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Dreams Seen by a Man-Made Machine


(PROLOGUE)
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Can Studio, Weilerswist, February 1997


It’s the mattresses that strike you first. There must be scores of them, fixed to these walls, floor to ceiling. And the ceiling is a good eight metres above our heads.


The entrance to the space I’m standing in – a former cinema with its seats ripped out – still retains its ancient ticket booth, with paper-stub dispensers and empty glass display cases where once snacks and memorabilia were on show. The price list, in Deutschmarks rather than euros, still hangs on the wall. Built during the forties, half a century ago the cinema would have seen the small population of the village of Weilerswist gathering for the weekly newsreel compilation of Nazi propaganda. But no longer. A quarter-century after the surrender of German forces, with the art of cinema having transformed itself from wartime black and white into colour, Technicolor, Cinemascope, business finally dried up thanks to the encroachment of the television as the prime source of family entertainment.


In the autumn of 1971 a very different invasion occurred in this quiet village, a half-hour’s drive south-west of Cologne. A group of five musicians collectively known as Can were planning to build themselves a new musical laboratory and recording studio under the roof of the abandoned Kino. In fact, the group were at that moment about to hit the national spotlight themselves, precisely because of television. The very first recording they made in this studio, which they named Inner Space, was a track called ‘Spoon’, and it was a response to a commission from the WDR television company to provide a theme tune for Das Messer, a popular TV detective series in West Germany at the time. Boosted by the success of the show, the track was released as a single and reached the West German Top Five in late 1971.


One of Can’s first acts in the new space was to sound-insulate the walls with mattresses auctioned off by the local German army base. The drummer’s girlfriend covered them with a layer of painted and embroidered sheets. Decades later, it all hangs there still. I can feel something uncannily different about the air in this space. There is an incredible, viscous silence hovering like some etheric putty waiting to be squidged and stretched by sonic vibrations. The ceiling is high, the floor is original wooden parquet and the mixing desk is down at one end, not separated off in a soundproofed chamber as in most conventional studios. It’s built into a massive wooden frame, like the bridge of some colossal steamboat. A door at one side leads to a small garden that backs onto some incongruous allotments. It’s a weird mixture of time capsule and functional, state-of-the-art music workshop.




*





It’s 23 February 1997, twenty-six years after the group first moved in, and I have penetrated this Inner Space, trying to pick up echoes of its former life, like some NASA monitor scanning the deep galaxy for extraterrestrial ghosts. And there is indeed a palpable presence here. Can’s instruments are still arranged in the space: amps, guitars, drums, a collection of vintage analogue synths, modern digital keyboards and a grand piano.


As they pose for photographs in front of four amplifiers the size of a person, the remaining core members of Can are wearing shades and are clad in black – save, that is, for the most visibly eccentric of the quartet, bassist and sound engineer Holger Czukay. This moustachioed fifty-nine-year-old is wearing a baggy black and white houndstooth suit and patent leather shoes, topped off with a black baseball cap. Holger also wears an almost permanent sardonic grin, a Cheshire cat who looks on the world as his creative playground. With his dark stubble and intelligent eyes, Irmin Schmidt is statesmanlike, solidly grounded. Jaki Liebezeit, one of the most tack-sharp drummers on the planet, is friendly but reserved in conversation, with minimal recall. The bags under his eyes speak of countless long nights, but the eyes themselves are wide and fully alert. Guitarist Michael Karoli, by ten years the youngest, with grey hair trimmed to a buzzcut that’s starting to grow out, charms me during a forty-five-minute interview with his quiet, reverent intensity, speaking in a wistful near-whisper of how he still loves to dance. The soft, raptured tones of his voice convey a lightness of being borne with confident grace.


Naturally, as members of a group that broke apart in 1978, but who have remained bound together through its legacy ever since, they all speak of things that are happening right now. Jaki seems least interested in revisiting the past. He’s more keen to discuss his new method of drumming, from which he has removed all cymbals and kick drums, focusing only on a series of tuned tom-toms, played according to a system he claims is mathematical and based on the earliest rhythmic forms used by primitive man. Michael is rhapsodic about his former group, though he discusses it in terms that are more abstract than specific. Irmin has a clear agenda of topics he wishes to get across, most notably Can’s phoenix-like rise from the rubble of a broken post-war Germany, and the fights and struggles that gave birth to the group’s music. Holger roams over both the history of Can and his current enthusiasm for – and collaborations with – Cologne’s electronica/techno scene. He clearly believes Can had miraculous properties and leaves you in no doubt that some of his most significant musical experiences were had during its time.


At the time, I was writing the story for The Wire magazine. A couple of years later, I was invited by Hildegard Schmidt – Irmin’s wife, and Can’s manager since the early seventies – to contribute to a book she was putting together on Can. My brief was simply to write a short piece of text on each album in the band’s back catalogue, and she was keen to stress that I was not expected to like them all. I should feel free to criticise wherever I felt it necessary. I quickly realised that Can was its own best (or worst) critic: the group’s official line was broadly in agreement with the general opinion out there – that its best years were the first five or six, with a fairly rapid decline in reliability and quality from 1975 onwards.


I continued to write about Can over the following years: a Guardian or Uncut article here, an interview with an ex-member there; reviews of remastered and reissued recordings elsewhere. One memorable evening I found myself with Irmin, Hildegard, their daughter Sandra and her partner, the British musician Jono Podmore (who would later take in hand the business of remastering and un-archiving Can’s back catalogue), in the private dining room of London’s Groucho Club, with Irmin’s increasingly gravelly baritone sinking deeper into a discussion of Germany’s existential fate. At an adjoining table, U2’s Bono, of all people, was holding court with friends and family, bursting into song.


In the course of writing this first extensive narrative biography of Can, I have reconnected with all the remaining founder members and other musicians and vocalists who passed through Can down the years, and have tracked down various of their friends and music-industry associates, both in the UK and mainland Europe. I have gone back to original sources in the music media at the time Can was active, including the music press in Germany and France, where the group was particularly well received (I take the credit or blame for all translations). In this way, retrospective interviews are complemented by quotes from the group in the midst of its lifespan. Most important of all, I have revisited Can’s entire musical legacy, willingly immersing myself in the official canon of albums, the compilations of unreleased material that have appeared piecemeal over the years, and the relatively extensive array of bootleg recordings and video clips that have surfaced in various unofficial channels. I also took pains to watch as many as I could find of the films and television programmes for which Can made soundtracks. This process was Can’s main source of income in its early years, and an important influence on the group’s approach to editing tape, though the films – mostly German productions – have rarely been discussed in articles on Can and have almost never been screened outside Germany. This book contains the most extensive discussion of Can’s film work to date; in certain respects, the process of shooting and editing film is a useful tool for understanding how Can’s music got made.




*





Radio waves ripple from their source out into the universe until the end of time. With the right tools tuned to the correct frequency, their vibrations can be detected. Writing a biography about events half a century ago involves a similar process of scanning the echoes reverberating in the historical flux. You trawl for as many bits of information as you can pick up, and assemble them as best you can to create the most coherent picture.


Into the musical galaxy of the late sixties, Can appeared like a comet or unknown planet, sighted once in a blue moon. We did not have long to catch a glimpse or make sense of it while it was in its active phase. Can never toured America, Scandinavia, Japan or Australia. Its activities were confined over a ten-year stretch within the relatively close environs of western Europe: West Germany, France, the United Kingdom, and limited or one-off appearances in Switzerland, Austria, Belgium, Spain and Portugal. After the break-up in 1978, the gates have remained open. Can’s status has risen dramatically in the years since its human components stopped making music together. Its music and vibrations roam out across the world. While the group had its fans among critics, the majority of responses in the music press were sceptical bordering on misapprehensive, with a dash of anti-Germanic feeling thrown in. At home in West Germany they were at best respected in the press, but there is little valuable or insightful analysis in the cuttings that remain. The French, particularly, loved them, with rock writers such as Paul Alessandrini and Pascal Bussy championing them and writing of their music in evocative Gallic tones. But these responses, of course, never penetrated the English-speaking world.


Since its earliest days, when experiments could be tried and permitted to fail, Can has risen to the position of unassailable genius. It exists among a small pantheon of groups routinely cited by aspiring younger artists as influential, but also, critically, it is up there with the great innovators of post-war music, such as Karlheinz Stockhausen, Miles Davis, the Velvet Underground and Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry.


Can’s own music, which ceased to be produced with any regularity in 1978, has travelled forward into music’s future, inspiriting it and informing it, transforming it and leaving it different. In summer 2016, coasting along the autoroutes of southern France on the way to Irmin Schmidt’s residence to conduct a round of interviews for this book, my car radio starts pumping out Daft Punk’s ‘One More Time’, from 2000. It sounds delirious and exhilarating in a speeding vehicle, its ambient breakdowns building to triumphant reappearances of a thumping beat overlaid with a vocal line of enormous positivity: ‘Music’s got me feeling so free …’ As well as its title recalling Can’s ‘One More Night’, there is something of the relentlessness of Can’s most driving grooves, such as ‘Mother Sky’, ‘Halleluwah’ or their own disco hit ‘I Want More’, which has given permission for this type of European dance music to exist, urging the body forward, combining the sense of the feet connecting magnetically to the ground with a vital sense of lift-off, a transformative trip that characterises the very best dance music. It sounds sophisticated in its digital, twenty-first-century urban garb, but the primal pulse underpinning it has energised humans’ ritual and celebratory musics for millennia. Being inside the music is supremely liberating, and there’s no way to escape it. That’s the feeling Can’s best music gives me. And I willingly submit to its paradoxical pleasures.




*





In the beginning, members were sucked into Can from disparate backgrounds in avant-garde composition, free jazz and rock ’n’ roll, all of them dissatisfied with what those genres could offer them at the end of the sixties. Can provided an opportunity to synthesize something new, building on the collective mindset learned in these different disciplines. Gates were kicked open whose previous existence was unknown. Jaki Liebezeit put it this way: ‘All the Can material I have done, I think you can see it’s never the same thing. On each tune I find some other rhythmical idea. I think it’s like astronomy: the further you get into it, the more stars you can see. If I lived a hundred years, I would never come to an end. I always discover new stuff.’


Can is sometimes lumped into the catch-all ‘progressive music’ pigeonhole. Its attitude could be described as progressive in a general sense, but it refused to indulge in the kind of speculative fictional scenarios that characterised the heavy concept albums of the era. Instead, the music itself was the concept. Text became texture, submerged into the whole, not a message tossed to the world on the crest of a sound wave. The vocalist was the most tenuous, problematic position in Can. As well as Malcolm Mooney and Damo Suzuki, several others held tenure on the microphone, but none survived very long. For the critic used to applying lit-crit techniques to an artist’s collected lyrics, Can’s spontaneous vocal eruptions and nonsense didn’t provide much to chew on. ‘Whenever you use words for music, you start labelling it,’ Irmin says. ‘I always find myself using words like “poetic”, and then I have to say, “Yes, but …” But it is some kind of poetry going on, because poetry is just what it is for itself, without anything that you can take away and say, “It means that.” A good poem doesn’t mean anything except what it is – it’s an object. And our music … doesn’t mean anything else than what it is as an object. Which makes it endure, because it’s hammered so long until it’s firm.’


Can made a mercurial, adaptable music that has aged remarkably well. It pushed instruments and machines beyond acceptable limits. It took full advantage of the impressionability and plasticity of concrete recorded sound. Can itself dictated the conditions under which this music was made – it lived comfortably apart from the music-business hurly-burly. Its economy was stable, if not extravagant – enough for the group to set its own pace. Hildegard Schmidt, Can’s formidable manager since 1971, has played a crucial role here, channelling the music into the commercial sector, live arena and public consciousness. As the world went by, Can inflated its own bubble of creativity in its private studio spaces, giving it a power and control over its own output that was a luxury by the standards of the day.




*





A biography is usually a life recounted from birth to death, with all facts and anecdotes relevant to the development of that life told in between. In writing a biography of Can as a group, my aim is not to supply the complete life stories of the various individuals who have passed through it – the permanent residents and the fleeting tenants. Instead, in the pages that follow, the life of Can itself is being inscribed. A group is conceived, born, grows, matures, wanes and, one way or another, dies off, even if the individual members remain.


In one of our conversations, Holger expressed something that has been the key to my thinking about Can. ‘I thought it was like a living organism, Can: it had a beginning, it had a youth, it had a time getting old and a time to die. And out of it came all the members of Can who are still creative and never changed profession and became watch repairers or something like that. The strongest parts of Can were when they didn’t actually play – that means, when they got played, by a sort of secret machine behind it, ja? Then Can was really good. And that is when Can became an inhuman.’ 


