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Praise for David Keenan

‘Keenan makes serious magic with this kaleidoscopic crowd of shamen and showmen, this host of flawed, unexpected, brilliant characters. Industry of Magic & Light is a spell-binding inventory of 1960s culture and a glorious, thrilling, funny reading experience. It’s Keenan in excelsis: transcendent, violent in intensity, full of joy and utter wonder.’

Wendy Erskine

‘Brilliant – pure undiluted Keenan in crystalised form. Less a book and more of a passport, Industry of Magic & Light is nothing like you expected but everything you hoped for.’

John Higgs

‘There are some writers whose books disrupt you so profoundly that to encounter them is to survive a life event. David Keenan is one of these beasts. Read him.’

Lara Pawson

‘I sometimes think David Keenan dreams aloud. His prose has the effortless enigmatic, unsettling quality of dream.’

Edna O’Brien

‘David Keenan has become one of the most prolific and innovative new literary stylists of the last five years … At this stage of his game Keenan can make his books do pretty much anything … [Monument Maker is] Keenan’s most ambitious and accomplished book yet. He has built a monument, turning history to dust in the process, and delivering a hefty instalment of a literary career where literally anything is possible.’

Irish Times

‘A text of colossal ambition … at times, [Monument Maker] feels a little like reading Yeats.’

Literary Review

‘Occult, transformative, difficult, fantastic: Keenan is smashing through so many borders.’

New Statesman

‘Keenan is a literary disruptor … [Monument Maker] is not an easy or straightforward read, but it crackles with the energy of someone challenging themselves to make something new, meaningful and personal with the tools at their disposal. By turns it is obscure, romantic, terrifying, funny and – an underrated and unfashionable literary virtue – sincere.’

Spectator

‘[Xstabeth] spoke, it said ‘read me’ from the very first sentence as if it were alive, it gave me visceral joy and a constant feeling of being unhinged so I had to keep up with it.’

Kim Gordon

‘One of the most exciting new writers around.’

Daily Mail

‘Though possessed of a driving intensity and an abundance of ideas, his prose never feels didactic or dry. It’s an invitation to share in what he feels – as raw, warm, bloody and poignant as it is intellectually engaged.’

Hannah McGill, Scotsman

‘Buzzing with energy and manic idealism, Xstabeth is a wild ride that shatters expectation.’

Dazed

‘[This Is Memorial Device is] a joyful, elegaic spoof of a novel, posing as an oral history of an Eighties post-punk four piece in suburban Scotland.’

The Telegraph’s 50 Best Books of 2017

‘Brilliant stuff. [This Is Memorial Device] captures the terrific, obsessive, ludicrous pomposity of every music fan’s youth in an utterly definitive way.’

Irvine Welsh

‘Beautifully believable and appallingly sad … [This Is Memorial Device is] one of the most acute, affecting and aphoristic novels of recent years … A hallucinatory and haunting vision.’

The Guardian


This book is dedicated to Lou Reed.
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INTRODUCTION

I never thought of myself as a rock critic, though I loved the writings of the generation (or so) that made it seem like such a cool thing to do with your life, original rock critics like Lester Bangs and Greil Marcus and Richard Meltzer and Nick Tosches and Paul Morley and Legs McNeil and Peter Guralnick and Lindsay Hutton and Bill Shute and Peter Laughner and Miriam Linna and Brian Hogg and Robot Hull and Paul Williams and Biba Kopf and Chris Stigliano. Rather, I thought of myself as a rock evangelist. I wasn’t there to critique at all (although commission me for something that it turns out I didn’t like and I’d get happily scabrous). Rather, I tried to write about music in a way that didn’t betray it, that didn’t bring in the kind of critical analysis that could be applied to any other art form. I tried to capture that first rush of hearing Lou Reed & The Velvet Underground, in prose, and with energy. My writings were inspired by the music as much as they were about the music itself. I was particularly dedicated to tracking DIY and underground music because it seemed to me the purest manifestation of the original rock/roll urge and the one that got me writing about music in the first place. I came to rock music out of fanzine culture, particularly sci-fi and comic zines, and it was the photocopied fanzines in Virgin Megastore on Union Street in Glasgow that first alerted me to the existence of a parallel DIY scene in music. Barely a year later I was publishing my own underground fanzine and hawking it at gigs. But the thing is, I read about much of the music before I heard it, which had a lifelong effect on me, as it did for many of us, who grew up in the age of the music papers.

