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Three Book Reviews


This book review is intended for an electronic music publication or website, similar to www.pitchfork.com or www.residentadvisor.net, and is written with the assumption that the intended audience will have an interest in and some understanding of the techno scene described in the review. 

Der Klang Der Familie: Berlin, Techno and the Fall of the Wall
by Felix Denk and Sven von Thülen
English Edition translated by Jenna Krumminga 

Published in 2014 by Books on Demand, In de Tarpen 42, Norderstedt, 22848 Hamburg, Germany, https://www.bod.de

ISBN-10: 3738604294, Paperback, 308 Pages, 12.7 x 1.6 x 20.3 cm
£17.99 or Kindle download £8.49 (correct as of November 2017) 

The summer of 2014 is a memorable one for me, because I fell in love. Not with another person, but with 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. Which is how I came to read Denk and von Thülen’s excellent 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 on 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 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:  Felix Denk and Sven von Thülen, Der Klang Der Familie: Berlin, Techno and the Fall of the Wall (Hamburg: Books on Demand, 2014), p.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. William Röttger describes the passion of the teen music scene that existed despite the Stasi. In the East pre-1989, fans sent their grandmothers to smuggle records back from the West for them. ‘They were fanatical and did everything to get at the music…Pensioners had a special pass, that’s why they could travel. Grannies from the East were always coming to my apartment [in West Berlin] wanting our records’ (p.36). 

Kati Schwind describes how they came to discover the legendary venue E-werk (named after the building’s original use as an electrical power station): ‘all the equipment was covered in a thick layer of dust, but you still had the feeling the men who’d once worked there had only just left…a very special light shone into the room through the windows. Beautiful.’
Jonzon adds: ‘we were speechless. This curved building, all the equipment and transformers. We knew right away we had to throw a party there.’ (p.65). 

Poignantly, Schwind adds that the E-werk was located ‘right on the death strip’ (pg 65). 
A venue that had once been witness to so much suffering was transformed into an electrifying expression of youth and freedom. 

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 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.  






The following review is intended as an unbiased review for a broadsheet weekend supplement.  

The Watchmaker of Filigree Street by Natasha Pulley 

Published in 2015 by Bloomsbury, 50 Bedford Square, London

ISBN: 978-1-4088-5431-0, Paperback, 336 Pages, 19.7 x 2.4 x 13 cm, £7.99 

I want to like Pulley’s debut novel, but its numerous flaws distract from what should be a very entertaining plot. Set in 1880s London The Watchmaker of Filigree Street has a Dickensian smoggy-foggy atmosphere which is instantly recognizable but a bit clichéd. Some baffling Japanese political Game of Thrones style drama also features, crashing the plot back and forth between London and Japan and crushing a man beneath a wall in the meantime.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite the drama, it is all a little too charming, which takes the power away from the events of the plot. This is a shame, because intrigue and danger abound! London is in the throes of a spate of clockwork bomb attacks and clockmakers city-wide are under suspicion. Thaniel, a good sort of man but unremittingly boring, finds himself forced into espionage. This is a side-profession he is so increasingly uncomfortable and hand-wringy with that when he threatens to push someone down the stairs you know to the bottom of your heart that he won’t have the guts to do it, but boy do you wish he would, just to see some life in him. 

In his quest (which is more of a hesitant half-hearted inquiry than a quest) to find the maker of a mysterious pocket watch, Thaniel finds himself befriended by a Japanese immigrant watchmaker and thrown into the path of the incorrigible Grace Carrow, a young woman determined to make science her vocation and eschew the trappings of married life. The plight of a woman in the Victorian era should make you naturally indignant, but it is unclear whether Grace is meant to be a likable character. The consistency of her actions seems somewhat flawed as the story progresses. 