Michael expressed the same thing to me in different terms. ‘Can has its own soul. It’s like a man-made deity in a funny way. I saw myself as a sort of … maybe computer, a sort of interface between my ears, between incoming sound and outgoing sound. Music was for us not a means of expressing anything; it was just applied mathematics.’ The individual members who passed through the body of Can provided the raw materials, their personal and artistic struggles supplying the necessary heat-friction. Can was an anthill mob, a communal process, perpetually rebuilding and reshaping the space and conditions of its own existence.


This creature’s soul continues to haunt others after its physical manifestation has gone. This can be through memories, the magical inscription of audio recording, and the influence and fascination it continues to exert in the afterlife. Several times Can has been laid to rest and resurrected. Its life begins in confidence; it enjoys a full ten years of existence, with a core of four members supplemented by sundry others coming and going; it is laid aside; it briefly reforms around ten years after that; it once more ceases to be; and though no longer a functioning entity by the late nineties, it spreads itself like a spore-cloud through a collaborative remix project back into consciousness.


Since then Can’s status as a major pillar of influence has remained firm. Its genes have been transplanted into the larger musical body via subsequent solo works, collaborations with musicians from equivalent or younger generations, and via its self-managed recorded legacy, which has been refreshed, remastered and repackaged several times over the intervening years. Can’s early efforts were mainly funded by making music for film and television, and to this day its music continues to pop up on the soundtracks of movies. The group’s survivors have remained in contact, friendly or cordial, but have never elected to take the re-formation route so many other veterans have chosen. All involved agree that Can is not about nostalgia or attempting to reboot the wondrous, telepathic music-making that took place at a particular place and time. All have adapted and moved on, defying audience expectations for the past to be reincarnated.




*





Back in 1997, at the close of a day of interviews, I asked Michael Karoli whether he thought ideas have a life of their own, and that humans are mere carriers of information. ‘That is what I think,’ he replied, as if in a trance, his eyes directing themselves towards the airy space above us, among the mattresses and the memories. ‘I think the personality of the musician is very much overestimated by our culture. The better he is, the less of an ego he has, definitely. Can is such a thing, Can is such an idea, and Can worked through us. Although we sort of created Can, Can created us, and Can created the music.’

















2


Pandemonium Manifestos
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Dortmund to Halle an der Saale, April 1957


Irmin Schmidt, aged nineteen, settles into his seat, opens his book and tries to block out the excited babble of fellow music students in the carriage as it hurtles over the border from one Germany to another. Just before stepping onto the train at Dortmund station, he impulse-bought this anthology of modern poetry, Flügel der Zeit (Wings of Time), to kill the hours on the overnight journey to an East German music festival. Irmin’s colleagues in the student orchestra of the Dortmund Conservatory are a boisterous lot, extra-excited because they have been crammed into a single carriage along with a youth orchestra from Witten consisting of a thrilling proportion of girls, whom the students try to impress all night with sprightly renditions of Gypsy folk tunes. Irmin – who has been studying piano and music theory, but plays French horn in this orchestra – stays aloof from the badinage, playing cards with friends and, when they drop off to sleep, reading his book.


Gradually, he becomes aware of another pair of eyes upon the lines of verse. He looks up to see the girl he had briefly noted as the most beautiful in the carriage peering over his shoulder. She asks what he is reading, and he replies, a little arrogantly, Oh, it’s modern poetry, you probably wouldn’t be interested. Suddenly, she’s sitting next to him, peering at the open page. My name’s Hildegard, she says. What’s yours?


During the concerts at the music festival, Irmin watches this seventeen-year-old girl plucking away at her Spanish guitar, her lips pressed tight in concentration. A few nights later, at the closing ball for all the participating musicians, he and Hildegard fall heavily for each other. They spend the whole of the twelve-hour return journey talking and making out; a few days later, Irmin turns up at her home, not knowing if she will treat it as a disposable fling. She runs down the stairs and into his arms. It is the start of a relationship that will define the rest of their lives, personally, professionally and artistically.


Hildegard Reittenberger and Irmin Schmidt were legally wed six years later in 1963, but prior to that they had to all intents and purposes been living as a married couple. Hildegard worked in the finance and property industries but her abiding interest was music and the arts. The leader of her orchestra was a violinist in the Dortmund Symphony Orchestra, and he and his wife used to regularly take Hildegard and her twin sister to concert halls and operas, nurturing her interest in a wide variety of music.


It was clear Irmin was going places. Straight out of the gate from his studies, he enrolled at the Folkwang Academy in Essen, where over the next few years he would receive a comprehensive education in conducting under Heinz Dressel, take a piano masterclass with Detlef Kraus and study composition under the Hungarian avant-gardist György Ligeti. He discovered a particular affinity for the art of conducting, working with a number of local orchestras and ensembles, including the Bochum Symphony Orchestra and later his own Dortmund Ensemble for New Music, which he formed in 1962.


On one occasion Irmin conducted the West German premiere of John Cage’s Atlas Eclipticalis for orchestra and performed Cage’s piano piece Winter Music. With Irmin acting as soloist and conducting the Bochum Symphony Orchestra from the piano, it was a night memorable for the confusion and conflict it caused. ‘There was the first clarinettist, who was a fan of any kind of avant-garde, and the second clarinettist, who was thinking, “It’s really shit.” These two clarinettists turned the whole performance into a war against each other. They played softly and they made their pauses. But when the first one made a tone, the second one tried to make a disharmony to it. And they created such attention that the whole orchestra listened to them and got into this mood of extreme attention, awareness … When I told Cage that, he loved it.’




*





Irmin Schmidt was born in Berlin on 29 May 1937, the son of Kurt and Margot Schmidt. His father was an architect and engineer who specialised in bridges and harbourside buildings; his mother ran the house. His earliest memories are of the noise and eruptions of war – specifically the Allied bombing raids on the city. ‘We had a nice little house,’ he recalls, ‘and we were in our bombproof cellar, and came out, and there were all these red anti-aircraft flashes, like stars flashing, which were planes. And I remember an uncle of mine saying, “Oh yeah, they got him now, they got him!” And suddenly I realised that they were talking about somebody they were wanting to kill. It was like a revelation. A flash of illumination.’


The ‘catastrophe’ of war, Irmin insists, is the black heart of the music he would later make in Can, a refusal of the blank optimism of the immediate post-war period. Irmin’s generation grew up in the ruins of Germany, cut off from their own cultural past, where the spectre of Nazism, despite outward appearances, had simply slunk away into the administrative structure of the nation. Irmin was expelled from one school for exposing some of his teachers as former Nazis in the school newspaper. His memories of his own parents, who openly supported the Nazi regime, remain double-edged. When the family’s Jewish neighbours were sent to Auschwitz, his own parents made no attempt to oppose it. After the war, when they retrenched to Dortmund, they were much poorer, but still invested a great deal in Irmin’s musical education. Nevertheless, he found himself getting drawn into ideological arguments with his father as he was growing up.


Having said all that, his remarkable ear for the musicality of concrete sound appears to have developed at a very early age. Both his parents played piano regularly at home – Margot had had ambitions to sing opera – and listened to classical music on the radio. Irmin has talked of his youthful sensitivity to sounds, when, aged four or five, he would sit alone in a forest for hours and soak up the bio-acoustic environment, or listen to cars pulling up on his neighbour’s gravel: ‘the sound of arrogance’.1


By the early years of the sixties Irmin was on a path to becoming an important and respected figure in the world of West German art music. He received a grounding in classical repertoire and technique, and attended the prestigious Mozarteum in Salzburg, Austria, to expand his conducting skills under the baton of maestro István Kertész. Prizes were starting to rack up: the Leistungs Prize at the Folkwang, first prize in conducting at the Mozarteum, and a national young artist’s award in 1965.


At the same time he was helping out at the Bochum Theatre whenever a musical accompaniment was needed. Local musician Dieter Schönbach was the theatre’s resident composer, and Irmin answered his call for an orchestral conductor for the theatre’s productions of Brecht plays, featuring the music of Kurt Weill. Irmin found himself coaching the actors in singing parts for productions such as Brecht’s Mother Courage. Schönbach, who also occasionally earned his bread and butter by composing incidental music for industrial and public-service films, introduced Irmin to his contacts in the film industry. This became a useful source of extra income, helping Irmin to fund his studies. ‘At that time in German cinemas there was always what they called “Kulturfilm” – a short film about silly themes, like some hundred-and-fifty-year-old water tower in Essen, celebrating or explaining, or about a certain landscape, or the animals in the waters of an industrial creek. Dieter didn’t want to do them all, so I started doing short film musics for this purpose.’ Irmin and Hildegard would often find themselves sitting up late, spooling through a short animated film reel with a stopwatch, trying to figure out the right lengths for each film cue. It was a painstaking craft that would stand Irmin in good stead in the years to come.


Irmin also had his toes in the art world of the time. The schoolboy who had loved the expressionist paintings of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Die Brücke group and Max Beckmann now had a circle of friends including young painters such as Karl-Horst Hödicke, Bernd Damke, Markus Lüpertz, Peter Sorge and others, and even curated several group exhibitions in Dortmund and other nearby towns. He wrote the first article on Hödicke to appear in a West German national newspaper, and contributed quite a number of reviews and essays on art and artists to various papers and journals around this time. A big influence on his thinking back then was the veteran art collector and critic Albert Schulze-Vellinghausen, who also exhibited his own private collection in a barn on his family’s ancestral farmstead near Dortmund. Irmin was occasionally asked to give talks or perform avant-garde music at openings at Schulze-Vellinghausen’s gallery space, and afterwards frequently invited local artists, directors and critics to his home to take part in discussions. Schulze-Vellinghausen hired a young interior designer, Hans Mayer,2 to curate his collection, and was so impressed with Mayer’s work that he encouraged him to open his own private gallery. Mayer went on to become one of Germany’s leading gallerists and would later play an important role in the foundational phase of the Can story.


Mayer set up his own gallery near Stuttgart, where Irmin was often called on to perform at openings. At one of these he debuted a performance piece called Ob-scene, involving a scantily clad actress playing a double bass. Schulze-Vellinghausen was outraged and paid for Irmin and Hildegard to travel to Amsterdam to see some ‘proper’ cutting-edge dance theatre. Crucially for Irmin, Schulze-Vellinghausen also introduced him to the writings of the French dramatist Antonin Artaud and his concept of the ‘theatre of cruelty’. ‘It’s one of the roots of my idea to form a group,’ Irmin states.




*





Irmin remained invested in contemporary music, and a key moment was enrolling in the legendary International Summer Course for New Music in Darmstadt in 1962 and ’63. Held annually since 1946, these had become a rallying point for many European and international composition students. The summer school placed this German town on the world map of modern music, and the roll call of attendees includes many of the most respected names in twentieth-century music. Here alumni came into direct contact with Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz Stockhausen, György Ligeti, Bruno Maderna, Henri Pousseur, Luciano Berio and Stefan Wolpe, and heard cutting-edge compositions played by legendary performers of the avant-garde repertoire, such as Aloys Kontarsky, Siegfried Palm, the LaSalle Quartet, Severino Gazzelloni, Christoph Caskel and Cathy Berberian. Darmstadt became a workshop, ideological battleground and important meeting point for the next generation of composers. For the young Germans, one lecturer in particular made the strongest impression.


Karlheinz Stockhausen, who attended his first course as a student in 1951, participated as a lecturer two years later, and by the early sixties was one of the course’s biggest draws as a teacher. The pedagogy was opinionated and lively, and at one 1965 session Stockhausen actually composed an entire work, Stop, during the course of a single lecture. The sessions were renowned for their frankness, with lectures affording students an opportunity for stern criticism of their masters. Stockhausen himself encouraged scepticism, and once accused the forbidding Frankfurt School critic Theodor Adorno of ‘looking for a chicken in an abstract painting’.3


Irmin attended the Darmstadt courses during a period in which, as he recalls it, Stockhausen was in a phase of ‘absolute dogmatism’. During a session analysing the maestro’s work for three orchestras, Momente, he fought back. ‘He was really like a father figure … I went there because I was totally fascinated and, I mean, I loved his early work – when I heard Gesang der Jünglinge for the first time, that was actually some kind of revelation, an epiphany. But I had really hard discussions with him. I could accept much more than he could. And I remember one time when he rhetorically slapped me away during an analysis of Momente. I could hardly follow it because it was so complicated. And at the end he said, “Tomorrow we will dedicate the last three hours only to questions.” And then he said, “But I only accept intelligent questions.” And he said it in a tone warning you … I mean, it was so discouraging: “You don’t ask God stupid questions.” And you went home and thought, “I cannot ask anything, it will be really stupid.” And so next day I went. There had already been ten or fifteen questions already, and they were all totally uninteresting – “I don’t understand this little detail, and did I understand you right when you mean …” And I said, “Do you think you will get really intelligent questions posed about the work if you act so that everybody thinks, ‘I won’t ask him, it’s not intelligent enough’?” First there was a long silence … And I could see those faces … And he got so furious, and then there was [Helmut] Lachenmann, his favourite student, who then created this totally unapproachable world [laughs] – a real intellectual, even more dogmatic than Stockhausen. And Lachenmann and Stockhausen just stuck me into the ground with this for being the most stupid question.’




