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This footage has lain dormant since it was first broadcast well over forty years ago, one among a pile of cylinders in the archive rooms of the German WDR TV station. It’s scarcely been seen since – only through connections to connections am I able to sit in a darkened room and experience it again on a screen.


We’ve crash-landed back in the monochrome mists of time, back in late 1970, in the small town of Unna, in North Rhine-Westphalia, in what is then West Germany. Even the youngest person present in this makeshift concert hall, a giant, improvised tent, would be of pensionable age now, though strangely they’d probably not look at all out of place if they mingled with today’s generation of postmodern hipsters. The hair, the clothes, the cool rimmed specs, trimmed beards, polo-necked jumpers – they’d all pass. Was that you, Grandma? Grandad?


It’s a televised gig, three hours in duration. Black and white. By today’s standards, it would be considered dreadful television. There’s no compèring, no way of knowing who’s coming on next, no order, no chaos, no way of knowing who’s running things. Raw, grey footage, broadcast as it happened. Two stages, neither of them elevated, at either side of a large screen, onto which are projected a series of bizarre, short films, inexpertly loaded into the machine. In the first of them, a severe-looking, middle-aged local arts director crops up, staring out with an inadvertent Big Brotherly air from the screen through the thick-rimmed spectacles of his blighted generation. He barks out a few stern words, general reflections on art and culture in West Germany.


The camera scans jerkily, almost nervously about the crowd, who are as inattentive to the improving words of the overbearing arts director as kids before the headmaster in a school assembly. Hardly anybody is drinking, but drifting curlicues of smoke gently thicken the air. A few young men have struck up a chant of ‘Fertig, los!’ (‘C’mon, let’s go!’). The rest, either cross-legged on the floor, standing or gently canoodling with their partners, represent a gamut of passive emotions, their pale faces bathed in the reflected light from the stage set-up – bored, intrigued, bemused, patient, rapt, amused, checking out their images on the monitors, reflecting on the fact that they’re here for a good reason, even if they’re not sure what it is. This, after all, is 1970 and everything is new.


Without the slightest of fanfares, a dimming of the lights or even an introduction, four young men take up their instruments on the left of the stage. The drummer discreetly establishes a repetitive, percussive pattern. The moustached, intent bassist bobs busily as he maintains a metronomic pulse. A cigar hangs louche off the bottom lip of the young guitarist, who at least faintly looks the swaggering, Jaggerish part of a rock star, as he chops out regular licks. A bespectacled man, slightly senior, is positioned behind the keyboards, both monitoring and maintaining the musical flow. A frail young Japanese singer, hair hanging about him, stands almost shivering at the centre of all this. To call him a frontman would be a misnomer. He’s caught in the middle, in the maelstrom. It’s as if he is channelling the sound, as if it is inflicting some sort of compulsory catharsis on him. His fey vocals swirl in the mix. Where is the leader? Who is directing what’s happening onstage? Something’s happening, but what? None of the musicians seems to be doing anything in particular, yet the music seems almost to elevate the giant tent from its moorings. It’s going everywhere, nowhere and somewhere at the same time.


Just one song, a wave of polite applause and then back to another intermission – a film of student types lounging around on sofas in a room with a prominent Che Guevara poster, engaged in mumbling political conversation. The room, briefly shaken, settles back down again. Music, then political discussion – how do these things connect with each other? Who was that group? That was ‘The Can’, right? Will we hear any more from them?


Now, a strange, buzzing drone begins to emanate from stage right. It’s reminiscent of warplanes, circling, swooping and strafing, and might well make one or two of the older cameramen wince with its reminders. As eyes, and the camera, swing to the right-hand corner of the stage, we see a mullet-headed twenty-something, his leather jacket not quite offsetting the nerdiness of his glasses. A Spiesser, the Germans might say – a square. A Spiesser in leather clothing. He’s working an upright, tubular instrument, a hybrid of guitar and synthesizer. Nobody recognises him. The strafing carries on for several minutes. The crowd look on patiently, maybe hoping the plane will come in to land. Is this music? Are we allowed to leave the tent? Impossible. It’s packed solid. Gradually, however, a rhythmic underpinning emerges. There’s a drummer, a Viking-like, crooked-nosed presence whose tank top accentuates his muscular frame. The crowd, thrown a bone, begin to clap and stomp along. Someone starts keening furiously away on a whistle. The drums intensify, the Spiesser tussles with his electric instrument, which emits clipped, farting noises. Maybe these are the birth pangs of something. Who was that group? And why was their set decorated with a traffic cone? Was the cone supposed to make it art?


But then, another intermission. This time, a resounding clip of a tune by the almost supernaturally awful Heino rings round the tent rafters. He’s a superstar of Schlager, the ultra-kitsch German MOR to which the new German music is utterly antithetical. The audience begin to clap along, jeering and sardonic and yet, you feel, secretly a little grateful for the tonal respite and the familiarity of the tune. This segues abruptly into a clip of B. B. King. The blues is loved in West Germany – then, and later, blues artists will get more work in West Germany and Japan than back in the USA. However, in the context of tonight’s strange, novel proceedings, the blues feel as out of kilter as Heino.


The group on the left slide up and strap on their guitars again. ‘Oh Yeah.’ It’s from an album called Tago Mago but there’s no apparent flicker of recognition from the crowd. The four musicians strike up by rote – this is no sloppy, inferior live version of a studio construct; this is effortless replication of the technical, levitating brilliance of the track as presented on the album, with added live extensions. We’re going to hear something now. Lift-off. The Japanese guy is dissolving before our eyes, a dervish, dashing and thrashing the air with his yelping, wordless, Pollock-like sprays of paint onto an invisible canvas. A blonde girl starts blowing bubbles. Idiot dancing breaks out. Others nod furiously, affirmatively. Nothing else is happening in Unna tonight. Nothing better is happening in Unna tonight. We don’t know what this is, but this is it. Such tantric restraint, the way the group lock in their potential energy. No release, so liberating. They could go on forever.


Once again, however, in the didactic, democratic spirit of the evening, Can are cut short. More films, this time a discussion on the arts–politics interface. ‘These are complex questions …’ proffers a young girl nervously, before being harangued with undue aggression by a forthright man in a beard. There’s a John Heartfield-esque satire on commodity, with an unsubtle Ker-CHING! soundtrack, as a film presents an old white German male on whose forehead is superimposed a cash register. There are other stiffly instructive political messages, including one depicting a black South African reduced to the indignity of acting as a human guide dog to a blind white man. The camera picks out a single black person in the crowd tonight.


Enter from stage right Spiesser and the Cone Group once more. In the crowd, a young man with muttonchop whiskers visibly groans. These guys again? This time, they’re accompanied by a gangly fellow in a paisley shirt wielding a flute. They strike up – a regular pulse, caustic organ strokes, in which the muscular drummer and the mulleted man in glasses work together to create a synergy of man and machine. The crowd are engrossed, intrigued, if not exactly moshing with euphoria. The Spiesser guy seems to be wrangling frustratedly with his keyboards, trying to wring something out of them that’s not in there. But they’re building something. The drummer is workmanlike in the sublime, not the dull, sense of that word, lips pursed, physically dedicated to art and industry. The man in the paisley shirt spits frantic flute phrases into the head of an antique microphone. This is something. It’s as if this group have evolved since last time they were onstage. Now we’ve hit the road, we’re on a trip. Maybe the seventies start here. But not everybody’s ready. As the group wend to a conclusion, the crowd are a little confused by the experimental digressions of the Spiesser guy towards the end, which disrupt the strangely pleasurable, hypnotic rhythm-reverie. The playing stops. There is only a smattering of applause. If this is the end, what and where were the beginning and the middle? The drummer feels obliged to land a final, emphatic thump with his right stick as if to indicate the set is finished, to remind the crowd that something just happened. It did. The drummer: Klaus Dinger, who would go on to co-found Neu!. The group: Kraftwerk, led by a barely recognisable Ralf Hütter, years before they were reborn as paradigms of a new, Bauhaus-inspired synthpop. Neu! before they were born, Kraftwerk in the process of being born, and Can, fully alive – all three under the same canvas on the same night. This happened. Foundations, giant lengths of cable were laid. In Berlin, Hamburg, Munich, Cologne and Düsseldorf, and now stretching to Unna. Were you really there that night, Grandma? Grandad? Nothing better happened in the world that night.
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Krautrock has taken its fixed place in the firmament. From tiny groups in Stoke Newington basements ploughing endless grooves on analogue synthesizers and raging guitars, to the lofty likes of U2, Coldplay and Dave Stewart, it is revered. Whenever a new group wish to show their experimental credentials, they will reach up and pick out the word ‘Krautrock’ like a condiment to add a radical dash to their press release.


Yet it is well over three decades since Krautrock petered out, its demise practically unnoticed as the media were sent into paroxysms by punk, or confounded by the supersonic sequencers of Donna Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’ and the emergence of disco, which threatened to reset the global pulse. It died away unmourned in that era of strobes and spittle.


How did Krautrock, so lightly regarded in its own day both at home and abroad, become one of the cornerstones for modern pop and rock music? Its influence has been long reaching and wide ranging. Without Krautrock, hip hop, techno, electropop, ambient and post-rock might never have evolved. In the 1970s, however, Krautrock was considered marginal, indeed, barely considered at all. Germanophobia still held sway, though it now took the shape of condescending amusement, rather than outright hostility. Krautrock, to many ears, sounded like the unfortunate music of a country too incorrigibly Prussian to really let its hair down that was nonetheless trying, with risible results, to master both the English language and the metre of rock music, in which, of course, the English and Americans were dominant. Kraftwerk were, as all synthesizer-based acts were considered to be, a novelty act, a curio featured on Tomorrow’s World. Can? Faust? Popol Vuh? Who were they? Only late-night denizens of the John Peel show or particularly dedicated NME readers would even know their names.


Krautrock’s birth as a phenomenon, as a reference point, came practically at the moment of its demise. Its existence has been largely posthumous. From early punk champions like Pete Shelley and John Lydon to more recent, informed aficionados like the Horrors, it is a music that has been revived, time and again, in wave after wave. It’s treasured and revisited far more than prog rock, which was considered by many to be far and away the most structurally advanced rock music of its day, an attempt to have rock graduate to classical status. However, the ‘sonic cathedrals’ constructed by the likes of Yes, ELP and Genesis across double and triple albums, all those topographical excursions and faux-mediaeval fantasias are relatively disregarded follies in our own time compared with Can’s Tago Mago, Kraftwerk’s Trans-Europe Express or the first album by Neu!.


Krautrock has become common currency in modern music criticism but it is a rather vague and contested term. For my purposes, I’m thinking of something a bit more specific than the nebulous idea of longhaired 1970s German rockers who played a prolonged, stiffly rhythmic version of rock with added Teutonic knobs on. I’m thinking of a select few, acting simultaneously yet quite separately from one another, in cities as far apart as Berlin, Hamburg, Munich, Cologne and Düsseldorf, who sought to reinvent music, to build a new legacy in sound that reconnected with older German traditions, who refused to replicate the internationally dominant blues-rock of the era, and in so doing created new templates that have been referred back to time and again, years after they were first laid down.


Krautrock has its share of archaeological obsessives, with some crate-diggers and vinyl bloodhounds willing to pay hundreds of pounds, dollars or euros to secure original LP releases from online stores and canny dealers. Dedicated websites unearth new discoveries, obscure acts who wailed away unnoticed in their own time, disappearing after a single album, but who are now regarded as being as precious as ingots. These websites, these curators, are an invaluable resource, but it’s not my intention in this book to provide an exhaustive Krautrock directory, in which equal billing is given to all artists who fall within the remit of the broad genre. While fresh finds are always a welcome and gratifying pleasure, artists and albums very often lapse into obscurity for a reason. I don’t believe there is any lost Atlantis on the Krautrock map, a yet-to-be-unearthed group of vast, seismic importance. We basically know who was who and what was what. There were major and minor players, and I’ve sought to give each their due prominence, to explain the broad history from which they arose and the broader culture to which they contributed, rather than treat them as distantly obscure, esoteric objects. Conversely, there are those who would clearly love to know more about Krautrock but whose knowledge of the subject is stuck at around mid-period Kraftwerk. There are also those whose knowledge of what the term might represent is rather less than sketchy, such as the radio DJ who, when her interviewee mentioned Krautrock, said, ‘Oh, you mean like Rammstein?’


And then there are those who object to the absurdly catch-all and offensive term of ‘Krautrock’ itself. ‘The Germans have every right to be critical of the word “Krautrock”,’ says Wire’s Colin Newman, and it’s hard to disagree. It would be one thing if the word had been coined by the Germans themselves, the way African Americans reclaimed the word ‘nigger’ or gay people the word ‘queer’. But they did not. No one is absolutely certain who first came up with the term – the finger often points at the late Ian MacDonald of the NME. When I speak to Richard Williams, who worked at Melody Maker in the 1970s, however, he guiltily wonders aloud if he might have invented it. ‘I’ve a funny feeling I did!’ he laughs. ‘I’m not sure. If I did it was inadvertent, and I’d never have used it twice.’


Whether Williams originated the phrase or not, ‘inadvertent’ would be the word. It seems to have been a product of enthusiasm, but an unfortunate one. Imagine the appalled offence if some journalist, in a fit of unreconstructed excitement at the arrival of Jimi Hendrix, had dubbed his music ‘Spaderock’.


John Weinzierl of Amon Düül has always despised the term. He describes whoever coined the word as a ‘criminal’ and Julian Cope as on the ‘blacklist’ for having incorporated it into the title of his Krautrocksampler. He doesn’t accept my assurance that it was meant positively. ‘Aah, it wasn’t!’ he cries. ‘My definition of Krautrock was always “German musicians trying to sound like American or English musicians”. That, for me, is Krautrock. I always recommended Scorpions as being one of them. I don’t think they like that.’


Achim Reichel, in his sleevenotes for the Harmonia album Musik von Harmonia, is similarly contemptuous. ‘People often mistakenly believed that Musik von Harmonia belongs to the category of so-called “Krautrock”. Careless critics and reviewers tried to hide their lack of knowledge and expertise by pressing this ghastly label even on the few artists that wouldn’t behave like those stoned dancing bears.’


No German musician of that generation accepts the word ‘Krautrock’, or the word as it is understood by English writers. In approaching any of them for interview it was necessary to use tactful phrasing along the lines of ‘experimental German music of the sixties and seventies’. And fair enough. None of the Krautrock groups actually are Krautrock. Indeed, in the very unlikely event that any of them were to nod in assent and agree of themselves, ‘Yes, Krautrock. That’s us in a nutshell,’ your respect for them would fall away. How are Kraftwerk, who ruthlessly stripped away both guitars and hair from their sound and appearance, Krautrock? Can’s Jaki Liebezeit is equally bemused that such a phrase should apply to Can, who were … well, Can. Faust composed a track by the title of ‘Krautrock’ for their album Faust IV, but as an act of deep sarcasm at the English-imported tag, which they found both insulting and injurious. Conrad Schnitzler, who detested hippie culture, also titled a piece of his ‘Krautrock’, as if to say, ‘Listen. It patently isn’t.’


How could a single word encapsulate both the spacey, ambient extremes of Ash Ra Tempel and the heavy industrial collage of Faust? The faux-bourgeois placidity of Kraftwerk and the angry, messy agitation of Amon Düül? The ecclesiastical heights of Popol Vuh and the sacrilegious depths of Can? The extreme, maximal, suffocating noise of Kluster and the spare, horticultural, ambient beauty of Cluster?


