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By appl yi ng phil osophical rigour to sonic disruption, the German M1l e Pl ateaux |abel has becone a
nexus for resistant musicians such as Oval and Alec Enpire. In Frankfurt, Sinon Reynolds neets

| abel boss Achi m Szepanski and nakes the connections between Teutoni ¢ Hardcore, post-structuralist
theory, digital disobedience and hypernodern jazz

Frankfurt is sinmultaneously Germany's financial capital and a | ongstanding centre of anti-
capitalist theory. Mdst fanpusly, it gave the world the 'Frankfurt School' of Walter Benjanin,
Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheinmer et al: neo-Marxist thinkers who fled Nazi smand | anded up in
Southern California, where their eyes and ears were affronted by the kitsch outpourings of

Hol | ywood' s dream factory. Today, the Frankfurt School is nostly remenbered for its snooty
attitude towards popular culture, which it regarded as the 20th century's opiate-of-the-people, a
soul -degrading inferior to H gh Mddernism Adorno in particular has achi eved a dubious imortality
in the Cultural Studies world, as an Aunt Sally figure ritually bashed by acadenics as a preque

to their semotic readings of 'anti-hegenonic resistance' encoded i n Madonna vi deos and Star Trek

There's no denyi ng Adorno deserves derision for his infanmously suspect comments about the "eunuch-
i ke sound" of jazz, whose secret nessage was "give up your nmasculinity, let yourself be
castrated... and you will be accepted into a fraternity which shares the nystery of inpotence with
you". But in other respects Adorno's critique of pop culture's role as safety valve and socia
control is not so easily shrugged off. Wtness his renmarks on the swing-inspired frenzies of the
"Jitterbug': "Their ecstasy is without content...It has convul sive aspects reniniscent of St

Vitus' dance or the reflexes of nutilated aninmals." Adorno's verdict on jitterbuggers - "nerely to
be carried away by anything at all, to have sonething of their own, conpensates for their

i mpoveri shed and barren exi stence" - could easily be transposed to 90s rave culture, which - from
Happy Hardcore to Gabba to Goa trance - is now as rigidly ritualised and conservative as Heavy

Met al

The Frankfurt-based | abel MIle Plateaux shares sonething of Adorno's oppositional attitude to
mass culture. For |abel boss Achim Szepanski, Germany's rave industry - which dom nates the pop

mai nstream - is so institutionalised and regulated it verges on the totalitarian. Adorno-style, he
psychoanal yses Ecstasy culture as "a netonym c search for nother-substitutes - Ecstasy can be your
new mommy". Alec Enpire, a MIlle Plateaux solo artist and prime nover in his own Berlin-based anti -
rave scene Digital Hardcore, is nore blunt: "Rave is dead, it's boring. House is disco and Techno
is Progressive rock." As for Oval, MIlle Plateaux's 'star act', when asked about their

rel ati onship to Techno, they seem astoni shed by the question. "Relationship?!'" they reply.

*

I nfluenced by post-structuralist theory and naned after a gargantuan tract by French phil osophers
G lles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, MIle Plateaux rel ease deconstruction Electronica. Situating
their activity both within and against the genre conventions of post-rave styles like Intelligent
Techno, House, Jungle and TripHop, MIle Plateaux identify these musics' premature closures and
seize their missed opportunities. The results may not offer the easy satisfactions of |ess
anbi ti ous Techno | abel s/auteurs, but they do constitute the nbst consistently stimulating

catal ogue in the post-rave universe.

One January weekend, | net Szepanski at his Frankfurt apartnent, which doubles as HQ for his four

| abels (MIle Plateaux, Force Inc, Riot Beats and Force Inc USA), and is located in the city's

sl eazy equivalent to King's Cross (handy for trains, lots of junkies and hookers). Having read his
Del euze-styl e press releases (lots of references to "sound-streans" and

"di sjunctivesingularities") and conducted a theory-dense e-nail conversation, |'mexpecting a

rat her severe individual. But over the course of the weekend, Achimreveal s some unexpected sides
to his character: a dry sense of hunour, a soft spot for plastic pop (he owns CDs by TLC and Kylie
M nogue) and an awesone talent for piss-artistry.