*





By the time Stockhausen announced he would be teaching a new-music course at the Rheinische Musikschule in Cologne, alongside Berio, Pousseur and Earle Brown, his charismatic approach had attracted a cultish following. Irmin signed up for the courses in 1964 and ’65 and found himself gaining new friends. Among the American attendees, who distributed tabs of LSD among the more open-minded students, were David Johnson, an American flautist interested in electronics and sound-recording techniques, and an American trumpet player named Jon Hassell, who was in Germany with his wife, Marge Hassell, later known as the jazz musician Katrina Krimsky. There was Serge Tcherepnin, the Paris-based scion of a Russian dynasty of composers, who would later become known for his pioneering work with modular synthesizers in the early seventies, and Portuguese new-music composer Emmanuel Nunes. (Another slightly later attendee was Conrad ‘Conny’ Plank from Düsseldorf, whose name became associated with some of the classic productions of German rock and pop.) And there was the eccentric, square-jawed young German who asked Irmin to assist him with a piece he had written for percussion.


Irmin remembers Holger Schüring inviting him to his home in Duisburg, asking him to help him premiere one of his compositions. ‘He was still living at home at his mother’s. He had no father, his father was dead. It was [the same background] we all came from: petit bourgeois, middle class. His father was like my father: a functionary. He was a Staatsanwalt, I think, which was a prosecutor. And his mother was extremely straight, even a little bit severe. I didn’t feel very comfortable with her.


‘His piece was for percussion only,’ Irmin recalls, ‘and he asked me if I could play it. I’m not a percussionist, but that was not the point. Actually, I was playing percussion in several symphony orchestras in Bochum, Dortmund, Essen and Cologne, and they had these complicated rhythms. They asked me because I was playing and conducting in new music, so they knew I was a specialist in complicated nine against thirteen or something. Holger had written this piece and wanted to rehearse it with me. It was so funny – it was so complicated that it was just maths. It had no music … and it was even more complicated than any Stockhausen piece.


‘Holger has this tendency to “überbieten” [outdo himself]. And he always told this story to me: when he started in the music academy, on this composition course, he was supposed to start with counterpoint for two voices, and for the first lesson he had written five voices. And the teacher says, “No, we start with two.” That was the minimum for Holger – five voices! We had quite a laugh. But that was actually how I met Holger, trying to play this piece. It was unplayable. And afterwards he was laughing about it too.’4


Holger Czukay was born in a contested zone destined to be erased by history. Situated on the Baltic coast, Danzig is now Gdańsk in modern-day Poland, but in 1938 it was still a semi-autonomous city state sandwiched between two outcrops of the old German Empire. Its precarious wartime ambience was immortalised in Günter Grass’s Danzig Trilogy.


On the question of his nationality, Holger once said: ‘That I am German is a falsification. That I am Polish is a falsification. That means that my whole person is a falsification. This happened because my grandfather told the Nazis that we must be Aryan. And he made a kind of family tree. And his family tree was just born from fantasy, with no basis behind it. It looked nice …


‘This is how I lost my name Czukay. My father changed it. To Schüring, a Dutch name. When I changed it back, it was with Can, in 1968. When I asked my parents what happened here, nobody wanted to tell me the truth. I was playing for money in a band with two Polish girls who were singing. I said, “Before, my name was Czukay. Do you know what that name means?” And they told me: “Search.” Search equals Czukay. And I thought, when we opened up Can, “This is a very good name for me.”’5


Danzig was incorporated into the Reich at the outbreak of war, but the city’s German loyalists were expelled by the Poles, and the Schürings fled the city in 1945. ‘I was about five [sic] years old when I left. So I was a pretty small child then. But I remember everything, especially the house I was living in. I remember the birthday when I became four years old. On that birthday I went with my younger brother to see the trams coming by. I wanted to get it off the rails. I was very successful. It was a very triumphant day.’6 His family had even booked tickets for a passage on the evacuee ship Wilhelm Gustloff, which was due to depart on 13 January 1945, but at the last minute his grandmother changed her mind and took them to the railway station, where they boarded a train carrying wounded soldiers to Berlin. The ship was hit by a Soviet torpedo en route, with the loss of nearly ten thousand passengers, the largest maritime disaster in history.


Peering out of the carriage window as they pulled into Berlin, Holger saw nothing but heaps of rubble. Eventually, the family – now with the Germanised surname Schüring – resettled in Limburg an der Lahn, near Frankfurt. The young Holger discovered music and film at a very early age – he recalled playing with reels of film he had found and his sister taking him to the biopic of Robert and Clara Schumann, Träumerei. ‘I knew from some very beginning of my childhood, say two years old. It was clear that I will ever always become a musician.’7


As a teenager, in Duisburg, he attended the Gerhard Mercator Scientific School, and excelled especially in physics and maths. While at school, he worked in a radio and TV repair shop, where he became fascinated by the ‘three-dimensional sound’ of old-fashioned valve radios, which were built with one speaker in front and two at the side.


‘Electricity was such a fascinating thing – it was something,’ he said. ‘And then I became the boy in a shop who carries the radios to repair them and carries them back again. That was so-called three-dimensional radio, before stereo. There was one front speaker in the radio and at the side, there were two treble speakers which gave an image of spatial depth. I must say these radios sounded fantastic.’8


During childhood, Holger had been exposed to much music in churches and had fallen in love with the sound of the organ, and the music of Bach. At the same time, in the late fifties, he was also playing double bass in local jazz bands, including his own Holger Czukay Quintet. In February 1962 these interests led to him moving to Berlin, newly riven by the building of the Wall, and enrolling at the Berlin Music Academy. Holger lived in the Soviet zone and found it a gloomy climate both in terms of its geopolitics and its musical innovation. ‘I remember when I was studying, I was very young,’ he told me. ‘It was the middle of the fifties, and I had a very able and great pianist and composer who was teaching me. And he told me at the time, “What can we do that’s new?” Everything was done. Twelve-tone music, all the other music. “There is nothing more that we can do.” And I felt a depression in what he said.’ He took lessons in double bass from a Herr Zepperitz, a member of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, and met important figures in the music world, from American radicals John Cage and David Tudor to the celebrated conductor Herbert von Karajan. ‘Karajan was one of those people who really evoked this desire of, if I make pop music there must be something which is so genuine that it can stand [next to] the classical music.’9 Holger was expelled from the Berlin Music Academy, one of many times he was rejected from an institution, but he kept his musical studies going. When he heard about Stockhausen’s new-music course in Cologne, he immediately applied.


Holger introduced himself to the master as someone who had been rejected by every other music school in town. ‘At that time when I studied with him,’ Holger once said of Stockhausen, ‘he was the church in the village. Everything, all the houses were built around this church.’10 Answering a question, decades later, about what he had learned from Stockhausen, Holger replied, ‘Maybe humour. I remember how in a conference someone said to him, “Mr Stockhausen, you just want to shock us, and make a lot of money that way.” He said, “Nope, I’m doing it for purely musical reasons and I don’t need money, I married a rich woman instead …” He was a man who made me incredibly curious. And he taught me that as a creative person you will always eventually run up against a wall. Always. And that you can jump over this wall. “Czukay, you think too much,” Stockhausen said to me, and that’s it. You have to think less.’11


On another occasion Holger said ‘the spiritual idea behind [Stockhausen’s music], that is for me not so necessary. I am not an unspiritual person, not at all, but I don’t want to feel so strange about it … For me, advanced as he is, he is actually a very traditional composer, probably the last traditional genius in our age.’ He made another telling comment: ‘Written music belongs to the past. It means: there is a creator, and there is a performer. They are different people. And performers are organised in unions … Stockhausen is a traditional composer – innovative, but a composer nonetheless.’12
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Distinguished by the massive black towers of its Roman Catholic cathedral casting shadows over the Rhine, the city of Cologne abounds in multiple layers of sedimented history. Its name derives from the one given to it by its first-century Roman founders – Colonia (literally ‘colony’) Claudia Ara Agrippinensium. Retaining its sovereignty within the Holy Roman Empire, it developed a long-standing tradition of liberalism and enjoyed ‘free city’ status throughout the Middle Ages, hanging on to a strong Catholic tradition through the Reformation until the French invaded in the nineteenth century. After Allied bombing raids caused massive losses to its buildings and population during World War II, the city was extensively rebuilt and expanded to become the nation’s fourth-largest city. It has a high density of cultural institutions and artistic events compared with the average German city: more than thirty official museums and many more private galleries; the headquarters of broadcasting and TV production companies; several resident orchestras; and a vibrant underground club scene.


Hindemithweg lies in a rhomboid enclave of modernist apartment blocks on the north-western outskirts of Cologne, in an area called Bocklemünd. The one-hundred-square-metre flat at number three is where Irmin and Hildegard Schmidt made a home, purchased via the property firm where she held down a day job as financial manager. The area of Cologne they selected to live in had been substantially rebuilt after the war with modern blocks, and the neighbouring street names are redolent of an era in which Austro-German contemporary music was being celebrated and lifted away from its Nazi-era ‘degenerate’ classification: Schönbergweg, Alban-Berg-Weg, Kurt-Weill-Weg and Bertolt-Brecht-Strasse (there’s also a Max Ernst Gesamtschule near by). Hindemithweg lies at the centre of this cartography of great Germanic modernism. This is the spot, appropriately, where Can was incarnated towards the end of 1967.


Irmin intended to keep on with the new-music courses at the academy and was also taking an ethnology course at Cologne University, focusing on a study of Japanese gagaku court music. His main source of income was as a professional pianist and conductor, continuing his engagement with the Bochum Symphony Orchestra, and also waving his baton in front of the Norddeutscher Rundfunk Orchestra and even the formidable Vienna Symphony Orchestra. By 1966 he had taken up the post of Kapellmeister at the Stadttheater in Aachen, Cologne’s neighbouring town, and was teaching vocal technique at the Schauspielschule (drama academy) in Bochum. He and Hildegard occasionally provided sanctuary and free lodging to some of their friends. The first guests to join them in this large two-bedroomed apartment, with a huge terrace outside the living room, were Jon Hassell and his wife Katrina Krimsky, herself a musician, who had been evicted from their own lodgings because their landlord was annoyed by their noisy dog.
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Jon Hassell would go on to carve out an idiosyncratic course through contemporary music, working as a trumpeter in exotic and electric jazz, then collaborating with Brian Eno and making his own richly spiced ‘Fourth World’ ambient music, and even experimenting with sample-based electronics. Back in the mid-sixties these possibilities were still wide open. He had brought some LSD with him from the States. Irmin and his friends, such as Serge Tcherepnin, tried the drug on several occasions in the mid-sixties, paying attention to the advice to make sure it was taken in a trusting and safe, ‘very disciplined’ environment. ‘My experience was only fantastic, wonderful,’ Irmin says. One trip he particularly remembers occurred when ‘Hildegard was sober, and she was in the living room. There was this moment where I was lying on the bed and imagining Hildegard – she was ironing – so clearly that all of a sudden I had the feeling that I am in this room. I started to think, “Shit!” This can make you mix up reality totally, and I realised why people jump out of the window and think they can fly. So I got a little bit frightened, and Hildegard confirmed that now I am with her in the room. And then I put on Mahler’s Fourth Symphony, the second movement with the solo violin. And I listened to it, I think, five times, only that movement, and at the time I had the feeling that I totally understood it, the structure and everything.’