The other major flaw of the novel is the language. The dialogue is too modern. The prose is too clear. The majority of Victorian societal manners and niceties are done away with, though chaperones are mentioned at one point, as an afterthought. If I read a novel with a Victorian setting, I want to have to work for it. I want to trawl through Dickens’ paid-by-the-word prose and Brontesque preachy, romantic treacle.  Yet The Watchmaker of Filigree Street could very well be set in modern day London with very little changes needed. I’m not even sure, beyond the smog and fog, if I would have noticed it was even set in 1883, but the book’s first chapter helpfully tells us so. Lines like: ‘Everyone was going to the Rising Sun and to other bars and clubs near Trafalgar Square.’[footnoteRef:2] cause you to wonder whether they are all coordinating their night out on their smartphones and calling an Uber to get home after.    [2:  Natasha Pulley, The Watchmaker of Filigree Street (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p.38 
] 


What Pulley did manage very well was to ignite a passionate interest clockwork that I never knew I had. The book will definitely please the steampunk scene, which Pulley dabbles a little in. It is clear that the mechanics of clockwork have been meticulously researched and mean that the most pleasing character in the entire novel is Katsu, a mechanical octopus. He is endearingly naughty, stealing socks and getting trapped in drawers, rapping his clockwork tentacles against the wood until he is let out. 

The line ‘Katsu stole his other sock and flopped onto the floor with an unbiological bang, whereupon he octopused out of the open door and slid down the banister’ (p.54) was my favourite line of the entire novel. I liked it so much that I’m almost willing to let the rest of the novel off the hook because of it. Almost. 

The following review is also intended as an unbiased review for a broadsheet weekend supplement.  

David Jones in the Great War
by Thomas Dilworth 

Published in 2012 by Enitharmon Press, 26B Caversham Road. London NW5 2DU 

ISBN: 978-1907587245, Hardcover, 228 pages, 14 x 2 x 21.6 cm, £15.00

David Jones’ place amongst the great poets of World War One is indisputable, but for a long time his name has stood fainter next to the immortal names of Owen and Sassoon. Perhaps his war poem, the book-long In Parenthesis, does not lend itself as easily to pithy quotations as other war poetry. Jones’ life and war experience has been a little neglected, something that Thomas Dilworth’s excellent book David Jones in the Great War goes a long way to rectify. 

David Jones was nineteen at the start of the war, small for his age and baby-faced. He was rejected by two regiments until he embraced his much-loved Welsh roots and joined the Royal Welch Fusiliers. Already a competent artist and combined with his deep interest in mythology and literature, he made many creative responses to the war through art and prose, but it was not until the 1930s (delayed by a breakdown) that he came to write his masterpiece In Parenthesis. 

Dilworth chooses to focus only on Jones’ experience in the Great War, not his entire life, though incidents before and after the conflict are necessarily touched on. Neither does Dilworth go into much detail of Jones’ construction and writing of In Parenthesis- literary criticism this is not- though suitable attention is paid to the genius of Jones’ talent. Each real-life incident that finds its counter-part in the poem is also clearly marked and footnoted.

Dilworth draws on his own conversations with Jones in the 1970s and uses interviews, battalion diaries and letters to relate the narrative of Jones’ war. This is no mere piecing together of facts however. Dilworth’s skill lies in his ability to paint a cohesive, fluid picture of Jones’ experience with energy and empathy. 

He dispels the myth that Jones enjoyed the war, stating that ‘his war experience was often harrowing….it was of [his friend’s opinion] that Jones suffered from shell shock’[footnoteRef:3]. Neither does Dilworth shy away from the understandably complex nature of Jones’ experience of the conflict, an experience that seemed unbearably traumatic when away from the Front, but became a potent mix of exhilaration and camaraderie when back at the front lines.  [3: Thomas Dilworth, David Jones in the Great War, (London: Enitharmon Press, 2012), p.15.
] 


There is a veracity to this book. Dilworth follows Jones through the war as coherently as though he were only a few steps behind him in the trenches. As readers, we have the uncanny feeling that we are ghostly spectators to David Jones himself, a feeling no more poignant than when Dilworth describes in great depth the hand-to-hand fighting that took place in the ghoulish Mametz Wood, a battle where Jones was seriously injured. 

Jones saw ‘more active service than any other British war writer’ (p.14) and we feel his weariness grow as the book progresses. But the war was also a sacred time for him. Dilworth tells of an occasion when Jones and his friend lay awake in the trenches one night and considered what it would be like to have tour guides showing sightseers around their sector of the line in peace time. Jones said: ‘I recall feeling very angry about this, like you do if you think of strangers ever occupying a house or garden you live in and love. There was a great sense of possessiveness among us…. some twist of traverse in a disused trench-system had for us something of the quality of the secret places lovers know’ (p.184). 

