meaning: the illegal drug MDMA, whose range of effects spans all of the definitions above. A ‘psychedelic amphetamine’, MDMA is a remarkable chemical, combining the sensory intensification and auditory enhancement of marijuana and low-dose LSD, the sleep-defying, energy-boosting effects of speed, and the uninhibited conviviality of alcohol. If that wasn’t enough, MDMA offers unique effects of empathy and insight.


Depending on expectations and context, the Ecstasy experience ranges from open-hearted tête-à-tête through collective euphoria to full-blown mystical rapture. Used in therapy, Ecstasy can facilitate a profound experience of interpersonal communication and self-discovery. In the rave environment, Ecstasy acts as both party-igniting fun-fuel nonpareil and the catalyst for ego-melting mass communion. What all these different uses of MDMA have in common is ekstasis: the Greek etymological root of ecstasy, its literal meaning is ‘standing outside oneself’. MDMA takes you out of yourself and into blissful merger with something larger than the paltry, isolate ‘I’, whether that trans-individual is the couple-in-love, or the dancing crowd, or the cosmos. MDMA is the ‘we’ drug. It’s no coincidence that Ecstasy escalated into a pop-cultural phenomenon at the end of the go-for-it, go-it-alone eighties (the real Me Decade). For Ecstasy is the remedy for the alienation caused by an atomized society.
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MDMA (methylenedioxymethamphetamine) was first synthesized and patented shortly before the First World War, by the German company Merck. One version of MDMA’s history maintains that the drug was briefly prescribed as a slimming aid, another that it was originally developed as an appetite suppressant for German troops. If the latter is true, MDMA’s aggression-diminishing, empathy-inducing effects would have quickly disqualified its use in combat situations. When it was used in the early nineties in experimental therapy sessions for traumatized Nicaraguan soldiers, 75 per cent of the subjects expressed a desire for peace and an end to war, with several talking of loving everyone, including the enemy. And in the 1950s, American military researchers experimented with MDMA’s potential as a disorientation drug, something that would psychologically disarm enemy troops.


The modern story of MDMA begins with its rediscovery in the early 1960s by Alexander Shulgin, widely regarded as ‘the stepfather of Ecstasy’. Shulgin was then a biochemist working for Dow Chemicals and pursuing an interest in psychedelics on the sly. Later in the decade, he opened his own government-approved laboratory in San Francisco dedicated to the synthesis of new psychoactive substances, all of which he tested on himself and his wife/co-researcher, Ann. Shulgin soon became a prime mover in America’s network of neuro-consciousness explorers. By 1976, the first reports on MDMA’s therapeutic potential were appearing in medical journals. In the late seventies and early eighties, MDMA – then nicknamed Adam, because of the way it facilitated a sort of Edenic rebirth of the trusting and innocent ‘inner child’ – spread throughout a loose-knit circuit of therapists in America. Used in marriage therapy and psychoanalysis, the drug proved highly beneficial. Advocates claimed that a five-hour MDMA trip could help the patient work through emotional blockages that would otherwise have taken five months of weekly sessions.


Similar arguments had been made in favour of LSD, although the accent was on acid as a tool of spiritual discovery. Just like the ‘serious’ psychonauts of the sixties, Adam’s evangelists hoped to restrict the use of the drug to clinically supervised sessions, while gradually campaigning for MDMA’s medical legitimacy. But the more ‘frivolous’ potential of MDMA – its euphoria-inducing effects – couldn’t be kept secret for long. By the early eighties, there was a fully fledged Ecstasy scene in Dallas and Austin nightclubs, and X (US slang for MDMA) was becoming an increasingly popular ‘legal high’ throughout America.


Inevitably the authorities clamped down. On 1 July 1985, MDMA was banned for one year. The DEA ignored the judge’s recommendation that the drug be put in Schedule 3 and instead put it in its most dangerous category, Schedule 1; this outlaw status was sealed by the Federal Court of Appeals in 1988. In the UK, Ecstasy was already a Class A illegal drug alongside heroin and cocaine; this was because the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 (Modification) Order of 1977 applied to the whole family of chemicals to which MDMA belonged.


MDMA’s therapeutic supporters protest that drug-war paranoia outlawed a miracle drug with myriad benign applications. But the truth is that even before its illegalization, Ecstasy had already slipped decisively out of the custodianship of psychotherapy. Instead of being used as Shulgin and his allies had envisioned – in bonding sessions between couples, as a tool of personal discovery – Ecstasy proved to have other, infinitely more alluring applications. When large numbers of people took Ecstasy together, the drug catalysed a strange and wondrous atmosphere of collective intimacy, an electric sense of connection between complete strangers. Even more significantly, MDMA turned out to have a uniquely synergistic/synaesthetic interaction with music, especially uptempo, repetitive, electronic dance music. 


All Loved-Up


In a quite literal sense, MDMA is an E-lectrifying experience, charging up the fantastically complex computer that is the human brain. The drug’s effect on brain chemistry is to dramatically increase the availability of dopamine and serotonin, neurotransmitters which conduct electrical impulses between brain cells (aka neurons). Excess dopamine stimulates locomotor activity, revs up the metabolism and creates euphoria; serotonin usually regulates mood and well-being, but in excess it intensifies sensory stimuli and makes perceptions more vivid, sometimes to the point of hallucination.


Although MDMA floods the nervous system with dopamine (like speed) and serotonin (like LSD), it’s more than just a ‘psychedelic amphetamine’; when profit-minded dealers try to make pseudo-E cocktails out of speed and acid, their dodgy wares lack MDMA’s famous ‘warm glow’. Trying to convey this special attribute of MDMA, the drug’s early therapeutic supporters coined new pharmaceutical classifications like empathogen (a feeling enhancer) and entactogen (literally ‘touching within’; a substance that puts you in touch with others and yourself). Ecstasy has been hailed as ‘penicillin for the psyche’, as ‘a stabilizer’ rather than an upper, and as ‘artificial sanity’ that temporarily quietens the neurotic self, freeing the individual from anxiety and fear.


The Ecstasy trip divides into three distinct phases. Depending on the emptiness of your stomach, it takes approximately an hour to ‘come up’: the senses light up, you start ‘rushing’, and for a short while the experience can be overwhelming, with dizziness and mild nausea. Then there’s the plateau stage, which lasts about four hours, followed by a long, gentle comedown, and an afterglow phase which can last well into the next day.


What you experience during the plateau phase is highly dependent on ‘set and setting’ (the early LSD evangelists’ term for the mindset of the drug taker and the context in which the drug is taken). In a one-on-one session (lovers, close friends, analyst-and-analysand), the emphasis is on the breaking down of emotional defences, heart-to-heart intimacy, the freeflow of verbal and tactile affection. The first time I took Ecstasy was in a romantic, private context. The experience was so intense, so special, that I felt it would be sacrilegious to repeat it lest it become routinized, and it was over two years before I did it again.


At a rave, the emotional outpouring and huggy demonstrativeness is still a huge part of the MDMA experience (which is why ravers use the term ‘loved-up’), but the intimacy is dispersed into a generalized bonhomie: you bond with the gang you came with, but also people you’ve never met. Anyone who’s been to a rave knows the electric thrill of catching a stranger’s eye, making contact through the shared glee of knowing that you’re both buzzing off the same drug–music synergy. Part of what makes the classic rave experience so rewarding and so addictive are the ‘superficial’ but touching rituals of sharing water, shaking hands, having someone a tad worse for wear lean on you as if you were bosom buddies.


The blitz of noise and lights at a rave tilts the MDMA experience towards the drug’s purely sensuous and sensational effects. With its mildly trippy, pre-hallucinogenic feel, Ecstasy makes colours, sounds, smells, tastes and tactile sensations more vivid (a classic indication that you’ve ‘come up’ is that chewing gum suddenly tastes horribly artificial). The experience combines clarity and a limpid, soft-focus radiance. Ecstasy also has a particular physical sensation that’s hard to describe: an oozy yearn, a bliss-ache, a trembly effervesence that makes you feel like you’ve got champagne for blood.


All music sounds better on E – crisper and more distinct, but also engulfing in its immediacy. House and techno sound especially fabulous. The music’s emphasis on texture and timbre enhances the drug’s mildly synaesthetic effects, so that sounds seem to caress the listener’s skin. You feel like you’re dancing inside the music; sound becomes a fluid medium in which you’re immersed. Rave music’s hypnotic beats and sequenced loops also make it perfectly suited to interact with another attribute of Ecstasy; recent research suggests that the drug stimulates the brain’s 1b receptor, which encourages repetitive behaviour. Organized around the absence of crescendo or narrative progression, rave music instils a pleasurable tension, a rapt suspension that fits perfectly with the sustained pre-orgasmic plateau of the MDMA high.


These Ecstasy-enhancing aspects latent in house and techno were unintended by their original creators, and were only discovered accidentally by the first people who mixed the music and the drug. But over the years, rave music has gradually evolved into a self-conscious science of intensifying MDMA’s sensations. House and techno producers have developed a drug-determined repertoire of effects, textures and riffs that are expressly designed to trigger the tingly rushes that traverse the Ecstatic body. Processes like EQing, filtering, pannning, phasing and the Aphex Aural Exciter are used to tweak the frequencies, harmonics and stereo-imaging of different sounds, making them leap out of the mix with an eerie three-dimensionality or glisten with a hallucinatory vividness. Today’s house track is a forever fluctuating, fractal mosaic of glow-pulses and flicker-riffs, a teasing tapestry whose different strands take turns to move in and out of the sonic spotlight. Experienced under the influence of MDMA, the effect is synaesthetic – like tremulous fingertips tantalizing the back of your neck, or like the simultaneously aural/tactile equivalent of a shimmer. In a sense, Ecstasy turns the entire body surface into an ear, an ultra-sensitized membrane that responds to certain frequencies. Which is why the more funktionalist, drug-determined forms of rave music are arguably only really ‘understood’ (in a physical, non-intellectual sense) by the drugged, and are only really ‘audible’ on a big club sound system that realizes the sensurround, immersive potential of the tracks.


Beyond its musical applications, Ecstasy is above all a social drug. It’s rarely used by a solitary individual, because the feelings it unleashes have nowhere to go. (A friend of mine, bored, once took some leftover E at home on his own, and spent the night kissing the walls and hugging himself.) In the rave context, Ecstasy’s urge-to-merge can spill over into an oceanic mysticism. Rave theorists talk of tribal consciousness, ‘morphic resonance’, an empathy that shades into the telepathic. Writing about his memories of London’s most hedonistically crazed gay club, Trade, Richard Smith came up with the brilliant phrase ‘a … communism of the emotions’. The closest I’ve had to a mystical experience occurred, funnily enough, at Trade. Borne aloft in the cradling rush of sound, swirled up and away into a cloud of unknowing, for the first time I truly grasped what it was to be ‘lost in music’. There’s a whole hour for which I can’t account.


That night, I was on MDA, the more hallucinogenic parent drug of MDMA. With real Ecstasy, the psychedelic component of the experience is gentler, taking the form not of perceptual distortion but of a numinous glow. There’s a sense of hyper-real immediacy, cleansed perceptions, the recovery of a child-like amazement at the here-and-now. This feeling of gnosis – being in the know, living in the now – can launch some Ecstasy-initiates on a journey of spiritual discovery beyond recreational drug use. Others return again and again to MDMA’s enchantments, only to discover that the ‘magic pill’ has a dark side.


Ecstasy on Trial


In neurochemistry, there’s no such thing as a free lunch; MDMA comes with a plethora of costs and catches. Most of MDMA’s physical side effects are merely irritating: dry mouth, jittery nerves, slight nausea (usually during the rush phase, then wearing off quickly). Most notable of all is jaw tension, which results in ‘bruxism’ (teeth-grinding) or, with excessive intake, face-pulling. Ravers deal with this by furiously chewing gum or sucking on dummies. Although in the short term Ecstasy gives the opposite of a hangover (a delicious afterglow that lasts into the next day), the major repercussion of doing the drug is the comedown a few days later. Symptoms can include fatigue, emotional burn-out, irritability and mood swings between elation and desolation that are comparable to heartbreak.


Dopamine (the speedy component of the experience) is more rapidly replaced in the brain than serotonin (the loved-up part). It takes about a week for serotonin levels to normalize. Taking Ecstasy is like going on an emotional spree, spending your happiness in advance. With irregular use, such extravagance isn’t a problem. But with sustained and excessive use, the brain’s serotonin levels become seriously depleted, so that it takes around six weeks’ abstinence from MDMA to restore normal levels.


If you take E every day, within a few days the blissful, empathetic, serotonin glow wears off, leaving only the speedy, dopamine buzz; this in-built diminishing returns syndrome is one reason why MDMA isn’t considered physically addictive. The honeymoon period with Ecstasy that most ravers enjoy can, however, create an emotional addiction, in so far as normal life seems dreary compared to the loved-up abandon of the weekend. This is when Ecstasy’s potential for abuse enters the picture. Because the original blissed-out intensity of the early experiences never really returns, users are tempted to increase the dose, which only increases the speediness and amplifies the unpleasant side effects. Serious hedonists get locked into a punishing cycle of weekend excess followed by the inevitable brutal midweek crash. As well as compulsive bingeing on E, many get drawn into compensatory poly-drug use – taking other substances to mimic the effects originally achieved by MDMA alone. Alongside the physical attrition wreaked by such a lifestyle – weight loss, frequent illness caused by sleep deprivation in tandem with the virus-fostering nature of hot, sweaty clubs – the long-term abuse of Ecstasy can also result in psychological damage: anxiety disorders, panic attacks, paranoia and depression.


Although MDMA may actually be far more dangerous for its psychological side effects (some experts worry about a generation that will grow up to face higher rates of depression and suicide), the case against Ecstasy has mostly been pursued in terms of its physical risks. There is some evidence that Ecstasy affects the axons (containers in the brain that hold serotonin), but since no deleterious effects have been detected in long-term users’ behaviour or neurology, talk of ‘brain damage’ is premature. The truth is that most problems associated with Ecstasy seem to be caused by the way it is used. The psychological costs stem from recklessly excessive, long-term intake; the physical dangers are almost all related to its usage in the rave context, where over-exertion and dehydration can lead to heatstroke.


Even without physical activity, Ecstasy raises your body temperature; dehydration and non-stop dancing can push it as high as 108°F, at which point the blood forms clots. Because this uses up the clotting agent – normally at work sealing the myriad miniscule abrasions that occur inside the body – the result can be internal bleeding, followed by collapse. The solution is to drink plenty of fluids (safe-raving counsellors recommend a pint an hour), and take regular chill-out breaks. But the problem is that MDMA affects the subjective awareness of body temperature: those in danger often feel like they’re cool. Cash-restricted ravers would often rather spend their money on the ‘essentials’ (more drugs) than outrageously overpriced soft drinks. Club owners have been known to turn off the cold-water taps in order to increase bar takings. Such cynical practices have declined as more clubs adopt the harm-reduction policies devised by safe-raving pressure groups. Ravers also know more about how to take care of themselves. But a little bit of education can also be dangerous. Take the case of Britain’s most famous Ecstasy fatality, Leah Betts, who died in 1995 at her own eighteenth birthday party. Feeling unwell, and having heard that water was the remedy, she appears to have drunk too much too rapidly; the inquest revealed that she died by drowning. The problem was that the drink-lots-of-fluids advice applies only to intense aerobic activity, and wasn’t appropriate in her circumstances. MDMA also seems to have affected her body’s capacity to process the liquid.