A question hangs over whether Stockhausen himself took acid in the mid-sixties, but it is clear that many in his immediate circle – David Johnson, for instance, who moved into the Schmidts’ apartment in late 1966 – were using it. As with so many pop stars at the time, something certainly happened to Stockhausen’s music and appearance around 1966–7: he began growing his hair long and wearing flowing white outfits; his music stretched out into the longform experimental electronic sounds of Telemusik, Hymnen and Klangwelle; and his pronouncements took on an increasingly universalist, cosmic dimension. ‘Even if he had done it, which I think he did, he wouldn’t talk about it,’ says Irmin. ‘He wouldn’t talk with students. He invited us to his house and we had parties, we went to his sauna and everything, he was very social. But he wouldn’t talk about previous experiences very much.’
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In the freezing winter of January 1966 Irmin flew to New York to compete in the Dimitri Mitropoulos Conducting Competition. On his first trip to America he took time out to delve into the city’s flourishing underground arts scene, where concept art, film, experimental sound and music were fusing in unprecedented new ways. He saw Andy Warhol’s movies, met and hung out with some of the young progenitors of conceptual and minimalist music – La Monte Young, Dick Higgins, Steve Reich and Terry Riley – and discovered the newly fledged pop art and Fluxus movement at first hand. In his own words, he ‘got corrupted’. ‘Right at the start, I met Terry Riley,’ he says. ‘He had this strange little grotto in the Bowery. We sat there night after night, and he made me play “de dah de dah de dah de” … Me on the piano and him on the sax. At first I thought this was totally stupid.’ Stupid or not, Riley was at the forefront of a new compositional methodology, partly influenced by non-Western music, involving long-form sax improvisations over endlessly repeating tape loops, drones and feedback between pairs of tape recorders – a system he called the ‘time-lag accumulator’. Dense and sometimes chaotic, but as intense and focused as a ritual chant, Riley’s music of this period demonstrated that the idea of a ‘composer’ in the late sixties was shifting beyond the traditional notion of the genius in the garret inscribing notes on lined paper. His most famous composition, In C (1964), was an open-ended piece for an indefinite number of performers playing variations of short musical phrases over the throbbing pulse of a C major chord. It could be played by anyone, and every group of people would shape the piece in any number of different ways. For the conservatory-trained conductor of central European orchestras, this was a thunderbolt.


Steve Reich was also experimenting at the time with tape loops and fragments of found speech moving in and out of phase. Advances in media technology were creating entirely new roles for the modern-day composer. La Monte Young, meanwhile, was involved in the extraordinary, Indian music-influenced drones of the Theater of Eternal Music, a group that was effectively a brief moment of possibility which seeded a great deal of significant musical developments in the years immediately following. Members included Young’s wife Marian Zazeela; John Cale, who would shortly form the Velvet Underground with Lou Reed under Warhol’s guidance (a seminal group in the early months of Can’s existence); violinist Tony Conrad, a musician, theorist and experimental film-maker who would end up collaborating with Faust, one of Can’s counterpart German groups in the early seventies; percussionist and occultist Angus MacLise; and occasionally Terry Riley.


Entranced by the strange and hypnotic music he heard from this crowd, Irmin forgot about the competition he was supposed to be entering and missed out on several crucial rehearsals. He had squinted through an aperture and spied a galaxy of new attitudes and possibilities.
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After returning to Cologne, Irmin started talking more urgently with David Johnson about instigating some kind of new music group. By now Johnson had become an important member of Stockhausen’s entourage. He was becoming more involved in tape and electronic music, and is credited with operating sine-wave generators on the Deutsche Grammophon recording of Mixtur, recorded in Cologne in August 1967.


While it had not made much of a mark in the international pop world, since the war West Germany had produced some of the most advanced thinkers in contemporary composition. Many of them worked in the colossal tower-block headquarters of the Westdeutscher Rundfunk, known as WDR, one of the pillars of West German state broadcasting and home to one of the world’s most advanced electronic music studios. Founded in 1950, the West German national broadcasting umbrella consisted of six regional broadcasters, including the Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk (NWDR). On the first day of 1956 this again split into two, becoming NDR, operating out of Hamburg, and WDR in Cologne. The latter was already famous – or notorious – in musical circles as being the site of one of the world’s most progressive electronic music studios, whose considerable resources were used by Karlheinz Stockhausen and his circle. The Studio für Elektronisches Musik des Westdeutschen Runkfunks was officially inaugurated in 1951 by a cadre of composers – Herbert Eimert, Werner Meyer-Eppler, Robert Beyer and Fritz Enkel – under the directorship of station chief Hanns Hartmann.


This was a cabal of musical and acoustic visionaries who were picking up threads first followed before the war. Robert Beyer wrote an essay in 1928 entitled ‘Das Problem der “kommenden Musik”’ (‘The Problem of the “Music to Come”’). His argument focused on a new and unexplored notion of spatial sound for music, a textural and conceptual form of sonic thought that far outstripped new music’s rate of change at the time. Believing that atonalism and serialism were merely the first tentative steps towards a long-awaited paradigmatic shift in music, Beyer rejected the conventional idea of ‘tone space’ – spaces between notes and voices on the tempered scale – and instead envisaged a new mode of conceiving sound in terms of ‘new techniques based on the ability to separate the sound from its point of origin, from its original temporal flow, and from the physical limits of the human performer – in other words, the techniques of recording and playback; even more significantly, [Beyer] refers to the magnetic recording system on which film was based as a starting point … He anticipates that this will come about via collaborations of engineers and musicians; the results would be a wholesale reorganisation of sound material, in which traditional linear form would be replaced by a music which is in every sense spatialised …’13


Beyer wrote: ‘Music is tending towards spatialisation, towards the exclusion of sequential presentation, towards objectification and reification, and it brings elements from the world of the eye into that of the ear. The atonalisation of music is one step in this development, even if it has advanced music merely to a freedom of gesture which remains carved as if in stone, to its total and final mobility on the twelve-tone space, to its centre in the human; the process of development strives however towards a regular, general and strictly numerical foundation of music … At the end of this development stands the sound, sounding in, filling and moving in space, resonating around a central point, in the changing light of a timbral world of cosmic proportions: a sound almost visible.’14


A timbral world of cosmic proportions. It’s a heady phrase, but justified in the light of the WDR’s achievements. One of Beyer’s and Eimert’s first collaborations at WDR was called Musik im unbegrenzten Raum (Music in Unlimited Space). Applying serial techniques to all aspects of a sound – including its timbre, duration and volume – gave these composers an unprecedented degree of control over sounds and their position in space–time; never before had a composer been able to break a musical idea down into its component parts and manipulate them at an atomic level. These composers were feeling their way towards a musical future, not by inventing daft instruments that would be outdated within ten years, but by rethinking the organisational possibilities of musical structure itself, taking off from the idea of a serialism extending outward from the musical stave into three dimensions.


But even serialism, by the early sixties, was ceding to more progressive forces that seemed to be melting its cool core. Stockhausen’s technique of intermodulation, refined during the composition of his pieces Telemusik (1966) and Hymnen (1967), used the characteristics of one sound to transform another. For Stockhausen this was a way to advance found sounds, sonic objets trouvés (gathered around the world), from being merely tape collage to something more flowing and integrated, creating, as he did so, a powerful metaphor for transnational relationships. ‘New sounds, which I produced in the electronic studio,’ he wrote in the sleeve notes to the Deutsche Grammophon LP of Telemusik, ‘are combined into a higher unity: a universality of past, present and future, of distant places and spaces …’ Telemusik, as well as the gigantic work that arose out of it, Hymnen, was assembled from intermodulated chunks of field recordings and radio snippets collated by Stockhausen during his travels in Japan, North Africa, Europe and beyond. Existing in differing versions for pure electronics and an orchestra with soloists, Hymnen’s vast scale and unconventional organising principles called for a new musical language, and Stockhausen referred to its different sections not as ‘movements’ but with the more geographical term ‘regions’. His belief in the power of this piece only increased over the years, and by the time it came to be performed at New York’s Lincoln Center in 1971 he was referring to it as nothing less than a ‘project for the integration of all races, all religions, all nations’. ‘What more can a composer do’, he added, ‘than create musical worlds which do not merely mirror the human world as it is today but which offer visions, intimations of better worlds, in which projects in the realms of sound, of fragments, of objets trouvés become mutually compatible and grow together to realize the divine mission of ONE united world?’15


Hymnen’s world premiere took place on 30 November 1967 in the auditorium of the Apostel Secondary School in Cologne-Lindenthal, as part of WDR’s concert series Musik der Zeit (Music of Our Time). A significant role in its realisation was played by David Johnson, the American composer and flautist, who had already assisted Stockhausen for several years in both a technical and a performative capacity. For Johnson, as for the rest of his circle of followers, Stockhausen was a quasi-spiritual leader, a figure Schmidt and Johnson’s generation either worshipped or castigated. English composer Cornelius Cardew – a man who also fought to shake off the shackles of instilled technique through improvisation and songwriting – would later deliver a scathing critique of Stockhausen in a notorious 1974 pamphlet entitled Stockhausen Serves Imperialism.16


In Britain, Cardew was in the late sixties making new alliances with AMM, a politicised group of ex-jazz musicians espousing a radical form of total improvisation. It was one of a number of international groups in which principles of free music and the contemporary avant-garde coalesced and initiated fresh dialogues. In the autumn of 1967 another such unit, Musica Elettronica Viva (MEV), played concerts in Cologne and Berlin. The group featured Romebased Americans Frederic Rzewski, Alvin Curran and Richard Teitelbaum, plus Allan Bryant, who had constructed a DIY synthesizer, Carol Plantamura on free-form vocals and Ivan Vandor on saxophone. Using a variety of contact-miked objects and surfaces, a thumb piano mounted on an oil can and a modular Moog synth, these composers abandoned their learned craft and embraced freedom, noise and critical listening. More than post-serialism’s glacial experiments with form and harmonic theory, the viscerality of these groups facilitated an engagement with the urgency of the times and drew audiences from different sectors of society, outside the conservatoire.


In 1967 Irmin managed to get a few of his own Fluxus-style diagrammatic scores performed, and published them as a set of thirteen sheets of manuscript, to be stacked in any order by any number of musicians, under the collected title Album für Mogli. (Mogli was Irmin’s pet name for Hildegard.) One of these, ‘Hexapussy’, was premiered in Frankfurt using an array of metallic sound sculptures by the Baschet Brothers from France. Other titles included ‘Oiml(g): Nightmares’, ‘Gagaku’, ‘Für Jackson MacLow’, ‘Erinnerung’, ‘Dieter’s Lullaby’, ‘Nada’, ‘Prinzipien’, etc. Only ‘Hexapussy’ appears to have survived in any recorded form.17


Via Johnson, Irmin and Holger had an excuse to make guerrilla raids on the WDR’s facilities. ‘Through David,’ says Irmin, ‘we could, with the permission of Stockhausen, at night go into the electronic studio and do, first of all, some work with tapes, and secondly, steal some tapes! They were expensive and we had no money. And Holger especially, he was quite good at stealing tapes. David too, but Holger did that very efficiently. I never did that – I have no criminal energy.’ This covert activity continued into 1968, when Stockhausen was completing Kurzwellen, a piece for radio sets transformed by real-time sound processing. Much later in Can’s life, the radio as a source of spontaneous sound would become a central element, and it connected back to Holger’s childhood fascination with crystal wireless sets.
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Since the early sixties a small revolution had been eating up the German art world. Georg Baselitz literally turned the world upside down in his paintings showing figures and landscapes flipped on their heads. Previously, his Pandemonium Manifestos, co-written with artist Eugen Schönebeck, had upset the art establishment, after a 1961 exhibition in a dilapidated house in West Berlin. A later writer describes the Pandemonium Manifestos as ‘an angry declaration of support for an art of recollection, mysticism, ecstasy, and fantasy. Comprised of absurd and grandiose phrases conjuring up loathsome images, the manifesto employs a language of apocalyptic proportions.’18 Raging against what they viewed as a widespread refusal to acknowledge and atone for the sins of World War II, in a West German society steaming towards rebirth, prosperity and respectability, the artists presented a vision of abjection and chaos, concluding in their second manifesto that, in modern West Germany, ‘here surviving is now the most painful ordeal of all’.19


Since the end of the war, when the Nobel prize-winning author Thomas Mann, keenly attuned to the sensibilities of his own people while in exile in the US, wrote that ‘Behind every sentence that we construct in our language stands a broken, a spiritually burnt out people … a people that can never show its face again,’20 the fabric of the old Germany had been unzipped and turned inside out. Historically a fragmented nation of feudal states and perpetually shifting borders, now the North/South Germany of old – divided along Protestant/Catholic fault lines – had been twisted around by the occupying Allied forces into a horizontally separated East and West. The entire geographic psyche of Germany had been bent permanently out of alignment. Not only that, but the capital had been transferred to the lightweight and previously lowly city of Bonn, while the former heart of the country, Berlin, was riven down its centre by the building of the Wall by Soviet authorities in 1961.