A defence, then, of this word that has appalled so many in its time. I’m reminded of Roger Armstrong, who was vilified for helping inaugurate the tag ‘world music’ in the mid-eighties. For him, however, it was ‘just a rack in a record shop’, a helpful marketing device which directed customers to music from the far-flung reaches of South America, Africa, Asia which would hitherto have been similarly far-flung across the alphabetical ranks of the Megastore, if indeed it had been stocked at all. ‘Krautrock’ performs a similar, pragmatic function. Some, though not all, of the musicians of the sixties and seventies philosophically accept the fact that the popularisation of the word ‘Krautrock’ by Julian Cope and others has boosted retrospective interest in their own work. Others note with philosophical amusement that the word ‘Kraut’ means ‘herb’ in German – ‘Herb rock’ is really not so bad, as spurious categories go. What’s more, over the years the word ‘Krautrock’ has lost the accidentally pejorative connotation it once had. It’s become semantically cleansed with the wash of time. It’s used unselfconsciously by a generation who would no more dream of calling Germans ‘Krauts’ than they would call them ‘Jerries’, ‘Fritz’ or ‘the Boche’. There is, quite simply, something jaggedly appealing about the very way in which the word sits on the page or rolls off the tongue. It’s certainly preferable to other options that never really stuck, such as ‘Teutonic Railroad Rock ’n’ Roll’.


Strangely, however, when the word ‘Krautrock’ is invoked, it is either used to imply something too broad or too narrow. There are many who subscribe to something similar to Weinzierl’s definition – Germans who play rock music. In which case the Scorpions or Jane or Ton Steine Scherben all count. Except that they don’t. Few nowadays, I’d venture to suggest, are thinking of Michael Schenker when they think of Krautrock. Conversely, when the word ‘Krautrock’ is invoked today by groups, quite often they are thinking of little more than the motorik, the Dingerbeat you can slip into in order to impress the critics, yourselves and the more thoughtful of your fans.


‘I wasn’t aware of Krautrock until the early eighties. It was after the moniker was given and adopted when I became a fan,’ says Sonic Youth drummer Steve Shelley. ‘Because we loved the music so much the term never had negative connotations to us – these days when I hear the term I tend to think of it as describing Neu!-like music or using Klaus Dinger’s rhythms, but maybe that’s just me.’


None of the groups banded together under the ‘Krautrock’ heading fit the cap. However, they do intersect – there are common values and properties to Krautrock; Krautrock was a cultural and historical phenomenon, rather than a mode of playing. What’s more, ‘Krautrock’, and all the inadvertent, clumsy contempt the word carries with it, you could say to be a retrospective badge of honour – this is a music that has survived, despite the scorn and indifference it suffered in its own time. The very term carries the marks of that neglect.


And so, at the risk of offending and of packing together groups who don’t deserve to be crammed into a two-syllable compound noun of dubious origin, I’ll be using the word repeatedly and in the hope that the breadth of meaning with which I’ve tried to invest it is understood. For Krautrock, despite its dissonant elements, was a rainbow coalition of tempers and colours, styles and tones that represented a hankering for a lost unity, an idealism that was both futuristic and as old as the very forests and hills. Krautrock ranges. It drew on the gamut of styles – twentieth-century classical, musique concrète, jazz, rock, blues, psychedelia, funk, electronic, as well as its own, hand-wrought originality. A similarly lengthy host of styles would descend from it – ambient, hip hop, post-rock, electropop, psych-rock, trance, rave, post-punk and others still unborn. In his genuinely magisterial, compendious The German Genius: Europe’s Third Renaissance, the Second Scientific Revolution and the Twentieth Century, Peter Watson pays the following tribute to Krautrock. Well, actually, consulting the index, he doesn’t. He manages a few perfunctory lines about Stockhausen (‘He famously pioneered electronic music … becoming a cult figure in the 1970s, not least among certain rock musicians’), but about those ‘certain rock musicians’, not a word. This lofty oversight only helps bolster the sense that Krautrock’s practitioners are, to borrow Percy Bysshe Shelley’s phrase, the ‘unacknowledged legislators’ of our time. For all its hipness, it is still disregarded or only dimly understood. All the more reason to tell Krautrock’s story, not just its role in shaping modern music but how it was born out of the trauma and upheavals of postwar history and the rebirth of a nation.




*





My relationship to Germany and the Germans was conventional enough as a very small boy. Like many others in the late sixties and very early seventies I was reared on Second World War movies and comics like Warlord. At the very moment students were rising up in campuses across West Germany, or Can were assembling in a rehearsal room with a view to playing rock music as if they were the first group of musicians ever to do so, I was doubtless in a back room in a small village outside Leeds blackening a piece of paper with a pencil worn to the nub, depicting British Spitfires blasting oncoming Luftwaffe planes into plumes of smoke, sending them in a descending spiral into the English Channel, their pilots screaming ‘Hilfe!’ in that high-pitched, fretful manner I understood from TV’s Corporal Jones to be common to all German servicemen in distress.


To grow up at that time was to be assailed in everyday popular culture with stereotypes served up as if they were as harmless as mashed potatoes for lunch. The vanquished and risible ‘Krauts’ were especially fair game. I did know one German fellow, as it happened – he had been a paratrooper, captured and sent to work on one of the local farms, who settled in the village after the war and become one of its little cast of characters. He never spoke about Mr Hitler or the Nazis, merely complained that he had been denied his war pension, his case lost in the postwar transition. He was too genial to be a ‘real’ German, however. Real Germans spat the word ‘Achtung’ at regular intervals, or spoke in the clipped tones of Philip Madoc in Dad’s Army adding Private Pike’s name to his list, or like Dennis Waterman’s visiting German ‘Franz Wasserman’ in a Man About the House episode entitled ‘Did You Ever Meet Rommel?’. When asked if he enjoyed the TV series The World at War, he replies, ‘I enjoyed zer beginning but not so much zer ending,’ to gales of studio laughter.


Concurrent with all of this, however, was a burgeoning fascination with West Germany. It probably began with football, the first great passion of my young life. Michael Rother of Neu! has suggested that one of the inspirations for the regular, functional motorik beat was the experience of playing football with members of Kraftwerk (who despite their prim, anti-manly image were in fact a very physical, sporty bunch).


Watching European Cup games on midweek school nights was an extra-special treat. Satellite link-ups had only been introduced a few years earlier but there was still a certain graininess, a glow and fuzz around the edges of the players as images were transmitted onto our black-and-white televisions from the continent. British fans liked to bask in the long-discredited idea that our football teams were the best in the world, but watching teams like Ajax of Amsterdam and Bayern Munich win the European Cup in successive years was a chastening, albeit infrequent reminder of superior forces abroad. The wonderful sense of distance between the living-room TV set and the events on screen was enhanced by the fact that the commentaries back then sounded like they were being conveyed over a special transcontinental telephone line.


The biggest difference of all, however, was in the crowd noise. In the UK, this was a collective boorish roar, punctuated by hand-claps, chants based on pop songs and an underlying nastiness of the sort that you wouldn’t want to hear coming in your direction if you were alone in a railway station. It didn’t stop me from loving the game but it seemed also to speak about English maleness, about bonding, frustration and violence. Watch a game involving Bayern Munich, however, crowned European Cup winners three times between 1974 and 1976, or West Germany, European Champions in 1972 and World Cup winners in 1974, and the noise was very different. It was a sea of air horns, an abstract wall of klaxons, an incessant, aerosol-fuelled drone, occasionally receding before crescendoing at particularly exciting moments in the game. It was a constant reminder that this was foreign football you were watching and, frankly, an experience of a different and more advanced order.


I’m convinced that it was a love of those drones, as well as their association with Europe, which associated in my mind the ideas of Europe, alternative music and noise – and superiority. It would be nice to record that it was a precocious perusal of the novels of Günter Grass which proved formative, but that would come later. The air horns of German football fans blasted a neural pathway in my mind. Retrospectively, I believe it was a pathway that cut through the dismal churlishness of England in the 1970s, though I didn’t think of it in those terms at the time, or make those connections. It was a pathway down which would later proceed Stockhausen, a TV documentary about whom I recorded onto a mono cassette machine and listened to over and over. I acquired records of his from Leeds Record Library, borrowing three or four at a time and recording them onto blank C90 cassettes, whose covers I would decorate with little abstract collages cut out from old magazines and travel brochures, à la Kurt Schwitters. It was from Leeds City Library that I acquired my first Krautrock record – a battered vinyl edition whose very scratches I learned to love along with the rest of the album after I taped it.


Before that, I’d taken up German as an O-level option. To assist us with the rudiments of the language, the class was issued with standard textbooks in which we followed the adventures of Herr Körner, a middle-aged journalist who lived in Westphalia and could generally be found hunched over his Schreibsmaschine, or chatting with his landlady, a rather fetching widow by the name of Frau Schütze. I don’t know why the educational authorities had imagined that these characters were best suited to introduce the delights of the German language to British third-form pupils, but I for one was very taken with what seemed to be the idyllic life of Herr Körner, in his smartly appointed study, his domestic needs attended to by the widow Schütze. I decided I, too, would become a writer.


I read the NME passionately but was aware that even then, at the height of its powers, with writers like Paul Morley, Danny Baker, Ian Penman, Charles Shaar Murray, Andy Gill and Nick Kent holding sway, it wasn’t always absolutely to be trusted on more extreme music. They did an A–Z round-up of post-punk in which they cursorily disparaged This Heat as a group who ‘pushed sounds together to make noise’ – or was it ‘pushed noises together to make sounds’? Either way, they said it like it was a bad thing, and having saved up and acquired This Heat’s debut album, I knew that they were a very good thing.


And so I began buying records from Recommended Records, whose channels ran deeper than those of the NME, which was still a bit overloaded with Jam and Costello to fulfil all my needs. They extended my consciousness of European rock in general – Czechoslovakia’s dissident group Plastic People of the Universe, Italy’s Stormy Six, Sweden’s Samla Mammas Manna, France’s ZNR and Albert Marcoeur, and from Belgium, Aqsak Maboul, and the Rock In Opposition axis. Recommended Records was run by Chris Cutler (it continues to this day as ReR), who had no time for punk or post-punk and for whom Recommended Records was a lonely, idiosyncratic furrow that led back to his days as drummer for the English avant-prog group Henry Cow. Only one Krautrock group intersected with his tastes – Faust, whose first two albums, their self-titled debut and the follow-up So Far, Recommended were reissuing in 1980. From his description of the group, one thing was clear – I had to have Faust. I extended my career as Yorkshire’s oldest paperboy in order to raise the funds for these releases, a limited run of six hundred (I would be number 58), and sent off my cheque. Due to a variety of complications at the supply end, however, the reissues didn’t emerge for many months. There were occasional postal updates assuring purchasers that these epochal albums, one of which would be issued on clear vinyl, were coming down the pipeline.


There being no YouTube or Spotify available, I began to dream about these albums, of which copies had apparently changed hands for hundreds of pounds among collectors since they were first released in 1971 and 1972. In several years of listening to John Peel, collecting music and reading avidly about music, I had never heard a single mention of Faust – and neither had many of my friends (of whom more later). Only rarely did I entertain the idea that I was the victim of a massive hoax, but given the established bona fides of Recommended, it seemed unlikely that their string of releases and catalogues hitherto were all the elaborate front for a scam in order to bilk an ageing paperboy out of three weeks of his wages.


I dreamed about these albums. I dreamed of faceless, über-radical hippies who, like the Residents, were systematically at odds with rock’s cult of personality, sublimating all their ego and energies into a collective beatnik rock noise, itself rocked by exploding, humanity-destroying Hindenbergs of inflated electronics, of music that was defiantly ugly and magnificently beautiful by turns, that was powered by the engines of West Germany and elevated by the greater European modern art movements stretching back to Futurism. A sustained, electric shock of noise that spanned all that was beautiful and tragic about the twentieth century.


Finally, the albums arrived. Of course, they couldn’t possibly live up to the fevered hyperbole of my imagination. And yet they did. Oh, my stars and worn-down styluses, they did. It was as if my ridiculous expectations had somehow enhanced these albums, as if they had colluded with my visions of them, as opposed to being a let-down. These were, and would remain in my estimation for a long while to come, the greatest recordings ever made by anybody. Prior to listening to them I’d been on a Frank Zappa/Mothers of Invention binge, but suddenly albums like Uncle Meat and Burnt Weeny Sandwich sounded like snide, sterile exercises in instrumental virtuosity, lacking the gigantic, electric, emotional whoomph! of Faust.


It would have been cruel to keep these records to myself. The only other feedback I had had was from my immediate family, specifically my father. Hearing the monotonous, thudding bass drum of ‘It’s a Rainy Day, Sunshine Girl’ from So Far reverberating from my bedroom, he had thundered up the stairs, spanner in hand, and headed straight for the airing cupboard, assuming the boiler to be malfunctioning. I needed to cast more widely among my peers. And so, fired up with missionary zeal, I took advantage of a ‘show and tell’-type section in the General Studies A-level course I was doing to play these albums to my schoolmates. It was a harsh and lifelong lesson in the chortling, turn-this-shit-off resistance which is the lot of avant-garde music, and the obdurate conservatism that’s characteristic of most music fans who consider themselves to be pretty cutting-edge, with their love of David Bowie and R.E.M. and what have you.


I began with side one of Faust’s debut album, and ‘Why Don’t You Eat Carrots?’. My announcement of the title alone set off a ripple of mirth among the assembled sixth-form lads, and raised my first suspicion that they weren’t disposed to take my educative efforts altogether seriously. This was pretty much confirmed within minutes as the track proceeded, with its swooping collage of faux-brass bands, spoken-word sections, Beethovenesque descents and giddying eruptions of oily geyser-like electronic noise. Some of my classmates were sitting quite close to the record player and decided it would be a good idea to introduce a Dadaist element of chance of their own, by stomping their feet hard at key points, causing the needle to jump across the record. At which point, I gave up.


Even at the time a part of me could see how I deserved to be the butt of the joke. However, it went slightly beyond that. When the snickering had died down, it was replaced by a growing anger among some of my friends at what they’d been subjected to, that such music existed and that one of their own kind was listening to it and finding something in what just seemed like a random series of strange noises to them. These were grammar-school lads who were at an age where they were beginning to measure their self-esteem on the basis of their record collections. In 1980, for many, this still meant Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple, Genesis and Pink Floyd, advanced appreciation of which was a rite of passage into the sixth form and maturity. Another wing found a similar sense of self-importance in their ostentatious grasp of David Bowie and his acolytes. And now here was this ‘Faust’ thrown into the equation. At the end of the lesson the music teacher drily remarked on his surprise at the level of hostility my choice of record had managed to generate. Three years earlier, I had laughed along with everyone else when he had gamely but vainly attempted to introduce us to new music by putting on Frank Zappa’s ‘Help, I’m a Rock’.