Although there have been a few cases of people dying after taking just one pill because of a statistically remote allergic reaction, most Ecstasy-related fatalities have involved bingeing, over-exertion and mixing of drugs (sometimes the more toxic amphetamine; sometimes alcohol, which dehydrates the body). Because of all these co-factors, it’s hard to ascertain exactly how dangerous MDMA is. Ecstasy apologists often compare the chemical favourably with other drugs, legal and illegal. In the UK there are around 100,000 deaths per year from tobacco-related illnesses, 30–40,000 from alcohol-related illnesses and accidents, and 500 from paracetamol. On average, heroin and solvent abuse each claim about 150 lives per annum, while amphetamine’s death toll is about 25. In the first ten years of British rave, Ecstasy has been implicated in approximately 60 deaths: an average of six per year. Given the vast number of people taking the drug during those ten years (conservative estimates put it at half a million per weekend in Britain), Ecstasy appears to be relatively safe – at least compared with such socially sanctioned leisure activities as mountaineering, skiing and motorbiking. Statistically, you’re more at risk driving to the rave than being on E at the rave. Driving home under the influence is another matter altogether, given E’s deleterious effect on co-ordination and reaction time.


As with liquor in America in the twenties, prohibition has created a climate in which Ecstasy is more hazardous than it might be if the substance was legal. Prohibition actually made drinkers get drunker (black-market moonshine often had a dangerously high alcohol content), and it created a climate of lawlessness. Similarly, because the overwhelming majority of early experiences with Ecstasy are so rewarding, punters become curious about other banned substances, and get drawn into the culture of polydrug usage. MDMA’s positive aura has rubbed off on other, far less deserving chemicals. This is the flaw in a drug policy that conflates all ‘drugs’ as a single demon, and fails to distinguish between different levels of risk and reward.


From the consumer’s point of view, the worst thing about illegalization is that you don’t know what you’re buying. The illegal drug market in Britain has given rise to an ever-expanding range of brands of Ecstasy, distinguished by their colouring or by tiny pictograms stamped into the tablet, and varying widely in content: brands like Doves, New Yorkers, California Sunrises, M&Ms, Dennis the Menaces, Rhubarb & Custards, Snowballs, Burgers, Flatliners, Shamrocks, Swans, Swallows, Turbos, Phase Fours, Big Brown Ones, Refreshers, Love-hearts, White Calis, Riddlers, Elephants, ad infinitum (and in some cases, ad nauseam). Ravers become connoisseurs of their differering effects and how they interact with each other or with other drugs.


Although the purity of Ecstasy fluctuates, the general rule today appears to be that you have about a 10 per cent chance of buying a total dud (usually containing decongestants, antihistamines or harmless inert substances) and about a 66 per cent likelihood of getting a variable dose of pure MDMA. The slack is taken up by pills that contain MDMA-related substances (MDA, MDEA), or amphetamine, or cocktails of drugs designed to simulate MDMA’s effects (e.g. amphetamine + LSD). Instead of making ravers more cautious, the uncertainty of supply seems to have the opposite effect. Ravers eagerly assume that they’ve been sold an inferior product, and take more pills to compensate; hence the perennial mantra ‘E’s are shit these days, you have to take five of them to get a buzz’. Often the ‘weakness’ of any given Ecstasy pill is caused by the serotonin-depletion effect; the bliss deficit is in the raver’s brain, not the tablet. If E was legally available in doses of guaranteed purity and fixed levels of MDMA content, it would be easier for users to monitor their intake, to realize when they’re overdoing it.


Excessive, routinized use combines with Ecstasy’s diminishing-returns syndrome to form a vicious circle, a negative synergy. The individual’s experience of Ecstasy is degraded; on the collective level, Ecstasy scenes lose their idyllic lustre and become a soul-destroying grind. This utopian/dystopian dialectic intrinsic to rave culture demands the coining of some new quasi-pharmacological terms: vitalyst (‘vitalize’ + ‘catalyst’) and obliviate (oblivion + opiate). These terms describe drug experiences, rather than intrinsic and immutable properties of the drugs themselves; the same drug, abused, can cross the line between positive and negative. Ecstasy starts out as a ‘vitalyst’: you feel more alive, more sensitized, more human; on the macro-level, rave scenes in their early days buzz with creativity and we’re-gonna-change-the-world idealism. But with regular, rampant use, Ecstasy can become just another ‘obliviate’, like alcohol and narcotics: something that numbs the soul and transforms rave scenes into retreats from reality. This utopian/dystopian shift from ‘paradise-regained’ to ‘pleasure-prison’ is a recurring narrative experienced by successive Ecstasy generations all across the world. For seemingly programmed into the chemical structure of MDMA is the instruction: use me, don’t abuse me.
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A TALE OF THREE CITIES


Detroit Techno, Chicago House and New York Garage
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‘Kraftwerk was always very culty, but it was very Detroit too because of the industry in Detroit, and because of the mentality. That music automatically appeals to the people like a tribal calling … It sounded like somebody making music with hammers and nails.’


– Derrick May, 1992





To promote Kraftwerk’s 1991 remixed ‘greatest hits’ compilation, The Mix, the group’s American label Elektra came up with an amusing advert: the famous one-and-only photo of blues pioneer Robert Johnson, but with his suit filled by a robot’s body. The visual pun was witty and eye-catching, but most importantly, it was accurate. Just as Johnson was the godfather of rock’s gritty authenticity and wracked catharsis, Kraftwerk invented the pristine, post-human pop phuture we now inhabit. The story of techno begins not in early-eighties Detroit, as is so often claimed, but in early-seventies Düsseldorf, where Kraftwerk built their KlingKlang sound factory and churned out pioneering synth-and-drum-machine tracks like ‘Autobahn’, ‘Trans-Europe Express’ and ‘The Man-Machine’.


In one of those weird pop-historical loops, Kraftwerk were themselves influenced by Detroit – by the adrenalinized insurgency of the MC5 and The Stooges (whose noise, Iggy Pop has said, was partly inspired by the pounding clangour of the Motor City’s auto factories). Like the other Krautrock bands – Can, Faust, Neu! – Kraftwerk were also inspired by the mantric minimalism and non-R&B rhythms of the Velvet Underground (whose John Cale produced the first Stooges album). Replacing guitars and drums with synthesizer pulses and programmed beats, Kraftwerk sublimated the Velvets’ white light/white heat speed-rush into the cruise-control serenity of motorik, a metronomic, regular-as-carburettor rhythm that was at once post-rock and proto-techno. ‘Autobahn’ – a 24-minute hymn to the exhilaration of gliding down the freeway that sounded like a cyborg Beach Boys – was (in abbreviated form) a chart smash throughout the world in 1975. Two years later, on the Trans-Europe Express album, the title track – all indefatigable girder-beats and arching, Doppler Effect synths – segues into ‘Metal on Metal’, a funky iron foundry that sounded like a Luigi Russolo Art of Noises megamix for a Futurist discotheque.


‘They were so stiff, they were funky,’ techno pioneer Carl Craig has said of Kraftwerk. This paradox – which effectively translates as ‘they were so white, they were black’ – is as close as anyone has got to explaining the mystery of why Kraftwerk’s music (and above all ‘Trans-Europe Express’, their most dispassionately metronomic and Teutonic track) had such a massive impact on black American youth. In New York, Kraftwerk almost single-handedly sired the electro movement. Africa Bambaataa and Soulsonic Force’s 1982 smash ‘Planet Rock’ stole its doomy melody from ‘Trans-Europe’ and its beat-box rhythm from Kraftwerk’s 1981 track ‘Numbers’.


But while the body-popping, electric-boogaloo era passed quickly (with New York hip hop pursuing a grittier, seventies funk direction), Kraftwerk had a more enduring impact in Detroit, where the band’s music plugged into the Europhile tastes of arty, middle-class blacks. From Cybotron’s 1982 ‘Cosmic Cars’ to Carl Craig’s 1995 ‘Autobahn’ homage Landcruising, Detroit techno still fits Derrick May’s famous description: ‘like George Clinton and Kraftwerk stuck in an elevator with nothing but a sequencer to keep them occupied’.


The Techno Rebels


‘When I first heard synthesizers dropped on records it was great … like UFOs landing on records, so I got one,’ Juan Atkins has said. ‘It wasn’t any one particular group that turned me on to synthesizers. But “Flashlight” [Parliament’s Number One R&B hit from early 1978] was the first record I heard where maybe 75 per cent of the production was electronic – the bassline was electronic, and it was mostly synthesizers.’


Atkins was then a sixteen-year-old living in Belleville, a small town thirty miles from Detroit, and playing bass, drums and ‘a little bit of lead guitar’ in various garage-funk bands. Three years earlier, he had befriended two kids in the year below him at junior high school: Derrick May and Kevin Saunderson. ‘In Belleville,’ remembers Saunderson, ‘it was pretty racial still at that time, ’cos it was a decent area. You had to have a little bit of money, the houses were off lakes, and there wasn’t a lot of black people there. So we three kind of gelled right away.’


Atkins became May’s musical mentor, hipping him to all kinds of weird shit, from Parliament-Funkadelic to Kraftwerk. Says May, ‘I’m telling you, man: Juan was the most important person in my life, other than my mother. If it wasn’t for Juan I would never have heard any of this shit. I don’t know where I’d be if it wasn’t for him.’


Although the music they were into was all dancefloor-oriented, the Belleville Three brought an art-rock seriousness to bear on what rock fans then dissed as mere ‘disco’.


‘For us, it was always a dedication,’ says May. ‘We used to sit back and philosophize on what these people thought about when they made their music, and how they felt the next phase of the music would go. And you know, half the shit we thought about the artist never even fucking thought about! … Because Belleville was a rural town, we perceived the music a little bit different than you would if you encountered it in nightclubs or through watching other people dance. We’d sit back with the lights off and listen to records by Kraftwerk and Funkadelic and Parliament and Bootsy and Yellow Magic Orchestra, and try to actually understand what they were thinking about when they made it. We never just took it as entertainment, we took it as a serious philosophy.’


Through Atkins, May and Saunderson were exposed to all manner of post-Kraftwerk European electropop (Gary Numan, Giorgio Moroder’s E=MC2), alongside quirky American New Wave like The B52’s. Why did this cold, funkless European music strike a chord with black youth from Detroit and Chicago? Atkins attributes it to ‘something about industry and the Midwest. When you read the history books of America, they tell you that when the UAW – the United Auto Workers – formed, this was the first time that white people and black people came together on an equal footing, fighting for the same thing: better wages, better working conditions.’


Atkins, May and Saunderson belonged to a new generation of Detroit-area black youth who grew up accustomed to affluence. ‘My grandfather worked at Ford for twenty years, he was like a career auto worker,’ says Atkins. ‘A lot of the kids and the grandkids that came up after this integration, they got used to a better way of living. It’s funny that Detroit is now one of the most depressed cities in America, but it’s still the city that has the most affluent blacks in the country. If you had a job at the plant at this time, you were making bucks. And it wasn’t like the white guy standing next to you is getting five or ten dollars an hour more than you. Everybody was equal. So what happened is that you’ve got this environment with these kids that come up somewhat snobby, ’cos hey, their parents are making money working at Ford or General Motors or Chrysler, been elevated to a foreman, or even elevated to get a white-collar job.’ The Europhilia of these middle-class black youths, says Atkins, was part of their attempt ‘to distance themselves from the kids that were coming up in the projects, in the ghetto’.


Eddie Fowlkes – soon to become the fourth member of the Belleville clique, despite being from a rougher area of Detroit – remembers that kids from the posher West Side of Detroit ‘were more into slick clothes and cars, ’cos the West Side kids had more money than the kids on the East Side. They had more opportunity to travel, get books and get things. They were into stuff like Cartier and all the shit they read about in GQ. So you had black kids on the West Side dressing like GQ, and it all kind of snowballed into a scene, a culture.’ According to Jeff Mills – a ruling DJ–producer in the nineties, but then in his last year of high school – American Gigolo was a hugely influential movie on these Euro-fashion-obsessed black youth, just for the chic lifestyle of Richard Gere’s lead character, his massive wardrobe of scores of shirts and shoes.


One expression of this upwardly mobile subculture was clubs and dance music. But these weren’t nightclubs but high-school social clubs with names like Snobs, Brats, Ciabattino, Rafael, Charivari. Named after a New York clothing store, Charivari inspired what some believe was the very first Detroit techno track: ‘Sharevari’ by A Number of Names. These clubs would hire spaces and throw parties. ‘They were obsessed with being GQ down, and with Italian “progressive” music – Italian disco, basically,’ says Carl Craig, another early acolyte of May and Atkins. Dubbed ‘progressive’ because their music stemmed from Giorgio Moroder’s synth-and-drum-machine-based Eurodisco, rather than the symphonic Philly sound, Italian artists like Alexander Robotnik, Klein and MBO and Capricorn filled the gap left by the death of disco in America. On the Detroit dance-party circuit, you would also hear electro-funk from New York, labels like West End and Prelude, artists like Sharon Redd, Taana Gardner, the Peech Boys and Was (Not Was); English New Romantic and European synth-pop artists like Visage, Yello, Telex, Yazoo, Ultravox; and American New Wave from The B52’s, Devo and Talking Heads. ‘Man, I don’t know if this could happen nowhere else in the country but Detroit,’ laughs Atkins. ‘Can you imagine three or four hundred black kids dancing to “Rock Lobster”? That shit actually happened in Detroit!’


Another factor that shaped Detroit youth’s Europhile tastes was the influential radio DJ Charles Johnson, ‘the Electrifyin’ Mojo’, whose show ‘The Midnight Funk Association’ aired every night on WGPR (the first black FM station in the city) through the late seventies and early eighties. Alongside P-Funk and synth-driven tracks by Prince like ‘Controversy’, Mojo would play Kraftwerk’s ‘Tour de France’ and other Euro electro-pop. Every night, Mojo would do his Mothership spiel, encouraging listeners to flash their headlights or bedroom lamp so that the intergalactic craft would know where to touch down. ‘He had the most magnanimous voice you ever heard,’ remembers Derrick May. ‘This guy would just overpower you with his imagination. You became entranced by the radio. Which is something I have not heard since, and will probably never hear again.’


Around 1980, Atkins and May started making tentative steps towards becoming DJs themselves. ‘Juan and I started messing around with our idea of doing our own personal remixes, as a joke, using a pause button, tape deck and a basic turntable. Just taking a record and pausing it up, doing edits with the pause button. We got damn good at it. That led to constant experimentation, constantly freaking out, trying all kinds of crazy shit. And Juan thought, “Damn, man, let’s go to the next level, let’s start up our own DJ company.” We found a guy who owned a music studio, a sort of rental place, hiring out gear. And he was nice enough to give us a room in back and set up a pair of turntables and speakers, and let us just have hours. Didn’t charge us a dime! In that room, Juan would teach me how to mix. I remember the two records I learned how to mix with: David Bowie’s “Fashion”, and Edwin Birdsong’s “Rapper Dapper Snapper”. I had to mix those records for weeks, with Juan, like, in my ass every time I fucked up!’