From 2005 to 2015, with my wife the musician Heather Leigh, I co-owned a record shop in Glasgow called Volcanic Tongue. Volcanic Tongue was dedicated to underground, DIY and weirdo music. Every week we sent out a newsletter where I reviewed every new release we stocked, which in the end made up a body of work of approximately one million words. The newsletter became kind of a cult but right up until the end we held out against providing sound samples. You had to plump for the sounds on account of the rhythm, energy and authority of the words alone. We staked it on language.

Volcanic Tongue, which takes its name from the shop, is a collection of my favourite pieces from across my career that I think functions as a guide to the arc of late-twentieth-century underground music for both the uninitiated and the serious head alike. The bulk of the pieces were commissioned by The Wire magazine, a magazine that I was ferociously committed to writing for from the late 1990s through to 2016. It was a true place of freedom for me, and it was where I learned to become the novelist that went on to write books like This Is Memorial Device and Monument Maker. Through transcribing endless interviews, I learned how people speak, and how to capture their rhythms on the page. Through the challenge of writing about an ineffable thing like music, my prose became primarily influenced by it. To this day, my writing aspires to music.

And to science fiction. This is a time-travelling history of underground music, in a time where all music is playing at once, where all of it is accessible, immediately. And that’s how it’s organised. I remember a conversation with John Balance of Coil, one of the key groups of this collection, where he talked of his ambition to cure himself of time. Me too. I was always looking for the music that best facilitated access to the Eternal Now, whether via minimalism’s extended soundings of the moment, free jazz’s all-time-happening-at-once, or punk rock’s insistence on this moment – 1977, whenever it was – as the only moment that counts, as the host of all eternity. For me, as for early rock/roll critics like Lenny Kaye, who also came out of science-fiction fandom, we intuited underground rock – and jazz and drone – as a true time machine. In its codes and its rhythms and in its commitment to a full sounding of all of the possibilities of now, it was mythic, and it opened on forever. As such, Volcanic Tongue is about jumping simultaneous timelines, about wormholes, about intuitive connections across space, about science fiction, about year zeros. It’s coded as a trip.

I owe so many people and publications big thanks for their belief in me and their support along the way. I was lucky to write for all of my favourite publications at one point: NME, Melody Maker, Mojo, Uncut, Ugly Things, The New York Times and for a few years I was the jazz columnist for the Sunday Herald. After I published my fanzine, I got a gig writing for a mag called Spiral Scratch and then MXPress. After that, I scored a gig at Melody Maker, and it was when I published a piece on my burgeoning obsession with the new Japanese underground music in 1996 that The Wire’s then-editor and now-publisher Tony Herrington asked me if I’d like to join the magazine. I was a massive fan of The Wire but always figured I wasn’t smart enough to make the cut. I was to spend the next 20 years there. I have so much to thank Tony Herrington for, as well as the subsequent editors I went on to work with there: Rob Young, Chris Bohn and Derek Walmsley.

When I was 17 years old, I discovered Lester Bangs through the collection of his writing that had just been published, Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung. It was a book that changed my life and that still stands as the most reread book in my collection. Here was exactly what I had been shooting for: an electric, super-personal prose style that brought together the twin obsessions of my life, then and now, literature and underground rock ’n’ roll. So I really gotta thank Lester Bangs, as well as my long-term literary editor and friend, Lee Brackstone, who facilitated my own psychotic reaction alla these decades later.