This paradox of fear and exhilaration, of love and death, runs like a thread through Jones’ war experience. Early on in the war he was sent out with a comrade to survey No-Man’s Land. It was night and they crawled on their bellies to the enemy lines. Upon reaching the opposite trench the shock of the sight of a German helmet moving up and down above the parapet reduced them to helpless giggles which they could not stifle until they had safely wriggled their way back to their own trench. 

Dilworth paints with a broad brush. Jones’ art, poetry, prose are all richly explored, as is Jones’ religious conversion which was sparked by an experience of a Catholic Mass that he stumbled across only a little away from the front lines midway through the war. Dilworth allows the ‘warmly affectionate’ character of Jones to shine through in such a way that the book deserves to stand as a work of art itself, a delicate, horrific, yet beautiful account of a war that destroyed a generation. 










Initial Proposal for the Creative Project

This will be an anthology of approximately twenty poems inspired by the loose theme of ‘Home’. The theme will be interpreted in a variety of ways, reflecting on the different emotions and stories that ‘home’ evokes in different people. Some poems will draw on my own personal reflections of the meaning of home, other poems will comment on more global situations such as war, repression, immigration and migration, the refugee crisis and homelessness. Some poems will focus on a particular person or real-life news story. 


Detailed Professional Proposal for the Creative Project

The theme of home has been explored in literature as long as literature itself has existed and there is a very deep human recognition of the importance of home. It is where we first learn to walk and talk, to feed ourselves, to experience love, care and affection- if we are fortunate enough. For others, it is a dangerous place, a place to flee from. And for some, it is a place that is eternally elusive, a place of perpetual longing. It is these rich and varied experiences of home that I want to explore in my collection of poems. 

I left home when I was sixteen and over the best part of a decade I have lived in eight different locations. These experiences have given me a strong sense of what home is and is not. Growing up in a town with high crime rates and limited opportunities for education and employment drove me to leave as soon as I could, but at the same time meant I would always long for my hometown with mixed feelings- a place I wanted to be part of, but never felt comfortable in. 

Having had a long-time fascination with the concept of home means that I have always been interested in stories of those who have had a much more painful need to find a home, or flee from their home. I have often researched the political and historic reasons as to why people cannot safely live in their homes and the social, economic, or political climates that mean that they cannot. This personal and intellectual interest in the theme of home leaves me ideally placed to create snapshots of these situations, both universal and personal, in the form of poetry.  

My collection will be comprised of approximately twenty to twenty-five poems, encompassing a wide range of subjects on the theme. These will include my own personal response to my idea of home, but will also explore how other people, both in history and in the present day, respond to the concept of home. Some poems will also comment on political situations that prevent or destroy people’s right to their home. 

The title of the collection will be a line selected from one of the poems in the completed collection. The line will be short and memorable, and might be followed by the explanatory subtitle:

Home: Poems of Loss, Love and Longing 

At a rough estimate, the projected word count will be 25 poems of approximately 90 words each, 2250 words in total. 

The collection will appeal to anyone with an interest in poetry, in particular politics, history or social justice or anyone wanting a voice or expression to the longing for home. The poems will occasionally deal with adult themes so will not be appropriate for children. 

Many popular poetry anthologies are very prescriptive: Allie Esiri’s A Poem for Every Day of the Year, Deborah Alma’s The Emergency Poet: An Anti-Stress Poetry Anthology, and Andrew Motion’s Poetry by Heart: A Treasury of Poems to Read Aloud. These are a few examples that show how a tailored approach to poetry works well. Neil Astley’s Staying Alive, Being Alive and Being Human all offer the antidote to and the expression of the difficulties and joys of life respectively.  My collection would be in a similar vein to these examples in the way it will specifically speak to a very particular human need. However it will also be a unique approach on a time-old subject, allowing the reader to experience a personal approach to a wider theme. There is only one book that I am aware of that currently uses the words “home” and “poetry” in its title: The Poetry of Home by Charlotte Moss. However, this is a cosy, glossy collection of quotes describing the safe, positive attributes of home and it is very much the opposite of what I aim to do with my collection. 

As my work on my collection progresses and I follow the various threads of research and interest, I may choose to focus on a more specific aspect of the theme of home. For example, Jackself is the poet Jacob Pulley’s personal exploration of his life, using the diminutive form of his name to relate his life story through the motif of the many uses of ‘Jack’ in fairy tales and nursery rhymes. This is a similar kind of theme that I may choose to use as a means of developing my collection into a more coherent look overall. 
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