Calling themselves Deep Space Soundworks, Atkins and May played their first DJ engagement in 1981, at a party thrown by a friend of Derrick’s, as warm-up for Detroit’s most famous DJ, Ken Collier. ‘It was packed, but nobody was dancing,’ remembers May. ‘We were spinning 45s [7-inches] and we didn’t even have slipmatts on the turntable. Collier took over, and man, the dancefloor filled in 2.2 seconds. It was the most embarrassing, humbling experience of our lives!’


In the early eighties, Detroit had a huge circuit of parties, and the competition amongst the forty or fifty DJs in town was fierce. Every weekend, there were several parties, often organized around concepts (for instance, everyone wearing the same colour).


‘Everywhere you went you had to be on your shit, because Detroit crowds were so particular, and if you really weren’t throwing down or you had a fucked-up mix, people would look at you and just walk off the dancefloor. And that’s how we developed our skills, ’cos we had no room for error. These people wouldn’t accept it. In Detroit, a party was the main event. People would go out and get new clothes for this shit.’ May and Atkins applied the same kind of theoretical intensity to the art of mixing and set-building that they’d once invested in listening to records. ‘We built a philosophy behind spinning records. We’d sit and think what the guy who made the record was thinking about, and find a record that would fit with it, so that the people on the dancefloor would comprehend the concept. When I think about all the brainpower that went into it! We’d sit up the whole night before the party, think about what we’d play the following night, the people who’d be at the party, the concept of the clientele. It was insane!’


Eventually, Deep Space got into throwing their own parties. ‘We’d rent, like, a pub, and turn the pub into a club,’ remembers Eddie Fowlkes, by then a member of the DJ team. ‘The first place we threw a party was, I think, Roskos, which was like a pinball joint. What you tried to do is bring the people into a different place, where they couldn’t even imagine somebody having a party. And when we started doing that, everybody in Detroit started doing offbeat shit. It was like “Damn, I used to eat lunch here with my mom and now I’m partying here!”’


Eventually, the social-club party scene got so successful that the GQ kids found that an undesirable element began to turn up: the very ghetto youth from the projects that they’d put so much energy into defining themselves against. That was when the clubs started putting the phrase ‘no jits’ on the flyers: ‘jit’ being short for ‘jitterbug’, Detroit slang for ruffian or gangsta.


‘They would put “no jits allowed”,’ says May, ‘but how you gonna tell some 250-pound ruffneck, standing about six foot four, “You’re not coming to my party” – when you’re some little five-foot-two pretty boy? I don’t think so! He’s coming in! It was a hope that they wouldn’t come! It was to make them feel unwanted. And that was when the scene started to self-destruct. West Side kids and the whole elite high-school scene, the elitist people that lived in certain areas, they just wanted to keep this shit to themselves. Then other people said, “I like that too, I wanna come,” and those elitists decided they didn’t want ’em there, and that was wrong. It was the beginning of the end. That’s when the guns started popping up at the parties, and fights started happening. By ’86, it was over.’


Prior to forming Deep Space, Juan Atkins had already started making music as one half of Cybotron. Studying music and media courses at Washtenaw Community College in Ypsilanti, Michigan, he befriended a fellow student called Rick Davis. Quite a bit older than Atkins, Davis was an eccentric figure with a past: in 1968, he’d been shipped out to Vietnam just in time to experience the Tet offensive.


‘Once you got to know Rick, he was like a big teddy bear,’ remembers Atkins. ‘But if you didn’t know him, he could come off somewhat foreboding. Rick was a Viet vet. He was there, man – in the jungle. He told me stories where he’s been in situations where he saw his best mate get ate by a tiger, or where he was going through the bush, shots rang out, and everybody in the platoon got wiped out but him. That’s got to do something to you, mentally.’ Davis and Atkins discovered they had interests in common – science fiction, futurologists like Alvin Toffler, and electronic music. Prior to Cybotron, Davis had done experimental tracks on his own, like ‘The Methane Sea’. But like a lot of Viet vets, Davis also had a heavy acid-rock background; he was a huge fan of Hendrix.


Although both Atkins and Davis shared instrumental duties and contributed lyrics and concepts, Atkins’ focus was on ‘putting the records together’, making Cybotron music work as dance tracks. Davis handled a lot of the ‘philosophical aspects’ of what was a highly conceptual project. He’d cobbled together a strange personal creed out of Alvin Toffler’s The Third Wave and Zohar, the ‘Bible’ of classical Jewish Kabbalah. The gist of it was that, through ‘interfacing the spirituality of human beings into the cybernetic matrix’, you could transform yourself into a supra-human entity.


In line with Zoharian numerology, Davis changed his name to 3070; when a third member, guitarist John Howesley, joined Cybotron, he was designated John 5. Atkins and Davis devised their own technospeak dictionary, The Grid. ‘This was a time when the video-game phenomenon was coming in,’ remembers Atkins. ‘We used a lot of video terms to refer to real-life situations. We conceived of the streets or the environment as being like the Game Grid. And Cybotron was considered a “super-sprite”. Certain images in a video programme are referred to as “sprites”, and a super-sprite had certain powers on the game grid that a regular sprite didn’t have.’


Independently influenced by the same Euro sounds, Cybotron’s cold, synth-dominated sound and drum-machine rhythms paralleled the electro then emerging from New York. Their first single, ‘Alleys of Your Mind’ – released on their own Deep Space label – was playlisted by the Electrifyin’ Mojo in 1981 and became a big local hit, selling around 15,000 copies in Detroit alone. The next two singles, ‘Cosmic Cars’ and ‘Clear’, did even better, resulting in Cybotron being signed by the Berkeley, California, label Fantasy, who released the Clear album.


In Detroit, everybody assumed Cybotron were white guys from Europe. And indeed, apart from a subliminal funk pulsing amidst the crisp-and-dry programmed beats, there was scant evidence to hint otherwise. Davis’s vocals had the Angloid/android neurosis of a John Foxx or Gary Numan, making Cybotron the missing link between the New Romantics and William Gibson’s Neuromancer. But for all their futuristic mise-en-scène, the vision underlying Cybotron songs was Detroit-specific, capturing a city in transition: from industrial boom town to post-Fordist wasteland; from US capital of auto manufacturing to US capital of homicide. Following the late-sixties and early-seventies syndrome of ‘white flight’ to the suburbs, the decline of the auto industry and the de-gentrification of once securely middle-class black districts, Detroit’s city centre had become a ghost town.


With its dominant mood of paranoia and desolation (‘I wish I could escape from this crazy place,’ as Davis sang it in ‘Cosmic Cars’), Cybotron’s tech-noir should have been the soundtrack to Robocop, the dystopian sci-fi movie set in a Detroit of the near future. Songs like ‘Alleys of Your Mind’ and ‘Techno City’ were ‘just social commentary, more or less’, says Atkins, citing ‘thought-control’ and the ‘double-edged sword’ of technology as Cybotron’s major preoccupations. Lyrics like ‘enter the program/technofy your mind’ and ‘don’t you let them robotize your behind’ – from the gloom-funk epic ‘Enter’ – testify to an ambivalent investment in technology. As Atkins puts it, ‘With technology, there’s a lot of good things, but by the same token, it enables the powers that be to have more control.’


‘Techno City’ was inspired by Fritz Lang’s vision in Metropolis of a future megalopolis divided into privileged sectors high up in the sky and subterranean prole zones. According to Davis, Techno City was equivalent to Detroit’s Woodward Avenue ghetto; the dream of its denizens was to work their way up to the cybodrome, where the artists and intellectuals lived. Again, these utopian/dystopian fantasies were just a thinly veiled allegory of the unofficial apartheid taking shape in urban America, with the emergence of privately policed fortress communities and township-like ethnic ghettos.


Perhaps the most extreme expression of Cybotron’s ambivalent attitude to the future – half anticipation, half dread – was ‘R9’, a track inspired by a chapter in the Bible’s Book of Revelation. ‘What you have on the record is the War of Armageddon,’ laughs Atkins. But despite the track’s jagged gouts of dissonance, hideously warped textures, and background screams for ‘Help!’, this is no nightmare vision of the future, says Atkins. ‘For the people who don’t have anything, any kind of change is good. There’s two ways of looking at it.’ The fevered apocalyptic imagery climaxed in ‘Vision’, with Davis whispering about a ‘vast celestial wasteland’, then whimpering, ‘I need something to believe in.’


Off to Battle


After ‘Vision’ was recorded, Cybotron split. Davis – ‘the Jimi Hendrix of the synthesizer’, according to Atkins – wanted to go in a rock direction. ‘I felt that we had built up a strong following on records like “Alleys”, “Cosmic Cars” and “Clear”,’ says Atkins. ‘Why would you come with a rock ’n’ roll record, when you had all the black radio programmers all over the country eating out of your hand?’


Atkins started working on his own material using the name Model 500. Setting up his own label Metroplex, he put out ‘No UFOs’; the sound, Motor City motorik, was harder and faster than Cybotron, streamlined and austere, with ciphered vocals demoted low in the mix. Then Eddie Fowlkes – now calling himself Eddie ‘Flashin’’ Fowlkes – decided he wanted to make a record too; his ‘Goodbye Kiss’ was the second Metroplex release.


Suddenly, the other members of the Deep Space clique wanted to get in on the action. Up to this point, Derrick May had conceived of himself as primarily a DJ; he’d had some success outside Deep Space, spinning at Liedernacht, a club located in the ballroom at the Leland House Hotel, and DJ-ing on the radio. His first recording effort, ‘Let’s Go’ – effectively a collaboration with Atkins – was Metroplex’s third release. Finally, Kevin Saunderson joined the fray with ‘Triangle of Love’, recorded under the name Kreem.


Although the clique was tight, pooling its limited equipment and helping out on each other’s records, there was friction. Soon, each member of the Belleville Three was running his own record label. May’s Transmat began as a sub-label imprint of Metroplex.


‘If you notice the catalogue numbers on Transmat releases, they’re all MS,’ says Atkins. ‘That stands for Metroplex Subsidiary … The kind of guy Derrick is, if his records had been released on Metroplex, me and him would probably not be friends today. Because Derrick would have tried to tell me how to run the company.’ Saunderson, meanwhile, started his own label KMS, which stood for Kevin Maurice Saunderson. ‘I was working a security job at a hospital and running my business from telephone booths and hospital phones.’ Eventually, all three labels settled in close vicinity to each other in Detroit’s Eastern Market district.


With their cottage-industry independence and their futuristic sound achieved using low-level technology, the Belleville Three fit the model of ‘the Techno Rebels’ proposed by Alvin Toffler in his The Third Wave. Rejecting Luddite strategies, these renegades embraced technology as a means of empowerment and resistance against the very corporate plutocracy that invented and mass-produced these new machines. And so Juan Atkins described himself as ‘a warrior for the technological revolution’. But songs like ‘Off to Battle’ and ‘Interfearance’ were aimed as much at rival cottage-industrialists as at the larger powers. ‘“Off to Battle”,’ says Atkins, was addressed to ‘a lot of new, amateur electronic artists … It was a battle cry to “keep the standards high”.’


Where Model 500 records were tough, glacial and a little eerie, Derrick May’s music – as Mayday and Rythim Is Rythim – added a plangent, heart-tugging poignancy to the distinctively crisp and dry minimalism of the Detroit sound. On tracks like the elegantly elegiac ‘It Is What It Is’, he pioneered the use of quasi-symphonic string sounds. In one case, they were genuinely symphonic: ‘Strings of Life’ was based on samples gleaned from the Detroit Symphony Orchestra. May reworked these orchestral stabs into a sort of cyber-Salsa groove. His own phrase was ‘23rd-century ballroom music’.


Atkins and May both attribute the dreaminess of Detroit techno to the desolation of the city, which May describes in terms of a sort of sensory-cultural deprivation. ‘It’s the emptiness in the city that puts the wholeness in the music. It’s like a blind person can smell and touch and can sense things that a person with eyes would never notice. And I tend to think a lot of us here in Detroit have been blind: blinded by what was happening around us. And we sort of took those other senses and enhanced them, and that’s how the music developed.’ Hence the oddly indefinable emotions in May’s tracks like ‘Nude Photo’ and ‘Beyond the Dance’, the weird mix of euphoria and anxiety.


Having grown up in New York until he moved to the Detroit area in his early teens, Kevin Saunderson was the most disco-influenced of the Belleville Three. His tracks – released under a plethora of aliases, including Reese, Reese and Santonio, Inter City, Keynotes, and E-Dancer – had titles as baldly self-descriptive as the music was stripped down and coldly compulsive: ‘The Sound’, ‘How to Play Our Music’, ‘Forcefield’, ‘Rock to the Beat’, ‘Bassline’, ‘Funky, Funk, Funk’, ‘Let’s, Let’s, Let’s Dance’. Of the three, Saunderson had the sharpest commercial instincts, and the greatest commercial success. But he also produced the darkest avant-funk of the early Detroit era, with Reese’s ‘Just Want Another Chance’.


Recorded in 1986, the track was inspired by Manhattan’s celebrated proto-house club Paradise Garage, which Saunderson would visit when he returned to New York to see his older brothers. ‘I used to imagine what kind of sound I would like to have coming out of a system like that,’ he remembers, referring to the infamously low-end intensive, tectonic-plate-shaking sound system. ‘It made me vibe that kind of vibe.’ Over a baleful black-hole bassline running at about half the speed of the drum program, Saunderson intones the gutteral monologue of some kind of stalker or love addict. ‘I just vibed that, started thinking about this cat in a relationship, how this person was deep with this other person, really wanted to be with them, and kind of screwed up.’ The ‘Reese bass’ has since been resurrected and mutated by a number of artists in the nineties, most notably by darkside jungle producers Trace and Ed Rush.


Displaying the kind of canny, market-conscious versatility that would characterize his whole career, Kevin Saunderson could also turn out tracks as light and upful as Inner City’s ‘Big Fun’ and ‘Good Life’ – to date, Detroit techno’s biggest hits. ‘Big Fun’ was spawned almost accidentally out of the collaborative symbiosis that characterized Detroit’s incestuous and interdependent scene. James Pennington – soon to release tracks for Transmat under the name Suburban Knight – made a bassline round at Kevin’s apartment, left it on tape, and went to work. ‘Kevin said, “Let me use this, man,”’ remembers Eddie Fowlkes. ‘James said, “Okay, just put my name on it.” Next thing you know, you got Inner City.’ With Art Forest co-writing, Chicago-based diva Paris Grey singing the melody and Juan Atkins mixing the track down, the result was ‘Big Fun’.


‘It was real tight,’ reminisces Fowlkes fondly of this golden age of Detroit. ‘Everyone was helping each other out, there was no egos, and nobody could compete with Juan because he had already done stuff [as Cybotron] and knew where he wanted to go. We were just like kids following the Pied Piper.’