David Keenan, Glasgow, February 2024


EPIPHANY: THE PASTELS
(1998)

In 1987 I was 16 and a slicked-back, tucked-in, all present and correct Scottish geek. The high point of my week would be hanging out at the Airdrie Library astronomy club debating the end sequence of 2001: A Space Odyssey, repeat-spinning Number of the Beast, and arguing viciously over Doctor Who minutiae. So how the hell I ever got to hear about The Pastels I’ll never know. I was hanging round comic shops a lot and, at a guess, I’d say that I started picking up fanzines such as Coca Cola Cowboy and Simply Thrilled, Honey after spotting them lurking on the shelves of Virgin Records next to back issues of Warrior or something, back in the days when the chain stores would take a risk on stocking non-corporate product.

Or maybe it was Rock On Scotland (since somewhat disappointingly rechristened Beat Patrol), Radio Scotland’s weekly 120-minute delve into the Scottish underground, which first hipped me to them. Whatever, I’d picked up the ‘Truck Train Tractor’ single, my first ever non-pop or Metal purchase, and I was hooked. They were playing a week on Thursday at Fury Murrys on Maxwell Street in Glasgow, right by the River Clyde. Now I had never been to a gig in my life. To me this whole social scene was a frightening and mysterious world populated by hipsters and women – the only time I had previously expressed an interest in going to a gig, namely AC/DC at The Apollo, my older mates had warned me that it would be ‘too rough’.

I asked my dad’s advice. My dad, whose last gig was probably something like Perry Como at a dancehall in Belfast sometime in the 1950s. ‘I’m thinking of going to a concert, Dad, what are they like, what should you, uh, wear?’ Truly, I was clueless. My dad soon straightened me out. At concerts, he said, it was mostly couples. You wore a suit and tie, ordered some food, and watched the show from your table. OK, that sounded about right to my sci-fi-addled self, and I was soon kitted out in one of my dad’s favourite suits (I still have it to this day): green dogtooth blazer and trousers, hankie and tie set, pair of polished slip-ons, white socks. The business.

So my dad drives me in, parks outside the club and goes over to the door to make sure I get in all right, me with my pubic moustache and hanky trying to pass like I am over 18. No problem, we’re through. People start coming through the door and handing their tickets to my dad, he’s a sharp dresser and they think he’s a doorman. He’s standing there straight-faced, taking people’s tickets, when Peter Easton and Stuart Cruickshank from Rock On Scotland pile through. By this time, well into his new role, my dad takes their guest passes, shouting at some cloakroom girl to ‘take these gentlemen’s coats for them’. I swiftly pocketed the passes, which got me in to see The Weather Prophets a couple of weeks later.

My dad finally stops taking tickets and running the cloakroom, and I say my goodbyes and descend into the venue. It’s dark as hell down there but I’m starting to get the impression that my dad’s idea of gig etiquette was, uh, a little wide of the mark. By about a mile. Everyone around me has Byrds bowl cuts and leathers, tight jeans and baseball boots, torn-up Ramones t-shirts and checked shirts. And they’re all looking at me like I’d fail an audition for bass player in The Lighthouse Family. Just then I feel a hand on my shoulder. My dad’s loose in the venue, standing next to me, offering me a Coke. My humiliation complete, I resign myself to the approaching nightmare. Just then he recognises Stephen Pastel in the crowd, no doubt from a picture I’d shown him, and he slaps him on the back, shouting, ‘Hi there, Stephen!’ Stephen looks up at my dad like he’d just been flashed by a maniac.

The Vaselines were onstage first. They got there just before my dad, who’d climbed onto the side of the stage to carry on a conversation with a bouncer he had befriended, leaving me in comparative peace to watch the show, with only the occasional ‘Are you all right, son?’ echoing round the room to contend with. The Vaselines were incredible – Frances was beautiful, and Eugene was cool, like John Cale in motorpsycho boots. It was one of their first gigs, when they were still just dual voice and guitars, plus drum machine, which Stephen Pastel recently described to me as sounding like ‘The Shaggs trying to tone down their exuberance for a wedding.’ Frances had trouble playing a D chord and Eugene was barking out titles like ‘Up Your Arse’ (a sadly unrecorded gem) and ‘Son of a Gun’ to a sea of some of the best-quality heckling I’ve had the privilege to experience.