An altercation in the common room along these lines, with a friend who considered Gary Numan to be the last word in extreme listening, was charged with indignation and, perhaps on his part, the suspicion that something was happening on this Faust album that he didn’t quite get. His protest that it was a fraud of some sort rang hollow even to himself. Now, I felt better – this was the sort of anger deliberately provoked by the Futurists in their theatrical events, which generally ended in rioting by the paying public. In the redness of a sixth-former’s face and the spittle in mine as he argued with me, I realised, with a spasm of quiet, insufferable smugness – gotcha. I was right. And some day …


Later years would bring myriad Krautrock adventures, as I returned again and again to the music that itself returned again and again to the vanguard of relevance, as, wave by wave, era by era, it seemed that more and more people were beginning to get it. My friend the late Neil Jones supplied me with cassette recordings of Neu!, Harmonia and early Kraftwerk in the years when these recordings were generally unavailable. There was Kraftwerk at Brixton Academy in 1991 and the ‘Robots’ encore, proof to me that humour and the sublime in music weren’t, as I sometimes argued, as incompatible as ice cream and gravy – that they could mix. Then there were the Can members, who appeared at a Barbican concert in 1999 under the banner Can-Solo-Projects, with Irmin Schmidt hinting at vast reserves of virtuosity as he went to work in the innards of a grand piano. There was the closest music has brought me to a moment of pure terror, on first hearing Popol Vuh. There was the beatific Hans-Joachim Roedelius live, Michael Rother and his pacific, oceanic guitar wowing a hallful of disciples, a Faust concert in which they took to the stage with cement mixers, another in which, in a strange reprise of the anger they had wrought when I first played them in the sixth form, an audience member was stabbed during an argument. Like Ralf Hütter, calling me on the phone just as I’d settled into a bath to clarify a point he’d made about musique concrète, the music itself kept calling you back. It’s everywhere and everywhen. Its day has come again and again since the day it died, and it will carry on coming, carry on surprising and revealing itself in its many lights, dark and light.
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Musicians are often loath to subscribe to the broader cultural explanations imposed on their work by journalists or writers, disliking the idea that what they do is to any extent governed by external factors, rather than purely driven by their own innate creativity. However, it is freely admitted by all of the major players that in the sixties and early seventies, German music, in common with the arts, cinema and literature, went through a rebirth that was connected with the aftermath of the Second World War. As the titanic free-jazz saxophonist Peter Brötzmann put it, ‘What has happened to us in Germany is a kind of trauma of our generation … as a German, I come back to my own history. Of course we are not guilty for what happened in Germany in the war, but there is a very special German fate, there is a great shame here and a terrible kind of trauma. And that’s why maybe the German way of playing this kind of music sounds always a bit different from the other parts of Europe, at least. It’s always more kind of a scream. More brutal, more aggressive. When we started, we thought, “Okay, enough of Art Blakey, enough Horace Silver, enough of form and notation and measures and all kinds of ways. We don’t need that.”’


Brötzmann’s father had served in the German army before being captured by the Russians, but after the war he never spoke about his experiences and refused, until on his deathbed, to acknowledge the ‘scream’ of his son’s music. That terrible, beyond-awkward silence, and the scream that proceeds from it, is one of Krautrock’s vital birth pangs.


Not that Krautrock was always a scream – it varied in its tones, from the chaotic and brutal to the serene and pastoral. It was post-rock, before rock had even run its course, but post-jazz, too. For musicians like Jaki Liebezeit, even the ‘free’ jazz movement had its own limitations, and, albeit extreme and modernistic, was still jazz, an imported, transatlantic voice. It did not satisfy his own need to begin again, utterly anew, start from scratch. This was the common impulse that drove Can, Faust, Neu!, Kraftwerk, Cluster and the rest.


Krautrock was paradoxical. It loathed the prevailing German pop culture of Schlager, banal drinking-to-forget songs dripping with nostalgia but in which the horrors of the Third Reich were conveniently airbrushed away. Yet it wanted to create something German in origin that was not beholden to the Anglo-American beat music or jazz traditions, so strong in West Germany after the Marshall Plan, thanks to the number of British and American troops still stationed in the country and the unrivalled potency and attraction of the Beatles, the Who, Dylan, Hendrix. These groups were adored and initially imitated by most of the Krautrock musicians themselves, as they earned their spurs in clubs and concert halls in Hamburg, Düsseldorf, Cologne. However, a broader disaffection with America’s imperial misadventures in Vietnam, which prompted a wave of student demonstrations in the late sixties, making many think again about what amounted to an Anglo-American cultural occupying force. What had once been the soundtrack of young rebellion now itself needed to be rebelled against.


‘I think that ambivalence started in 1968,’ says filmmaker and German music documentarian Stefan Morawietz. ‘That was the first time anyone in Germany started criticising anything American. Before that, anything American was brilliant – the Marshall Plan, the food packages, but also the best cars and cigarettes, the coolest music, they were the heroes of the new time. All we had were the old things of the past. Only the old people wanted that. Most of the rock ’n’ roll records weren’t available over here, you never heard them on the radio – things really started with the Beatles. And when they came over, people were horrified. They were everything the older generation hated – long hair, unwashed – and what they called over here negro music. Up to 1963, all you would hear in this country was German Schlager. Nothing else. You wouldn’t hear it. Not even Frank Sinatra. Not in German pubs or fairs or anything like that – in American or British military clubs, maybe. So the Beatles were a revelation, the starting point of a new time. All that Schlager was a dream world, nothing to do with the real world, and young people didn’t want that any more.’


The Beatles had been so beloved that they inspired flagrant imitators, in particular the Rattles (not to be confused with the Rutles), who formed in Hamburg, where the original Fab Four had germinated unnoticed at the turn of the sixties. A sense of shame at being straitjacketed as a moptop doppelgänger would eventually overcome their leader, singer Achim Reichel, and in the seventies he went solo to release a series of albums under the title of Achim Reichel & Machines, whose fried, echo-drenched and mutated guitars occupied a similar kosmische orbit to the likes of Ash Ra Tempel. (In a still further, perverse twist he later returned to the mainstream as an actor and curator of folk shanties.) Reichel’s need to break away from the initially liberating imposition of beat-music norms was widely shared by ambitious young musicians fired up by the general revolutionary, countercultural spirit in towns and cities across West Germany.


Irmin Schmidt, co-founder of Can, was older than most of the Krautrock generation – older than Ringo Starr. ‘That’s one of the reasons why our music lasts, because we were older, we were not teenagers. We had the consciousness of this experience. That made the difference. I really have talked a lot about it; Jaki [Liebezeit] mentions very little about it. I fought my father like mad when I was fifteen or sixteen. But still, that makes the difference in the consciousness with which we made music.’ Schmidt did not come via the beat route to the music. He was a highly gifted composer and conductor who could have settled down quite nicely in the upper seats of Hoch music culture but who, having studied under Stockhausen and with eyes open to such manifestations as the Fluxus art movement of the 1950s and 1960s, shared a need to return to a point zero, to begin again. Despite the restored prosperity of postwar Germany following the ‘economic miracle’, he was haunted by a sense of ruin, of that which remained unreconstructed.


‘Until the late sixties, everything came from outside. Everything was imitation, especially of the English. But that was normal, especially after the devastation suffered by German culture. It wasn’t just the towns that were in ruins, it was the culture that was in ruins. Minds were in ruins. Everything was ruined.’


So, another paradox. In order to invent anew, it would be necessary for people like Schmidt to reject Anglo-American dominance by drawing from it.


‘It was quite natural to take from the outside, where things had gone on. So, Stockhausen had to study in Paris because there was nothing in Germany. In the late forties and the beginning of the 1950s when I was twelve, I saw hundreds of Westerns. It opened another world. I was living in Dortmund in a real ruined, bombed town. The cinema represented something quite outside all that. It was quite normal, to reconstruct German culture by first going outside of it.’


Schmidt travelled to America and absorbed the Velvet Underground, Terry Riley and the minimalists. For others, Pink Floyd’s new burst of Technicolor psychedelia was a jumping-off point. Floyd played the Essener festival, a gateway experience for many young or would-be musicians, as did Frank Zappa’s Mothers of Invention, whose mixture of highly disciplined arrangements and scathing countercultural anti-American dissent struck multiple chords. It would not be long before a mood of disaffection, even humiliation grew among young German musicians at the prospect of forever functioning as covers musicians in covers bands in a covers nation. This would converge with a general dissatisfaction among young people over the place they were expected to take in society as a whole.


The major Krautrock players varied from those trained to classical standards to self-taught musicians who started out with a strong aesthetic sense but whose abilities didn’t stretch much further than bashing pieces of metal. Some came from very well-heeled backgrounds, while others like Klaus Dinger were, as he said of himself, ‘working-class heroes’. As a result of the non-commercial decisions they had made, some Krautrock musicians descended into conditions of abject poverty. What drove them all, however, was an imperative to invent, by whatever means – fusion, modification, electronics. To reject something as fundamental as the blues tradition and its dominant tonality, not out of repulsion but because it did not speak fundamentally to their identity as young Germans, involved radical reworking at a basic level. In this respect they were futurists, of course, but they were also deeply conscious of Germany’s longstanding traditions of invention, stretching back to the late eighteenth century, to the sheer spate of innovations of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven to sate the highly educated appetites of the Viennese nobles who provided their patronage. It had continued into the twentieth century in the arts, with the Berlin and Cologne branches of Dada, musicians like Paul Hindemith and the Bauhaus movement. One of Hitler’s peculiarities as a dictator was his fixation with art movements. He pinpointed them, quite accurately, as inimical to the values of the Third Reich. Hence the Degenerate Art and later Degenerate Music exhibitions, and his remarkably specific referencing of the ‘Cubists, Futurists and Dadaists’ in a 1934 speech as ‘spoilers of art’. It was hard not to regard the avant-garde as inherently anti-Nazi.


The rearrangement of rhythm in Krautrock, its novel textures and colouring, the relationship between instruments, song structures and spontaneous improvisation, are all metaphors for a necessary postwar reconstruction, the re-establishment of cultural identity. But it was innate. Invention, quite simply, was what Germans did. Industry and manufacture are key to the functioning of the German state, even today when economies such as the UK have all but abandoned their manufacturing base for less tangible ‘service industries’. When Kraftwerk named themselves thus, the German word for ‘power plant’, they did so ironically but not scornfully. Mensch, Natur, Technik – here were man and machine, function and aesthetics, operating together in harmony, in tandem, as Bauhaus had decreed before them.


‘It’s something embedded in German culture, that sense of building something collective, building a new society,’ says the writer and musician David Toop. ‘Germany had these incredibly well developed traditions – making things, inventing things. I remember going to Essen with my parents in the 1950s, to this kind of museum with all of these inventions made by Krupps – even my father, who’d been in the war and was infected by that experience, was very impressed. Similarly in music-making, why not take advantage of the latest inventions, the latest devices? It’s very much in the culture.’


The Krautrock generation were born into a mostly prosperous, highly industrialised society, which, thanks to both the Marshall Plan and its own, heads-down efforts, had managed to achieve material stability long before it attended to any great process of moral self-examination. West Germans weren’t alone in taking tremendous solace, after the horrors and privations of the Second World War, in material goods, with American imports not only making life more fun and comfortable but amounting to a new culture in their own right. Despite its rebelliousness, rock ’n’ roll was essentially a celebration of this new economic prosperity, which extended all the way down to young people, giving them an autonomy and spending power they’d never had before. The sugar tasted so good that it would be some years before anyone other than the killjoys raised the question as to whether all those boons weren’t merely capitalism’s sweeteners.


The revolutionary mood of the late sixties wasn’t down to any sudden shortage of these material goods but a disdain for materialism. Early models of rock that rolled off the conveyor belt mimicked the world of easy consumption in their simple design and motorised mobility. Krautrock offered not just a new music but another mode of living, in communes, an alternative to the options of nuclear family, national service and indentured labour, however well paid. The Krautrockers were never in a position, however, to effect any great Pol Pot-like wholesale social transformation. Instead, in occasional word and deed, they offered a satirical critique of a pitifully sated society, spiritually turned off and addicted to banal trappings. They sought to add a little spike to the 7-Up diet, as Timothy Leary and his cohorts, as we shall see, quite literally did in their one-off drug-fuelled recordings with Ash Ra Tempel.


When Krautrock descended to the everyday stuff of this world, it was with the amused detachment of visiting aliens on an anthropological scouting mission – hence Faust are never at their strangest than when mimicking in palsied, mocking vocals the modern-day consumer on ‘I’ve Got My Car and My TV’. However, the relationship between Krautrock and commodity was more complex than a mere flight to the fields of spirituality from the plasticity of modern life. The likes of Pink Floyd, John Lennon and George Harrison preached against the trappings of the material world from the lofty perch of assured material comfort. There’s thankfully little of that sort of hypocritical cant in the Krautrock canon.


They did, however, consider themselves to be engaged in art, rather than merely in the commercial pop business; even Kraftwerk, for all their talk of product and industrial processes. Despite appearances and their success, Kraftwerk weren’t poppists, cheerfully and unpretentiously embracing the shiny stuff of modern life. Even as the group occupied the charts with their supposedly superficial paeans to models, radio sets and showroom dummies, Ralf Hütter declared his disdain for the ephemeral pap with which they were surrounded. The idea of Kraftwerk was high-minded: for everyday objects to be invested, à la Bauhaus, with the qualities of art – for material and things and function to be elevated, rather than the other way round, art reduced to mere commodity.


Can’s very name reflected their interest in Andy Warhol, as exemplified on the sleeve of Ege Bamyası, featuring the Turkish tinned food product from which the album takes its name. Again, this reference to commodity as art is a plea, particularly to a German cultural establishment obsessed with ‘high’ and ‘low’, to understand that for budding classically trained musicians like Irmin Schmidt and Holger Czukay to forsake the classical work for rock wasn’t a sellout on their part but an extension of what could be considered art.


Then there was Neu! (and later Harmonia), who in their titles, logo and sleeve art aped the visual language of the advertising industry, which had its headquarters in Düsseldorf. The satire is obvious, though well executed, with Dinger himself having set up an advertising agency of sorts and being versed in the dark arts of the business. But Neu! were also genuinely seeking attention. Dinger in particular really did wish to mainline directly into the popular consciousness. What’s more, Neu! truly were as novel as it said on the tin – a product for their own times, and times to come.


Crucial to Krautrock’s drive to lay new foundations was electronics, despite the sheer unfeasibility and cost of synthesizers in the sixties and seventies. The technology was there, in evidence on Walter Carlos’s Switched on Bach, on Who albums like Who’s Next, but as yet, synthesizers were too cumbersome and temperamental to be absolutely relied upon – they required patience and persistence. Klaus Mueller, publisher for Klaus Schulze, as well as working as a roadie in the 1970s, recalls the practical difficulties of setting up the equipment back then. ‘At concert venues there was the problem that the equipment needed a steady temperature. Which meant that it had to be connected to the power and switched on at least three hours before the concert. Sometimes this was not possible. I remember the Berlin Philharmonic Hall, where Herbert von Karajan and the Berlin Philharmonic were still rehearsing onstage at seven o’clock in the evening, and [Klaus Schulze’s] concert on that same stage was announced for eight o’clock.’


In popular music, only Stevie Wonder, in the early seventies, made extensive use of ARP and Moog synthesizers, working with programmers Bob Margouleff and Malcolm Cecil. Totally blind, immersed without distraction in the world of sound, he had the will and motivation, as well as the creativity to spare, that enabled him to make what have come to be regarded as among the greatest records of the era, bestselling electric-blue masterpieces which altered the fabric of future R&B and went some way to undermining assumptions about the ‘soullessness’ and inexpressiveness of synthesizers. Equally tireless were the Krautrock generation. However, unlike Wonder, their very German-ness and the unacceptable oddity of their creations reinforced the old equation of electronics and inauthenticity in the minds of some.


For Krautrockers, it was the continued, imitative use of traditional instruments played in the received, traditional rock ’n’ roll manner that was most inauthentic. Hence their attraction to electronics, a carry-on from Stockhausen but also born out of a need to customise and modify. Synthesizers were actually a highly expensive rarity in West Germany at the time. And so, for the most part, the Krautrock groups had to make do with traditional instruments, onto which they would bolt on whatever devices they chose, from contact mikes to dynamic pedals designed to create echoes and delays, as well as sound effects and tape machines. So processed and filtered were the end results that they sounded like they’d been produced with banks of advanced technology, rather than improvised using cheap, makeshift gadgets. This was a music that originated in the here and now, rather than in the back then or the overseas.


‘Product of West Germany’, inscribed Kraftwerk on the sleeve of their album The Man-Machine, and this is true in a geographical sense. The physical landscape of Germany is a determinant in shaping Krautrock. As with America, the sheer space impacts on the music, and the journeys undertaken across it affect its sense of narrative. In the course of researching this book, I made most of my journeys by rail, quite extraordinary, long trips across a landscape both breathtaking and mundane, through forests and past distant little gingerbread towns but regularly sweeping past enormous industrial plants, great complexes of zig-zagging metal tubing, as formidable as outdoor art installations but integral to Germany’s productivity and economic health.