The Detroit–Chicago Alliance


Detroit techno came to the world’s attention indirectly, as an adjunct to Chicago’s house scene. When British A&R scouts came to Chicago to investigate house in 1986–7, they discovered that many of the top-selling tracks were actually from Detroit. ‘We would sell ten to fifteen thousand records in Chicago alone,’ says Juan Atkins. ‘We were selling more records in Chicago than even Chicago artists. We kind of went hand in hand with the house movement. To a certain degree, I think we helped start that thing. ’Cos we were the first ones making records. Jesse Saunders came out with that record [“On and On”] maybe two or three weeks after we had “No UFOs” out, and he was the first guy in Chicago who was making tracks.


‘Chicago was one of a couple of cities in America where disco never died,’ Atkins continues. ‘The DJs kept playing it on radio and the clubs. And since there were no new disco records coming through they were looking to fill the gap with whatever they could find.’ This meant Euro synth-pop, Italian ‘progressive’ and, eventually, the early Detroit tracks. The Belleville Three quickly got to know everybody in the Chicago scene. And they started to make the four-hour drive to Chicago every weekend to hear the Hot Mix Five – Farley Jackmaster Funk, Steve Silk Hurley, Ralphi Rosario, Mickey Oliver and Kenny Jammin’ Jason – spin on local radio station WBMX. ‘It seemed like they had mixes going on all day on the radio,’ remembers Kevin Saunderson. ‘Me and Derrick would drive to Chicago every weekend just to hear the mix shows and be a part of the scene, see what’s going on and get new records. It was an inspiration for us. Especially once we started making records, you couldn’t keep us out of Chicago.’


Bar the odd session that May would do for Electrifyin’ Mojo, you couldn’t hear mixing on the radio in Detroit. Despite its Europhile tendencies, Detroit was always more of a funk city than a disco town. This difference came through in the music: the rhythm programming in Detroit techno was more syncopated, had more of a groove to it. House had a metronomic, four-to-the-floor beat, what Eddie Fowlkes calls ‘a straight straight foot’ – a reference to ‘Farley’s Foot’, the mechanical kick-drum that Chicago DJs like Farley ‘Jackmaster’ Funk and Frankie Knuckles would super impose over their disco mixes. Chicago house tended to feature diva vocals, disco-style; Detroit tracks were almost always instrumentals. The final big difference was that Detroit techno, while arty and upwardly mobile, was a straight black scene. Chicago house was a gay black scene.


Disco’s Revenge




‘Disco music is a disease. I call it Disco Dystrophy. The people victimized by this killer disease walk around like zombies. We must do everything possible to stop the spread of this plague.’


– DJ Steve Dahl, 1979





‘I don’t know that I have any objection to dancing, I just don’t do it. Sort of like sucking other men’s dicks. I don’t feel that there is anything wrong with it, but it doesn’t appeal to me.’


– Chicago rocker and technophobe Steve Albini, speaking in Reactor #8.0, 1993





Sucking, of course, was always the accusation levelled at disco. At the height of ‘disco sucks’ fever in 1979, Chicago’s Comiskey Park baseball stadium was the site for a ‘Disco Demolition Derby’, which was organized by Detroit DJ Steve Dahl and took place halfway through a double-header between the Chicago White Sox and the Detroit Tigers. But when the 100,000-plus records were dynamited, discophobic mobs rampaged onto the field; the rioting, post-explosion debris and damage to the pitch resulted in the game being forfeited to the Tigers.


The ‘Disco Sucks’ phenomenon recalls the Nazi book burnings, or the exhibitions of Degenerate Art. Modern-day spectacles of kultur-kampf like Comiskey were impelled by a similar disgust: the belief that disco was rootless, inauthentic, decadent, a betrayal of the virile principles of the true American volk music, rock ’n’ roll. Hence T-Shirts like ‘Death Before Disco’, hence organizations like DREAD (Detroit Rockers Engaged in the Abolition of Disco) and Dahl’s own ‘Insane Coho Lips Antidisco Army’.


Discophobia wasn’t just limited to white rockers, though; many blacks despised it as a soul-less, mechanistic travesty of da funk. And so the sleeve of Funkadelic’s 1979 album Uncle Jam Wants You bore the slogan ‘it’s the rescue dance music “from the blahs” band’. Funkateer critic Greg Tate coined the term ‘DisCOINTELPRO’ – a pun on the FBI’s campaign to infiltrate black radical organizations like the Panthers – to denigrate disco as ‘a form of record industry sabotage … [which] destroyed the self-supporting black band movement out of which P-Funk … grew’. In 1987, Public Enemy’s Chuck D articulated hip hop’s antipathy to house, disco’s descendant, telling me: ‘it’s sophisticated, anti-black, anti-feel, the most ARTIFICIAL shit I ever heard. It represents the gay scene, it’s separating blacks from their past and their culture, it’s upwardly mobile.’


Chicago house music was born of a double exclusion, then: not just black, but gay and black. Its refusal, its cultural dissidence, took the form of embracing a music that the majority culture deemed dead and buried. House didn’t just resurrect disco, it mutated the form, intensifying the very aspects of the music that most offended white rockers and black funkateers: the machinic repetition, the synthetic and electronic textures, the rootlessness, the ‘depraved’ hypersexuality and ‘decadent’ druggy hedonism. Stylistically, house assembled itself from disregarded and degraded pop-culture detritus that the mainstream considered passé, disposable, un-American: the proto-disco of the Salsoul and Philadelphia International labels, English synth-pop and Moroder’s Eurodisco.


If Düsseldorf was the ultimate source for Detroit techno, you could perhaps argue that the prehistory of house begins in Munich. Here it was that Giorgio Moroder invented Eurodisco. Setting up Say Yes Productions with British guitarist Pete Bellotte, Moroder recruited Donna Summer, then singing in rock musicals like Hair and Godspell, and transformed her into a disco ice queen. Moroder can claim three innovations that laid the foundations for house. First, the dramatically extended megamix: 1975’s seventeen-minute-long orgasmotronic epic ‘Love to Love You Baby’. Second, the four-to-the-floor disco-pulse rhythm: Moroder used a drum machine to simplify funk rhythms to make it easier for whites to dance. Third, and perhaps most crucial, was Moroder’s creation of purely electronic dance music. One of his earliest songs – ‘Son of My Father’, a 1972 UK Number One for Chicory Tip – was one of the very first synth-pop hits. But it was Donna Summer’s 1977 global smash ‘I Feel Love’ that was the real revolution. Constructed almost entirely out of synthesized sounds, ‘I Feel Love’ had no verse or chorus laid out in advance; Summer improvised her gaseous, eroto-mystic vocals over Moroder and Bellotte’s grid-like juggernaut of percussive pulses and clockwork clicks. The result, at once pornotopian and curiously unbodied, was acid house and trance techno avant la lettre.


In the absence of fresh disco product, Chicago DJs had to rework the existing material into new shapes. House – a term that originally referred to the kind of music you’d hear at The Warehouse, a gay nightclub in Chicago – was born not as a distinct genre but as an approach to making ‘dead’ music come alive, by cut ’n’ mix, segue, montage and other DJ tricks. Just as the term disco derived from the discotheque (a place where you heard recorded music, not live performances), so house began as a disc-jockey culture. In fact, it was an imported DJ culture, transplanted from New York by Frankie Knuckles, who DJ-ed at The Warehouse from 1979 until 1983.


Born in 1955, Knuckles grew up in the South Bronx. At Nicky Siano’s underground dance club, The Gallery, Knuckles helped out by, amongst other things, spiking the punch with LSD and even going so far as to inject the drug into the free fruit. In the early seventies, Knuckles DJ-ed for several years – alongside another future ‘deep house’ legend, Larry Levan – at The Continental Baths, a gay ‘pleasure palace’, and then at SoHo. Levan was originally the first choice of the Chicago entrepreneurs who set up The Warehouse. But Levan decided to stay on in New York at SoHo, so it was Knuckles who moved to Chicago in early 1977 to take up the DJ spot. A three-storey former factory in West Central Chicago, The Warehouse drew around two thousand mostly gay and black hedonists to dance from midnight Saturday to midday Sunday. The four-dollar admission was low, there was free juice and water, and the atmosphere on the middle-storey dancefloor was intense. It was here that Knuckles began to experiment with editing disco breaks on a reel-to-reel tape recorder, reworking and recombining the raw material – Philadelphia International classics, underground club hits on the Salsoul label by the likes of Loleatta Holloway and First Choice, Moroder-beat – that would soon evolve into house.


In 1983, The Warehouse’s promoters doubled the entrance fee, prompting Knuckles to quit and set up his own Friday-night club, The Power Plant. The Warehouse retaliated by opening another Saturday club, The Music Box, based around a young kid from California called Ron Hardy. Playing in a rawer style than Knuckles, Hardy created an even more intense and disorientating atmosphere; using two copies of the same record, he’d stretch a track out into a Tantric eternity, teasing the audience by frustrating their anticipation of the breakdown. Unlike the Detroit scene, where drug-taking was unusual, Chicago house went hand in hand with stimulants and hallucinogens. People smoked pot, sniffed poppers (also known as ‘rush’) and snorted cocaine. Acid was popular, because it was cheap, long-lasting and the blotters were easily concealed on your person. And some clubbers smoked ‘happy sticks’, reefers dipped in angel dust (the deranging hallucinogen PCP). At the rougher and more hardcore-hedonist Music Box, where it got so hot people tore their shirts off, the vibe was accordingly somewhat dark; Hardy eventually became a drug addict, and died in 1993.


With other regular parties emerging like The Loft, The Playground and East Hollywood, competition between DJs grew fierce. To get an edge over their rivals, DJs would devise more complicated mixing tricks and employ special effects, like Frankie Knuckles’ steam locomotive sound. Both Farley and Knuckles started to use a live drum machine to bolster their mixes and make the experience more hypnotic; Knuckles is said to have bought his Roland 909 beat-box from Derrick May. The stomping four-to-the-floor kick-drum would become the defining mark of house music. Other elements – hissing hi-hat patterns, synthetic hand-claps, synth vamps, chiming bass-loops, drum rolls that pushed the track to the next plateau of pre-orgasmic intensity – emerged when Chicagoans started making records to slake the DJs’ insatiable demand for fresh material. Called ‘tracks’, as opposed to songs, because they consisted of little more than a drum track, this proto-house music was initially played by DJs on reel-to-reel tape and cassette.


Although many have claimed the title of ‘first house track’, most agree that the first vinyl release was Jesse Saunders’s and Vince Lawrence’s ‘On and On’ (a raw, ultra-minimal version of the Salsoul classic by First Choice), which the duo put out in 1983 on their own Jes Say label. Saunders and Lawrence approached Larry Sherman, a local entrepreneur who had bought out Chicago’s only record pressing plant, and asked him to press up 500 12-inches for them on trust. They promised to return within twenty minutes and pay him $4 per disc. Not only did they come back and pay him in full, they also asked him to press another thousand copies.


Stunned by the demand for this new music in Chicago, Sherman started the Trax label, and debuted with another Jesse Saunders track, ‘Wanna Dance’, released under the name Le Noiz. Sherman’s role in the genesis of house is much disputed. Some regard him as a visionary entrepreneur who fostered the scene and provided work for the musicians in the day-to-day operations of Trax. Others accuse Sherman of pursuing short-term profit and neglecting the long-term career prospects of his artists, thereby contributing to the premature demise of the Chicago scene in the late eighties.


In the mid-eighties, though, Trax and Chicago’s other leading house label DJ International played a major role not just in developing a local market for house tracks, but in getting the records distributed to other cities in America and to Europe. It was a DJ International track – Farley ‘Jackmaster’ Funk and Jesse Saunders’s ‘Love Can’t Turn Around’, a cover of an Isaac Hayes song – that became the first international house hit, making the UK Top Ten in September 1986. Propelled by a bassline made out of what sounds like a sampled tuba motif and by almost boogie-woogie piano vamps, ‘Love Can’t Turn Around’ features the fabulously overwrought histrionics of Darryl Pandy, whose hyper-melismatic vocals are the missing link between gospel and gender-bending male diva Sylvester, the disco star responsible for ‘You Make Me Feel (Mighty Real)’.


Other hits followed in early 1987: ‘Jack the Groove’ by Raze (actually from Washington DC) got to Number Twenty in the UK, and Steve Silk Hurley’s ‘Jack Your Body’ was a Number One smash in January. But by the middle of that year, house seemed to be petering out like any other clubland fad. The self-reflexive song titles, which usually involved the words ‘house’ and ‘jack’ (the Chicago style of palsied dancing), seemed to place house firmly in the pop tradition of dance crazes like the Twist and the Mashed Potato, novelties with in-built obsolescence. House’s depthless doggerel (funktional catchphrases like ‘work your body’, ‘move your body’, ‘let’s rock’) and sonic gimmicks (the stutter effect often put on vocals) were impressively post-human and depersonalized, but quickly became irritating. At the time, I remember commenting in a singles-review column that house had proved itself a lame duck; compared with hip hop, there didn’t seem much of a future for it. I was dead wrong, of course, as wrong as a boy can be, for what we’d heard so far was only the tip of the iceberg. As for house having much of a future … house was the future. 


New Jack City


‘Love Can’t Turn Around’ and ‘Jack Your Body’, early house’s two biggest hits, each represented a different side of house: songs versus tracks, an R&B-derived tradition of soul-full expression versus depersonalized functionalism. From my point of view, it’s the ‘tracks’ that ultimately proved to be the most interesting side of house culture. The songful style of ‘deep’ house rapidly collapsed into an affirmation of traditional musicianly values and uplifting humanist sentiments. But ‘jack tracks’, and the ‘acid tracks’ that followed them, honed in on a different potential latent within disco: jettisoning all the residues of soul and humanity, this was machine music without apology, machine-made music that turned you into a machine. Its mind-nullifying repetition offered liberation through trance-dance.


In many ways, house seemed like a flashblack to the white avant-funk and experimental electronic music of the early eighties, when post-punks in England and New York turned to black dance styles as the way forward. Generally, with the exception of Talking Heads and PiL, avant-funk never had much impact in its own day. But, in a sort of every dog will have its day syndrome, many of the avant-funksters enjoyed substantial success when they reinvented themselves as key members of the first wave of British homegrown house. A Certain Ratio’s Simon Topping teamed up with another Mancunian avant-disco veteran, Quando Quango’s Mike Pickering, to record the Brit-house favourite ‘Carino’ as T. Coy; Pickering went on to lead the hugely popular but more songful M. People. Cabaret Voltaire’s Richard H. Kirk reappeared as Sweet Exorcist, 400 Blow’s Tony Thorpe purveyed UK acid house as Moody Boys, Biting Tongues’ Graham Massey became the musical brains behind 808 State.


Perhaps the most prophetic of the early-eighties avant-funk outfits was Düsseldorf’s D. A. F., who began as an experimental industrial unit, then stripped down their chaotic sound to a harsh, homo-erotic avant-disco influenced by the New Savagery ideas of artist Joseph Beuys. On their three albums for Virgin, Alles Ist Gut, Gold und Liebe and Für Immer, the inelastic synth-pulses and frigid frenzy of the beats are uncannily pre-emptive of acid house. D. A. F. were stripped down lyrically as well as musically. Tracks like ‘Mein Hertz Macht Bum (My Heart Goes Boom)’ and ‘Absolute Bodycontrol’ offered sexmusic shorn of romantic mystique and rendered in clinical, cardiovascular language, while ‘Der Mussolini’ (chorus: ‘dance der Mussolini … dance der Adolf Hitler’) put a twisted spin on the standard avant-funk obsession with control.