Pl agued by a nystery ail nment, he spends nost of Saturday sipping honmeopat hic renmedi es and



conplaining that he's too ill to undertake a planned excursion to see Chi cago House DJ and Force
Inc artist Gene Farris spin at a club in nearby Mainz. At mdnight, he decided he's just about up
toit. For the first five hours, Achims spirits remain |ow, despite an al cohol intake rate of
three beers to ny one. But by 6am and beer nunber 12, Achimis flailing on the dancefl oor
enraptured by Farris's trippy set. Every few mi nutes, he accosts soneone to blearily proclaim
"Cene Farris is the best House DJ in the world. | don't care, | will tell anyone - Josh W nk,
Laurent Garnier - to their face: Farris is the best."

*

Now aged 35, Szepanski got involved in student politics in the radical, post-1968 climte of the
m d-70s. He read Marx, flirted with Maoi sm protested about conditions in the Gernman prison
system Later in the decade he inmmersed hinmself in the post-punk experinentalist scene al ongside
the likes of DAF, playing in the Industrial group P16D4. In the 80s he went back to coll ege,

wat ched the Left die and got very depressed, consoling hinself with alcohol and the m santhropic
phi |l osophy of C oran

Two | ate 80s breakthroughs pulled himout of the mire: his encounter with the post-structurali st
t hought of Foucault, Lyotard, Derrida, et al, and his excitenment about H pHop and House. Wile
still working on a doctorate about Foucault, he started the first DJ-orientated record store in
Frankfurt and founded the Bl ackout |abel. By the early 90s Szepanski was tripping out to Del euze
and Guattari's A Thousand Pl ateaus: Capitalism And Schi zophrenia, a colossal tone that Foucault
hailed as "an introduction to the non-fascist life"

For Achim the experience was revel atory and gal vani si ng: Del euze and Guattari's theories showed
him"that you don't have to be negative or sad if you want to be mlitant, even if what you fight
against is very bad. The Frankfurt School and Marxismhas a very linear interpretation of history
and a totalising view of society, whereas Del euze and Guattari say that society is nore than just
the econony and the state, it's a nultitude of sub-systens and |ocal struggles."

Fromthis notion, Achim conceived the strategy of context-based subversion which inforns his

| abel s: hard Techno and House with Force Inc, Electronica with MIIle Plateaux, Jungle with R ot
Beats, TripHop with the Electric Ladyland conpil ations. These interventions are sonewhere between
parody and riposte, denonstrating by deed not discourse what these genres could really be like if
they lived up to or exceeded their acconpanying 'progressive' rhetoric.

*

Founded in 1991, Force Inc was initially influenced by Detroit renegades Underground Resi stance;
not just sonically, but by "their whole anti-corporate, anti-conmnodification of dance stance". In
its first year, Force Inc's neo-Detroit/nouveau Acid sound had a | ot of inpact. At the sane tine,
the | abel was involved in the underground party scene, organising "guerilla events at strange

| ocations, without all the tricks and special effects that you get at nornmal discos". But in 1992
as the Acid revival took off and trance tediumtook over, Force Inc "made a radical break",
towards a breakbeat-oriented Hardcore that was a weird parallel to the proto-Jungle emerging in
Britain. Szepanski and Force |Inc deserve respect for recognising so precociously the radicalism of
the then universally deplored ' Ardkore. They even | oved the nuch deri ded accel erated ' squeaky

voi ce' tracks that ruled in 1992.

"Maybe it was just our peculiar warped interpretation, but the sped-up vocals sounded |like a
serious attenpt to deconstruct sone of the ideol ogies of pop nusic. One dinension to this was
usi ng voices |like instrunents or noise, destroying the pop ideology that says that the voice is
t he expression of the human subject."