Writer and editor of The Wire Chris Bohn has written about Germany as ‘the one country to challenge American road mythology’, and of the Neu! motorik experience as paradoxical – to travel along the ‘exhilarating sweep’ of those motorways is to enjoy at once a sense of freedom and breakthrough but also, as they trail on, the feeling that there is in fact no escape, merely a shimmering, utopian mirage. There’s no comparison for this in the UK. Hit the road in England and its dull sprawl of conurbations, and within barely an hour you’ll have hit a Derby, a Watford or a Doncaster.


Krautrock, however, was specifically a product of West Germany. The circumstances which gave rise and shape to it were to do with the condition of that temporary, federal state – prosperous, ashamed, liberal in many respects but clinging to conservative illusions, low in self-esteem, in conflict with its own youth, fragmented by national disunity, riven by traumas, disconnected from its past, having possibly sold both its soul and its identity for the dubious bounty of American materialism, in dire but unacknowledged need of cultural reinvention and replenishment. What of East Germany? Although there was such a thing as ‘Ostrock’ in the 1970s, groups like the Klaus Renft Combo, the Puhdys and Karat, some of whose members flirted with dissidence and showed courage in difficult circumstances, listening to them is a somewhat mouldy, hand-me-down experience, redolent of the dismal brown panelling of seventies pop culture at its worst. Unsurprising, really. They were postwar Germans who came up a different way, made fully conscious of Germany’s fascist past, sent on compulsory school trips to concentration camps, but also faced with an official hostility towards Anglo-American rock ’n’ roll which left the GDR’s ‘bad boys’ in no doubt as to how to dress and play. Young musicians there had desperately little access to basics such as decent transport or even telephones, had few outlets or opportunities. It was far too much to ask that they have their own generations of Cans and Neu!s, their own kosmische or motorik music. How could they and why would they?


There’s a strong sense of the identity of great cities in the Krautrock era, too, particularly at a time when Berlin had temporarily ceded its dominance as capital city to Bonn. Today it has reassumed its centrality but in the seventies it had a distinct outsider status, hard to get in and out of, an island within East German-controlled terrain. Other cities such as Hamburg and Munich assumed a rival importance of their own, the latter hosting the Olympic Games of 1972, for example, while the competition between the near-neighbouring, antithetical cities of Cologne and Düsseldorf was akin in some ways to that of Manchester and Liverpool in the early 1980s and evident in the contrasts between Can and Kraftwerk.


As significant as the cities are the rural heartlands and forests of West Germany, solaces of both romanticism and retreat. So vast are the dense recesses of forest in Germany that they have long been invested with myths and meanings of all kinds, by all German parties, prominent both as a geographical reality and a feature of the collective German imagination. The Nazis prudently commandeered them, placing great store on Naturschutz (protection of the forests), but they also appealed to artists like Joseph Beuys, who inaugurated his ‘7000 Oaks’ project in the 1980s, designed to replenish the ailing woodlands as a process of healing and redemption. The forests could be seen as symbolic of a ‘truer’, forsaken German identity but also a vast refuge for the countercultural, for those who wished to distance themselves from the prevailing, urban-generated ideas and values of their own time.


Stockhausen had eventually made a home for himself in the forest; the members of Cluster would do the same, as did Klaus Schulze, while Faust were allowed to develop undistracted in a converted schoolhouse in remote Wümme. The danger of such a retreat to nature is the development of an agrarian, neo-Romantic aesthetic, and there’s no doubt that Krautrock sailed close to that at times, but correctively, all of these artists were steeped in electronics. Apart from the practical or accidental reasons for fetching up in such far-flung places, and the misbehaviour they could get up to undisturbed, the sort of contemplation of nature in its stillness that the groups were able to engage in there was a necessary, healing corollary to their kinetic, motorik, noisenik tendencies – to achieve what Julian Cope termed, in reference to the music of Hans-Joachim Roedelius, ‘a raging peace’.


It marked, also, their exile from the urban mainstream of German pop life. They were not ambitious entryists, like the punk generation. ‘Why do people hark back to these bands?’ says Portishead’s Geoff Barrow. ‘What makes them truly outstanding? I suppose it’s the same as the way you could talk about King Tubby – they experimented, they’re artists, and it doesn’t sound as though they had a single commercial consideration.’ Artists, indeed – landscape artists, depicting a real Germany and possible, physical futures.


 


There’s a strong sense of horizontality about Krautrock. It was not about songs, those small, vertical structures. It was predominantly about texture, rather than text. There are very few conventionally great singers in its canon, and that is somehow a part of its strength, its identity. Powerful vocal performances are not what the genre is about. As she asserted herself within the male-dominated group, Renate Knaup of Amon Düül 2 laid down some fine vocal performances, able to express herself at last, but you get the feeling that the more she does so, the less it’s Krautrock. The inadequacies of Ralf Hütter’s vocals are not a weakness of Kraftwerk, but one of the group’s key, defining factors. Had Tangerine Dream featured a Jon Anderson-type vocalist, it would have undermined one of the strong implications of their early work – that the cosmos is awesome and that, for all the ego and subjectivity of humans, it is indifferent to us. It’s not all about us. If one little man, for instance, in recent history had not managed to place his own fanatical dreams, desires and loathsome prejudices at the centre of the world stage and persuaded others to buy into the cult of his personality, the world might have been a different place.


Faust’s vocals are a mocking addendum – there are some great lyrics but they are like a Surrealist game amid their sound collages. Klaus Dinger semi-vocalised when he played with Neu!, but his main narrative drive was in his application of sticks to drumskins. Can boasted two great vocalists in Malcolm Mooney and Damo Suzuki but both were deeply unorthodox, tossed about in the mix like rag dolls, affected by the much larger instrumental forces at work in the group. Can could not and should not have been configured any other way. It was vital to the structure of the music that the vocalists and their centrality be downplayed. There were no stars, no icons in Krautrock, no frontmen, no frontwomen, no single focus of attention, merely communes of musical workers on an even plane.


There was German protest folk in the sixties, articulating in song the grievances of a generation, and that was fine. There was Ton Steine Scherben, who wrote angry, punkish anti-capitalist tracts in song and whose manager once tried to smash up a studio table with an axe following a heated TV debate with Krautrock entrepreneur Rolf-Ulrich Kaiser. They were fine. There was Hörspiel, a singular German tradition of radio plays in which artists like Rolf Dieter Brinkmann delivered savage sound poetry such as Immer mit dem Scheissgeld (1973), during the course of which he assaulted the microphone in an art brut frenzy, screaming, ‘Everybody go to hell with your fucking reality,’ and that was very fine. But this was not Krautrock. In Krautrock, there is nothing so on-the-nose as protest songs – and, in general, little or no reference to the Second World War, despite its formative influence on the music. There are exceptions to this – specifically Düsseldorf group German Oak’s self-titled album made in 1972, recorded in an old air-raid shelter. With titles such as ‘Swastika Rising’, it is inevitably mistaken for a neo-Nazi exercise, but it is in fact a concept album tracing the rise and fall of the Third Reich, as further titles such as ‘Raid over Düsseldorf’ and ‘Out of the Ashes’ attest. It’s a story told in the typical Krautrock instrumental shades – woozy keyboards, violent broadsides of crude electronics and documentary sounds, crashing percussion and wandering wah-wah guitar. It was disastrously received in its day, however, its subject matter alone precluding the possibility of getting the album stocked, or a wider airing.


Was it mere pragmatism that prevented the major Krautrock players from dealing head-on with the elephantine historical fact which they all acknowledged to be so integral to their very existence? Does it lay Krautrock open to the accusation of being just as amnesiac and escapist as the more popular, MOR Schlager it stood against? There may be some small truth in this. The pain, not just of moral regret but of victimhood, would have been felt at a personal, familial level by the musicians of this era, despite their given solidarity with the student generation in revolt. It is not a subject on which they wish to dwell for too long in interviews, and one or two, even now, would prefer not to talk about it at all. The convulsive vacillation in Krautrock between the axes of noise and beauty, metal and nature speaks about trauma and healing, destruction and rebirth, but at a subliminal, unspoken level.


Direct, overt political reference was less hard work artistically, however, than the more experimental approach undertaken by Krautrock, which was concerned with radically altering the very materials and structure of the genre, to open space for the flow motion of free thought. Denunciations of Hitler and Goebbels from across the decades would have been worthy but a little trite by comparison, and mere drops in an ocean of existing discourse. ‘At the time, there were lots of people highly qualified to formulate the political situation in a clear way,’ says Faust’s Jean-Hervé Péron. ‘Very clear, very knowledgeable. So the art didn’t need to be that clear – we didn’t need to take care of this situation. In the States, maybe someone like Dylan was needed, but in Germany and France we had a whole generation of young people writing pamphlets, books, essays, forming demos.’


In lieu of the tyranny of verse and chorus, Krautrock structures favour loops and repetition. Can’s Irmin Schmidt was among those taken with the minimalist school of Terry Riley and Steve Reich, because he saw that music as an escape from what he calls the ‘Stalinism’ of twentieth-century twelve-tone music, and looked to apply similar structures within Can. Jaki Liebezeit of the same group rejected free jazz as ultimately bound by its own restrictions, finding a greater freedom in repetitive cycles. The constant turnover of Neu!’s 4/4 motorik beat, the brutal riffs of Faust, the prettier but circular melodic motions of Kraftwerk all so different, yet fundamentally so similar. But why?


‘I remember talking to Ralf Hütter from Kraftwerk about this and he said it came from the electric train sets they had as children,’ says David Toop. ‘Which I thought was a typical Ralf construction – tantalising, appealing, slightly fictional. I had toys like that when I was a kid – toys were incredibly basic back then – two tin train wagons and a circle of tin track and the miracle of it moving around because it was electric – I suppose the combination of electricity and repetition is plausible as a first thought in formative years. And then, obviously the way that connected for them with all sorts of ideas about what constituted Europe in the postwar period. One of the ways to break free from serialism [a twentieth-century mode of composition involving a recurring series of ordered elements] was repetition, which Stockhausen detested as the worst possible thing, lower than human. The other thing was to have the opposite of that, in which, in theory, nothing was ever repeated, that is to say, improvisation. In a way, Krautrock had both those things. A nod towards blues structures, rock structures but without the same chord changes – an exaggerated repetition. And then the free stuff. If you wanted to kill the father, you had to do both – repeat, repeat, repeat but be anarchic at the same time. And be illogical. So much about the music is illogicality.’


The structures of Krautrock also laid it open to the charge of pidgin simplicity from some British journalists who had bought into the narrative of progressive rock, with its emphasis on baroque elaboration. ‘I remember James Brown being criticised in the same era as Krautrock for making stupid, simplistic music – because of the repetition,’ says Toop. ‘Prog had taken on the idea that it was all about diversification all the time, most of it pointless. All that endless shuffling of time signatures. You listen to it and the only thing you can think is, why? It signified sophistication. Repetition felt wilfully stupid – but certainly wasn’t stupid in the hands of a Jaki Liebezeit.’


In a sense, most popular rock music is repetitious, with its riffs and nagging grooves, but a release is found in the solo or a big, anthemic refrain. Krautrock offers no such ejaculatory relief. Its locked grooves afford all kinds of picaresque adventures – the ever-shifting, train-window scenarios of Kraftwerk’s ‘Europe Endless’ or Faust’s ‘So Far’ or Neu!’s ‘E-Musik’. It’s pure, almost infantile pleasure (anyone with small children will be familiar with the refrain ‘Again! Again!’), but it also hints at an underlying, Sisyphean futility. There is a stasis, a fixation about it – we are travelling but ‘going’ nowhere at once. Endless, beginning, endless, beginning. The human, player or listener, at the centre of this process does not get to roam in subjective indulgence. They are tethered. The real ‘business’ is in the structures, the ambience, the flow, a larger ideal, a collective energy, rather than ego-driven individualism. It’s not that sort of narrative.


Space and the East abound too in Krautrock, in common with the wider hippie culture of the day. The relationship, however, is more intense in Krautrock. No mere token ‘spacey’, Joe Meek-style effects but a headlong launch into an outer space which doubles up as inner, mental space. Meanwhile, in the music of Embryo, for instance, or Hans-Joachim Roedelius’s fascination with Japanese culture, the East is more than merely holidayed in, to bring back souvenir plunder or a pinch of saffron; it is fully absorbed. In both instances, these could be seen as acts of cultural ‘colonisation’, not for exploitative, commercial ends but to expand the idea of what New German music could become. It’s an escapism of sorts, an imaginary flight, but neither self-indulgent nor away with the faeries. It’s about charting and incorporating new areas, new dimensions.


Considering that Krautrock is so shaped by the German experience, historical, cultural, geographical, it’s perhaps surprising that one of the countries to have been least impressed by the music is Germany itself. It became popular in both France and the UK, and later the USA, Japan and points beyond. Less so its country of origin. ‘A prophet is not without honour save in his own country,’ says Amon Düül 2’s John Weinzierl, and that has largely been the case with Krautrock.


Klaus Mueller summarised in a precise, numerical formula the overall response to the new seventies German music in its own time. It read as follows:




Ignorance: 90%


Laughter: 5% (some journalists)


Respect: 5% (some journalists)





It was like Krautrock never happened. As far back as 1980, I remember attending a house party held by my German exchange tutor. I got talking to a rather serious longhair friend of his, who was from Hamburg. Excitedly, I tried to engage him on the subject of Faust, who had originated in that city, and at whose name I expected him to swell with civic pride. He knew nothing about them, he said, loftily, almost boastfully. ‘I am only interested in the important groups,’ he told me, ‘like Rainbow.’


Robert Hampson of Loop recalls, ‘When we first went to Germany and I talked of the likes of Can to German journalists, they often had never heard of these bands. I was shocked. Considering that even Can had had a number-one single at one time with “Spoon”, most journalists only ever really knew of Kraftwerk, and even then, only the period from Autobahn onwards.’


Simple Minds’ Jim Kerr is equally flummoxed. ‘Germans don’t get it. I’ll discuss the German influences, Faust and so on, with them, and they don’t know what I’m talking about.’


Visiting Berlin, it is as if Krautrock’s bid to drive out Anglo-American rock as a predominant force never really made a dent. There are posters for upcoming gigs by Bon Jovi everywhere. The only umlaut in sight is that atop the name of Motörhead, also touring. Trips to two different restaurants afford a soundtrack that is a veritable elephants’ graveyard of pop songs long extinct in the UK – Alvin Stardust’s ‘My Coo-Ca-Choo’, Terry Jacks’s ‘Seasons in the Sun’, Nik Kershaw’s ‘Wouldn’t It Be Good’, Dire Straits’ ‘Sultans of Swing’.


None of this, however, is to suggest that Germans as a whole are too dumb to recognise their own cultural product. At a superficial level at least, there is an appeal in Krautrock of the Teutonic other, which, of course, means nothing to Germans themselves. Kraftwerk in particular fail to resonate the way they do overseas, in the Anglo-American market particularly. Partly this is because, not unreasonably, Germans have never considered there to be anything inherently amusing, or exotic, about being German. ‘No German identified with the concept projected by Kraftwerk,’ says Stefan Morawietz, who, it so happens, lives in Krefeld, birthplace of Ralf Hütter. ‘It was fulfilling all the clichés everyone had about Germany.’