D. A. F. and the similar group Liaisons Dangereuses actually had some currency in the early Chicago scene. Their sinewy sound embodied an idea – the dancefloor as a gymnasium of desire, liberation achieved through submission to a regime of strenuous bliss – that was a latent content of gay disco eroticism. As Walter Hughes notes, songs like Village People’s ‘Y. M. C. A.’ and ‘In the Navy’ used ‘the language of recruitment and evangelism’ to bring out the homo-erotics of discipline, while the lyrics of disco songs often represented love in the imagery of ‘enslavement, insanity, or addiction, a disease or a police state’.


As house music evolved, this idea – freedom achieved by abandoning subjectivity and self-will, the ecstasy of being enthralled by the beat – became more explicit. Gradually, the hyper-sexual imagery was supplanted by a post-sexual delirium, reflected in the Chicago dancing style known as ‘jacking’. In disco, dance had gradually shed its role as courtship ritual and opened up into what Hughes calls ‘increasingly unpaired, unchoreographed’ freestyle. Jacking took this to the next stage, replacing pelvic-thrust and booty-shake with a whole-body frenzy of polymorphously perverse tics and convulsive pogo-ing.


Etymologically, ‘jack’ seems to be a corruption of ‘jerk’, but also may have some link to ‘jacking off’. The house dancefloor suggests the circle jerk, a spectacle of collective auto-eroticism, sterile jouissance. ‘Jacking’ also makes me think of jacking into an electrical circuit. Plugged into the sound system, the jacker looks a bit like a robot with epilepsy (itself an electrical disorder of the nervous system). In jack tracks like Fast Eddie Smith’s ‘Jack to the Sound’ and Secret Secret’s ‘We Come to Jack’, lyrics are restricted to terse commands and work-that-body exhortations. Eventually, acid house bypassed verbals altogether and proceeded to what felt like direct possession of your nervous system via the bass–biology interface.


Robotnik vacancy, voodoo delirium, whirling dervishes, zombiedom, marionettes, slaves-to-the-rhythm: the metaphors that house music and ‘jacking’ irresistibly invite all contain the notion of becoming less-than-human. Other aspects of the music exacerbate the sense of attenuated self-hood. With a few exceptions, house singers tend to be ciphers, their vocals merely plastic material to be manipulated by the producer. In early house, the vocals were often garbled, sped up and slowed down, pulverized into syllable- or phoneme-size particles, and above all subjected to the ubiquitous, humiliating stutter effect, whereby a phrase was transformed on the sampling keyboard into a staccato riff. Ralphi Rosario’s classic ‘You Used to Hold Me’ divides into two distinct halves. At first, diva Xavier Gold is in the spotlight, putting in a sterling performance as the cynically materialistic and vengeful lover. Then Rosario takes control, vivisecting Gold’s vocal so that stray vowels and sibilants bounce like jumping beans over the groove, and transforming one syllable of passion into a spasmic Morse-code riff.


House makes the producer the star, not the singer. It’s the culmination of an unwritten (because unwriteable) history of black dance pop, a history determined not by sacred-cow auteurs but by producers, session musicians and engineers – backroom boys. House music takes this depersonalization further: it gets rid of human musicians (the house band that gave Motown or Stax or Studio One its distinctive sound), leaving just the producer and his machines. Operating as a cottage factory churning out a high turnover of tracks, the house producer replaces the artist’s signature with the industrialist’s trademark. Closer to an architect or draughtsman, the house auteur is absent from his own creation; house tracks are less like artworks, in the expressive sense, than vehicles, rhythmic engines that take the dancer on a ride.


As well as being post-biographical, house is post-geographical pop. If Chicago is the origin, it’s because it happens to be a junction point in the international trade routes of disco. Breaking with the traditional horticultural language we use to describe the evolution of pop – cross-pollination, hybridization – house’s ‘roots’ lie in deracination. The music sounds inorganic: machines talking to each other, in an un-real acoustic space. When sounds from real-world acoustic sources enter house’s pleasuredome, they tend to be processed and disembodied – as with the distortion and manipulation inflicted upon the human voice, evacuating its soul and reducing it to a shallow effect.


But this is only one side of house culture: the machine-music side that evolved from jack tracks to acid house, music that’s all surface and post-human intensity. Just as important was the humanist, uplifting strain of ‘deep house’ that affiliated itself to the R&B tradition: songs like Sterling Void’s ‘It’s All Right’, Joe Smooth’s ‘Promised Land’ and his album Rejoice. Combining Philly’s silky symphonic strings and mellifluous vocals with gospel’s imagery of salvation and succour, this strain of house was sufficiently worthy and wholesome to win over English soul boys such as Paul Weller and his fanboy clone Doctor Robert (formerly of The Blow Monkeys). Weller actually covered ‘Promised Land’ in early 1989.


In house, there’s a divide between finding yourself (through becoming a member of the house) and losing yourself (in solipsistic hallucinatory bliss). The split in house between finding an identity/expressing your self and losing self/losing control could be mapped onto the tension in gay culture between the politics of pride, unity and collective resilience, and the more hardcore ‘erotic politics’ of impersonal sexual encounters, ‘deviant’ practices and drugs. House offered a sense of communion and community to those who might have been alienated from organized religion because of their sexuality. And so Frankie Knuckles described The Warehouse as a ‘church for people who have fallen from grace’, while another house pioneer, Marshall Jefferson, likened house to ‘old time religion in the way that people just get happy and screamin’’. Male divas like Darryl Pandy and Robert Owens had trained in church choirs.


In ‘deep house’, the inspirational lyrics often echo the civil-rights movement of the sixties, conflating the quest for black civic dignity with the struggle for gay pride. Joe Smooth’s ‘Promised Land’ and Db’s ‘I Have a Dream’ both explicitly evoke Martin Luther King; the first promises ‘brothers, sisters, one day we’ll be free’, the latter dreams of ‘one house nation under a groove’. The Children’s ‘Freedom’ is a fraught plea for tolerance and fraternity. The spoken-word monologue beseeches ‘don’t oppress me’ and ‘don’t judge me’, and asks, bewildered and vulnerable: ‘can’t you accept me for what I am?’ The name ‘The Children’ comes from Chicago house slang: to be a ‘child’ was to be gay, a member of house’s surrogate family. ‘Step-child’ was the term for a straight person accepted by gays.


In other house tracks, religious and sexual rapture are fused in a kind of Gnostic eroto-mysticism. Jamie Principle’s ‘Baby Wants to Ride’ begins with a prayer from Principle, and then the Voice of God declaring that it’s time to relate ‘the Revelation of my Second Coming’. But the ‘coming’ is revealed to be decidedly profane: an encounter with a dominatrix, who strips him and makes him beg on bended knees, then rides him through a porno-copia of sexual positions. Principle revels in the passivity of being a plaything, a (sexual) object, feyly gasping: ‘She took me … She made me scream.’ A Prince-obsessed androgyne, Principle – née Byron Walton – told Melody Maker: ‘Men always want their women to scream when they’re having sex. But the men aren’t meant to scream or wouldn’t admit to doing it. But I can’t accept that male role. If a woman makes a man scream, I think that’s just as important, just as much a success. If I want to scream, I scream.’ Not content with blasphemously conflating SM with the Book of Revelation, ‘Baby Wants to Ride’ adds politics to the liberation theology: Principle exhorts the South African government to set his people free, disses AmeriKKKa as a ‘bullshit land’, and complains it’s hard to ride ‘when you’re living in a fascist dream’.


In Fingers Inc’s ‘Distant Planet’, this longing for sanctuary from racial and sexual oppression takes the form of cosmic mysticism, à la Sun Ra. The distant planet is a place ‘where anyone can walk without fear’; if you’re treated like an alien, you wanna go where the alien feels at home. Eerie and trepidatious, the track has a mood of desolate utopianism. The musical brains behind Fingers Inc, Larry Heard, is an interestingly conflicted house auteur. With its nimble-fingered fluency and over-melismatic Robert Owens vocals, most Fingers Inc output reflects Heard’s background as a jazz/R&B drummer and keyboardist reared on fusion and progressive rock (George Duke, Mahavishnu Orchestra, Return to Forever, Genesis, Rick Wakeman). Songs like ‘Mysteries of Love’, ‘Another Side’ and ‘A Path’ are the electro-blues of a seeker. Heard declared: ‘Jack means nothing to me.’ But ironically, his most thrilling music took the form of the brutally dehumanized and machinic tracks – ‘Amnesia (Unknown Mix)’ and ‘Washing Machine’ – he released under the alias Mr Fingers. ‘Washing Machine’ – an interminable brain-wash cycle of burbling bass-loops and jarringly off-kilter hi-hats – is a mantra for a state of mindlessness.


Everybody Needs a 303


The machinic, trance-inducing side of house exemplified by ‘Washing Machine’ took another turn in 1987, when jack tracks evolved into ‘acid tracks’: a style defined by a mindwarping bass sound that originated from a specific piece of equipment, the Roland TB 303 Bassline. The Roland 303 was originally put on the market in 1983 as a bassline synthesizer designed to partner the Roland 606 drum machine, and targeted at guitarists who wanted basslines to jam off. It was singularly unsuited for this purpose, and by 1985 Roland ceased manufacturing the machine. But a few Italian disco producers discovered the 303’s potential for weird Moroder-esque sounds: Alexander Robotnik’s ‘Les Problèmes d’Amour’, released in 1983, was a huge ‘progressive’ hit in Chicago, selling around twelve thousand import copies. A few years later, house producers, already enamoured of Roland drum machines and synths, started messing around with the 303, discovering applications that the manufacturers had never imagined.


The 303 is a slim silver box with a one-octave keyboard (but four-octave range), plus six knobs which control parameters like ‘decay’, ‘accent’, ‘resonance’, ‘tuning’, ‘envelope modulation’ and ‘cut-off frequency’. Having programmed a bass riff on the keyboard, you tweak the knobs to modulate the pitch, accent and other parameters of each individual note in the bassline. The result is bass patterns that are as complex and trippy as a computer fractal, riddled with wriggly nuances and glissandi, curlicues and whorls.


In early 1988, Farley ‘Jackmaster’ Funk told me the 303 was ‘an obsolete, old-fashioned piece of technology that no one had ever thought of using that way before’. At the time, this reminded me of the then indie-rock vogue for the cheesily overstated effects of late-sixties and early-seventies guitar pedals. As Dinosaur Jr’s J. Mascis put it, these quaint effects units appealed because they provided ‘harsh-eties rather than subtleties’. Similarly, the 303 and similar analogue synthesizers were rediscovered by house artists because their gauchely moderne sounds, once laughable, suddenly seemed other worldly and futuristic again. They were also cheap, as musicians and recording studios sold them to make space for the new digital synths and samplers.


The first Chicago 303 track, Phuture’s ‘Acid Tracks’, was released in 1987 but recorded a couple of years earlier. DJ Pierre, Spanky and Herb Jackson were messing around with a 303, hoping to get a conventional bassline for a Spanky rhythm track. ‘The acid squiggle was there to start with,’ Pierre has said. ‘The machine already had that crazy acid sound in it that you were supposed to erase and put your own in, because it was just some MIDI gerbil. But we liked it.’ Marshall Jefferson, who produced the track, confirmed the accidental origins of this revolutionary house genre, telling David Toop: ‘“Acid Tracks” wasn’t pre-programmed, man … DJ Pierre, he was over and he was just messing with this thing and he came up with that pattern, man … So we were listening to it, getting drunk, man. “Hey, this is kinda hot, man. This is a great mood, man. Let’s put it out. What the fuck?”’


Eleven minutes and seventeen seconds long, ‘Acid Tracks’ is just a drum track and endless variations on that bass sound: somewhere between a faecal squelch and a neurotic whinny, between the bubbling of volcanic mud and the primordial low-end drone of a didgeridoo. The 303 bassline is a paradox: it’s an amnesiac hook, totally compelling as you listen, but hard to memorize or reproduce after the event, either as pattern or timbre. Its effect is mental dislocation; after the mania for acid tunes went into overdrive, Marshall Jefferson complained that artists weren’t using the 303 to create moods but for ‘disrupting thought patterns’.


Having recorded the session, Pierre, Jefferson and co. gave a tape to Ron Hardy. The track became such a sensation at The Music Box that it was known as Ron Hardy’s Acid Trax, a reference to the rumour that the club’s intense, flipped-out vibe was caused by the promoters putting LSD in the water supply. Subsequently, acid producers have striven to distance the music from hallucinogenics. In early 1988, Tyree told me: ‘It has nothing to do with drugs, it’s just a name that fits because the music’s crazy, it’s weird and wired. But it affects you like a drug, it takes you over. People go into a trance, they just lose it! It makes everything seem so fast, it’s like an upper.’ Another story circulating by mid-1988, and probably intended as a whitewash, was that ‘acid’ came from ‘acid burn’, Chicago slang for ripping somebody off, and specifically, for sampling somebody else’s sound. But since sampling didn’t play a major role in acid house, this was never really plausible.


Wary of seeming to condone drug use, Phuture liked to point to the anti-cocaine song on the flipside of ‘Acid Tracks’. In some ways even more eerily brilliant than ‘Acid Tracks’, ‘Your Only Friend’ personifies the drug as a robot-voiced Slavemaster, who introduces himself at the start with the words ‘This is Cocaine speaking’, then proceeds to relate just how far he’ll debase you: ‘I’ll make you lie for me / I’ll make you die for me / In the end, I’ll be your only friend.’ In the background, ectoplasmic wisps of hideously fey, enfeebled falsetto moan and whimper wordlessly, representing the addict languishing in the throes of withdrawal.


‘Your Only Friend’ is one of a number of tracks of this era that have the disorientation and sinister, fixated quality of acid house, without actually employing a Roland 303. The It’s ‘Donnie’, a collaboration between Larry Heard and vocalist Harry Dennis, is the fever-dream of a love-junkie; Dennis’s stuttering vocals sound like he’s wracked by spasms and deep-body shudders. The lyrics present a fantastically melodramatic scenario of abandonment and betrayal, a girl called Donnie having run off with another man despite all the diamond rings, furs and Cadillacs he showered upon her; ‘I can’t quite understand,’ gibbers the singer, disorientated by his dejection. By the end, Dennis is commiserating with a double-tracked doppelganger of himself who’s even more aggrieved: ‘She ain’t even given me a chance to give her what I wanted to give her.’ Then there was Sleezy D’s ‘I’ve Lost Control’, whose creator, Marshall Jefferson, has said he was trying to achieve a mood similar to old Black Sabbath or Led Zeppelin records. Consisting of nothing but simmering percussion, stray smears of flanged sound and deranged screams, groans and madman’s laughter from the reverberant recesses of the mix-scape, ‘I’ve Lost Control’ does indeed sound a bit like the famous ‘ambient’ mid-section of ‘Whole Lotta Love’, where Robert Plant writhes in orgasmic agony. And the metallic, man-machine vocal, impassively intoning ‘I’m losing it … I’ve lost it’, also recalls Sabbath’s ‘Iron Man’. The Sleezy D persona sounds like his subjectivity is literally disintegrating in the acid maelstrom.