As at Berkeley in 1964, students in Germany were concerned at the suppression of radical voices within universities, as the educational authorities sought to ban dissent. Student leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit wrote: ‘In Germany, the call for university reform became a rallying cry for students and a strong one, in the absence of an effective opposition to West German capitalism. As a result, the German student movement became the standard bearer of resistance to both the state and also to American atrocities in Vietnam.’21 Major unrest began as early as December 1966, when Berlin Free University students clashed with police during a Vietnam demo. The American operation in Vietnam was a significant pillar of radical opposition among German students, with opposition given credence in the writings of politicised playwright Peter Weiss, whose Viet Nam Discourse – a savage indictment of the US position, accusing America of a form of debased Nazism in its South-East Asian adventure – was premiered in 1968.22 A faction within a faction known as Kommune 1, which formed in 1967 around the principle of total hedonism and shattering the family unit, brought a measure of absurdist provocation to the movement (they called themselves Spass-Guerillas, ‘fun-guerrillas’, and promoted Witz als Waffe, ‘jokes as weapons’) and became reviled by the hard-line left-wing Socialist German Student Association (SDS), even as it gained counter-cultural credentials via associations with Uschi Obermaier, an actress, glamour model and member of Munich avant-rock commune Amon Düül. ‘We want a subversive university while you want the sacred rites of an academic empire,’ runs a Kommune 1 communiqué sent as part of a somewhat misdirected funding application to the ‘Academic Senate’ in June 1967. ‘We want things you aren’t interested in but which are important to us. We want real communication and understanding among ourselves, we want to make love, to be tender, to have fun, to understand each other, we don’t want to work.’23 After two years of notoriety, the group broke up after burning down a Frankfurt department store; a splinter group was at the core of the formation of the Baader-Meinhof Gang/Red Army Faction.


For many years after the war, former Nazis were regularly unmasked in public life, having kept official offices or risen once more through governmental or administrative ranks: a case of ‘Meet the new boss, same as the old boss’, with potentially catastrophic consequences. Irmin Schmidt experienced this tendency first hand. ‘After the war it did go on in school: there were all these teachers that were Nazis … and I fought them. Our teacher in modern history was Schulungsleiter [teacher of ideology] in the Reichsarbeitsdienst, and he was teaching history in the fifties. So I wrote all that down in our school newspaper, and finally was thrown out.’ Such revelations about murky pasts continued into 1968, the task taken up by an increasingly radicalised student body. In that year students at Bonn University scrawled the words ‘Concentration camp builder’ next to the name of Heinrich Lübke, the West German president, who stood accused of personally approving barracks designs, including concentration camp blocks, while working as a building engineer under Albert Speer during the war. Such public outings crystallised a more domestic concern among the youth of West Germany at the time: What had their parents done in the war?


‘That’s extremely complicated for me to deal with,’ says Irmin. ‘Having parents who had neighbours who were Jewish and were sent into Auschwitz, and they didn’t do anything – this is my history. I grew up in a country which was in ruins, culturally. And I don’t think we recovered from this so easily. It’s only one and a half generations, so we didn’t recover from it. “Recover” is a strange word, the wrong word. It means a lot of things, and one of the things it means is what we did – putting something into the world which is genuinely reflecting this experience in the art you make. We are musicians, so we reflected this: the strangeness, the brutality, the harshness of what our parents’ generation did …’ 


Lübke’s party was the Christian Democratic Union, an appellation that served as a constant reminder of how large a role the church played in German public life. In 1968 church services were frequently used as platforms to air public concerns and grievances, and on 13 January the church of St Michaelis in Hamburg filled up with disgruntled students distributing pamphlets with a rewritten Lord’s Prayer that attacked capitalism (‘Our Capital, which art in the West …’) and denouncing the sermon of the church’s long-standing pastor, Helmuth Thielicke. Fifty soldiers of the Bundeswehr, in civilian clothes, were called to the church to protect him. Thielicke had not even been a Nazi; he had actually been on the Gestapo’s wanted list and had loose ties to an anti-Hitler revolutionary movement during the war, but by the late sixties his smug preaching, harking back to a fictitious golden age of the Goldmark currency and Germany’s days as an invincible imperial sea power, was infuriating members of the SDS who perceived a lack of freedom in the universities and a collusion between Establishment figures. They refused to remove their hats inside the church, recited their radicalised version of the prayer, kept a rumble of activity on the stairwells and had sex in dark corners. Reported in the current-affairs magazine Der Spiegel shortly afterwards, the story was accompanied by a satirical cartoon showing a student in the office of a radical organisation, surrounded by placards with the words ‘Nieder Mit …’ (‘Down with …’) and a blank space to be filled in. ‘Protestieren?’ he is telling the caller. ‘Wann? Wo? Wogegen?’ (‘Protest? When? Where? What against?’)24
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This was no fantasy. Two of those who could easily have been targets of that protest-happy caricature were Rudi Dutschke, also known as Rudi the Red, and Daniel Cohn-Bendit, both associated with the SDS, both outspoken critics of mainstream German politics. In early 1968 Dutschke was among rebellious theology students demanding the right to use church services to promote a dialogue against the immorality of the Vietnam war and other state-sanctioned atrocities; in February he was instrumental in a huge anti-Vietnam war protest in Berlin, as well as directing the gathering antipathy against Axel Springer, head of a colossal media group, ‘that mini-Fascist publishing empire whose newspapers were pulling the wool over the eyes of the German workers’, as Cohn-Bendit described it – an empire that included the right-wing tabloid Bild. Dutschke himself was shot in mysterious circumstances in early April 1968, an incident that led to violent demonstrations – with students throwing rocks and flaming torches – that were broken up by police with water cannon. Right after Easter five days of street battles erupted in major German cities including Hamburg, Hannover and Essen. Shortly afterwards, French television viewers were treated to footage of the German unrest, spun in such a way as to suggest that local troubles in towns such as Nanterre were insignificant. In fact, the scenes from Germany contributed to a polarisation of solidarity within France, leading directly to the événements which kicked off in Paris on 6 May. These were likewise driven by the desire to puncture society’s bourgeois veneer. For many onlookers, the future members of Can included, it felt as though the institutions of civilised Europe were crumbling daily.


But ahead of these ructions, in the autumn of 1967 Irmin wrote to Holger, inviting him to a meeting in Cologne to discuss forming some kind of group. It would reflect the ongoing tumult, while rejecting any overt political affiliations. ‘We were not involved in the ’68 movement, physically or even theoretically,’ cautions Irmin. ‘In forming a group at that time we were not starting a commune; it was professional musicians who gave up part of their career, and gave up, above all, the idea of authorship. We were a collective, and inventing collectively.


‘Any kind of contemporary music, especially German, should reflect our history, what we have grown up with: destroyed cities, people who experienced firestorms, but also which extinguished millions of people. It’s such a strange history I grew up with: on one side having all this destruction, and on the other side I was a child, having parents who you accused when you grew up, “Who let all this happen?” That’s a very complicated background, one that influenced me deeply.’




Quotes are taken from interviews with the author, unless indicated.
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One day in the autumn of 1967 – the precise date is not recalled by anyone concerned – the doorbell rings at the apartment at Hindemithweg 3.


It’s Holger Czukay, mustachioed and mischievous-eyed under a shock of wavy hair, with a younger, long-haired man in tow. Irmin and Holger had stayed in touch, even after Holger travelled to Switzerland in May 1966 to take up a lecturing post in music at the Institut auf dem Rosenberg, an elite boarding school for girls founded in 1889 in the historic town of St Gallen. He was, of course, taking Stockhausen literally at his word and trying to find a rich wife so that his outlandish compositional ideas could be funded.


One of his pupils was to have a profound influence on the course of his life. ‘I went to the “sister” school – the boys’ school, where the Mountbattens and the Prince of Prussia were pupils – and they made me teach a lesson. The principal asked the boys, “What do you think about him? Should we employ him?” and there was this one talented boy in the class – Michael Karoli – and he said [puts on a child’s voice] “I want to have him as my teacher!” [laughs] And I was engaged immediately! Later – when he had left school – Michael came and lived with me and we founded Can.’1


Michael Karoli was an eighteen-year-old student when this classroom encounter took place. The only Can founder born after the end of World War II, he emerged into the world in the Bavarian town of Straubing on 29 April 1948. In that year his father, Hermann, had just been freed after testifying in the Nuremberg Trials. He had been a member of the Waffen-SS during the war, fighting on the Eastern Front against Russian partisans. After receiving a bullet in the lung, he was moved back to Berlin, where he headed the audit department in the SS’s Berlin administrative centre until Germany’s surrender. In the year of Michael’s birth he set up an accounting company with his brother that went on to become one of the most successful of its kind in Germany, based in Essen, an industrial Ruhr city between Düsseldorf and Dortmund. As a respected and wealthy financial consultant, Hermann Karoli rose to become the chairman of BMW’s supervisory board, among others. Michael’s mother Susanne had worked as a film editor before her marriage, so Michael and his sister Constanze grew up in an affluent, cultured household, surrounded by an art collection that included original German expressionist canvases.


Michael’s earliest musical experiences involved a tin drum when he was an infant, and the Gypsy violin he inherited at the age of seven from his grandfather, who died in Romania. As his musical talents developed, he was presented with a banjo one Christmas, and before his teens he played it in a school Dixieland jazz band, the Steamboat Jazz Pirates. ‘We had a trumpeter by the name of Frank Sonnenschein,’ he told an interviewer in the late nineties. ‘That was love at first note. He’d stand twenty centimetres away and blow straight into my face. That’s probably when the ear damage first started. I played the banjo directly into his face as well. The banjo also is very loud. The rest of the band just gave us room. This relationship between two players inside a bigger formation helped to form my later style: hearing several instruments as one. I can’t imagine music any other way. Musicians in a group should resonate in the same way that strings on an instrument do.’2 When he was fifteen he bought himself an electric guitar, and an uncle gave him an amplifier. While he had already familiarised himself with a huge range of music, from classical and Roma folk to swing-era jazz, blues and boogie-woogie, he now started to play modern jazz with another clutch of more progressive school friends, and by the mid-sixties – by which time he was at school in St Gallen – had began to tune in to the rock, pop and soul sounds coming out of Britain and the US. By the time he teamed up with Holger Czukay, he had begun playing more avant-garde forms of jazz and would sit in with visiting musicians and groups.


The young Michael and his unconventional teacher, ten years his senior, became friends, offering each other access to hitherto unexplored musical domains. ‘Holger was very modern in his thinking,’ Michael told me, ‘and he had been a fantastic jazz guitar player, and that’s how I got close to him, because I wanted him to teach me guitar. He showed me a lot of tricks. But what he did was jazz guitar; he didn’t have any idea about rock or anything, and he thought that jazz was too old-fashioned, and he thought that rock was totally, absolutely old-fashioned, until we listened to some Beatles stuff, where I told him: “You see what you can do in rock?”’


Holger: ‘Michael Karoli was the only one who could play guitar and knowing something about this music at the time, but I didn’t know anything! So Michael was the teacher.’3


Michael’s musically adventurous mind was a fertile greenhouse ready to be seeded by Holger’s classical and atonal music, while Holger in turn had never properly accepted the idea that pop music could be taken seriously as an art form. 1966 into ’67 was the moment pop started to make serious progress. It was the time of the Beatles’ Revolver, of Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde, of the Jimi Hendrix Experience’s Are You Experienced?, of British psychedelic classics like the Pretty Things’ S.F. Sorrow and of acid garage outfits like the Seeds, the 13th Floor Elevators, the Doors, etc. ‘I Am the Walrus’, the Beatles’ most psychedelic track to date, was a particular favourite and the one that converted Holger to the avant-garde pranks that could be perpetrated in a pop/rock context. It featured multilayered and distorted voices, backwards tapes and a density of production unprecedented in modern pop. Furthermore, Stockhausen himself peeped out from the Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band cover. It confirmed that important connections were to be made beyond the realms of teenbeat pop.


In St Gallen, which saw its share of brass band activity (and which, coincidentally, was the birthplace of electronic musician Dieter Möbius, future founder of Kluster, Cluster and Harmonia), Holger also taught the tuba. He later remembered one particularly influential occasion, when he perceived the strong effects this ‘public’ music could exert on a social space. ‘I was marching in a brass band through a town,’ he said. ‘And just the loud swells of sound reflected off the houses gave an effect very similar to rock music. And for the first time I could understand why the Third Reich, with its marching bands, had such a big effect on people.’4 Increasingly enamoured of these very audible and visible effects, Holger and Michael made tentative steps towards forming a group at the school. ‘We played a session with [pianist] Tony Ashton. He was a member of Remo Four [a Liverpool band who were contemporaries of the Beatles] … so we recorded in a farm-house – me, Michael, Tony Ashton and some members of Remo Four. And it wasn’t bad. So I said to Tony: “Let’s form an experimental band!” Tony was very drunk and he said, “Yes! Well, of course … what else!” [laughs] Tony was a very entertaining guy, but he didn’t really understand what I meant by experimental, so he eventually drifted away.’5


As Michael was finishing school, Holger was fired – ‘for being too … er … intriguing!’ he later claimed.6 Holger returned to Cologne, while Michael began studying for a law degree in Lausanne. Where next? The answer came in the letter that arrived around this time from Irmin Schmidt, inviting Holger to form a group in Cologne. He brought Michael with him.