And so Force Inc enbarked upon its own "abstract Industrial take on UK breakbeat", mashing

toget her harsh sonorities and angelic sanples over ultra-fast breakbeats, as on Biochip Cs
marvel l ous "Hells Bells", available on the recent Force Inc anthol ogy Rauschen 10. Achim al so
licensed UK tracks such as NRG s super-sentinmental "I Need Your Lovin'" and naterial by Force Mss
Motion. "We did sonme great parties, our DJ friend Sasha playing nuch faster than the English DJs,
at 200 bpm wusing an altered Technics [deck] cranked up to +40. At this velocity, it was very
abstract, coming at you like a sound wall. It worked good for us but nobody el se! W were very
isolated in Germany."



In 1993-94 Szepanski watched aghast as rave went overground in Germany, with "the return of

mel ody, New Age el enents, insistently kitsch harnonies and tinbres". Wth this degeneration of the
under ground sound came the consolidation of a German rave establishnent, centred around the party
organi sati on Mayday and its record | abel Low Spirit, acts such as Wstbam and Marusha, and the
musi ¢ channel Viva TV. The charts were swanped with Low Spirit pop-Tekno snmashes such as
"Sonmewhere Over The Rai nbow' and "Tears Don't Lie", based on tunes from nusicals or German folk
music. And the alleged '"alternative' to this dreck was noribund, m ddl ebrow El ectro-Trance nusi c,
as represented by Frankfurt's own Sven Vath and his Harthouse | abel

For Achim what happened to Gernman rave illustrated Del euze and Cuattari's concepts of
"deterritorialisation" and "reterritorialisation". Deterritorialisation is when a culture gets al
fluxed up - punk, early rave, Jungle - resulting in a breakthrough into new aesthetic, social and
cognitive spaces. Reterritorialisation is the inevitable stabilisation of chaos into a new order:
the internal energence of style codes and orthodoxies, the external co-optation of subcultura
energy by the leisure industry. Szepanski has a groovy Gernman word for what rave, once so
liberating, turned into: 'Freizeitknast', a 'pleasure-prison'. Regul ated experiences, punctua
rapture, predictable nusic: "Boring!" sneers Achim

Wul d he go so far as to describe a kind of aesthetic fascismat work in rave culture? "The
techni ques of nass-nobilisation and crowd-consci ousness have simlarities to fascism Fasci smwas
nmobi | i sing people for the war-nmachines, rave is nobilising people for pleasure-machines”

In 1994 Achimstarted MIle Plateaux. Just as Force Inc worked with and agai nst the denands of the
dancefloor, MIlle Plateaux is a kind of answer to 'electronic listening nusic' and the Anmbient
boom Achim sees the |label's output as the nusical praxis to Del euzian theory, fleshing out
concepts such as the rhizone (a network of stems that are laterally connected), which is opposed
to hierarchical root-systens (such as those found in trees). In nusic, 'rhizomatic' equates with
the Eno/dub idea of a denobcracy of sounds, a dismantling of the normal ranking of instrunents in
the mx (usually privileging the voice or lead guitar). Instead, says Achim there's a
"synt hesi sati on of heterogenous sounds and naterial through a kind of conposition that holds the
sound el enments together without them!losing their heterogeneity”. Anticipated by the fractal funk
and chaos-theorens of Can and early 70s Ml es Davis (the 'nobody sol os, everybody sol os
principle), rhizomatic nusic today takes the formof DJ cut 'n' mix (at its rare, daring best),
avant garde Hi pHop and post-rock. And the output of MIIle Plateaux, of course.