Morawietz knows all too well about Krautrock – he made a TV documentary about the German rock music of the era for German TV. However, he believes that critics from outside Germany are guilty of promoting a canon of bands as ‘Krautrock’ on the basis of electronic experimentation, whereas he believes the ‘real’ Krautrock consists of the groups who actually made a connection with local audiences in far-flung parts of Germany, well off the beaten track. ‘The music was made in the early seventies, but most listeners weren’t ready for that. It was only in the mid-eighties that German people started thinking that groups like Can and Amon Düül might be a good heritage for Germany. Before that, they meant nothing,’ he says.


His own personal preference is for groups like Eloi and Jane. ‘They were hugely successful – they were the groups people actually went to see. Although their sound derived from English bands – the early Eloi stuff is either more primitive or way more complicated than anything like Genesis or King Crimson. It’s totally complicated, that’s the classical influence you get with German musicians. Jane was fun music. Then the third group was Birth Control, originally from Berlin, later close to Cologne. Grobschnitt were from Hagen. They played in every bar that would open their doors to them. Amon Düül, Can, most of these electronic bands, you couldn’t see these bands play. Kraftwerk you could only see in small venues around Düsseldorf, supporting better-known bands. No one in Munich would ever see Kraftwerk, though that changed after Autobahn.


‘Even if these groups played progressive, it was not the same progressive as in England. The structure, the rhythm changes, dynamic changes were way more complicated than in English bands. That’s one of the reasons why Grobschnitt started their set with jokes and comics – because their music was so difficult it helped them relax, to have a relaxation point during this complex music. But these were the guys that everybody listened to. They played the villages, where no big bands played. No English, no American groups.’


Morawietz makes an important point, one that’s not to be sneezed at – that these groups, at hand, were the ones who in practical terms bolstered a sense of homegrown identity. That said, anyone who can get from one end of an Eloi album to the other is a better man than I.


Diedrich Diederichsen, formerly of the German magazine Sounds, is also a little wary of overpraising groups like Can and Kraftwerk, particularly for their vaunted links with the art world, links he believes are overstated. ‘I think that there is a certain sensibility in Düsseldorf, for example, [that] informed what Kraftwerk was doing at a certain period, but they were not really close to the real art world, they were not close to the debates, they were not there. It was more like a superficial relation because they went, maybe, to the same bars.’


However, he does suggest that one difficulty in West Germany was the lack of a major music press, or lack of interest in any such thing, that would provide a framework, a discourse for the new music. Sounds was one such paper, ambitious in its aesthetic scope, and apposite for the new German music. It was named after a remark by Albert Ayler that the future of music would no longer be about notes, it would be about sounds. However, its influence was limited by comparison with the UK press.


‘I remember when I started to write for German music papers in the late seventies that there were journalists of importance in the UK press. Then, Germany sold almost as many records as the British, in certain periods even more, but issues of music magazines sold were far fewer. Sounds was extremely small – the best-sold issue was forty-three thousand copies. And that was a very good month. So in Germany there was obviously a huge market of people who were buying music, but were not buying any information about the music. It was not the same in Britain, with magazines like NME, Melody Maker.’


The Bremen DJ and co-founder of the German TV show The Beat Club Gerhard Augustin recalled in a Eurock interview in 2002 how hard it was for underground groups. ‘For new groups without a hit single it was very hard. Some of the old Nazis were still in control of the media so they would never give exposure to new experimental rock music.’ And yet it was Augustin who was instrumental in the signing of groups like Amon Düül 2 and Can to Liberty/United Artists. The ‘Altnazi’ influence wasn’t so strong as to prevent non-commercial Krautrock groups from being signed to major labels, perhaps precisely because of the culture gap between the out-of-touch executives and the music itself. It’s quite astonishing that despite demo tapes of sheer, un abashed extremism, they were nonetheless signed to major German labels, with high hopes even entertained of Faust that they might cause a Beatles-style sensation. While Germans may never really have taken Krautrock as fully to heart as the rest of the world, its institutional postwar tolerance meant that the music was at least able to attain crucial footholds in its country of origin.


In the UK, meanwhile, a handful of journalists, bored with the increasingly leaden state of British rock in the 1970s, more frills than thrills, began to take notice of what was happening in Germany. Ian MacDonald at the NME was one, though he would later retract some of his praise and deplore the excess of drug taking that he felt clouded over some of the music. Richard Williams, then a writer at Melody Maker, was another. ‘I came back from Berlin with all these albums – Phallus Dei by Amon Düül, Can – a whole pile of them. It was obvious that something interesting was happening. It sounded as if it was people who had heard Terry Riley, Velvets, free jazz. Nobody here at that time was influenced by the Velvet Underground – not until Roxy and Bowie. There was a darker side, drones and a sense of timelessness in the music, which they seemed to have a handle on. Quite a lot of them sounded as if they had studied with Stockhausen, even if they hadn’t, which was very different from, say, Keith Emerson. That was refreshing to me because I hated prog with a passion, which set up some interesting tensions with me and Melody Maker writers like Chris Welch.


‘For me, Nico was one of those who helped establish a founding mood. I loved the thing she added to what they were doing. She helped established this idea of coldness, which is quite important in all of this. Darkness and coldness nowadays have come to be seen as essential constituents of rock music. Well, for a long time, there was no darkness, there was no coldness. Everything was sunshine and optimism. You had sad songs but they were sad love songs. And then came this new wave of German music.’


As early as 1970, Williams reviewed Can’s Monster Movie, and while he would doubtless not care to have every word quoted back many years on (‘Mooney, a Negro, doesn’t have a particularly powerful voice, but his wailing and screaming fits perfectly where a less reticent singer would obtrude’) and while unable to hazard as yet an overall sense of why German music was emerging at this stage as a collective force, it’s a prescient and shrewd analysis of the group’s fundamental rearrangement of the rock elements, concluding simply, ‘Nobody in Britain is playing this kind of music, which is well worth hearing.’


Needless to say, a penchant for German rock set Williams up for some philistine ribaldry from his office colleagues. ‘Oh yes, absolutely. People didn’t like experiments that went off on a tangent from the prog evolution.’ Goose-stepping, combs pressed under noses and straplines filled with Achtungs!, Panzer and Luftwaffe references were all part of the merriment. ‘You can tie that in with the Goons and Monty Python and sub-editors competing to get in with the most ludicrous puns.’ Priceless examples of this tendency included the following straplines: ‘Can: Ve Give Ze Orders Here’ (interview by Nick Kent, NME, February 1974); ‘Can: They Have Ways of Making You Listen …’ (profile by Ian MacDonald, NME, November 1974); and ‘Kraftwerk: The Final Solution to the Music Problem?’ (interview by Lester Bangs, NME, September 1975, which was printed on a backdrop of an image of a Nuremberg rally). This tendency persisted, with almost calamitous consequences, into my own era as a Melody Maker journalist. Had I not spotted it at the last minute and hauled it from the presses, a 1990s Kraftwerk feature of mine would have appeared rejoicing under the headline ‘STRENGTH THROUGH JOY’.


In America, Lester Bangs was the first notable journalist to introduce German music to a Stateside listenership, first singing the praises of Amon Düül 2 with customary Bangsian descriptive expansiveness and then, in more fraught and dubious terms, heralding the international arrival of Kraftwerk. However, it was France where critics proved the most amenable to Krautrock. Jean-Pierre Lantin’s piece ‘At Last: The German Rock Has Arrived!’, published in Actuel in January 1973, not only provided a copious introduction to the still-burgeoning new scene but did so in terms free of the latent Germanophobia which so often characterised Anglo-American coverage.


Although he briefly presented the BBC music showcase The Old Grey Whistle Test in the early seventies, Richard Williams was, to his frustration, never able to get any of his beloved German groups on the show during his tenure. But then, in keeping with much of the music of its pre-video era, Krautrock is not the most alluring of visual experiences. Kraftwerk again, with their aspirations to Gesamtkunstwerk (a total, audio-visual work of art), are an exception, of course, and much of the sleeve artwork on labels like Ohr and Brain is vivid and arresting. Still, there’s no getting around the fact that for all the sporadic efforts of postmodern retromaniacs, the 1970s was, in terms of appearances, the most appalling decade in living memory. Regardless of how kind nature had been to them, no one looks good hidden beneath acres of facial hair, bellbottoms and soul-sapping mixtures of orange and brown. Krautrock was not exceptional in this respect. One cannot stare very hard for very long at Amon Düül or Guru Guru. Meanwhile, its emphasis on the group over the individual means that it yielded few ‘faces’ (those parts of their faces that were not covered in whiskers), with Kraftwerk again the main exception. Klaus Dinger tried for, and would probably have liked to have achieved, iconic status, but his image is not seared on the memory like others in the rock pantheon.


All of which is to the good, in that Krautrock is the most ‘visual’ of listening experiences. The music is often applied, spontaneously, in the studio, rather than composed. It’s music of colour, depth and dimension, of scale and contrasts, all of which draw your mind’s eye. Gigs, not inappropriately, took place in galleries as often, if not more so, as in dedicated rock venues or concert halls. It is painterly, sculpted, wrought music. Despite Diedrich Diederichsen’s caveats, the very proximity of Krautrock to the art world and its great twentieth-century traditions is striking by comparison to that of British rock, many of whose players went to art school but were ultimately stunted and hamstrung by a very deep-seated British fear of pretentiousness. ‘In England,’ Brian Eno once said, ‘the greatest crime is to rise above your station.’


‘I think Germans are really serious about things,’ says Tim Gane of Stereolab, today a Berlin resident. ‘There’s no coyness like you get in England, “don’t be too arty, don’t make a fool of yourself”. But in Germany, they’re quite serious about art and music and deciding these things are worth doing.’ Such seriousness was born not out of the country’s deep-seated traditions but from the in escapable gravity of Germany’s recent past.




*







‘At school, breeding and order ruled. The headmasters, judges were ex-Nazis, who quite astonishingly had become “denazified” overnight. You weren’t allowed to question your father about what he had done in the war, nor your grandfather. Naturally, we wanted to be free from this waste, this violent legacy.’


Irmin Schmidt, Can    





Those coming of age in the late 1960s in West Germany, whose memories of the Second World War were either of infancy or non-existent, would have looked pretty askance at their parents as they began to learn for themselves about the years 1933 to 1945. They were assisted in their enquiries by a handful of intellectuals, artists, writers and prosecutors determined to re-examine the enormities of the Third Reich, in which so many ordinary Germans must have been implicated, despite numerous and much-repeated protestations by the vast majority that they had no idea what was going on. On Absolutely Free by the Mothers of Invention, one of the more beloved groups of the European counterculture, Frank Zappa cried out, on ‘Plastic People’, ‘Watch the Nazis run your town!’ In West Germany, to say nothing of the ‘Communist’ East, this was less hyperbolic and a good deal closer to the truth than on the west coast of the USA. Take Altnazi figureheads like Kurt Georg Kiesinger, a paid-up member of the National Socialist party for twelve years, who during the war had worked in the German foreign ministry’s radio-propaganda department. This did not prevent him from being elected as Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany by the Christian Democratic Union party in 1966, a position he occupied for three years.


The economic recovery alone was remarkable, given the utter devastation Germany had both visited upon itself and had visited upon it by the end of the war. From 1942 onwards, with America persuaded into the fray, it was pretty clear that the war was unwinnable. By 1944, the German population were weary, cynical and uncertain of what had hit them, and what was about to hit them. Reduced to the very bones of austerity, few bothered with the ‘Heil Hitler’ greeting any more – it had been replaced by the more pertinent ‘Bleib übrig!’ (‘Survive!’).


And yet the Germans fought on. This, despite the only prospect of victory existing in Hitler’s increasingly deluded and addled mind as he pored over plans for the new Europa in his bunker, even as it vibrated to the onslaught of the approaching Red Army.


It would be wrong to suggest, however, that for the majority of Germans, their persistence was due to an overall fanaticism or credulity bred by the Nazi high command. No one believed any more the propaganda screeched across the airwaves. That said, those who did believe – the network of Volkssturmers, functionaries and ‘little Hitlers’ – were both brutal and futile in their effectiveness in subduing the majority. So instilled was the authoritarian mindset that, astonishingly, sailors in the German navy were put to death for desertion even after the formal surrender had been signed.


However, for most, a lack of resistance can be put down to sheer exhaustion, as well as a lack of options available in a totalitarian state in which, to his very last, palsied, hunkered down and bent on suicide, Hitler was absolutely in charge. Fear and helplessness were the primary emotions, anger a distant second, while any kind of sympathy for the victims of the Nazis’ years of brutal supremacism was a speck on the horizon. Even as images of the Holocaust trickled out, even as the disgusted Allies frog-marched local Germans past the piles of skeletal corpses while they tried to avert their eyes, there was no immediate sense of shame. Many looked at both emaciated survivors and the dead, robbed of all semblance of human life, and saw not horror but affirmation of their ingrained belief that the Jews were, indeed, less than human.


Prejudices remained sullenly intact but the physical fact of Germany in 1945 was ruins: five hundred million cubic yards of them across the country, all told, so slow to be cleared initially that in Cologne they were actually topped with accrued layers of vegetation. Green on grey – this is an apt visual metaphor for Krautrock itself, organic growth arising from a foundation of rubble. For some of the older Krautrockers, such as Conrad Schnitzler, Irmin Schmidt and Hans-Joachim Roedelius, war and its aftermath provided the physical and sonic backdrop to their upbringing. Violent noise was not an aberration but a natural condition, while fragmentation, concrete and entangled metal, was their element. Echoes of this naturally resound through Krautrock; it’s one of its subliminal energies. In the sleevenotes to the 2008 album Axolotl Eyes, Schmidt recalls his flight from Berlin with his mother. ‘We travelled to Innsbruck. The night in the sleeper carriage became a key experience. The monotonous knocking rhythm of the wheels interrupted by crazy “drum fills” as we went over the points, the constant, changing whoosh of the movement into which I hallucinated choirs and murmuring orchestral sounds, the mysterious voices at train stations, sudden booming that would stop as abruptly as it had started … by the early hours of the morning, I started to cry bitterly from utter exhaustion, and through my sobs tried to explain to my worried mother that “no, there is nothing wrong – it was just so beautiful”.’


To an innocent child there was a strange beauty in these circumstances, but the adult generation was afforded no solace. If ordinary Germans maintained an elephantine silence in the postwar years, it was because they wished to distance themselves not just from the crimes they had committed, from what they had done, but also from what had been done to them. Not just the trauma of guilt but of terrible victimhood. Of all the men born in Germany in 1918, for example, two out of three did not survive the war. Many women, and indeed their families, chose suicide rather than submitting to the rapacious cruelty of the advancing, vengeful Soviet army, attaching ropes to one another and throwing themselves in rivers. In Berlin alone, there were over a hundred thousand rape victims, some ten thousand of whom died, many having taken their own lives. Their cities flattened, their women raped, their men massacred, their country occupied, all for the crazed, intoxicating idea of their own national and racial superiority. It was too much to realise, to take on board, especially with the immediate problems of hunger, destitution and runaway inflation to contend with. Too much for ordinary, well-to-do citizens who until recently had enjoyed all the pleasures, the clocks and sofas, motor cars and clean linen of modern civilisation. People like us.


As early as 1944, US Secretary to the Treasury Robert Morgenthau had advanced a punitive plan which would have effectively reduced Germany to an agrarian state. Morgenthau’s plan was rejected but its supporters did succeed in effecting a policy of ‘denazification’ in the postwar years, influenced by the Frankfurt school of thought that Naziism was not a top-down phenomenon but more like a virus which could be medically, systematically eradicated. Consequently, some two hundred thousand former Nazis were interned by the Western Allies between 1946 and 1949, as well as over 220,000 government and industry personnel.


Denazification, however, was a huge mistake, a case study in how not to handle an occupied people, one later repeated by the Americans after the second Gulf War in Iraq. Anti-Nazis as well as ex-Nazis felt alienated by their treatment at the hands of the Allies, with the British in particular guilty of regarding Naziism as somehow essential to the ‘German character’, a perception which added to the futility of their task – how to ‘de-Germanify’ the Germans? Efforts to weed out and expel from civil society all those civil servants and administrators who had been part of the Nazi apparatus foundered when it emerged that society had difficulty functioning without their experience and competence.