‘I’ve Lost Control’ and ‘Donnie’ got carried along by the après Phuture deluge of 303-based acid tracks: Laurent X’s ‘Machines’, Armando’s ‘Land of Confusion’, Mike Dunn’s ‘Magic Feet’, Bam Bam’s ‘Where’s Your Child?’, Fast Eddie’s ‘Acid Thunder’, and scores more. Adonis and the Endless Poker’s ‘Poke It’ features a series of terse injunctions – ‘poke it’, ‘house you’, ‘work’ – so distorted they sound like a dog barking, which are offset by real canine woofs.


Ironically, it was the genre’s pioneer, DJ Pierre, who – after recording a few more acid anthems like Pierre’s Pfantasy Club’s ‘Dream Girl’ and ‘Fantasy Girl’ – was one of the first to abandon the sound. Explaining his shift away from ‘tracks’ to songs, he said: ‘It’s kinda soul-less … There’s no emotion that goes with it apart from jumping up and down and making you want to dance.’ In fact, there is an emotion to acid house, it’s just that it’s one that seems to stem from some infra-human domain – the passion of sub-atomic particles, the siren-song of entropy, an ‘Om’ emanating from the belly of Mother Earth.


Although the acid fad petered out by 1989, the Roland 303 has endured, securing a permanent place in the arsenal of house and techno producers, and enjoying periodic revivals. In some ways, it’s like the wah-wah guitar: instantly recognizable, yet capable of infinite variations and adaptations, and forever drifting in and out of fashion. 


Paradise Lost


By 1988, house music was having a massive impact in Britain and Europe, but Chicago itself was in decline. The previous year, the authorities had begun to crack down on the house scene, with the police banning after-hours parties and withholding late-night licences from clubs. WBMX went off the air in 1988, and sales of house records slowed, eventually dwindling down to an average of 1,500 copies, a mere tenth of sales at Chicago’s peak. Many of the scene’s prime movers became inactive, disillusioned by bad deals. Others spent most of their time in Europe, where financial prospects were better. Some left town for good. Frankie Knuckles moved back to New York. And DJ Pierre moved to New Jersey in 1990 and became a major exponent of New York’s song-oriented deep-house sound, ‘garage’.


Garage’s roots go back to New York’s early-seventies disco underground. Mostly gay black and gay Hispanic, this scene was characterized by a bacchanalian fervour fuelled by acid, amphetamine and the Ecstasy-like downer Quaalude. It was in this milieu – clubs like The Gallery, Salvation, Sanctuary, The Loft, The Ginza, and DJs like Francis Grosso, David Rodriguez, Steve D’Aquisto, Michael Cappello, David Mancuso – that Frankie Knuckles and his colleague Larry Levan learned the art of mixing. Garage is named in homage to the DJ-ing sensibility and sensurround ambience Levan developed at his legendary club The Paradise Garage, but as a style it only really took shape after the club shut its doors in late 1987.


The Paradise Garage opened in January 1977, and was named after its location: an indoor parking lot in SoHo. Like Chicago’s Warehouse, the Saturday-night clientele was gay (the club’s Friday night was mixed straight and gay). Philly and Salsoul were the soundtrack, with the songs’ gospel-derived exhortations to freedom and fraternity creating a sort of pleasure-principled religious atmosphere. John Iozia described the Garage as both pagan (‘an anthropologist’s wet dream … tribal and totally anti-Western’) and ecclesiastical (the dancefloor was a fervent congregation of ‘space-age Baptists’). Just as regulars used to call The Gallery ‘Saturday Mass’, and Salvation was styled as a cathedral, so Garage veterans regarded the club as ‘their church’. The young Larry had in fact been an altar boy at an Episcopalian church, while the Bozak DJ-mixer he used at the Garage was modelled on an audio-mixer that the manufacturer had originally developed for church sound systems.


Levan was one of the very first examples of the DJ-as-shaman, a techno-mystic who developed a science of total sound in order to create spiritual experiences for his followers. Working in tandem with engineer Richard Long, he custom-built the Garage’s sound system, developing his own speakers and a special low-end intensive sub-woofer known as Larry’s Horn. Later, during his all-night DJ-ing stints he would progressively upgrade the cartridges on his three turntables, so that the sensory experience would peak around 5 a.m. And during the week, he would spend hours adjusting the positioning of speakers and making sure the sensurround sound was physically overwhelming yet crystal clear. Garage veterans testify that the sheer sonic impact of the system seemed to wreak submolecular changes in your body.


Alongside pioneering the DJ-as-shaman’s ‘technologies of ecstasy’, Levan was also an early DJ–producer. He remixed classics like Taana Gardner’s ‘Heartbeat’ and Class Action’s ‘Weekend’, and co-founded The Peech Boys with synth-player Michael deBenedictus and singer Bernard Fowler. The band’s ambient-tinged post-disco epics like ‘Don’t Make Me Wait’ and ‘Life Is Something Special’ are notable for their cavernous reverberance and dub-deep bass. Peech Boys were on the cutting edge of the early-eighties New York electro-funk sound, alongside acts like D-Train, Vicky D, Rocker’s Revenge, France Joli and Sharon Redd, labels like West End and Prelude, and producers such as Arthur Baker, John Robie, François Kevorkian and John ‘Jellybean’ Benitez.


Another figure who played a key role in building a bridge between electro-funk and garage was Arthur Russell. An avant-garde composer and cellist who once drummed for Laurie Anderson and nearly became a member of Talking Heads, Russell experienced an epiphany at Siano’s Gallery, where he was struck by the parallels between disco repetition and the New York downtown minimalism of Philip Glass et al., and was overwhelmed by the immersive quality of music transmitted over a gigantic sound system. Thereafter his career straddled two sides of New York’s downtown: avant-garde minimalism and disco-funk. Russell’s 1980 Loose Joints track ‘Is It All Over My Face’ was a Paradise Garage favourite. In 1982, he co-founded the Sleeping Bag label with Will Socolov, and released the surrealistic and dub-spacious ‘Go Bang #5’ as Dinosaur L. Infatuated with the ocean (he sometimes used the tag Killer Whale as a writing credit, and as Indian Ocean he released brilliant proto-house tracks like ‘Schoolbells’ and ‘Treehouse’), Russell was obsessed with echo. His major complaint about most dancefloor fodder was its ‘dryness’ (its lack of reverb), and he recorded an album of cello-and-slurred-vocal ballads called The World of Echo. But his all-time masterpiece of oceanic mysticism was the polyrhythmically perverse ‘Let’s Go Swimming’.


If one word could sum up the garage aesthetic, it’s ‘deep’; hence tracks like Hardrive’s ‘Deep Inside’, and band names like Deep Dish. ‘Deep’ captures the most progressive aspect of garage (its immersive, dub-inflected production) but also its traditionalism (its fetish for songs and classy diva vocals, its allegiance to soul and R&B, its aura of adult-oriented maturity). Of all the post-house, post-techno styles, garage places the most premium on conventional notions of musicality. Garage has little truck with the rhetoric of futurism; samplers and synthesizers are used for economic reasons, as a way of emulating the opulent production values and sumptuous orchestral arrangements of Philly, Salsoul and classic disco.


After the Garage’s demise in late 1987 and Larry Levan’s decline into drug abuse and ill-health, the spirit of garage was preserved at clubs like The Sound Factory, Better Days and Zanzibar, by DJs like Junior Vasquez, Bruce Forrest, Tee Scott and Tony Humphries. In the nineties, DJ–producers like Vasquez, Masters at Work, Roger Sanchez, David Morales, Benji Candelario, Danny Tenaglia, Erick Morillo and Armand Van Helden kept the flame alive. In Britain, garage thrived as a kind of back-to-basics scene for sophisticates who’d either outgrown rave or had always recoiled aghast from its juvenile rowdyism. In South London, the Ministry of Sound modelled itself on the Paradise Garage, creating an ambience of upwardly mobile exclusivity and priding itself on having the best sound system in the world (a claim that has not gone undisputed).


In the late eighties, the two labels that did most to define the nascent garage sound were Nu Groove and Strictly Rhythm. Started in August 1988 by Frank and Karen Mendez (respectively an ex-DJ and a music researcher on radio station Hot 103), Nu Groove’s slinky, jazz-inflected house was infused with a subtle artiness and an absurdist sense of humour, reflected in the band names and song titles: NY Housin’ Authority’s ‘The Projects’ and its sequel ‘The Apartments’; Lake Eerie’s ‘Sex 4 Daze’. Many important New York house producers recorded for Nu Groove: Lenny Dee and Victor Simonelli (as Critical Rhythm), Joey Beltram (as Code 6 and Lost Entity), Ronnie and Rheji Burrell, Kenny Gonzalez.


Strictly Rhythm was where DJ Pierre ended up working as an A&R director and developed his ‘fractal’ Wild Pitch production style – based around tweaking EQ levels, using filtering effects and constantly adjusting levels in the mix – as heard on classics like Photon Inc’s ‘Generate Power’ and Phuture’s ‘Rise from Your Grave’. With its sultry percussion, skipping, syncopated snares and surging, butt-coercive basslines, the Strictly Rhythm sound – as shaped by producers like Roger Sanchez and Kenny ‘Dope’ Gonzalez and ‘Little’ Louie Vega – was more hard-driving and feverish than Nu Groove’s (whose tracks were often so refined-sounding they verged on pent-house muzak). Early Strictly Rhythm is also notable for the brimming, aqueous production on tracks like House 2 House’s ‘Hypnotize Me (Trance Mix)’, all gulf-stream currents of blood-temperature synth and bubble trails of mermaid-diva vocal. The atmosphere on ‘Hypnotize Me’ and similar tracks like After Hours’ ‘Waterfalls (3 a.m. Mix)’ is condensation-stippled post-coital languor, a balmy plateau of serene sensuality. Combined with the humidity of a club environment, the effect is subaquatic or intra-uterine.


Working together as Masters at Work and Sole Fusion, and separately under a plethora of pseudonyms, Kenny ‘Dope’ Gonzalez and ‘Little’ Louie Vega went on to become probably the most famous of the New York house production teams. The Masters at Work name was a gift from Todd Terry, who’d used it for his early tracks ‘Alright Alright’ and ‘Dum Dum Cry’. Terry is most famous for developing a strain of New York ‘hard house’ that was far tougher and rawer than garage. Instead of symphonic disco, this sound was rooted in electro, old-skool hip hop and the brash, crashing electro-funk style known as Latin Freestyle.


Alongside Terry, the pioneers of this New York hardcore house style were Nitro Deluxe. Their 1987 track ‘This Brutal House’ had a huge impact in Britain, and eventually made the Top Thirty in early 1988 as a remix, ‘Let’s Get Brutal’. Glassy and glacial, ‘This Brutal House’ is the missing link between the mid-eighties New York electro of Man Parrish and the early-nineties British rave style ‘bleep-and-bass’. The track is a vast drumscape of seething Latin percussion and distant snare-crashes on the horizon of the mix, underpinned by sub-bass that has the floor-juddering impact of dub reggae. The only element that connects ‘This Brutal House’ to the sounds coming out of Chicago is the eerie vocal effects: a human cry is played on the sampling keyboard like a jittery trumpet ostinato, then arpeggiated into what sounds like Tweety Bird singing scat. Nitro Deluxe’s follow-up ‘On a Mission’ is even more despotic in its vivisection of the human voice. The ‘Say Your Love’ mix puts the word ‘say’ through a digital mangler, shattering it into a pandemonium of pitch-bent whimpers, hiccups, bleats and oinks; the ‘Closet Mission’ mix multitracks and varispeeds the syllable into a cyclonic swirl of phoneme-particles that sounds like an aviary on fire, then rapid-fires a stream of 94 r.p.m. micro-syllables like electrons from a cathode-ray tube.


Todd Terry’s own style was a bridge between the cut-up collage tracks of Mantronix and the sample-heavy house soon to emerge from Britain. Terry is a no-nonsense, whack-’em-out, I-wanna-get-paid-in-full kind of guy; he’s described himself as ‘more of a trackmaster … I’m not a writer of songs, they’re too much trouble. Plus you make twice the money off of tracks, [because] they’re quicker.’ Lacking both the artistic pretensions of the Detroit aesthetes and the soul-affiliated spirituality of the deep-house and garage producers, Terry has proved that mercenary motives can result in great popular art like Royal House’s ‘Can You Party’ and ‘Party People’, Orange Lemon’s ‘Dreams of Santa Anna’, Black Riot’s ‘A Day in the Life’ and CLS’s ‘Can You Feel It?’


Terry’s roots in hip-hop block parties come through in early tracks like Black Riot’s ‘A Day in the Life’ and the pre-Vega/Gonzalez Masters at Work outings ‘Dum Dum Cry’ and ‘Alright Alright’: the sound is all jagged edits and stabs, scratch FX, toytown melody riffs, sampler-vocal riffs à la The Art of Noise, blaring bursts of abstract sound, depth-charge bass and breakbeats. That rough-and-ready, thrown-together quality also characterizes Royal House’s ‘Can You Party’, a UK Number Fourteen hit in October 1988. With its ‘Can you feel it?’ invocations, sirens and bursts of mob uproar (cunningly designed to trigger a feedback loop of excitement in the crowd), ‘Can You Party’ anticipates the rabble-rousing hardcore rave anthems of the early nineties. Basically a rewrite of ‘Can You Party’, ‘Party People’ intensifies the palsied atmosphere until the very air seems to be trembling with some intangible fever. The track turns around a Morse-code riff seemingly made out of heavily reverbed piano or audience hubbub, a riff that seems to possess your nervous system like digital epilepsy, inducing strangely geometric convulsions. Like much of Terry’s work, the track is jarring because it’s like a series of crescendos and detonations, a frenzy of context-less intensities without rhyme or reason.


With their jagged edges and lo-fi grit, Terry’s cut-and-paste tracks were a world away from garage’s polished production and smooth plateaux of pleasure. On the Royal House album, Terry used funky breakbeats and jittery electro beat-box rhythms as well as house’s four-to-the-floor kick-drum. Terry’s sound was hip house, a hybrid subgenre that was simultaneously being reached by Chicago producers Tyree and DJ Fast Eddie. Tyree told me in early 1988 that he was already working on a fusion of house and rap: ‘At my parties, I mix house tracks with hip-hop records on 45 r.p.m. – it makes LL Cool J sound like a chipmunk!’ In early 1989, the first recorded examples of this hybrid came through. Some tracks simply layered rather feeble rapping over a house track. Others, like Fast Eddie’s ‘Hip House’ and ‘Yo Yo Get Funky’, combined house rhythms and 303 acid-pulses with James Brown samples, sound effects and breakbeats. Perhaps the best of the bunch was Tyree’s ‘Hardcore Hip House’, with its weird blend of funky drummer shuffle beats, house piano vamps, and Tyree rapping about how ‘hip house is soon to be / the giant in the industry’. It wasn’t, but the hybrid sound and the chant ‘I’m comin’ hardcore’ were prophetic of the breakbeat house/hardcore sound that would become the staple of the British rave scene in the early nineties.


