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The summer of 2014 was a long dull summer of unemployment for me, with one shining salvation- I fell in love. Not with another person, or even a pet. I fell in love with music, specifically the deep heartfelt beat of techno. 

So compelling and visceral a reaction techno provoked in me that I found myself reading anything I could lay my hands on about its origins and the scene that grew up around it.  My quest for discovery lead me to read Denk and von Thülen’s book Der Klang der Familie: Berlin, Techno and the Fall of the Wall. Gathering together DJs and producers from the 1990s, the book is a collection of transcribed interviews and conversations between the key players of the time. It does a thorough job of charting the techno scene’s development, from its conception and immediate rejection in Detroit to its successful migration to Berlin where it found an eternal home. It describes techno as the product of a love affair set against the most momentous unpreceded world events, fired by the reunification of Germany, propelled by clandestine underground parties in abandoned Stasi buildings and developed by the passion of a dedicated few. The book describes how for a few unique years, no one in authority knew what was going in reunified Berlin. In a time before the era of big-name DJs and sell out arenas, there was a time of friends driving around the streets of the newly liberated East Berlin, searching the hundreds of buildings left derelict in which to party, buoyed with the euphoria of freedom.

The DJs interviewed in Der Klang der Familie share their stories of a time before they were techno-legends. In fact, they are very clear that the scene then had the music, not the dj, at the centre. “From the very beginning, techno said, “We don’t have stars” That’s why the light shone on the dance floor while the DJ stood in the dark. It was a very important part of the concept, this idea that the crowd was the star…we were one people.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  (pg approx. 197)] 


The joy of those years comes across very strongly too, especially when contrasted against the hardships of the years before the Wall came down. “My life consisted entirely of making escape plans. Every day we came up with new ways of getting out…I was with a friend on holiday in Bulgaria, and we spontaneously ripped out the notice in our passports, burned out plane tickets and showed up at the West German embassy in Sofia [saying we were from the West]… They said, “Go home, apply for an exit visa, we’ll help you.” At home, we had to spend a day in jail. The Stasi people picked us up at the Mokka-Milch-Eisbar…On August 13th, I got out of jail. On December 13th, 1986, I was allowed to leave.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  (apprx pg 16)] 


The DJs both East and West describe what they were doing the night the Wall came down. Mark Reeder went on holiday to Romania and Czechoslovakia and didn’t even find out what had happened until ten days later. Paul Van Dyk had already left the East illegally just a week before, himself, his mother, and his dog. But others were right in the thick of it. DJ Jauche and friends headed east to west and went straight to the up the elevator of the Europa Centre to see the view. At the bar they inadvertently gatecrashed the birthday party of a former classmate who had left the east only a year earlier. “He stared at us, completely dumbfounded, and we at him. Where had we come from, he wanted to know. And we just said, “The Wall’s open.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  (pg 43 approx)] 


The youthful amateurishness and zeal of the time is summed up well when Kati Schwind describes how they came to create a party one night in an abandoned Nazi-era bunker. They organized buses, but were followed by the police. They produced a forged permission slip. “The policeman read through it and had to smile. He’d clearly caught on that it wasn’t all above board, but the mood was so good and positive that he let it pass.” Uwe Reineke continues “the bunkers were underground, and there was a lot of steaming and flashing coming out of them. But [the police officer] thought it was totally wild. All the fog, the flashes of strobe. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Well, dancing,” we said. “Here’s a beer”. Him: “No, I can’t.” Us: “No one will know!” Then he drank and went back out with the words “crazy, just crazy” on his lips.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  pg 66] 


The book is a fascinating slice of nostalgia, but it is as chaotic as the time it was written about. Like Berlin itself, the book feels rough-and-ready, thrown together, which has its charms but also its frustrations. Jenna Krumminga’s English translation from the original German was no doubt difficult due to the nature of the informal conversations, but she is not always consistent in her colloquialisms. The first-hand accounts give it a fresh immediate appeal, even an urgency, but some of the stories are introduced without sufficient explanation.

It perhaps asks too much of the reader to expect them to jump in blind to what is a tight-knit community of friends bonded by their experience of the music industry, and to sift through their deeply layered conversations and in-jokes. Footnotes give some useful explanations but younger fans, particularly those not from Germany, may find themselves resorting to Google to provide a few more background details of the time. The book’s appendix provides explanations of the people and places mentioned, as well as a “DJ Charts” section that is a treasure trove of forgotten tracks. It was a missed opportunity not to have also provided a map of Berlin to show the key locations and the position of the Wall, which would have been especially useful for the English edition.

For any techno-fan willing to jump on the ride of this book and go wherever they are taken, the read is worth it. The book is a hypnotic insight into a unique occurrence in the midst of international geo-political drama, the almost magical collision of incidents that led to the genesis of an entire musical subculture.  
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