By 1951, denazification was abandoned, giving way to the more pragmatic Marshall Plan, in which the USA would provide billions generally for war-torn Europe but particularly West Germany, industrial heartland of the continent. West Germany’s economic revival would be key to the recovery of Western Europe, which would be an effective future trading partner and a bulwark against future, Soviet-inspired communism.


The regeneration of West Germany took remarkably little time. Fuelled by American assistance, Germans threw themselves into the business of rebuilding their industrial base, sublimating the energies they were as yet reluctant to apply to acknowledgement of war crimes or repentance, to great effect. By the early 1950s, West Germans were enjoying the material boons of an astonishing boom and were once again well clothed and well fed. The country’s moral nourishment was another matter, however. In 1951, a poll revealed that only five per cent of them felt any guilt towards the Jews. Brecht coined the aphorism ‘Erst kommt das Fressen, dann kommt die Moral’ (‘Eat first, morality later’).


America’s expansion of their Coca-Cola plants into Europe was reviled by some as a symbol of over-encroachment by Uncle Sam on Old Europe, the French in particular. However, consumption of all things American was rampant in Germany in the 1950s – Irmin Schmidt was not the only avid consumer of cowboy stories. German-language paperback novels about the old Wild West became massively popular, selling in the tens of millions.


While this sort of transatlantic love-in might have appalled the French culturally, on a more practical level the French and Germans would move towards closer integration and form a common trading partnership which would lead to the foundation of the European Union. West Germany benefited from the leadership of Konrad Adenauer, whose conservative origins were in no way tainted with any unfortunate Nazi associations – he had been deposed as Mayor of Cologne when Hitler came to power in 1933. He was no radical, however. In 1957, he campaigned on the very un-Krautrock slogan ‘No experiments!’


By the 1960s, Germany was aptly described as ‘fat and impotent’, dollar-fed, disconnected from its past, both good and ill. In a lecture series delivered in 1997 in Zurich, the late W. G. Sebald described the postwar state of West Germany as having ‘developed an almost perfectly functioning mechanism of repression’. By the late 1960s, it was a materially comfortable society, economically fully regenerated, but one caught in a fog of voluntary amnesia, grey conservatism and the lingering clouds of the unacknowledged, unexpelled past. It was at once soft and authoritarian, peaceful but unresolved.


The generation that came of age in the 1960s was the first to be untainted by personal guilt but conscious as curious adults of the enormous war crimes in whose shadow they had been born. Many became politicised. Thousands turned out for demonstrations and sit-ins. Millions embraced Anglo-American rock ’n’ roll, first as a rejection of the Teutonic values of their stiff elders, before later rejecting the overweening, imperial influence of America, though still living their lives to an Anglo-American rock soundtrack.


Krautrock represented a rejection of the musical response to the moral and material condition of the Fatherland. It was, in part, Oedipal. From Conrad Schnitzler to Klaus Dinger, there are stories of familial strife and rebellion that are common enough in their dynamic. Ralf Hütter doesn’t speak of any turbulence in his own relationship with his parents, while the father of Florian Schneider (co-founding member of Kraftwerk), a famous architect, even helped them secure recording premises. That did not stop Hütter from once declaring, ‘We have no fathers.’ The mothers of the Krautrock generation often emerge, insofar as they do in their stories, as quietly sympathetic and encouraging, often musical themselves or having harboured creative ambitions which went unfulfilled in an age when women were supposed to stick to nurturing rather than self-fulfilment. The brutal, collective paternalism of the Third Reich under Hitler affected Krautrock’s musical response, its composition. Although de facto leaders emerged among the groups, it preferred communal structures (‘No Führers!’ as Jaki Liebezeit puts it). It rejected the cock-rock posturing that blights so much sixties and seventies British-American rock. Its hankering for ambience and colour, for non-phallic structure, for openness and embrace, feminises the music to a great degree. It’s as if part of Krautrock’s undertaking is to reject the Fatherland and re-embrace Gaia, Mother Earth. (Although the relative lack of female practitioners, especially on the predominant, instrumental side, shows that Krautrock was not entirely ahead of its time, with commune life a depressingly sexist affair.)


No fathers, no precedents. The writer Italo Calvino suggested that a postwar society should proceed from a tabula rasa, a clean slate. In its desire for originality as a spiritual imperative as well as an artistic one, Krautrock was only reflecting what had been going on in the German arts as a whole since 1945. In the visual arts, Ernst Wilhelm Nay, formerly condemned as a ‘degenerate’ artist, would go on to co-found the Zen 49 group, whose purpose was to restore ‘the spiritual orientation of abstract art’. Significantly, this group rejected symbolism, polemics, and sought recess in the meditative qualities of non-representational art – a visual forerunner of Krautrock in some respects.


One artist who would later have a direct bearing on Krautrock was Joseph Beuys, born in 1921 in Krefeld. In 1941, aged twenty, he enthusiastically joined the Luftwaffe, only to down his Stuka somewhere in the Crimea. There, he later claimed to have experienced something akin to the 1960s TV series The Champions, in which a trio of law-enforcement agents are miraculously healed and granted life-changing powers by an advanced civilisation living secretly in the Himalayan mountains. He said he had been restored to health by local Tatar tribesmen, neutrals in the war, whose ministrations included wrapping him in felt. This experience, real or imagined, seems to have proven an epiphany for Beuys, one which he processed into a 1974 work, I Like America and America Likes Me, in which he was transported by ambulance, swathed in felt on a stretcher, to the René Block Gallery in New York, where he spent eight hours a day for three days in the company of a wild coyote.


Beuys’s artistic purposes were twofold. On the one hand, like so many avant-garde twentieth-century artists, he considered it his purpose to collapse the walls between art and life. For him, art wasn’t something confined to dead, horizontal frames but something active and social, intervening in the lives of people – hence his involvement in Fluxus and the ‘happenings’ of the early 1960s, one of which earned him a punch in the face from a right-wing student when he took part in an installation commemorating the twentieth anniversary of the attempt on Hitler’s life. However, he also had a faith in the shamanistic qualities of art, its supposed healing powers, the sense of mythology it invoked. It seems to have become his mission to heal the German trauma by means of art as ‘alternative therapy’. This also involved a measure of self-dramatisation; his response to the 1964 assault was to pose, bloodied but unbowed, holding up a small crucifix to the audience in his left hand while extending his right arm in a Roman salute. The Artist redeemed through physical suffering, iconic, messianic, cultic.


What’s mildly problematic about Beuys is that his ascent into self-mythologising, fabulism and the notion of art as somehow containing healing properties feels like an evasion, on his own part, of acknowledgement of his own Nazi past. Having been reborn, that Luftwaffe youth is no more, is another ‘self’. For a long time he said little, and little was said on his behalf, about those formative years. In a biography published in 1987, the year after Beuys died, his wartime exploits are described merely as a ‘learning experience’. Nonetheless, he would be a vital touchstone in the Düsseldorf arts scene, which in turn would assist in the nurturing of groups like Kraftwerk and Neu!. And it was as a response to the killing of Benno Ohnesorg that he founded the Deutsche Studentpartei (German Student Party).


Some of the country’s finest literary minds, and consciences, such as the playwright Bertolt Brecht, had actually chosen to migrate (initially, at least) to East Germany following the war; others remained in exile. The Zen 49 group referred consciously to an earlier association, the literary Group 47, so named after the year in which they were formed. They celebrated, among others, the work of Heinrich Böll and his Trümmerliteratur (‘the literature of the rubble’) in novels like 1949’s The Train Was on Time, which explores the trauma of ex-soldiers. His most famous work was 1972’s The Lost Honour of Katherina Blum, which, in acid, satirical terms, depicts the tabloid-driven amorality and panic in the face of the activities of the Red Army Faction.


Although West German literature undoubtedly experienced its own upheavals in the postwar period, and its greatest authors such as Günter Grass took it on themselves to act as keepers of the public conscience (despite his own eventual unmasking as a member of the Waffen-SS), its trickle-down effects were slower, with the youth at the barricades disposed to more immediate insurrectionary literature – magazines, manifestos.


One of the tasks a new generation of filmmakers set themselves was to restore some sense of what it meant to ‘be’ German, how one identified oneself as such, other than by a stigma. These same concerns would later be central to the activities of the new vanguard of German music-makers.


In 1962, a group of filmmakers issued what would become known as the Oberhausen manifesto. It was a reaction to Heimatfilm, the predilection for Anglo-American cinema, in particular Westerns and the shunning of efforts to address the traumas of the very recent past. In line with European cinema in general, it called for a new aesthetic, a mode of non-commercial cinema in which the filmmaker was recast as auteur, able to execute a necessary set of intentions rather than merely be obliged to entertain.


‘Film needs to be more independent. Free from all usual conventions by the industry. Free from control of commercial partners. Free from the dictation of stakeholders. We have detailed spiritual, structural, and economic ideas about the production of new German cinema. Together we’re willing to take any risk. Conventional film is dead. We believe in the new film.’


One of the co-signatories of the manifesto was Alexander Kluge, who in 1961, along with Peter Schamoni, made the film Brutalität in Stein (‘Brutality in Stone’). Just under eleven minutes long, it consists of a black-and-white Eisensteinian montage of neglected, abandoned but still imposing and not yet demolished architecture of the Nazi era, its off-white pillared corridors and staircases, as well as scale models of the Germania of which Hitler dreamed. The soundtrack, fading with abrupt transience in and out of silence, features old newsreels, propaganda, scratchy, stirring classical music and extracts from speeches by Hitler and the Nazi high command. Towards the end of the film, we hear Hitler call for the construction of emergency wood and mud dwellings for refugees, but not a single human being appears in Brutalität in Stein. It is a narrative told entirely in building blocks, one of edifices still existing. This signifies the stone-cold inhumanity of the Nazi regime, but also it is for us to picture the wretched victims of the concentration camps, whose fate is described in one chilling narrative passage as they are herded methodically to their deaths. By featuring no human beings, the film serves to rekindle the imagination of them. It is, in every sense, a masterpiece of structure, at once aesthetic and a commentary on aesthetics, a cornerstone of the New German Cinema. It also prefigures some of the more brutalist, abstract tendencies of Krautrock – the music of Conrad Schnitzler, for example, or the sonic, proto-industrial monoliths of early Guru Guru, full of implicit damnation.


New German Cinema matured and developed in various ways throughout the sixties and seventies, determined to develop its own distinctive visual language that eschewed the conventions of Hollywood with its predictable, too easily satisfying narrative arc and resolutions in which reality was distorted and put into soft focus to accommodate the star players at its centre. Again, there’s a parallel here with Krautrock’s rejection of traditional, Anglo-American templates. As well as dealing head-on with the social realities of postwar Germany, films like Kluge’s Yesterday’s Girl used Brechtian techniques that constantly reminded you of the cinematic format, never allowed you to bathe in the escapism of the silver screen. Wim Wenders’s movies similarly employed alternative narrative devices. As such, in terms of both form and content, they sought to forge a new sense of German identity. The culmination of this was Hans-Jürgen Syberberg’s seven-hour epic Hitler: A Film from Germany, infrequently broadcast since its release and hard to acquire. It is neither documentary nor biography exactly, but rather as near as cinema has come to the Gesamtkunstwerk, in which cinema, music, surrealist art, poetry, even puppeteering all come into play. This, however, was released in 1977, the year in which postwar cultural reflection was reaching a crest in West Germany, and Krautrock had come and gone.


In 1971, though, another movie of the New German Cinema had made quite a different sort of impact on the more stoner end of rebellious student youth. Werner Herzog’s Fata Morgana was put together from footage shot in the Sahara desert, in what was initially intended to form the basis of a science-fiction movie about a dying planet. It consists largely of lengthy tracking shots of the desolate, intermittently verdant Saharan landscape, unpeopled until almost midway through the film. In the first section, ‘Creation’, actress Lotte Eisner recites extracts from the Creation text of the Quiché Indians of Guatemala, while in the second, sardonically entitled ‘Paradise’, a series of the conditions of this impossible-to-conceive state are listed: roast pigeons flying directly into mouths, wars stopped by women, ‘plane wrecks distributed in advance’, and so forth. The final section, ‘Golden Age’, commences with the bizarre and unexplained footage of a madame and a pimp playing what Herzog describes as ‘the saddest music I ever heard’, a duo playing a stiff cabaret turn on drums and piano, singing in muffled tones.


The film supposedly presents an unbearably bleak view of things: human beings attempting to thrive in impossible conditions, caught in the midst of a futile desolation. However, it’s a film that can be greatly enjoyed, as a sheer sensual experience, and was by young audiences, often with chemical assistance. In its very rhythm and picaresque structure, in its emphasis on landscape rather than foregrounded human character, in the sheer, mournful, natural beauty of its footage, its sun-drenched blues, icy whites and vivid green undulations, charred with events such as red girder construction and the rotting carcasses of livestock, with its repetitions and loops (planes landing over and over, trucks driving in circles) it shares uncannily similar qualities with Krautrock, with its utopian/dystopian sound fields, surrealistic interventions and changes of direction and soberly dreamlike preoccupations with places and states outside the surly bonds of the here and now, imaginary possibilities. Certainly, on viewing Fata Morgana, and doubtless attracted by its use of the text from which they took their own name, the group Popol Vuh, led by the director’s old acquaintance Florian Fricke, ended up collaborating with Herzog on future soundtracks.


In 1946, the Internationale Ferienkurse für Neue Musik (Inter national Summer Courses for New Music) were set up in Darmstadt, in Hessen, central Germany, in the occupied American zone, by music critic Wolfgang Steinecke. These courses were very much underwritten by the Americans, and were part of a broader effort to re-educate Germans in proper democratic, anti-Nazi values. Among those whose work was showcased at the courses were composers Hans Werner Henze, Gottfried Michael Koenig and the man who is regarded as Krautrock’s most prominent and vital ancestor, Karlheinz Stockhausen.


As a boy growing up as an impoverished son of the soil in a rural village in the vicinity of Cologne, Stockhausen (born 1928) used to lie in the fields and stare at the blue skies above him, watching propeller planes drone and wheel. They were harbingers of a war to come, of course, but they also inculcated in the young Karlheinz a desire to fly, one which he expressed in some of his most notorious works, including Hymnen and the Helikopter-Streichquartett, in which the string players delivered their parts from helicopters floating about above the area surrounding the concert hall. It was more than mere conventional, aviatory enthusiasm, but a longing to be un-earthbound, or even skinbound. Music would eventually be the means by which he would simulate this desire for ascension.


Stockhausen suffered as a result of the Nazi policy of euthanasia: his own mother, whose married life had been one long round of pregnancies, was institutionalised and eventually returned to her family as an urn of ashes by the authorities, who claimed she had died of leukaemia. His father died too, in combat in April 1945, a fate he had anticipated with equanimity – he feared the peace, and what would become of him under Allied occupation, more than the present conflict.


In the last years of the war, in his teens, Stockhausen worked as a stretcher bearer; he recalled seeing body parts strewn in the trees, chunks of charred human flesh, following the strafing of the planes. The sense of people reduced to their mere physicality by war, which, as he later put it, ‘washes away the connection of man to the divine’, was seared on his consciousness. He seems to have been aware of people making love in hospitals amid the dying: ‘people become very physical living close to death’.