By 1989, then, black America had generated four distinct and fully formed genres of electronic dance music: Detroit techno; the deep house/garage sound of Chicago and New York; acid house and minimal jack tracks; breakbeat-and-sample-based hip house. Transplanted to the other side of the Atlantic, each of these sounds would mutate – beyond all recognition, and through a kind of creative misrecognition on the part of the British and Europeans.
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LIVING A DREAM


Acid House and UK Rave, 1988–89
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In 1987, London clubland was as crippled by cool as ever. The Soho craze for rare groove (early-seventies, sub-James Brown funk) represented the fag-end of eighties style culture, what with its elitist obscurantism (rare-groove DJs covered up the labels with Tipp-Ex to prevent their rivals identifying the tracks) and its deference to a bygone, outdated notion of ‘blackness’.


House music seemed to be a fad that had been and gone, at least as far as London clubland was concerned. ‘House never kicked off the way we thought,’ remembers Mark Moore, one of the few DJs who played Chicago and Detroit tracks. ‘I remember spinning Derrick May’s “Strings of Life” at the Mud Club and clearing the entire floor.’ House did have a toehold in the gay scene, at clubs like Jungle and Pyramid, where Moore spun alongside other house crusaders like Colin Faver and Eddie Richards. But most gay clubbers still preferred Eurobeat and Hi-NRG, says Moore, and reckoned the arty Pyramid crowd were ‘weirdos’.


Ironically, straight audiences regarded house suspiciously as ‘queers’ music’. The only straight club that regularly played it was Delirium, run by Noel and Maurice Watson and modelled on New York’s Paradise Garage. But most of the club’s following were rare-groove and hip-hop kids who, according to Moore, ‘hated it when it went into house. They had to have a cage built around the DJ box so they wouldn’t get bottled by hip-hop kids when they played house! The Watson brothers made a brave effort to make it kick off, but it just didn’t happen.’


At the end of 1987, however, there were signs of life in the vogue for DJ records – breakbeat-and-sample collages that eschewed rapping in favour of absurdist soundbites and, tempo-wise, were closer to house than hip hop. Enabled by the arrival of cheap samplers like the Casio SK1, and usually recorded for next to nothing, these DJ records stormed the pop charts, starting with M/A/R/R/S’s Number One smash ‘Pump Up the Volume’ in late 1987 and continuing into early 1988 with Bomb the Bass’s Number Two hit ‘Beat Dis’ and S’Express’s Number One hit ‘Theme from S’Express’.


S’Express was Mark Moore, and ‘Theme’ was a kind of reward from Rhythm King Records for the DJ’s unofficial A&R work for the label, which brought them successful club acts like Renegade Soundwave, The Beatmasters and The Cookie Crew. With its campy ‘I’ve got the hots for you’ hook and ‘suck me off’ samples courtesy of performance artist Karen Finley, ‘Theme’ was the vinyl expression of Moore’s irreverent and eclectic DJ sensibility. Although it was closer to a kitschadelic, postmodern update of disco than the Chicago sound, ‘Theme’ was received as one of the first British house records. More importantly, the track’s tacky euphoria chimed in with the anti-cool ethos of the new ‘Balearic’ clubs like Shoom and The Project.


‘Balearic’ referred to the DJ-ing approach of Alfredo Fiorillo, a former journalist who’d fled the fascist rigours of his native Argentina for the laid-back bohemian idyll of Ibiza. ‘Balearic’ didn’t refer to a style of music but to a revolt against style codes and the very tyranny of tastefulness then strangling London club culture. DJ Alfredo’s long sets at Amnesia – which, like most Ibizan nightclubs, had no roof, so you danced under the stars – encompassed the indie hypno-grooves of The Woodentops, the mystic rock of U2 and The Waterboys, early house, Europop, plus oddities from the likes of Peter Gabriel and Thrashing Doves.


‘It was just the best of all kinds of music, and really refreshing, ’cos in London you were just hearing the same old sound,’ remembers Paul Oakenfold. In the mid-eighties, Oakenfold was involved in London’s hip-hop scene as a DJ, club promoter and agent for Profile and Def Jam acts like Run DMC and the Beastie Boys. He first went out to Ibiza in 1985, where he discovered that the real action resided not in the touristic San Antonio, where British beer boys ran rampant, but in the more upmarket Ibiza Town on the other side of the island. Inspired by clubs like Amnesia, Pasha and Ku, Oakenfold and his mate Trevor Fung tried in late 1985 to start a Balearic-style club in South London, named The Funhouse after John ‘Jellybean’ Benitez’s New York nightspot. ‘It was exactly the same as what we did in ’87, but we done it in ’85 and it didn’t work. People couldn’t understand the concept of playing all kinds of music together … It was something that we tried six months and lost a lot of money, so we just shelved it.’


The other element absent in 1985 was Ecstasy – which was readily available in Ibiza and helped open up minds to diverse, ‘uncool’ sounds. The turning point came in the summer of 1987. Oakenfold hired a villa in Ibiza and brought over a bunch of DJ friends to celebrate his twenty-sixth birthday: ‘I invited Danny Rampling, Johnny Walker and Nicky Holloway, and all three came over and experienced what I’d been through’ – the magic of dancing all night on Ecstasy.


By this point, hundreds of British youth had heard about the scene in Ibiza Town. Kids like Barry Ashworth, a nineteen-year-old plasterer from the Streatham area. ‘We was in Majorca, still on that suburban thug-like thing, and then we left Majorca, about fourteen of us, ’cos we’d ended up in the biggest bar fight you’d ever seen. We had to leave the island, so we headed straight off to Ibiza. There was a handful of mates I’d been to school with who were already there and plotted up, already into it.’ The bloke who gave Ashworth his first E was a tough character, a former boxing champion – ‘but here he was on mescalin for three days at Amnesia – with all these goats in pens on the edge of the dancefloor, pissing and shitting everywhere … I flew back after a couple of weeks, then went back there literally every month for the rest of the season.’ Back in England, Ashworth got involved in putting on parties like Deja Vu, Monkey Drum and Naked Lunch; that summer in Ibiza, he says, set the framework ‘for the next seven years’.


When Oakenfold returned to London, he and Ian St Paul re activated the ‘Balearic’ concept they’d put on the shelf back in 1985 after the failure of The Funhouse. At Streatham’s Project Club, where he’d been DJ-ing on Fridays, he persuaded the owner to let him start an illegal after-hours event. When the regular night’s crowd had been turfed out at 2 a.m., the exit door would be opened to admit about 150 Ibiza veterans. Oakenfold flew in Alfredo to play and ‘invited all the main heads, the key people in London, from fashion to film to music to clubland’. What these prime movers encountered was a complete subcultural package of slang, behaviour and clothing that had hatched during the summer in Ibiza. The look was a weird mix of Mediterranean beach bum, hippy and football casual – baggy trousers and T-shirts, paisley bandannas, dungarees, ponchos, Converse Allstars baseball boots – loose-fitting, because the Ecstasy and non-stop trance dancing made you sweat buckets. ‘Baggy trousers, baggy top, trainers – it wasn’t what you wore, it was your attitude that got you in the club. London clubs had always been about people drinking, trying to chat up girls, looking good but not dancing. All of a sudden we completely changed that around – you’d come down and you’d dance for six hours. The idea was “if you’re not into dancing, then don’t come down”.’


The Project all-nighters got so popular – ‘We had seven hundred trying to get in, it just got out of hand, we couldn’t keep it quiet any more’ – that the club was soon raided by the police. So St Paul and Oakenfold started The Future, a Thursday-night event at The Sanctuary, around the back of the huge gay club Heaven. Future was members only; the card bore the commandment ‘dance you fuckers!’ On his first visit to Future, says Mark Moore, ‘I remember thinking “This is it, this is the crowd for this kind of music.” It was exactly the same mix – early house, plus all that indie stuff – I’d been playing to the gay crowd, except this was a straight crowd.’ He took Philip Salon, doyen of eighties ‘style culture’ and the impresario behind The Mud Club, down to Future. ‘I told him, “This is the future, this is what it’s going to be like,” and he was saying, “No, no, they’re all suburban norms.” And I’m like, “Yeah, but this music and this energy, this is the next thing that’s gonna happen, I’m telling you.”’


Around this time – November 1987 – Danny Rampling and his wife Jenni started Shoom, a tiny club located in a Southwark gym called the Fitness Centre, just a few hundred yards south of the Thames. Although Danny supplied the club’s musical vision (pure Balearic), the powerhouse behind Shoom is generally reputed to be Jenni Rampling. A formidable figure who’d previously been the manageress of the Bond Street branch of the shoe shop Pied À Terre, Jenni maintained the club’s membership scheme and newsletter, kept the press at arm’s length and controlled the door with a ruthlessness that became infamous.


‘We used to say that Jenni had the Battle of Britain spirit,’ recalls Mark Moore. ‘There was this kind of naïve pioneering spirit.’


‘The Ramplings were a very ordinary, upwardly mobile working-class couple from Bermondsey,’ remembers journalist Louise Gray, an early Shoom convert. ‘Suddenly they were thrown into this fantastically trendy set where they had luminaries pounding on their doors, and they were being taken up by people like Fat Tony and Boy George – very queeny, nightlife sophisticates.’


The first time Gray actually managed to get inside Shoom, ‘we arrived terribly early, about 10.30, and we couldn’t really figure out what the fuss was about. There was about twenty people, dancing wildly. I was sitting talking, and then this girl just appeared absolutely out of nowhere, plonked herself down on my knee, grabbed the corners of my mouth and pulled them up into a smile. She said, “Be happy!” and then jumped off. I was completely nonplussed – I’d never experienced behaviour like that, and thought it quite crazed.’


Suddenly the club filled up very fast – not just with people, but with ‘peasouper, strawberry-flavoured smoke, lit only by strobes. If you went onto the dancefloor, you could only see a few inches ahead. It was just exciting, there was a real contact high. I didn’t have any drugs that night, but that was when I realized that drugs had something to do with it.’ Drugs had everything to do with it: the name ‘Shoom’ was freshly coined slang for rushing, for the surging, heart-in-mouth sensation of coming up on Ecstasy. The imagery on the flyers, membership cards and newsletters was blatantly druggy: pills with Smiley faces on them, exhortations to ‘Get Right On One, Matey!!!’


Unlike your typical West End club, the Shoom scene was not about being seen, but about losing it – your cool, your self-consciousness, your self. Quoting T. S. Eliot, Gray describes the fruit-flavoured smoke as ‘the fog that both connects and separates. You’d have these faces looming at you out of the fog. It was like a sea of connected alienation.’


Says Mark Moore: ‘Often it was so chaotic you couldn’t really see in front of you, you couldn’t really talk to anyone. So a lot of the time you just spent on your own dancing … You’d have people in their own world, doing that mad trance dancing, oblivious to everything else. But then you also had blokes coming up who were, like, “Yeah, all right, mate!! Smile! Smile!” And hugging you.’


Coming from the arty end of the gay scene, Moore was used to this kind of demonstrativeness. But at Shoom he encountered ‘this whole new mentality … It was all these suburbanites who – without wishing to sound elitist – it was as if they’d taken this Ecstasy and they were releasing themselves, for the first time. It was like they’d suddenly been let out of this box they’d been kept inside and they were just beginning to come to terms with the idea that, y’know, “I’m a man but I can hug my mate,” stuff like that.’ Gay behavioural codes and modes of expressivity were entering the body-consciousness of straight working-class boys, via Ecstasy.


Oriented around communal frenzy rather than posing, Shoom was the chrysalis for rave culture, in so far as the rave in its pure populist form is the antithesis of the club. At the same time, Shoom was a club, more so than most Soho nightspots in fact, because it had a membership scheme. And Jenni Rampling’s door policy was as strict as Studio 54; as word of Shoom spread and people flocked down to find out what the fuss was all about, she rapidly acquired a reputation for being a ‘queen bitch’ who’d turn away people who only weeks earlier had managed to get in. ‘Saturday night at the Fitness Centre, and by eleven o’clock a hundred people or more would just be absolutely ramming to get in,’ remembers Louise Gray. ‘It was a monumentally difficult door to run … She’d see the people she wanted to get in and they’d be virtually dragged through the crowd, like through a bush backwards.’


The Shoom ethos was love-and-peace-and-unity, universal tolerance and we-are-all-the-same. It was supposed to be the death knell for clubland’s snobbish exclusivity, but there was an essential contradiction in the way that the Shoom experience was restricted only to the original clique and their guests, plus a few minor celebrities like Patsy Kensit and Paul Rutherford of Frankie Goes To Hollywood. As one of the many ‘blanked’ by Jenni, I can well remember the feeling of disillusion: don’t believe the hype, it’s just like any old West End nightclub.


Then again, Shoom’s close-knit, we-are-family atmosphere depended on keeping at bay the influx of intrigued neophytes, not to mention the hooligan element. ‘They really pushed that whole love-and-happiness-and-bonding thing, really believed in it,’ says Moore. ‘People slagged Jenni off … but I admire her for doing what she thought was right. It’s fine to be all lovey-dovey, but there are certain people who you don’t want in your club, ’cos you won’t be able to achieve that vibe.’


Those who did belong were treated to ice pops, fruit, badges and other giveaways. ‘One time Mark Moore and I decided to nip out and get a coffee and a bagel in Brick Lane,’ remembers Gray. ‘Jenni gave us fifty quid to buy around 500 bagels. We got there at about 4 a.m. and said, “Please can we have 500 bagels?” They thought we were mad! They filled up these binliners and we carried them back to Shoom, and the Ramplings went round handing out bagels.’ Members also received the Shoom newsletter, with the text typed in capitals and many headlines hand-drawn. Inside were sketchy record reviews and crudely drawn cartoons (like The Smileys, a stickman-and-woman who strolled around London spreading love-peace-warmth vibes), plus testimonials from Shoomers: ‘Let your pure inner self manifest and only then will you be shooming!’; ‘I Felt As If I Was Living A Dream.’


Revolution in Progress


The democratic promise of the Balearic ethos could not be kept the preserve of the chosen few for long. In the spring of 1988, Oakenfold took it to the next level when he launched Spectrum as a Monday-night club in the 2,000-capacity Heaven, round the corner from where The Future had taken place. ‘Everyone said to us you can’t do a club on a Monday. But we did a deal with Heaven so that as long as we broke even, it was okay. After two weeks, we owed twelve grand. The third week, they were all set to close us down, but we broke even. And from then on, it just got bigger and bigger.’


Spectrum’s subtitle was ‘Theatre of Madness’, and this was no idle boast. ‘I was quite shocked, almost appalled, actually,’ remembers Nick Philip, a hip-hop fan who was intrigued enough to check out Spectrum at its height. ‘Just the hedonism, and how out of line every one was getting. Back in the late eighties, the club scene was quite uptight, you had to wear exactly the right clothes to get in, and you might see the odd person there who was really out of it, but it was not the general rule. But at Spectrum, everyone looked like they were from fucking Mars. Drenched in sweat, wearing baggy shit, and all just looking at the DJ with their arms in the air, like it was some really weird religious ceremony. I was quite freaked out by it.’