*

Anot her key Del euze and Quattari trait shared by MIle Plateaux is an interest in schizophrenic
consci ousness. Achimtal ks of admiring darkside Hardcore for its "paranoia", and nourns the way
Jungle traded its vital nmadness for "serious" nusicality. "Since the 50s, in nusique concrete, in
I ndustrial nusic, in Techno, one heard diverse noi ses, scream ng, creaking, hissing - all noises
one related nore to madness," he explains. "Echo-effects all ow sound hall uci nati ons to occur, they
del ocal i se the perception apparatus, allow ng forns of perception to energe that one had
previously attributed to lunatics or schizophrenics." For Achim as for Del euze and CGuattari, such
sensory disorientation is valuable, acting as a deconstruction of 'subjectivity'.

Last year Szepanski contacted Del euze hinsel f, sending material by Oval and other MIle artists,
and asking if he'd wite an essay for Achim s planned anthol ogy of techno theory, Maschinelle
Strategene. The great man wote back saying he couldn't do it, but gave his blessing to the |abel
and said that he particularly dug Oval. "He even wote about specific tracks!" exclainms Achim
"Later, the Gernman publisher of A Thousand Plateaus told us this was really quite unusual, to get
such a letter."

Not long afterwards, the ternminally ill, 70 year old Del euze conmmtted suicide. Szepansk

i mredi ately organi sed the double CD tribute In Menoriam G lles Del euze. Featuring contributions
from Aneri can post-rockers Rome and Trans Am DJ-phil osopher Spooky, a gaggle of Achims old
allies in the European experinental rnusic scene, and all the usual MIle Plateaux-affiliated
suspects (Oval, Muse On Mars, Cristian Vogel, |lan Pooley, Scanner, Gas, etc), In Menoriamis
probably the best thing the |abel has put out yet. Stand-out tracks include the el ectroacoustic



jiggery-pokery of Alec Enpire's "Bon Voyage", the nusique concrete Jungle of Christophe Charles's
"Undirections/Continuunt, and Rone's Custer-1like drone-nosaic "I nternodal ".

The ubi quitous Jim O Rourke al so appears, and is working on a sort of O Rourke versus Mlle

Pl at eaux rem x project, using the entire MIle catal ogue as source material. Techno Aninmal nay

al so be doing a reni x project based around the 'versus' concept, Techno Animal Versus Reality,
which will involve five guest collaborators, material will be shuttled back and forth between each
artist and the group, eventually resulting in ten versions of five tracks. And then there's Oval,
who are currently scheming their way towards a sort of Listener versus Oval scenario: a digita

aut horing systemthat will enable the punter to nake their own Oval records.

*

Interviewing Oval is, shall we say, challenging. Their nmethods are obscure, their theory

fabul ously rarefied, their utterances marinated in irony. Al that can be safely said is that
Oval's 'nmusic' - however irrelevant aesthetics nay be to the trio - offers an uncanny, seductive
beauty of treacherous surfaces and | abyrinthine recesses.

Ironically, given Oval's pol enical engagenent with digital culture, nmy encounter with the trio
takes place in one of Frankfurt's new cyber-cafes. Inmediately there are comuni cati on probl ens.
Hunbl e enquiries about backgrounds and influences are net with rolling of the eyes, sniggers, and
"Next question!" Tentative characterisations of their activity are treated as a reduction or

m srepresentation of the Oval project. So what are they trying to do?

Put as sinply as possible, Oval is "not so much about nmusic as the technical inplenentation of
noti ons of nusic," says Markus Popp. "It's an effort in sound-design rather than nmusic with a
capital M The nmain content of our effort is to have an audi ble user-interface."

In nuts and bolts ternms, this neans fucking with the hardware and software that organi ses and
enabl es today's post-rave El ectronica. Mst critical of these technologies is MDI (Misica
Instrument Digital Interface), which allows different pieces of equipnent to be co-ordinated |like
the players in a group, or instrumental 'voices' in an orchestra. For Oval, this is precisely the
problem "MDI is basically a nusic-metaphor in itself, one that's so deplorably dated. It's so
constraining in every way, you have to go beyond these protocols."