In the years following the war, he studied at the State Academy in Cologne, while playing piano in bars for tips, everything from Beethoven sonatas to sentimental standards. The end of the war coincided with a ‘point zero’ for modern classical music: Pierre Schaeffer was experimenting with musique concrète, new composers such as György Ligeti and Pierre Boulez were emerging to supplant the likes of Bartók and Webern, while in 1949 Theodor Adorno published his Philosophy of New Music, but it was in 1953, when Stockhausen went to Paris to become assistant to Herbert Eimert at the Electronic Music Studio of Nordwestdeutscher Rundfunk, that he truly came into his own as a composer, and, he felt, composition itself took a great leap forward. ‘In the music written since 1951 there was an explicit spirit of non-figurative composition.’


This leap was thanks to the development of such manipulative, electronic devices as filters, modulators and magnetic tape. Although it would be years before music academics would take the sounds produced by these machine devices seriously (as late as 1975 the eminent German music critic Hans-Hubert Schönzeler wondered if Stockhausen’s ‘electrophonics’ amounted to ‘just plain effects’), Stockhausen understood that these instruments afforded the possibility of reducing sound to sub-atomic particles, the ‘splitting of the sound’, as he put it. Traditional, linear, representative composition with its reference to themes and conventional time scales was now obsolete; in a sanguine moment of futurism in 1953, he opined that twenty years hence, no one would be talking about Bach any more.


It wasn’t just electronics which would define and liberate Stockhausen the composer but acoustic instruments also, albeit orchestrated according to ‘aleatoric’ principles (players allowed a degree of improvisation, compositions as zones of activity rather than strict, linear, preset tasks, with instructions to players, as in one case, not to commence playing until they had emptied their minds of thought). He also took on board world musics and their alternative scales – Balinese, Indian and Japanese. However, in works like Gesang der Jünglinge and Kontakte, written in the 1950s and ’60s, Stockhausen developed a whole new set of temporal and spatial relations in his music; a ‘moment form’ in which processed sounds erupt, cluster, coalesce, recede, obeying the dictates of their ‘inner lives’.


Initially, Stockhausen shared his senior colleague Herbert Eimert’s predilection for a ‘pure’ form of electro-acoustic music, pristine and untainted by any association with this fallen, ruined world, in contrast to Pierre Schaeffer’s musique concrète, which took as the stuff of its collages everyday sounds from the field of real life. This idea was reflected in Hermann Hesse’s novel The Glass Bead Game, a futuristic work which debates the extent to which ‘high’ intellectual and cultural activity should remove itself from the world as it is. Stockhausen did incorporate musique concrète pretty quickly into his world; despite his reputation for seriousness, remoteness and eccentricity, he had a well-developed sense of humour and was generally well stocked with all the usual human passions. However, he saw the new direction of composition as away from the faded Romantic era, and its preoccupation with mankind, into more divine, cosmic realms.


This wasn’t airy-fairy, wishful vagueness, so far as Stockhausen was concerned. He felt that it behoved human beings to maximise their physical faculties, in particular hearing, which he felt had been traditionally, woefully neglected in Western culture at the expense of the visual. Exposure to his own music, he trusted, would help restore the balance. He saw it as a plain, physical fact of the human condition that far from the cosmos being ‘out there’, its vibrations were bombarding us, every waking second of our lives – in the form of sunlight, for example – perpetually knocking at the locked door of our limited consciousness and understanding of our capability. One of his greatest works, Hymnen, an extended electronic piece of four ‘regions’ taking in mangled excerpts of the world’s national anthems, crackles to a permanent blizzard of radio waves, palpable transmissions from the non-silent universe.


His visions for humanity were a mixture of the utopian and the dystopian – his future dreams included domestic utensils whose electronic whirrings would be so nicely attuned as to add a pleasingly euphonious dimension to everyday life. He also anticipated major apocalypse at the end of the twenty-first century. ‘We have to go through these crises at the end of the century and the beginning of the next. There is no other way,’ he told the American journalist Jonathan Cott in the early 1970s. He spoke of dreams in which he envisaged American cities being destroyed. (When the Twin Towers fell in 2001, the nearest actual approximation to his foreboding, he was quoted, albeit, he protested, erroneously and out of context, as saying the attacks were a major work of art.) However, from these purgatory experiences, this ‘purifying shock’, mankind would emerge the better for it.


Stockhausen became the poster boy for the postwar avant-garde, name-checked by Frank Zappa, appearing on the sleeve to the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper album. He is popularly cited as ‘paving the way’ for modern electronica. But he was always quite disdainful of anything to do with pop, however supposedly radical its leanings. He described pop art as ‘shameful for mankind … garbage art, which celebrates material impermanence and decay, which is a disgrace’. Although not entirely indifferent to the work of his ‘pupils’ such as Can’s Holger Czukay and Irmin Schmidt, as well as Kraftwerk, he didn’t really see them as his successors. And when, in 1995, he was presented by Radio 3 with a pile of platters by new electronic artists such as Aphex Twin, Scanner and Plasticman, he dismissed their efforts as raw and repetitive, recommending them to listen more closely to his own masterworks.


Towards the end of his life, Stockhausen began to talk about coming from Sirius, the brightest star in the night sky. This was simply the logical conclusion of his artistic impetus to fly away from this world, one in the clutches of Lucifer. ‘Today, we are in the opening period of a completely new era,’ he said, back in 1971. ‘But consider what babies we are when we think of the speed of the cosmos. In 1980, they want to go to Mars or Venus. Compared to all the stars that exist, what an embryonic state this is in the space age! Yet it revolutionises everything; our time concept, the concept of how long our bodies will have to last in order to travel several thousand light years. We must transform our bodies, which are completely relative nowadays; the human being has been made relative by its consciousness.’


In many respects, Stockhausen is comparable to Sun Ra, the bandleader and pioneer of electronics in jazz, who also ventured into the realms of the astral, with his singular brand of cosmology and claims to have originated from the planet Saturn. For Sun Ra, born Herman Blount in Alabama in 1914, such Afro-futurism was an imaginative and necessary mode of psychic escape from inescapably miserable times for black Americans. For Stockhausen, his bitter, formative experiences of war inculcated a similar longing, and a similar belief that through some untapped power of intense concentration, escape was possible – to reach a place out there, free of gravity, brutality, of charred flesh, conflict and the murder of parents.


In his pioneering use of electronics, his futurism and urge to create new forms impelled by the ruinous experience of war, Stockhausen was a father figure to Krautrock, no doubt, though he was only remotely conscious of the fact. However, he was a figure against whom two of his ‘sons’, ex-pupils Holger Czukay and Irmin Schmidt, would find it necessary to revolt.


 


A more obvious and everyday source of artistic revolt, if not inspiration, for young German musicians in the 1960s was Schlager, the pop scene whose middle-of-the-road banality represented their polar opposite. Schlager had its visual corollary in Heimatfilm (‘homeland films’). Chocolate-box, fluffily Aryan affairs featuring recognisably Germanic types, Heimatfilm was generally shot in the clean air, amid the lodges, dairy herds and great outdoors of the Bavarian Alps, rather than the dust and rubble of postwar cities. These were pure escapist hokum, set in an imaginary, ahistorical, pastoral Germany in which there had somehow been no war, no Reich, no Jewish question, no bombs.


Schlager simply means ‘hit’, but it came to define a certain reactionary style, the music favoured by conservatives or Spiesser (‘squares’). To listen to, for example, Lolita’s 1960s hit ‘Seemann, deine Heimat ist das Meer’, accordion-tinged, docile, swaying to what barely qualifies as a pulse, let alone a rhythm, is to be hit by a Proustian waft of Euro-dreadfulness, not just of the past but of the present day – of tableclothed restaurants, replica pine, garishly orange plasticity, tacky Alpine souvenir shops, odourless, apple-cheeked intimations of a Nordic, mono-ethnic neverland that’s uncomfortably close to the tableaux of Aryan fantasy. What in other national contexts might seem innocuous and wholesome struck many in the postwar German era to be wilfully, inexcusably anodyne, an aesthetic offence. Song titles often reflected a nostalgic wistfulness (‘Memories of Heidelberg’), but this appeared to be a music defined by what it refused to remember, was determined not to know, or admit within its confines.


As a counterculture began to emerge in Germany, Schlager, as featured on conservative host Dieter Thomas Heck’s show Schlager-Hitparade, became the focus of the ire of a new, restive generation of intellectuals. They condemned Schlager, or its close relative Volksmusik, as Volksverdummerung (brainwashing) and those who listened to it as demonstrating signs of ‘intellectual retardation’. The culture gap between Schlager and those young people at the vanguard of political protest was most obviously pronounced in 1968, one of the most politically violent years of the decade, when students stormed the barricades in France and Germany, Soviet tanks rolled into Prague, and American cities burned in the wake of Martin Luther King’s assassination. While all this was going on, the German charts resounded to the vacuous chirruping of one Dorthe Larsen, and her biggest hit, ‘Sind Sie der Graf von Luxemburg?’ (‘Are You the Count from Luxembourg?’), which encapsulated the anti-zeitgeist as only Schlager could. Granted, in other countries there were those who fiddled while Rome burned – UK audiences at this time were enchanted by Des O’Connor crooning hits like ‘1-2-3 O’Leary’ and ‘Dick-a-Dum-Dum’. But in West Germany, pop whimsy seemed, to an angry, dawning new generation, to be not innocent but complicit.


Take Heino, from whom it could plausibly be believed the word ‘heinous’ is derived. Born Heinz Georg Kramm in 1938, Heino was first attracted to music by the strains of the accordion, an instrument which he practised in Düsseldorf restaurants. Signed up in 1965, he was an immediate, if improbable, success. His first single sold a hundred thousand copies and the follow-up, ‘Wenn die bunten Fahnen weh’n’, went gold. Since then, he has never looked back: his sales in Germany exceed those of the Beatles, and he is regarded as a cherished cultural institution by the Spiesser, young and old, and as a figure of more ironic worship by others; Heino took out a restraining order against the singer Norbert Hähnel after he opened for the band Die Toten Hosen with a parody of the veteran Schlager star, ‘Der Wahre Heino’ (‘the true Heino’), in 1984. He was eminently imitable. With his dark, rectangular shades, 1970s catalogue polyester garb and helmet-like clamp of blond hair, Heino cut a figure that was so straight, so anaemic, it was outright alien – the MOR Man Who Fell to Earth. Indeed, there is a cult, calling themselves the Cosmic Order of Heino, who believe that benevolent aliens inserted a chip into the singer’s brain enabling him to act for the betterment of humankind.


It is easy to see why this überstar could be regarded as über-kitsch, a pricelessly garish, Eurovision antique. It is unironically disturbing, however, that he chose in 1973 to record a version of ‘Schwarzbraun ist die Hazelnuss’ (‘Black and Brown Is the Hazelnut’), a nineteenth-century German folk song which was revived in the twentieth century and became a very popular Hitler Youth anthem. As well as the hazelnut, black and brown were the colours of the National Socialist Party, the colours which the song’s protagonist hints that his Mädchen should sport if she wishes to be his girl. His version of the song was a great favourite with neo-Nazis and, in South Africa, pro-apartheid Afrikaaners. That this banjo-soaked arrangement, backed with a screeching choir of schoolchildren, should have been a huge hit speaks sinister volumes about large swathes of the record-buying public in West Germany in the early 1970s.


In fact, Schlager was not absolutely nationally and racially pure and, as with the German pop scene in general, it reflected a significant undercurrent of internationalism and exchange from a country with a surprisingly large pan-European population. Many of the Schlager stars were not German-born, such as the 1971 Eurovision Song Contest winner, Greek-born Vicky Leandros. Prior to joining Abba, Agnetha Fältskog released several singles sung in German and targeted directly at the Schlager market, including 1968’s ‘Señor Gonzales’ and ‘Fragezeichen mag ich nicht’ (1970). Nor could it be said that every pop singer was an apolitical airhead. Katja Ebstein represented Germany in the 1970 Eurovision Song Contest with ‘Wunder gibt es immer wieder’, but used her fame as a platform for political activism – she was a member of the 1968 student movement and was arrested in the eighties while taking part in a blockade of an American nuclear-weapons depot in Germany. It’s further worth pointing out that Schlager did not exercise blanket dominance over West German radio – it coexisted alongside surprise interventions in the charts from the likes of Leonard Cohen, even Frank Zappa.


Certainly, West Germany did not remain untouched, or its youth unaffected, by the import of rock ’n’ roll, with a similar ensuing moral panic as in the USA and the UK, as horror mounted at the apparent unbridled sexual liberation of a new generation affluent and confident enough to engage in unbridled hip-swinging and gratuitous consumption. In 1956, the Berliner Zeitung described the new music as ‘nonculture’, while elsewhere concern was expressed that young females in particular were dancing like ‘wild barbarians in ecstasy’. Artists like Peter Kraus attempted a sanitised, homegrown teen-pop version of the new craze.


Even prior to rock ’n’ roll, there was fomentation. The Federal Republic’s policy of seeking to rearm, especially in the context of the Cold War, saw thirty thousand young people turn out for a peace march in Essen in May 1952. The police moved in to break up the march, and as they did so, a twenty-one-year-old demonstrator called Philipp Müller was shot dead. This wasn’t to prove the catalyst for wider protest, however, and, without any articulate and active youth culture yet in place, both the media and authorities were able with remarkable ease to absolve the police, with Die Welt even going so far as to blame ‘communists’ for firing the shots.


The rise of rock ’n’ roll led to a series of what became known as Halbstarke (beatnik) riots, which took place not just in West Germany but also Austria and Switzerland during the 1950s. These often followed screenings of films featuring James Dean and Bill Haley and the Comets, and were very similar to the sort of disturbances that occurred in the UK when the same films were screened, when not only were cinema seats ripped up but also, according to a disgusted Melody Maker news report, flower beds trampled in Croydon. There were further riots in 1962 in Schwabing, lasting days, following an attempt by police to halt a jazz concert which had overrun its curfew time.


For those peaceable young musicians who simply wished to make a career for themselves, or were looking for a place to earn their spurs, jazz was a strong option in postwar Germany – a pre-existing style which in an implicit, non-tubthumping way carried with it all the values desirable for progressives looking to take their place in the new Federal Republic. It was in keeping with the new friendship with America, but also a music that spoke of freedom and of sympathy with the non-Aryan, in which you could be as open and modern as you pleased – in theory. In reality, young German jazz bands were straitjacketed by conformist expectations from all sides. ‘The jazz scene was very conservative; you played what you were asked to play – traditional, standard jazz,’ said drummer Christian Burchard. Free jazz would detonate the shackles of the genre worldwide, with figures like Albert Ayler and Pharoah Sanders blazing a trail taken up by a more ambitious generation of German players.


Another option was simply to do as everyone else was doing in the early sixties and imitate the Beatles. With the rise of the Fab Four, an Anglophilia swept the German music scene, with England regarded as the Beatmütterland. Groups such as the Lords and Cavern Beat slavishly attempted to learn by rote the smart, elastic changes instigated by Lennon and McCartney, imitate their look and even try to get down pat their Scouse-tinged singing accents. Young German musicians would accost visiting UK beat groups of the day at concerts and try to scavenge tips off them as to how to perfect German beat-music replicas of their own. Venues like the Star Club and the Top Ten Club in Hamburg played host to this new beat invasion – Hamburg had, of course, been where the Beatles themselves had initiated their legend, if not yet made their name.


The further down south you went in West Germany, however, the more it was a different story. Much depended on whether you were playing to British or American GIs stationed in the country, whose tastes dictated the bill of fare in the concert halls, and who were catered to by overseas radio stations enjoyed by young Germans also. Groups like Xhol Caravan originated as soul covers bands, but this was not always to the taste of the American soldiers – some German bands found themselves pelted with rotten eggs for playing the music of black artists, with the GIs racially divided between lovers of country and western and those of Stax and Motown.