During Michael’s early months in Cologne, an influential figure was Michael von Biel, another composer associated with the WDR studios. As well as being a regular poker partner at Irmin’s flat, von Biel had developed his own unique style of playing the cello. He once interrupted a concert of conventionally atonal music with an uproarious ‘proto-punk’ attack on his instrument. Through von Biel, Michael discovered that ‘You can portray an entire universe on a single instrument. Von Biel’s cello playing had everything, although by “normal” standards he couldn’t play the cello correctly at all. To me, the visionary part of music meant diving into the microcosmos of sound. Later, I called that microphonic music. By that, I rather meant microscopic music. The microphone is placed very close to the source of sound, and the instrument played very quietly, so that its full spectrum can be heard. A single note can be experienced as an entire universe. That was the musical vision I had at the time. That was something new for rock ’n’ roll itself: you could amplify very quiet sounds so that even the smallest sound from a string could sound as loud as the explosion of a bomb. It fascinated me. I sat up all night in bed playing tambourine as quietly as possible, tapping on different spots on the rim … I borrowed von Biel’s cello for a half-year: that was total ecstasy for me. I sat cross-legged on the bed and made noises with the cello.’7


Decades later, Holger described von Biel to me as ‘a real punker’. Since the early sixties von Biel had been pushing musical material, within a compositional framework, to the limits of noise, using extended techniques including excessive pressure on bowed instruments, playing behind the bridge to create overtones, etc. Fassung, his first electronic work, was commissioned on the recommendation of Stockhausen himself, and realised over six months of working six days a week at WDR, during which time he frequently broke the mixing board faders with excessive use of force. His Quartet with Accompaniment (1965) called for a drone to be held on a cello using a vibrator. At the time he was influencing Michael Karoli, he was reaching a self-imposed limit. Jagdstück (Hunting Piece), premiered in February 1968, involved a screeching, electronically amplified barbecue grill, plus electric guitar and double bass, threaded among the more conventional sonorities of a brass ensemble playing hunting tunes. Following the premiere von Biel turned away from music to study drawing with Joseph Beuys at the Düsseldorf Academy of Art. The experience helped Michael, at this formative stage, to consider the electric guitar as more than just an instrument of rock ’n’ roll.




*





Back to Hindemithweg 3. Michael Karoli, as the youngest in this company, is the least affected by the cultural weight and expectations of the past, and has had no dealings with the professional music industry. But he is suffering under the weight of expectation from his family, who trust that the costly education they are providing will ensure that their son will take up a respectable, well-paid position in a law firm. However, enticed by the seductions of intelligent popular music and the liberated ideas seeping out of the British and American counter-culture, Michael is rapidly sensing a different door opening, and it is impossible to resist the temptation to step through and explore the extreme possibilities that lie so tantalisingly close on the other side.


‘I had wanted to form a group for a long time,’ said Michael, ‘but a different kind of group, and [Holger] wanted to join in somehow. It would not have been a real pop group, though, because I was very much into free jazz. I was working with either an organist or bass player and I played in dance bars. I was studying law at the same time. And then I think Holger got a letter from Irmin saying that he wanted to form a group, so I came along as just the guitar player. That’s how I got involved with Can. When I joined there was one film soundtrack to do. We made modern classical music. I had given up law school by then, I wasn’t very successful in law. Before [Can] I [hardly] played electric guitar, only acoustic, finger-picking guitar. I got more into electric guitar, which means I got into feedback; an electric guitar makes more sounds by itself, if you just leave it with the sound turned up loud it will make something by itself.’




*





The next visitor must, Irmin thinks, be the candidate for the drum stool. The day before, he had asked an acquaintance, Jaki Liebezeit, drummer in Germany’s most famous free jazz outfit, the Manfred Schoof Quintet, to recommend a good jazz drummer in the style of Max Roach or Art Blakey. Liebezeit replied, ‘Yeah, I know somebody … He’ll be round tomorrow.’8 Irmin can’t hide his surprise when Jaki himself walks into his flat, announcing he’s giving up free jazz.


‘I have survived everything,’ Can’s drummer once said.9 Born in the sleepy village of Ostrau, near Dresden, on 26 May 1938, Hans ‘Jaki’ Liebezeit remained enigmatic about his early years. There are still several Liebezeits in the Dresden telephone book, although Jaki never appeared terribly sentimental about his origins and rarely discussed them. ‘My father was the village teacher,’ he told me. ‘In a primary school. My mother was from Lower Saxony.’ His father died during the war in mysterious circumstances – not as a soldier, but a civilian. ‘Nobody knows what happened,’ Jaki said. ‘I cannot say anything about what happened to him.’ He could only speculate: ‘He also made music – keyboards and violin. But they told me that they forbade him to make music. After that, he disappeared. Probably played some jazz-like music, or dance music. He didn’t play the right music, anyway. A lot of music was forbidden at the time.’


His mother took him to live with his grandmother in Hannoversch Münden, another village near Kassel, at the head of the River Weser. At school he took up the trumpet and played in his school band and orchestra. ‘I took up the trumpet because there were only three fingers – easy,’ he would joke.


In those childhood marching bands – and listening to his first hero, Louis Armstrong – he would have been exposed to the martial beating of drums, and the young Liebezeit’s ears were hard-wired for rhythm and bone-hard metre at that young age. ‘For trumpet you have to learn rhythmical things because most of the time the trumpets only play rhythm. You have to move, then you can do simple rhythms.’ When he changed to a different school in Kassel, in his late teens, the chapel band had enough trumpeters but needed a drummer, and Jaki, thinking it would be easy, bashed his way to the drum stool. ‘There was a private pupils’ band there making American dance music. That was the beginning of rock ’n’ roll. They had no drummer, and so I became a drummer. It was easy. I didn’t know so much; I could march, keep the rhythm. And play simple things. I didn’t know anything about drums, but it was enough for the band, and that’s why I started drumming.’ Soon he discovered jazz and bebop, the sound of modernity in the fifties, epitomised by the likes of Max Roach and Art Blakey. His principal jazz ally at this time – they met at Kassel high school in 1956 – was trumpeter Manfred Schoof, one of Germany’s most forward-looking jazz players in the sixties and seventies.


In 1958 Schoof moved to Cologne and enrolled at the Musikhochschule, where he met many of its students, including the pianist Alexander von Schlippenbach. He encouraged Jaki to join him, and Jaki soon left his village home, sharing a flat with Schoof for three years. ‘We were playing together from that time on,’ says Schoof. ‘Modern jazz style, and we went to jam sessions and played all over Germany, and in the wildest time developed a kind of group together.’ Their circle included the likes of Gunter Hampel, Olaf Kübler (who would later manage the Krautrock group Amon Düül II and guest on Can’s Landed LP) and Lothar Meid (future bassist with Amon Düül II), in a loose collective known as the Jazz Cookers. By the early sixties Jaki’s listening was broadening out into Indian and Arabic musics, and between 1961 and 1965 he lived in Barcelona, Spain, where he studied the intoxicating rhythms of flamenco. Playing in local bands, including that of local pianist Tete Montoliu,10 brought him into contact with musicians passing through the city, and he accompanied Chet Baker, among others. By the time he returned to Germany again, his friends had moved further out into free jazz. ‘They said, “You and your old-fashioned rhythm, it doesn’t exist any more, repetition and all that doesn’t fly any more today.” I couldn’t argue. Anybody who said anything against it could talk until he turned blue …’


Schoof put together a challenging quintet in 1965, featuring saxophonist Gerd Dudek, pianist Alexander von Schlippenbach, Buschi Niebergall on bass and Jaki on drums. These were jazz heavyweights whose bible was the freedom storm of Ornette Coleman, Albert Ayler and John Coltrane, whose music systematically kicked away from stable harmony, scale and metre, pushing into instrumental extremes and fervent expressionism. But the sound of the quintet took an additional cool, hard edge from the current, mid-sixties Miles Davis Quintet. ‘We were the first free jazz group in Germany,’ claims Schoof.


It was certainly the one that made the biggest impact, both domestically and abroad. The band played prestigious festivals at Antibes and Lugano, and travelled to Prague and Warsaw. A record deal with CBS led to the great album Voices (1966), a whirling, testy yet exuberant set of tunes that included the five-movement mini-suite ‘Mines’. A typical Schoof gig around 1966–7 would have featured Can’s future drummer respectably sporting a pin-sharp flannel suit, white shirt and tie. He can be heard on scattered surviving recordings, including with the Globe Unity Orchestra in 1966, early Quintet tapes with Swedish drummer Sven-Åke Johansson, and with the Schoof Quintet on a CD of brittle studio recordings in Munich that emerged in 2013.


Via Schoof, around this time Jaki’s orbit would have intersected with that of Irmin Schmidt. Schoof had connections outside the immediate jazz milieu, and in 1966 Schmidt roped his group into a soundtrack project he was involved in: a low-budget effort directed by Karl Hamrun entitled Zwei wie wir – und die Eltern wissen von nichts (We Two – And the Parents Don’t Know). ‘I asked Manfred if he thought that Jaki, who I only knew from playing free, would play a regular rhythm. And it turned out that not only could he play a regular rhythm, he could play a very regular rhythm!’


‘He did real explorations for how to form rhythms,’ adds Schoof. ‘He was thinking of the musicians, the melody instruments, how to combine his rhythm with them and leave them space to realise their ideas. I think he was thinking, “How can I give them space to play?”’


The Schoof band also took part in a recording of a contemporary music work by composer Bernd Alois Zimmermann called The Numbered (Die Befristeten), which came out on a Wergo label LP in 1967. The piece was written to accompany a radio production of a play by Elias Canetti, and was described as an ‘Ode to Freedom in the Form of a Dance of Death’. The play’s second act included a ‘Jazz Episode’, and featured Jaki’s solo timbral explorations on the orchestra’s percussion section, with beaters, cymbal resonances and so on interspersed with ‘straight’ free bop passages. For the composer, the attraction of incorporating jazz performers was that they offered ‘A completely spontaneous way of playing certain instruments, which is not necessarily to be learned at school, but which somehow functions like doors or gates through which something wishes to exit.’


In a statement that anticipates Jaki’s future direction as a drummer, Zimmermann went on: ‘It’s not an exaggeration to say that jazz musicians have a special feeling for rhythm, and therefore possess a special feeling for time as a whole. A composition that sets out to move within time, which, till now, has only been considered as a utopian reality (time, for instance, on the floor of the ocean), has to accept the following premises: there are other time proportions under water than on earth. Time there has other durations; the lengths become longer – the brevities briefer. The drummer is the connecting link between instrumental phases, like the variations of a passacaglia which link together.’11


But even as he was extracting odd, subaquatic sonorities from his percussion, Jaki was looking beyond the bubble he currently existed in. The fire at the heart of the most extreme free jazz had burnt itself out by the end of the sixties. ‘I was fed up, and I was afraid there was no real freedom in it, because it was so limited. Things like pulse were forbidden in jazz, so I was frustrated with free jazz, and I felt as a drummer you have to play some pulse and rhythm, and not always play around the rhythm like they did. Don’t play the direct rhythm, but just feel it and play around – I think that’s nonsense. So I came back to a kind of monotony in the beginning of Can.’


‘He was a very straight person,’ replies Schoof, when I ask him what kind of a man Jaki was when he first got to know him. ‘He liked perfect timekeeping, and the whole free stuff was not really his thing. He liked to play a full, straight and expressful music, not making noise … That’s why he liked Ornette Coleman’s music: [Coleman] was also writing melodies, which was for us interesting.’ Schoof also experienced a foretaste of the perfectionist attitude Jaki would strike in Can: ‘He was very critical in discussions about rhythm-making. He was really straight, and liked to discuss his own way of playing certain musical expressions, musical parts or pieces. Of course, he could really criticise the performances and opinions of people about rhythm, and when it was not fitting. Some of the musicians were afraid of him because he was so critical. Sometimes he defended his opinion about a straight rhythm and continuing “genau” [exact], a perfect rhythm. He had his own performance and we would argue about it. But we were never enemies while these discussions happened … In every group it’s normal to make a constructive result, and Jaki’s opinion was very strong in this way.’


Jaki was looking for a new direction, and when Irmin Schmidt called him up in 1967, asking if he could recommend a drummer for a new contemporary music group he was assembling, Jaki surely heard the sound of a new gate opening. After all, as Zimmermann had said: ‘If there has ever been an auspicious time for the meeting between jazz and art music as it has been understood till now, that time is now.’ 