Despite, or rather because of, this technology's reliance on "traditional nusic syntax and
semantics", Oval deliberately use the set-up, because their real interest is in standardi sation
Their first MIle Plateaux rel ease Systeni sch, explains Sebastian Oschatz, "was done with a very

cheap M DI set-up and a borrowed copy of Aphex Twin's Selected Ambient Works Vol 11." This later
turns out to be an Oval in-joke; apparently, Richard Janes is one of many artists who have cl ai ned
that Systemi sch was based on their nmaterial. "That albumis conposed of material that is really

old, and it got edited, |ayered and reconbined so many tinmes, it's stupid to ask whose nusic is
thi s?" says Popp. "That is the only truly negligible aspect in our nusic. Mst of the CDs we used
were rented, and often they didn't have their covers!”

Getting back to M DI or a sanpler/sequencer software such as Cubase (the power tool of choice for
the post-rave generation), Popp conplains that, "There is so nmuch determ nismw thin these
programs, working with theminvolves so much conpliance to principles that are highly critical. In
a social context these technologies are nostly used in a controlling way: nonitoring the
wor kpl ace, workpl ace efficiency, optimsing the user-interface. On-1ine newsgroups are full of
peopl e who e-nail back to the manufacturers saying, 'W'll need this, change that', and all of
this keeps themin front of their conputers even longer. Qur way of dealing with this is to
overcone the manufacturer's distinction between 'features' and 'bugs'.

Whi ch brings us to the fanobus Oval deploynent of deliberately danmaged CDs to generate the raw
material of their nusic: the glitches, skips and distressed cyber-nuzi k that nakes Systenisch and
its sequel 94 Diskont so ear-boggling. The CD-thang is another 'reduction' that irks Oval: "W did
use CDs, but that is neglectable, there are so nany other things we coul d have used... The

i mportant point was that the CD player has no distinction if it's an error or a proper part of the
recording, it's just doing calculations, algorithns."

This recalls Hendrix's aestheticisation of feedback, a 'bug' or inproper effect inmanent in the



electric guitar but hitherto unexploited. Oval reject terns |ike 'sabotage' to describe the CD
treatments and the nore esoteric forns of algorithm c mschief they weak wthin hardware. But
they do use the word "di sobedi ence”, which also has a frisson of subversion, and talk,
deconstruction-style, of engaging in a kind of non-antagonistic dialogue with corporate digital
culture: Sony, IBM Mcrosoft, et al

*

Contradi ctions abound in Oval's own rhetoric. They speak in al nost punk 'anyone-can-do-it' terns
of deliberately keeping their activity at the "lowest entry-level", of not wanting "to convey an

i mage of arcane technol ogy and years of expert study in digital signal processing and

programm ng". Yet their discourse is often absurdly forbidding and user-unfriendly. Then there's
the way they deny any nusical intentions, only to |later cone close to characterising their project
as an enrichnent of nusic. They talk of not wanting to produce a nerely "predictabl e outcone" of
the hardware and software, of wishing to "offensively suggest" the existence of soundworlds "from
‘outside' the digital domain", of having invented a "conpletely new nusic- paradi gni

Says Popp, "Another aspect of what we wanted to achieve nmusically is to generate a new ki nd of
perception. In the beginning, sone |abels sent back the deno tapes because they said there's no
music on it!" In that respect, Oval's audi o-nmazes induce a 'perceptual dissonance' akin to the Op
Art of Bridget Riley, or the perspectival chaos of Escher. Sebastian adds: "It works the other
way: obvious m s-pressings on the al buns, or DAT drop-outs on certain conpilation tracks, don't
get spotted during the production process!"”

Future Oval projects include sone kind of EP for MIle Plateaux; the US rel ease of System sch and
Di skont, acconpani es by "exclusive material, possibly predating System sch", via the ultra-coo

| abel Table O The Elenments; and an 'interactive' product designed in collaboration with British
conput er boffin Richard Ross
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