The trajectory of the counterculture in West Germany was, in many ways, very similar to that in the UK, America and much of Europe – the initial, rude stirrings of rock ’n’ roll, anti-nuclear and civil-rights protests and, in the late sixties, student revolt. All of this took place against the backdrop of improving economic conditions, about which the likes of Herbert Marcuse felt ambivalent at best – surely the Coca-Cola creature comforts of capitalism merely sated and neutralised the proletariat? So they did – but as the historian Robert V. Daniels observed, ‘Revolution is most likely to occur not when a society is in a state of hopelessness but when it is developing dynamically and enjoying rising expectations. It then experiences frustration and outrage as social and economic advance encounters obstinacy and entrenched government or custom.’ So it was across the Western world, not least in consumerist West Germany.


Salvation for the student revolutionaries, however, lay not in any domestic music they could yet divine but a foreign variety: the explicitly dissenting sixties rock music emanating from the UK and America – the Beatles, the Stones, Dylan and Frank Zappa’s Mothers of Invention. Although the older, intellectual leaders of the ‘extraparliamentary opposition’ among West German leftists were suspicious of rock’s decadent tendencies and doubted the capacity of its shaggy, drug-addled followers for the rigour of revolutionary action, it was beloved by students who considered it somehow integral to the overthrow of the state and the freeing of the younger generation from the shackles still imposed on society by the Altnazis. This was encapsulated in a 1970 poem by Günter Herburger entitled ‘The End of the Nazi Era’, in which Mick Jagger was imagined as an avenging angel come to collapse at last the still-upright pillars of the past, and to do so on the site that rallied youth to far less utopian ends in the 1930s:








When the Rolling Stones, in the rubble


On the grounds of the Nuremberg Party days


Finally begin to play and Mick Jagger


Before one hundred thousand German students


Sitting in flowers and sucking on grass …







And in the mega-amplifiers, a singing


Mick Jagger eats photos of Hitler and Hess …











In the mid-seventies, however, when it became clear how little chance the scenario of this poem had of coming to pass, thinkers like Rolf Dieter Brinkmann formally renounced such conventional, mega-rock music, disillusioned by its commercialism, its hedonism and its commodification. ‘Sister Morphine, I get no satisfaction, let’s spend the night together, and other melodies have been driven into the bodies of you and me, simply by a bunch of pop singers … who say a bunch of crap in discotheques around the world which resemble gas chambers.’ And so Mick Jagger, who was most probably unaware of his status in certain febrile intellectual circles as a risen, then fallen messiah, was reduced from the scourge of the Nazis to the present-day handmaiden of fascism.


As naïve and overheated as such intensity of feeling might seem today, there was an additional edge to the German counterculture of the 1960s. These were not impoverished or underprivileged youth; quite the contrary. As one young woman told the writer Gitta Sereny during the 1960s, ‘in West Germany, young people get everything on a silver platter’. Perhaps, however, this was out of guilt for the other things the elders were withholding from their offspring. Nothing was taught about history post-1933 in most schools, and at most homes the topic was never broached. For those West Germans who had reached adulthood prior to and during the war, those who survived would for the most part have been happy to shop, dine, garden, work, play and worship their way to their graves without ever making reference to the 1933–45 period. A fog of silence had settled nicely over the 1950s. However, thanks to the determined efforts of a minority of prosecutors, by the 1960s Nazi war crimes made their way to the top of the news agenda. Between 1963 and 1965, the ‘Auschwitz trials’ saw twenty-three men, mostly SS members, go on trial in Frankfurt, with some 273 witnesses called to testify to their atrocities. At last, this represented the beginnings of a public reckoning and an acknowledgement of responsibility on the part of the German people for the Nazi era, challenging the persistent myth that they had been captives of a clique of madmen operating in their name without their knowledge or consent. The first large-scale psychoanalytical study of the denial of postwar West Germans was published: Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich’s Die Unfähigkeit zu Trauern (‘The Inability to Mourn’), which noted the astonishing lack of guilt and shame they felt.


As the filmmaker Margaretha von Trotta put it, ‘We felt that there was a past of which we were guilty as a nation but which we weren’t told about at school. If you asked questions, you didn’t get answers.’ And so, for Germans joining their American and European brothers and sisters in revolt, the rebellion was domestic as well as international – and unique in its totality. As the historian Tony Judt said, ‘If ever there was a generation whose rebellion really was grounded in the rejection of everything their parents represented – everything: national pride, Nazism, money, the West, peace, stability, law and democracy – it was “Hitler’s children”, the West German radicals of the sixties.’ Their anti-Vietnam stance was exacerbated by the sense that in their own way, their own parents, their own country had been culturally invaded by the Americans, albeit with the benefit of Marshall Plan dollars rather than bombs and napalm. ‘The Yanks have colonised our subconscious,’ complains a character in Wim Wenders’s 1976 film Kings of the Road. They saw now why their parents had taken refuge in hard work, material gain, and how they had embraced the American dream so willingly, as a means of repressing the German nightmare which they had both perpetrated and endured.


The reaction of the young was paradoxical, however. On the one hand, they baulked at the repressive, neo-Prussian conservatism of the Adenauer regime, against dominant, institutional modes of repression, be they crackdowns on demonstrations or tabloid newspapers disseminating reactionary bilge to offset the growing tide of countercultural dissent. However, it was clear, up close to those young people in revolt, that all the fight had gone from their parents’ generation; that they were, for all their industriousness and outward respectability, cowed and fearful of the shadows of the past. When young people scuffled, chanted, cursed the imperialists or even, in extreme cases, perpetrated acts of terrorism against property (and later citizens), it was as if they were reproachfully demonstrating to their elders a spirit of combativeness and resistance that had been wholly lacking in the German people of the 1930s and ’40s; the very willingness with which they had been mobilised militarily indicated not their strength but their submissiveness. Although the wartime generation were largely unable to bring themselves to atone for, even acknowledge Germany’s war crimes, this was not necessarily born out of stereotypical arrogance or sneering, strutting Teutonic pride but rather a profound lack of self-esteem; a feeling that any sense of national identity had been wiped out, along with any sense of sustaining myth or memory.


 


In 1961, the Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund – the Socialist German Student Union, founded in 1946 – was expelled from the SPD, the Social Democratic Party of West Germany. The new consensual brand of politics in West Germany meant that young people in particular felt they had no political or ideological choices. This was exacerbated when the SPD and the Christian Democratic Union joined parliamentary forces, united in a policy of rearmament. Having nowhere to go, they became instrumental in a new, outsider political organisation, the Außerparlamentarische Opposition (APO), and it was this that would form the basis for the student movements in Germany of the 1960s, which would eventually have such a bearing on youth culture and intersect with both Krautrock and, later, the terrorist movements.


No experiments? Yes, experiments. Drawing on Fluxus-style ideas of active intervention (sit-ins, demonstrations, a refusal to accept hierarchical norms), as well as a broader identity politics in which gay rights and sexual liberation were high on the agenda, the antics of the APO were not to the taste of the older guard. As one professor of Islamic Studies at the University of Hamburg remarked to demonstrating students, ‘You all belong in concentration camps.’ The professor had been a member of Hitler’s brownshirts, one of the many reinstated following the failure of denazification. And therein lay the problem. The university establishment had undergone no process of postwar regeneration; its prewar status and privileges were preserved, its courses were fusty and antiquated, its hierarchy and structures were inflexible.


In common with other Western countries, meanwhile, there was a rise in the use of drugs in West Germany throughout the 1960s, not merely as an option for recreation and relaxation but as a culture in its own right. The German hippies, or Gammler as they were known, were the focus of media attention and consternation from the mid-sixties onwards, with Der Spiegel running a cover feature on them in 1966. They could be found in the seedier, more bohemian quarters of most major German cities, from the Reeperbahn in Hamburg to Kurfürstendamm in Berlin. It perturbed their elders that the Gammler rejected alcohol, the traditional, legitimate, bourgeois drug of laughter and forgetting, in favour of hash and other such Eastern options, or worse, LSD. It perturbed them also that they were looking to alter their minds with a view to raising their consciousness, as raised consciousness meant raising issues which had lain dormant since the 1940s. Bernward Vesper, son of the Nazi poet Will Vesper, put it best in his book Die Reise (‘The Trip’): ‘We have been anaesthetised since our childhoods. Drugs tear the veil of reality, wake us, make us alive, and make us conscious of our situation for the first time.’


The Gammler were looking to do more than get high; they presented a critique of the consumer society their guilty parents had laboured hard to bequeath them, as well as the work ethic required to maintain it. They were dropouts who refused to take their place in a capitalist system which presented itself as the sole alternative if they wished to get on. Their own consumption of narcotics was an alternative to mind-numbing, status-seeking consumerism. The drugs were acquired via American soldiers or Turkish Gastarbeiter, or simply by hitting the well-trodden hippie trail, but certainly, by the late 1960s, there was an ever-increasing traffic of narcotics flowing through West Germany. All of this was in advance of Krautrock, but it meant that there was a pre-existing group of longhairs, dissenters and altered minds who would enable the cognitive framework in which the music was made, and received. Growing sections of the country’s youth were perfumed with the heavy toxicity of the counterculture.


The response to this insolence, manifested in beat music, politics, drugs and an aversion to the short back and sides, was brutal. 2 June 1967 saw the shooting of Benno Ohnesorg, a twenty-six-year-old German literature student, during the demonstrations that greeted the state visit of the Shah of Iran, whom the New Left regarded as repressive. Following the dispersal of demonstrators, Ohnesorg was shot dead by a plain-clothes policeman, Karl-Heinz Kurras (who ironically later turned out to be a Stasi spy), who was twice cleared of all charges brought against him. This only bolstered the suspicion that as far as the authorities were concerned, insubordinate hippies were all fair game. This event – another apparent act of state-sanctioned violence, which led to the formation of newer, more militant, eventually terrorist factions – had a pivotal, birthing effect at the moment new German music was just beginning to emerge and take shape.


1968 was, as across the world, violent and fateful in West Germany. The gap between the Spiesser, swaying in vacuous, mildly inebriated time to the Schlager hits of the day, and the students now tearing into the fabric of bourgeois life was conspicuous; it was hard not to take sides. Feelings of wistfulness among the older generation for the Nazi era were dying hard: a poll in 1968 revealed that while only a tiny number of people desired the restoration of a Hitler-style Reich, fifty per cent of the West German population believed that Naziism was ‘a good idea badly executed’. Astonishingly, this was a higher percentage than when the same question had been put in the late 1940s. Bild, the Axel Springer-owned tabloid, a thinner, terser equivalent of the Sun, stoked moral panic at the feral, lefty longhairs now running amok in German society, with headlines such as ‘STOP THE TERROR OF THE YOUNG REDS NOW!’ In 1968, Rudi Dutschke, a former East German dissident projected as one of the leading activists of the West German anti-establishment New Left, a figure parallel to Daniel Cohn-Bendit, was accosted in a Berlin street and shot in the head by one Josef Bachmann, a house painter.


Bachmann explained in court by way of mitigation that he was on a mission to ‘kill a dirty communist’. His lawyers argued that he had merely been a tool of ‘more powerful forces’. Bachmann was a disturbed individual who lived alone in his apartment with only a poster of Adolf Hitler. He was also an avid Bild reader, and had taken to heart the depiction of Dutschke in the Springer press as a dangerous fanatic who needed to be dispensed with by ‘self-help’, as the paper put it. Bachmann was sentenced to just seven years, though he committed suicide in 1970, having engaged in correspondence, possibly remorseful, with Dutschke, who survived the assassination attempt but never recovered from his injuries. Dutschke died in 1979, drowning in a bath following an epileptic seizure. Bild blithely dismissed the pair of them as lunatics from opposite ends of the political spectrum and got on with business as usual.


During the demonstration at which Ohnesorg was killed, one Fritz Teufel was arrested and held until the following December, with students staging a hunger strike in protest. He had become a member of Kommune 1, founded in early 1967 in West Berlin. Kommune 1 was a further development from the APO, its fluid, open-plan living arrangements a specific reproach to the suburban model of small-scale, tight-knit domesticity, confined domestic cells of social conservatism, even fascism. Kommune 1’s core members considered the very idea of the family, with its restriction on personal development, to be inherently right-wing. The personal was deemed political. Privacy was eschewed – the bathrooms had no doors and nudity was considered a political statement, one of absolute freedom and lack of sexual inhibition but, they claimed, also one of solidarity with the naked bodies of concentration-camp victims. Kommune 1 set up in the vacant apartments of a series of authors, including Hans Magnus Enzensberger. Although the group espoused Situationist ideals and had an anarchistic scorn for such concepts as property rights, they had a definite leader in the figure of Dieter Kunzelmann and charged to be interviewed or photographed.


Kommune 1 began to engage in acts of provocation that were more mischievous than terrorist, including the ‘pudding assassination’, a thwarted attempt to hurl pudding, yoghurt and flour at US Vice President Hubert Humphrey during a state visit in 1967. Hilarity, publicity and moral panic ensued (they were dubbed the ‘communards of horror’ by the right-wing press, who also insisted that the Vice President’s life would have been threatened by an assault of cake ingredients). This was abetted by press conferences and a widely circulated photo of naked Kommune 1 members assuming the position against a wall.


This was the height of the group’s political notoriety – by 1969, they had abandoned pranksterism in favour of more direct action against property, issuing flyers calling for the firebombing of department stores, and its various members were subsequently accused and convicted of terrorist activities, including attempting to bomb US President Nixon’s motorcade. (An incendiary device had been planted at their commune by one Peter Urbach, a police spy, later found to have supplied a bomb intended to blow up a Jewish community centre in Berlin in 1969.) From the remnants of Kommune 1 would also emerge the Baader–Meinhof group or Red Army Faction (RAF). What was left of the Kommune was invaded and trashed by a gang of rockers in late 1969, as if to symbolise the disillusionment of the end of the decade. Kunzelmann was now lost to heroin addiction.


However, Kommune 1 intersected with rock history, not only when Jimi Hendrix dropped by to visit, but when they were joined by Uschi Obermaier, a model from Munich. She had lived with Amon Düül in their Munich commune, but soon she moved in with the communards of Kommune 1, in their single bedroom.


Countercultural forces were beginning to merge. The International Essener Songtage, a festival of ‘politics, art and pop’, was held in 1968, bearing the ominous subtitle ‘Deutschland Erwacht’ (‘Germany Awakens’), a suitably cheeky co-option of a nineteenth-century German nationalist motto, and featuring Floh de Cologne, Tangerine Dream and Guru Guru in its line-up. This would be an entirely different sort of awakening, albeit of German origin. The authorities showed their determination to suppress any dawning consciousness which they felt threatened the state. At the Songtage, Floh de Cologne had completed their set by exhorting the audience to squat and to steal food, as well as showing pornographic slides. They found themselves facing charges of blasphemy and procuration. This was also the year in which the Bundestag passed Emergency Laws designed to curtail civil rights in the event of what they deemed ‘crisis’ situations, such as revolution, whose petroleum smell was still in the air. This was the cue for massive protests across the Federal Republic.


The short-lived Zodiak Free Arts Lab, founded in Berlin in late 1968, was another example of music (or anti-music), politics and art co-existing in the same space. Its monochrome walls played host to jazz extremists like Peter Brötzmann and Alfred Harth, as well as to the younger members of the ‘Berlin School’, like the fledgling Tangerine Dream and Agitation Free. It was a sign that the air was alive with a new, electric noise, whose psychedelic brutalism blasted the writing on the wall for old-style singer/songwriter events like the soon-to-be-defunct Burg Waldeck festival. The volume had gone up several notches. The Arts Lab, however, quickly found itself under the cosh of the Berlin police – drug raids were frequent, and this eventually led the revolutionary group Zentralrat der Umherschweifenden Haschrebellen (‘The Central Committee of Roaming Hash Rebels’), whose members included future terrorist ‘Bommi’ Baumann, to set fire to a police car in protest.
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