‘I thought the group should have a jazz side and it should be somebody like Max Roach – this kind of polyrhythm,’ says Irmin on why he chose to involve Jaki. ‘I saw him every time I could get hold of him. He played sometimes in Germany in jazz festivals in Essen, where I saw him for the first time. I would get so fascinated by these rhythms he was playing, and with the elegance of Elvin Jones [laughs]. So that was my idea. And I had only heard Jaki playing free jazz, which I wasn’t very much into. For the same reason as Jaki – seeing him a little bit helpless with a bow on the cymbal, and making all this kind of … I felt he was not really convinced about what he was doing. So when I asked him if he knows a really good jazz drummer in Germany who would join an experiment like this, I hadn’t thought about Jaki. Not at all. And when he appeared, in the first moment, I thought, “Oh shit, I didn’t want him! I don’t want free jazz!”’


Jaki quickly reassured him that his time as a free jazz player was over – he was looking for a fresh start. ‘I was listening to a lot of ethno music, Indian music, Arab music, all kinds of non-European music. I never was a real fan of some rock groups. I used to be a fan of some jazz heroes like Miles Davis and John Coltrane. And, of course, the drummers – though I don’t play like them at all! Elvin Jones I admire still. You cannot copy him.


‘I said goodbye to jazz in ’68! I was fed up. It’s like it’s a similar situation like I have today. I think a kind of revolution is coming. Like in the late sixties, the revolution came in the form of all kinds of beat and pop music and pop art. And so I said goodbye to jazz in that time, to do something completely new, which I did with Can.’


The eyes of this curious crew were drawn towards a cluster of extraordinary objects currently inhabiting Irmin’s flat. At the time, he had taken on loan a handful of sonic sculptures fabricated by the Baschet Brothers, François and Bernard – a connection facilitated by the gallerist Hans Mayer. These exquisite sonic ‘cristals’ were constructed from petal-shaped sheet metal and vibrating rods that could be struck, bowed, plucked and vibrated, creating percussive or unearthly marimba-like sounds. They have been used on the soundtracks to, among others, Jean Cocteau’s Testament d’Orphée and Steven Soderbergh’s 2002 adaptation of Stanisław Lem’s Solaris. Irmin had borrowed some for a concert of new music in Frankfurt, where he premiered his composition ‘Hexapussy’, and they were waiting to be returned to Paris when the group held their first meeting. So it was that some of the first vibrations the group emitted stemmed from the otherworldly Baschet sculptures. Like Can itself, sound sculpture was an anomaly within the field of contemporary music, and loosely tied together the separate disciplines of instrument-building, avant-garde composition and improvisation.


Irmin recalls that ‘Everybody got very excited and we made a lot of noise on these instruments, and had a lot of fun. Everybody was excited about the idea of this kind of group which doesn’t know what it will become. Jaki didn’t like them very much, he found them too limited. In a way he found them a bit stupid, and from his point of view he was totally right. He gave a shit about the aesthetics.


‘We fooled around, all were very fascinated by these objects. But we couldn’t say, “Tomorrow we start,” because Holger and Michael were in St Gallen, Jaki was still in the [Manfred Schoof] group. And none of us had money to put into it.’ Plus, they needed a space to meet. They parted from that meeting having agreed to dedicate themselves to this group. Over the next few months, they would make the necessary practical arrangements – severing former employment ties, converging on Cologne – to make it a reality.


They arranged a time and place to meet again for their first rehearsal. ‘What we do here’, Holger told the others, ‘will become one day our life insurance that we give our children, and you don’t need to make insurance contracts with insurers. Just this music will do.’12




Notes


1 ‘Kek-w’, ‘Holger Czukay: “I was fired for being too … intriguing”’, Fact Magazine, 6 May 2012; http://www.factmag.com/2012/05/06/holger-czukay-on-can-marriage-and-learning-from-stockhausen/


2 Wolf Kampmann, ‘A Kick Out of the Cold’ (Michael Karoli interview), in Hildegard Schmidt and Wolf Kampmann (Eds), Can Box: Book (Münster: Medium Music Books, 1998)


3 Harrison, Holger Czukay interview


4 Biba Kopf, ‘The Lunatic Has Taken over the Asylum’, New Musical Express, 12 May 1984


5 The Remo Four’s main claim to fame would come a couple of years later, when George Harrison, working on his first solo album Wonderwall, chose the group to act as his backing band. Tony Ashton would go on in the seventies to work with former Deep Purple member Jon Lord


6 ‘Kek-w’, ‘Holger Czukay…’


7 Pascal Bussy and Andy Hall, The Can Book (Harrow: SAF Publishing, 1989)


8 Ian MacDonald, ‘Can: They Have Ways of Making You Listen’, New Musical Express, 9 November 1974


9 Ralf Krämer, ‘Techno, im Prinzip ein flotterer Marsch’, Spex, 10 December 2008


10 Montoliu toured Germany in May 1961. A recording exists from 20–22 May 1961 at the Deutsche Jazz-Salon Berlin, although Jaki is not the drummer on these dates


11 Bernd-Alois Zimmermann (trans. unknown), ‘Commentaries to Die Befristeten (The Numbered)’, sleeve notes to Wergo/Heliodor LP, 1967


12 Fred Mills, ‘Recycled Cans’, Harp, May 2006




















4


A Castle with Better Equipment
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Early in 1968 Irmin received a commission to provide music for a new film by director Peter F. Schneider. The connection was the film’s producer, Hans Wewerka, the music publisher who had issued Irmin’s Album für Mogli score, and who was a close friend of the director. Around May Irmin had made a few tentative beginnings on it, aided by David Johnson, but now, rather than approaching the work as a solo composer, he decided to unleash his new group on the project. It made sense: Agilok & Blubbo was set firmly in the contemporary milieu of young idealism, free love and violent revolutionary politics. The tale of two angry young men (Agilok and Blubbo themselves) plotting terror actions from a forest shack captured the ferment of Munich’s Schwabing district, then a hotbed of bohemian progressivism, while the arrival of Michaela to distract them injected a titillating note of erotic interest. That role was played by Schneider’s girlfriend, Rosy Rosy (real name Rosemarie Heinikel), already well known by then as an actress, singer and soft porn model who had occasionally sat in with Guru Guru and had publicly romanced the likes of Frank Zappa and Donovan.


The black-and-white film has become a lost cult item, but its soundtrack, credited to the Inner Space, turned up on CD in 2009, providing a rare glimpse of the group’s earliest sounds. ‘I don’t consider the music we made to this film a Can work,’ says Irmin. ‘This is sort of – we didn’t know yet really, we hadn’t found … we were not yet Can. It was trying … to find a style for this film.’ The group sounds remarkably tight and focused, considering it has only been a working unit for a few weeks. The second cue, ‘Es zieht herauf’, begins with some improvised small sounds, finger cymbals, tootling flutes, a Jew’s harp, then comes a motif that recurs through several of the pieces involving a steady chuntering rhythm with a one-note bassline and a breezy melody on guitar. Michael makes effective use of a wah-wah pedal to create a serpentine guitar line notable for its clarity. On the more atmospheric ‘Dialog zwischen Birken’ we hear a group still rooted in the avant-garde. Cymbals are bowed until they rattle, a steady migraine whine of feedback and flute is carefully manipulated; it’s a saucepan kept on the simmer, watched so that it doesn’t boil over. A two-chord riff recurs through several of the other tracks, picked out hesitantly by Michael. ‘Revolutionslied’ reprises the see-sawing melody, with a camply overacted vocal part sung by the two protagonists.


Agilok & Blubbo was no cinematic masterpiece. As an attempt to satirise the modern German revolutionary spirit, it fell as flat as its jokes about ‘reactionary love-making’, and it suggested that all the utopian aspirations of a generation could be forgotten as soon as the promise of liberated, no-strings sex was on offer. But the film’s reels did distribute the first public airing of the newly recorded group, even if, at the time, they were still calling themselves the Inner Space. The much later CD release of the music, however – licensed from Hans Wewerka’s archives – included extra cuts from the same time that did not form part of the film soundtrack. ‘Memographie’ is a version of the film track ‘Es zieht herauf’ that opens with several minutes of sparse, almost tentative noises. There’s lovely interplay between Johnson’s high-overtone flute and Michael’s bottled-wasp guitar lines in the background.


The shape of things to come was most clearly audible over the closing credits. In a track later titled ‘Apokalypse’, the Inner Space tore apart their earlier leitmotif, Michael abrasively soloing, Holger obsessively strumming one droning bass note, Jaki bashing away a quick-stepping rock beat. This is the first recorded manifestation of Can’s signature monotony, in which everything appears to be changing over an unchanging same.




*





Irmin approached Hans Mayer, the young friend of his from the art world. Considered a prodigy among gallerists for his taste in pop, op and kinetic art, Mayer had recently opened spaces in Esslingen (launched to the sound of a John Cage piece) and Krefeld, near Düsseldorf (the first curator to show work by Andy Warhol in Germany), and was accustomed to taking his morning shower under a Jean Tingüely water sculpture installed in his garden. In search of a base for the new group, Irmin had put the word out among his art world friends. When Mayer heard about Irmin’s plans, he immediately thought of an art collector they were both acquainted with, Christoph Vohwinkel, who had just leased a historic mansion, Schloss Nörvenich, on the outskirts of Cologne and planned to turn it into an artistic commune.


Early in 1968 the still unnamed group were invited to make use of a room at Schloss Nörvenich. A castle has been standing on the site since at least the year 1400, although the visible part was extensively restored and augmented in the eighteenth century. Its cylindrical towers and witch’s-hat turrets are quintessentially Germanic, a Teutonic fortress. By 1967 the castle was being rented by Vohwinkel, whose fortune came from the coal industry. ‘He had the plan to restore the whole thing,’ says Irmin, ‘and make a kind of art centre. We became friends long before Can, before we really settled.’


Vohwinkel offered them a residence in one of Schloss Nörvenich’s currently unoccupied chambers, rent-free for a year. They quickly moved in and set up in such a way that they had a twenty-four-hour salon that doubled as a workshop space and primitive recording studio. Or, as a German article on the group romantically portrayed it, ‘living quarters, a studio, a centre for discussions, protection against the injustices of today’s world, a special room with a neutral auditorium for electronic experiments, and a private refuge’.1 


Irmin: ‘Christoph – I never called him Christoph, it was always Herr Vohwinkel – was very helpful and even invested money into the thing. Then we had to figure out how we move into there and how Holger can come back, and how [Michael’s] parents accept he does not start his studies in Münster, where he was already expected to start law. But he wasn’t interested in law at all. So we had to figure out all this stuff.’


The rooms in the castle were large, rectangular spaces with high ceilings, still with their stucco mouldings dating back to the eighteenth-century rococo period. The entrance hall featured several ornate doors leading off to different parts of the interior, with whitewashed walls and pale marble slabs on the floor. ‘It was a quite extensive mansion and it was not all restored,’ Irmin remembers. ‘It had a huge entrance hall, a staircase and an upper hallway which actually was our reverb. It had an exceptional, beautiful reverb, so we were always putting loudspeakers into the hallway and using it as a reverb chamber.’2 They began to refer to this room as the Inner Space.




*





Inner Space: could any phrase be more appropriate, more suggestive of Can’s destination and destiny? The opposite direction from outer space, in contrast to the tendency towards ‘kosmische’, or cosmic, rock perpetrated by many German acts such as Tangerine Dream, Cluster and Ash Ra Tempel several years later. It suggested a retreat to a psychological state, a self-examination, a hermetic environment, a laboratory of the mind. It is possible that, while in New York, Irmin heard about or even saw Andy Warhol’s film Outer and Inner Space – premiered in January 1966 – and the phrase lodged in his mind. The film featured thirty-three minutes of Edie Sedgwick in conversation with herself, using innovative techniques with videotape (in fact, the first documented use of videotape by an artist). There were resonances with contemporary music too: US composer Aaron Copland’s 1967 orchestral piece Inscape was a fantastically moody sound cloud. In turn, it took its title from Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, who coined the word, according to Copland’s own take, to suggest ‘a quasi-mystical illumination, a sudden perception of that deeper pattern, order, and unity which gives meaning to external forms’.3 Can would themselves remain highly sensitised to their own perceptions of deeper patterns, while never losing the illuminative quality of vision. In a year of ramped-up space travel, with the first manned flight to the moon exactly a year away, the focus on space travel in popular culture was intensified. There was, of course, David Bowie’s hit ‘Space Oddity’, describing Major Tom’s nightmarishly uncanny voyage into the uncharted galaxy of his own mind. And yet this track was still earthed in folksy strummage and neo-romantic strings, while Can genuinely floated in a most peculiar way. Coincidentally, the following year an American artist, Doug Hall, unveiled his Inner Space Simulation Module. This was a networked pod in which the artist resided for a stretch of time, connected to the outside world by a spaghetti of live video, audio, film and other inputs. Spectators could contact and communicate with him via these electronic gateways; at the same time, the artist was cast as a virtual prisoner in a cell fed only by electronic media.