The atmosphere was even more deranged at The Trip, a club started by Nicky Holloway in June 1988. Instead of the laid-back, sun-kissed Balearic vibe, the music was full-on acid house. The location – The Astoria, in the heart of London’s West End – signalled the scene’s emergence into the full glare of public consciousness. When The Trip closed at 3 a.m., the punters would pour out into Charing Cross Road, stopping the traffic and partying in the street. ‘Then the police would come,’ remembers Mark Moore, ‘and the sirens would get turned on. Everyone would crowd around the police van and chant “acieed!”’ – the war cry of 1988 – ‘and dance to the siren. The police didn’t know what to make of it, it was like, “What the fuck is going on?!?”’ Then everyone would troop en masse to the municipal multi-storey car park near the YMCA in Bedford Street, where they’d dance around their vehicles to house music pumping out of the car stereos.


Because of Britain’s antiquated club licensing laws, the night’s mayhem ended prematurely. One result was the chill-out scene. ‘The chill out was good, ’cos that’s when you’d invite complete strangers back to your place and that’s when you’d make new friends,’ remembers Moore. If you wanted to carry on dancing through the night, you had to turn to the illegal warehouse parties or after-hours, unlicensed clubs like the legendary RIP at Clink Street.


RIP was the brainchild of creative-and-romantic partners Paul Stone and Lu Vukovic. He had been involved in organizing dub-reggae parties in Portsmouth; she was an idealistic former anarcho-punk. Stone recruited the DJ team of Kid Batchelor, ‘Evil’ Eddie Richards and Mr C, who had been running Fantasy, one of the first straight house clubs in London. The first RIP party took place in April 1988 at a tiny underground location in Eversholt Street, Euston. A couple of months later, RIP started up again at Clink Street, a dingy building in south-east London that had once been a jail.


‘It was used as an illegal drinking den before we got our hands on it,’ says Mr C, later to become a pop star as the rapper in The Shamen. ‘And there was a recording studio in there, which we used as the DJ booth.’ In one room, Eddie Richards and Kid Batchelor played; in the other Mr C spun, followed by the Shock Sound System, another bunch of early house supporters who included future Brit-house luminary Ashley Beedle. ‘We started off RIP every Saturday night, and within a month it was chock-a-block. Then we started the Friday night as well, which was called A Transmission – for Acid Transmission. Then we did Zoo on Sundays, so we’d have all weekend at it.’ The parties would go on until nine or ten in the morning.


Many people thought RIP was an acronym for Rave In Peace. It actually stood for ‘Revolution In Progress’. The phrase captures the near-militant underground attitude of the music policy and the slightly sinister atmosphere of the club, a world away from the teddy bears and ice lollies of Shoom. ‘If Shoom was “underground” and “edgy”, Clink Street was dark as fuck, sound-in-Hell!’ laughs Mr C. ‘It was pretty heavy in there – there was a lot of soccer thugs, and villains. Saying that, next to them was some of the most beautiful people you ever saw in your life. All types of people from all walks of life just came together to get completely nutted. It was complete madness.


‘We never had any trouble. But people were completely up for it. Everybody was on something. And back then, it wasn’t just about E. LSD was just as popular. It was an equal mix, and a lot of people taking E and acid together as a synergy thing, what used to be called “candy flips”.’ The music was tripped-out, too, a long way from Balearic. ‘Unless Colin Faver was playing Shoom, it was generally namby-pamby sort of stuff, lightweight gear,’ sneers Mr C. ‘Clink Street was about the intense, underground side of house.’


That said, many people frequented both clubs, especially since they were less than a mile apart in south-east London. ‘Clink Street is within spitting distance of Shoom,’ remembers Louise Gray. ‘To get there you’d have to go through the fruit and vegetable market. All the costermongers would be there in the small hours, taking in the cabbage supplies from all over rural England, and suddenly they’d be confronted by this army of psychedelic kids in their cut-off T-shirts and cut-off jeans, marching through the market to Clink Street. It must have been an incredibly bizarre sight!’


Absolute Beginners


Ecstasy had been available in London since the early eighties, but the supply was highly restricted. You had to know someone who brought it over from America, where it was legal until 1985. There was something of an Ecstasy scene at Taboo, Leigh Bowery’s club for fashion freaks, but nobody had discovered its application as a trance-dance drug. Instead, small groups of friends were using it for private bonding sessions.


In 1988, Ecstasy became much easier to get hold of, though it was still rather pricey at around £20 a tab. In the spring of that year, Louise Gray had her first Ecstasy experience at a Hedonism warehouse party in West London. ‘I remember at one point feeling immensely hot and claustrophobic, having to go outside and lie down, and thinking that I might throw up. People figured out pretty soon that Ecstasy did something to your stomach, during the initial rush. Some people had to shoot off immediately to the loo, ’cos they were going to get the runs; others were sick. After Hedonism, I remember being put in a taxi by my friend, and lying on the floor of this cab at five in the morning, telling this cabbie my life story!’


Nobody really knew much about Ecstasy, about how it worked or what was the best way to take it. People quickly worked out that alcohol dulled the E buzz; at Shoom, Lucozade became the beverage of choice, partly because it replenished energy and partly because it was the only drink available at the Fitness Centre. Myths sprang up around the new drug, like the notion that Vitamin C killed the buzz, which ruled out orange juice. There was also considerable confusion over Ecstasy’s legal status, and nobody knew if it was an addictive substance or not. The other big Ecstasy myth concerned the drug’s aphrodisiac powers. ‘All these strange reports were coming through that it turned you into a sex fiend,’ says Gray. ‘But if anything it was the complete opposite. Very little sex happened that year. People were very cuddly, and that was very nice: you could be cuddled by complete strangers in a very non-threatening way, ’cos you knew nothing was going to happen. If you got upset about something, this crowd of strangers’ hands would descend on you. It was touchy-feely, an amorphous sensuality – but it wasn’t a sexuality.


‘That’s one of the reasons the Ecstasy scene was so docile – the libido had actually been sublimated into a completely different form. People weren’t going out to pull. You might meet someone there who was nice and then you’d see them and then sex would happen at some other stage. I think that was one of the reasons why you could have such an extraordinary mix of people – male gays, but also working-class boys who hadn’t had any contact with the trendy culture, and maybe in another life they might have gone queer-bashing or Paki-bashing. Suddenly they were thrown into this environment where everyone was kissy-kissy, but it didn’t matter, they weren’t threatened in any way.’


Love Thugs


Thanks to Ecstasy, all the class and race and sex-preference barriers were getting fluxed up; all sorts of people who might never have exchanged words or glances were being swirled together in a promiscuous chaos. One of the most striking changes was the way that the territorial rivalry between areas of London – largely expressed through supporting different football teams – was dissipated. Almost overnight, the Stanley-knife-wielding trouble-maker had metamorphosized into the ‘love thug’, or as Brit-rapper Gary Clail later put it, ‘the emotional hooligan’.


‘You were getting a lot of the football firms down at Spectrum and The Trip,’ says Moore. ‘The bouncers were quite close to the street and they kept saying, “It’s gonna kick off in here,” ’cos of there being rival firms in the same club. But they were all on E so they were just hugging each other, they couldn’t be bothered to fight.’


Before the summer of 1988, a typical night out for your average working-class lad consisted of ‘getting drunk, chatting up a bird, or having a fight with another area’, claims Barry Ashworth. ‘Leading up to that time, it was a pretty violent period in football. And then throughout the country everybody started necking pills, and then people started going to the terraces necked up too.’


This interface between football fanaticism, with its ritualized inebriation and hand-to-hand combat, and acid house, with its anti-alcohol bias and hippy-dippy pacifism, seems on the surface an extremely unlikely upshot. Actually, there are quite a few parallels between football and raving. In the eighties, with mass unemployment and Thatcher’s defeat of the unions, the football match and the warehouse party offered rare opportunities for the working class to experience a sense of collective identity: to belong to a ‘we’ rather than an atomized, impotent ‘I’.


In Among the Thugs, Bill Buford argues that the spatial organization of the football stadium – fans are shunted like cattle down narrow dark passages into packed ‘pens’ – is almost deliberately designed to generate a herd mentality. Crammed tightly into intimate physical contact with strangers, the spectators gradually lose any sense of separate selfhood and instead melt into crowd-consciousness. As the match proceeds, the game’s rhythms of tension and release traverse the crowd-body in the form of shared, physically felt sensations: catching your breath in anticipation of a goal, then exploding in euphoria or (rather more often) sighing in anti-climax. On the rare occasion of a goal being scored, total strangers often embrace each other.


The experience of going to The Trip and Spectrum, or even better to the bigger-scale warehouse parties like Apocalypse Now, was not dissimilar to a football match: collective fervour, bodies pressed together, the liberation of losing yourself in the crowd. The big difference is that football is a remarkably inefficient ‘desiring machine’ compared with the acid party, where the DJ offers an endless sequence of crescendos. Given the tendency of the football match to result in a no-score or low-scoring draw, there is far more scope for frustration rather than relief.


Like a sort of avant-garde of football fandom, the thugs evolved ways of intensifying the game’s sensations of tribal unity. In Buford’s account, by the mid-eighties football hooliganism was a neo-pagan cult of sacrificial violence, complete with shamanic warrior-priests (called ‘generals’), tribal markings (team or star-player tattoos, instead of cabbalistic symbols) and rituals of self-intoxication. Like Viking berserkers, hooligans use alcohol, chanting and sprinting en masse to generate a mob will. The result is a collective adrenalin-surge that propels them over the brink between normality and running amok. Buford describes his own experience of participating in one street battle as a Dionysian transport: time slows down, perceptions become ultra-vivid, there’s an access to ‘an experience of absolute completeness’. The thugs themselves talk of these exalted moments using the language of drugs (‘the crack, the buzz, and the fix’) or spirituality (‘it’s a religion, really’).


In 1988–9, soccer hooligans discovered that E offered an even better buzz than the adrenalin-and-endorphin rush of hand-to-hand combat, and they temporarily gave up their carefully strategized confrontations. Instead of gouging each other in the face with broken glasses, supporters of rival teams fraternized in pubs after the match, scored drugs off each other and trooped off to raves. Irvine Welsh’s novel Marabou Stork Nightmares tells the story of a thug who is transformed into a New Man thanks to E and rave. But, as Welsh has pointed out, when the MDMA buzz inevitably faded in the early nineties, many hooligans reverted to their old, tried-and-true techniques of getting a rush. 


Mantra for a State of Mind


Back in 1988, the Love Thug was a crucial element in the myth-in-progress that was popularly dubbed ‘The Second Summer of Love’: the heartless hoolie turned loved-up nutter was proof that Ecstasy really was a wonder drug, the agent of a spiritual and social revolution.


Flooded with idealism and will-to-belief, some members of the first Ecstasy generation were latching on to ideas about spirituality and the New Age, struggling to articulate the overwhelming Ecstasy-induced feelings coursing through their nervous systems. ‘A lot of people were born again,’ marvels Mark Moore. ‘They gave up their relatively normal lives, ’cos they thought, “Why am I doing this shitty job?” You got all these people suddenly deciding to go off and travel. People I’d known for years were suddenly dressing all ethnic and getting spiritual. The whole New Age thing surged forward.’


For most, the back-to-the-sixties/dawning of the Age of Aquarius imagery was tongue-in-cheek, a fig leaf for pure hedonism. But many felt utterly transformed. ‘I remember getting prophet books myself, the Bhagavad Gita,’ says Ashworth. ‘All kinds of things that I certainly wouldn’t have bothered with, coming from my kind of background. Growing up in that background, nobody can quite express themselves: a man was a man, nobody actually speaks. The way you communicated was literally by your force, by acting macho. And all of a sudden you started saying things to people that you would never ever have said … “I loooove you!”’ MDMA was a miracle cure for the English disease of emotional constipation, reserve, inhibition. And it wasn’t just about telling your friends you loved them, it was about telling people who weren’t your friends you loved them!


Because of Ecstasy and the mingling and fraternization it incited, the living death of the eighties – characterized by social atomization and the Thatcher-inculcated work ethic – seemed to be coming to an abrupt end. ‘Everyone was vitalized,’ says Gray. And yet, for all the self-conscious counter-culture echoes, acid house was a curiously apolitical phenomenon, at least in the sense of activism and protest. While the tenor of the peace-and-unity rhetoric ran against the Thatcherite grain, in other respects – the rampant hedonism, the fact that Ecstasy was priced out of the range of the unemployed – acid house’s pleasure-principled euphoria was very much a product of the eighties: a kind of spiritual materialism, a greed for intense experiences. As far as the sterner pop-culture critics were concerned, acieed was escapism, pure and simple: Stuart Cosgrove argued in New Statesman and Society that acid house’s ‘pleasures come not from resistance but from surrender’. A year later, Tim London of the politicized dance-pop band Soho railed: ‘Summer of Love? What a load of old bollocks. Summer of Having a Good Time, more like! Just like kids have always done, since the days of Saturday Night Fever. All this bollocks about the E culture, it’s just people projecting their ideas on to something that’s always been there: mindless hedonism.’


Acid house’s biggest impact was in the domain of leisure: it caused a shift from alcohol to Ecstasy-and-soft-drinks, created a mass recreational drug culture, and stoked a craving for all-night dancing that would rub up against the antediluvian club licensing laws. The energy liberated by Ecstasy felt revolutionary, but it wasn’t directed against the social ‘stasis quo’. Acieed was more like a secession from normality, a subculture based around what Antonio Melechi characterizes as a kind of collective disappearance. ‘One of the things I found exhilarating at that point,’ confirms Louise Gray, ‘was the idea that there was this whole society of people who lived at night and slept during the day. This carnival idea of turning the ordinary world completely on its head. Like slipping into a parallel universe, almost.’ London was transformed into a magical city, transected by new pathways and highly charged itineraries. ‘During the day, Charing Cross and The Strand and the journey to South London would mean one thing – I might go to the bank or Sainsbury’s – but once the sun went down it was a route, stretching from Heaven to Shoom to Clink Street.’


By autumn 1988, it was possible to virtually live in this parallel universe, full time. There was a party every night. Fridays, there was The Mud Club and then A Transmission at Clink Street. Saturdays, the raver faced a dilemma – Shoom or The Trip – followed by RIP at Clink Street right through till dawn. Sunday night offered the mellow, coming-down-from-the-night-before vibe of Confusion, Nicky Harwood’s club in Soho. Monday was Spectrum; Tuesday, you could go to the gay club Daisy Chain, at The Fridge in Brixton. Wednesday, the Pyramid at Heaven; Thursday, a new Heaven night called Rage. If this regime of bliss wasn’t enough, there was a host of other acid nights around town like Babylon, Love, Loud Noise, Enter the Dragon, Elysium and even the tacky old Camden Palace; at the weekends, there were also the one-off warehouse parties. Back then, remembers Barry Ashworth, ‘You was arseholed four, five nights a week.’


Keep Taking the Tabloids


Alongside the reinvocations of late-sixties psychedelia, the acid-house revellers often compared the feeling in the summer of 1988 to punk rock – the same explosion of suppressed energies, the same overnight Year Zero transformation of tastes and values. All that was missing was the mass media’s discovery of the new subculture, and the inevitable ‘moral panic’ over what the kids of today were up to.
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