Nörvenich placed Inner Space Productions, as they began to refer to themselves, squarely at the centre of wider artistic activity. One of their co-tenants was sculptor Ulrich Rückriem, who went on to become a celebrated artist in Germany and abroad, making a number of public artworks in monumental stone structures. In 1968 he occupied a unit upstairs in the castle, along with his family, and according to Irmin, his materials almost took their place within Can’s oeuvre too. ‘He wanted to have a recording of the sounds that were made while chiselling stones. We hung out with a microphone and recorded the noise while he worked. He wanted to sell the recording for rather a lot of money … If we’d made a record with this recording, it would probably today be quite expensive … Rückriem’s work sounds were on our tapes. But I think we cut them out.’4 


The Baschet sound sculptures accompanied them to Nörvenich too. ‘We started to change them,’ says Irmin, ‘build them differently, and then forgot how the originals were – lost a screw – and started fooling around. They are on Delay 1968 – like on “Empress and the Ukraine King”, I’m playing one of these instruments. And sometimes Jaki played his percussive things, dubbing things. And one day the Baschets had a truck in Cologne, because there was something going on, and they asked if they could take them to Paris again. And they came to this studio, and of course I had to admit that they were in quite a state, and they were so unhappy …’




*





The group quickly discovered that the medieval castle walls had not been designed with modern amplification in mind, and ingeniously soundproofed their unit with a mixture of egg boxes and mattresses. Surviving photos from this period show a group hiding out in padded, bunker-like surroundings, as if frantically cranking out humanity’s final musical bulletins while awaiting some imminent nuclear attack. ‘Studio’ would possibly be an ambitious name for what they had here. Irmin played it down in a 1976 interview: ‘It was just a room with two microphones, and an old Revox [sic – it was actually two], and a couple of loudspeakers and two amplifiers.’5 But they used it as a conceptual artist might use his or her studio: held the space open for inspiration to breeze through. Distributed around Inner Space, the group acted as sonic dreamcatchers. ‘What we did was not improvisation in the classical jazz sense,’ Holger said, ‘but instant composition. Like a football team. You know the goal, but you don’t know at any moment where the ball is going. Permanent surprise. Editing, on the other hand, is an act of destroying. And you should not destroy something if you don’t have a vision to establish it afterwards. If you have that vision you can go ahead and do that. Can was a band. The editing had to handled carefully, because it could destroy the character of the band.’6 Another time he expressed the personal epiphany of this period: ‘The most important thing was the fact that you didn’t have to think beforehand. The power of the spontaneity. The result on the media. And the way of listening, and making conclusions and decisions. This was really something that was completely new to me after having studied for a long time.’7




*





Nineteen sixty-eight brought an increased urgency in the air. Irmin’s artist friends were directing shock attacks on public spaces. ‘I was very often in Berlin,’ he says, ‘visiting my painter friends, and there we had this game: you went on the Kurfürstendamm and you started a discussion with somebody – it was all fake – and you started screaming at each other, and then beating each other. And of course you had lots of spectators around you, a circle looking at these crazy students discussing totally un-understandable bullshit. Then you heard the police coming, and then you disappeared in the crowd. The police came, people got confused and were standing around, the police were beating … That was a good game because people got conscious about the police and the current situation. We did that only in Berlin. Only a few times was I one of the agitators.’


Irmin and Holger had trained with some of the masters of absolute music, and they weren’t about to give that up lightly. ‘We hadn’t been politically involved,’ said Holger, ‘because at the time it was a very strong political base. In Can we were not participating in that so much. We understood that music is something absolute, not something like a medium that transports a message. This is something we didn’t have, which was a big fight of Karlheinz Stockhausen and other composers, and he insisted on the fact that music is indivisible.’


‘It affected the music because it affected us,’ Michael Karoli told me. ‘But we didn’t think of it while we were making the music. We were not trying to express any philosophical or political ideas in our music. Of course, Can was also a child of the ’68 thing, but it’s not like we went into the studio and said, “It’s ’68 now, we’re going to make this kind of music.” It just came together; we were products of our time. And so was Can.’ 


‘We got the spirit in ’68,’ added Jaki. ‘In Germany it was the year of revolution. Students, new ideas came. Traditional things were finished at that time, and there was a completely new feeling.’ David Johnson took a microphone onto the streets of Paris in May 1968, an undercover audio-documentarist getting right in among the rioting. Some of these tapes ended up spooled into Can’s early performances.
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By mid-1968 the magnanimous Herr Vohwinkel felt emboldened to invite them to play some music at an art opening. ‘It was the first step,’ Holger said. ‘It was the first time that I had played live with electric amplification and loudspeakers! I was on bass and I was in charge of the tapes, as well as David who played flute, Micky was on guitar, Irmin on piano and organ, and Jaki on drums, percussion and flute.’8


A tape of Can’s magical opening night was made, and extracts were released in 1984 as a cassette, Prehistoric Future.9 By any standard, for a band in its first months of existence the session is remarkable, and sounds like nothing else of its time. A snapshot of the pop landscape in mid-1968 shows releases such as the Beach Boys’ Friends, Johnny Cash’s At Folsom Prison, Sly and the Family Stone’s Dance to the Music, as well as more psychedelically inclined albums such as the Small Faces’ Ogdens’ Nut Gone Flake, Pink Floyd’s A Saucerful of Secrets, the Zombies’ Odessey and Oracle and the debut of NYC synth group the Silver Apples. The rest of the summer would see LPs by the Band (Music from Big Pink), the Doors (Waiting for the Sun), the Grateful Dead (Anthem of the Sun), Family (Music in a Doll’s House), Buffalo Springfield (Last Time Around), Cream (Wheels of Fire), the Byrds (Sweetheart of the Rodeo) and Blue Cheer (Outsideinside). All significant way stations on the trail of the new rock, but compared to all these the noise spilling out of the Can sounded like emissions from a distant galaxy. Or, at least, lost space travellers creating a new primitive society after fetching up on a far-flung planet. 


The set generally veers between passages of rhythmic rock and moments of liquid meltdown. Joined on this occasion by Manni Löhe – a local hippy artist located at the fringes of performance, actionism and avant-garde music who played flute and percussion and made the odd vocal interjection – the group are disembodied, out of sync with one another in the opening minutes. Then Holger drops in a snatch of talk radio, from which Löhe picks up a phrase, which cues the band in to a galvanised four-square motorik groove. Flute and a smashed Baschet sculpture compete for dominance. Holger’s bass shadows Jaki’s pulse; Michael’s guitar strays over the top like an elk in search of its young.


Towards the end of the first half, Jaki clicks into free jazz mode, as Johnson and Löhe surround him with curlicues of flute. Johnson’s tapes of crowds demonstrating during the previous month’s riots in Paris are spun into the mix, manipulated by Holger to create unsteady pitch-shifting effects. A few minutes earlier, it was the incongruous polyphonic religious music of Franco-Flemish Renaissance composer Pierre de la Rue; now, the sound of monastic contemplation has been replaced by a chorus of dissent, broadcast direct from the streets of Paris. Tapes of early music were frequently used by the Inner Space group at this time. ‘I think that David had found a book of [Adam] de la Halle compositions at my house,’ recalls Irmin, ‘and brought it with him to the studio. Before Can, I’d been occupied with the music of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: Vitry, Machaut, Adam de la Halle. I still like this music very much … I’ve imagined that this music used to be played with a totally different kind of power. In those days, when you went to church, you had a different sort of ardour, a belief that you might find today, if at all, in certain gospel things. I believe that a lot of this music … often had an unbelievable rhythm; the people sang hard, so that they yelled it out. You’ll find a lot of these musical ideas in early Can tracks.’


These ‘samples’ of early music add depth and texture to the picture. But Can’s own spontaneous compositions can also be heard taking shape, as when, around five minutes into the second half, Michael’s guitar tolls out the hymn-like refrain from the theme tune to Agilok & Blubbo.


Later memories of this event emphasise the violence on show, which became more than implicit as, carried away with the moment, Irmin obliterated an old piano standing in the space. ‘I had the open piano in front of me, and I was playing a Remington electric shaver on the strings, and one night I went into it and it made a horrible sound when the strings came off, so I destroyed it in one of these evenings. It’s on this tape, Prehistoric Future – “Get the Can” was the name, and later I didn’t like it at all. As a performance we were in a kind of “Wahn” – obsession – but later I didn’t like it. Holger likes it, but it describes the beginning, freeing ourselves … at least, Holger and me are the most destructive ones. And later on that tape you hear Holger screaming in a hysterical voice, and me making horrible noises destructing the piano. And people got amazed, they thought, “This is really modern …”’


In spite of Manni Löhe’s negligible vocal interjections on this one occasion, at this point the group was essentially an instrumental quintet. In the surviving tape of the night, the group are clearly trying to exorcise musical ghosts, decontaminating themselves from all the outside influences and musics that have preceded and shaped them, inching their way from the uniformed towards the unformed. Once they had reached this limit, their task was to curb and reshape such outright brutality. In this the special chemistry of the individuals played a crucial part.


Irmin: ‘Our performances in the beginning were really chaotic noise, and had nothing very much to do with music. Jaki was sitting there, drumming, drumming drumming drumming, really heavy. And Holger and me just making wild noises, and Micky being … quite helpless, he didn’t like this aggression. He was not an aggressive person at all. I am much more aggressive, and all three of us, Holger, Jaki and me, can be very aggressive. But Michael was sort of unable to be aggressive. He didn’t like it very much. He tried to convince us of the uselessness of only aggression.’


In July Irmin’s film industry connections delivered the group’s first commission. German public broadcaster ARD needed music for Das Millionenspiel (The Game of Millions), an adaptation of American writer Robert Sheckley’s short story ‘The Prize of Peril’. Das Millionenspiel expressed a new self-consciousness about the medium of television and a willingness to satirise and critique both its methods and the inflated desires it created among its viewers. The film, made for television and directed by Tom Toelle, is a nightmare near-future speculation in which Germany’s most popular TV show involves members of the public being manhunted for days on end while striving to evade capture and grab a prize of one million marks. When it was aired in October 1970, many viewers were fooled by the film’s ‘documentary’ segments into believing the action and the game were real, bombarding the station with phone calls and letters of complaint (plus the odd application to take part in a future contest). The music, as heard in the opening track of The Lost Tapes collection issued in 2012, is full of tension and release, with a dystopian electronic tremoloed amp hum and hesitant tapped beat. The ‘chase music’ is a headlong ‘Batman Theme’-type thrash with surf guitar and garish atonal chords on Irmin’s organ. Jaki’s strange double-tracked hi-hat effect was later used on ‘Yoo Doo Right’. Gerd Dudek from the Manfred Schoof jazz group supplies a marauding saxophone solo. The film’s opening scene features the television studio’s choreographed dance troupe, clad in multicoloured body-hugging suits, throwing synchronised moves to the Inner Space’s groovy beat.


‘We would often spend hours, sometimes days, transforming the studio, the space, into a sound installation,’ said Irmin in the sleeve notes to The Lost Tapes. ‘A microphone, a speaker and maybe a bit of delay would be enough to make the room resonate. Every little noise, every sound became meaningful: steps, a chair, a few words, an accidental sound created by touching an instrument … When we were lucky a magical sound-atmosphere would appear.’10 And so it does on ‘Evening All Day’, a collage of fragments from such improvisations released as part of The Lost Tapes. Irmin performs gilded sweeps of the inside of a piano, an effect reminiscent of Alice Coltrane’s harps on ‘Journey in Satchidananda’ of that year. Holger’s bass wanders through the mix searching for a key, while Michael’s hammered-on guitar strings add to the layers of glimmering. Later, a wholly other passage emerges, more hushed and hunched, where glockenspiel and acoustic guitar are the delicate foils to ticking-over percussion, snide comments from the organ and a perky Jew’s harp.


‘Oh, we played on anything,’ confirmed Michael. ‘A lot of the sounds we made come from bottles and saucepans and stamping on the floor, and it’s also a very important concept which I have also developed afterwards, is where to exactly place a microphone so that anything you hit or rub or blow into makes music. There is one point, if you bring the microphone there and find the point, you can play a whole symphony on a radiator.’


Neither totally free nor ever quite coalescing into any unified rhythmic direction, pieces like this placed the group utterly between the rock and experimental categories in the sixties. But if they genuinely wished to appeal more to the rock audience than to the classical aficionado, they still needed a focal point.
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