The Pastels were something else altogether. Their effect on me was immediate and utterly overwhelming – a heroic dose of non-musicianly invention, inspirational rhetoric and staggered walls of feedback. I’d never experienced volume like it. In fact, I had no idea that live groups played so loud, so when they all laid into the Velvets psych-mantra of ‘Baby Honey’, I felt my scalp peel back. The whole gig was a beautiful shambles, with then-guitarist Brian Superstar’s amp packing in for a couple of songs, Stephen breaking strings, kids spilling onto the stage at Aggi’s feet. Eugene of The Vaselines staggered on and added some screeching violin. For the first time I realised that here was something I could really be a part of. The music spoke directly to my heart and moved me like no art or music had ever done before. And it was played by kids, kids who clearly had no musical training, who stood in the crowd and drank a beer before they went on, who walked down Byres Road on a Saturday, took a coffee in the Grosvenor, took art seriously enough to take it into their own hands to make a stand for idiosyncratic expression. There was a feeling of revolution in the air – the venue was sold out, with kids hanging from the walls and standing on tables. Glasgow was never the same for me after that; it became a mythical city of sun-lit tenements and bohemian punk artists, of secret cafes and basement scams. They lit up the Glasgow night.

In fact, nothing was the same after that. My dad drove me home, unaware of the effect the night had had on me. As I dressed for bed in my room in the loft, I looked in the mirror and messed up my hair – I knew I’d never comb it again.


ELITISM FOR THE PEOPLE: PERE UBU 1975–78
(2015)

Rock ’n’ roll is in a continuous state of revolution. As soon as it becomes fixed, replicable, canonised, it is mere kitsch, simple entertainment, fodder for the nostalgia industry. At its best it has the uncanny ability to feed on itself, to hone in on optimum moments of generic stress, on pressure points that suggest new ways of breaking out. Its status as low art, as popular music, ensures that it is able to recycle and reinvent material of little cultural worth, ideas of bonehead idiocy, and reconstitute them as prima materia, as vital components of the contemporary cacophony. It loves noise, finds beauty in ugliness, is ambiguous about technique, sounds best when played by a group, and exists in a single, ever-fluctuating continuum that – according to the bent of the times – flits between underground and overground. The early recordings of Pere Ubu are exemplary in this respect: crude rock ’n’ roll extrapolated to the point of implosion, modified by the radical injection of free music, half in love with the ugliness of their time and place, with an exhilarating urge to map the specifics of it, in all its beauty and hopelessness, its possibilities and promises.

They called it the Modern Dance. ‘Non-Alignment Pact’, from Ubu’s 1978 debut album which took that name, kicks in with a riff straight out of the Chuck Berry songbook – ‘Route 66’, ‘Promised Land’ – only with the monolithic steel mills of the polluted Cleveland Flats projecting a vision of their future as a dead end, promises already broken leaving nowhere to go. ‘At night I can see the stars on fire,’ David Thomas sings, ‘I can see the world in flames’, while Allan Ravenstine’s incredible aformal keyboard work irradiates the sky. Then Thomas – or Crocus Behemoth as he used to call himself – drops into a roll call of rock ’n’ roll crushes: Peggy; Betty Jean; Joan and Sue; Barbara Ann. Count me out, he could be saying. I don’t want nostalgia. I’m not sold on your dream, your nightmare. I want my own deal. But then a confession: ‘It’s all because of you/It’s all because of you, girl!/Sign my non-alignment pact!’. Without a formal agreement he’s a goner, hopelessly seduced by the consumptive teenage fantasy of rock and its promise of the future, no matter if it ends with the world on fire. Thomas sings in a high, hysterical style, a macabre counterpoint to his self-reinvention as Behemoth. There’s torsion in his delivery, like someone has a hand round his throat, or he’s hanging from the end of a rope, a form of pop thrombosis that’s as strange as it is utterly convincing. ‘I don’t need a cure/I don’t need a cure/I don’t need a cure/I need a final solution,’ he sings on the classic 1976 Hearthan single ‘Final Solution’, and you know he needs it like The Beach Boys needed sun, surf and daddy’s T-Bird.

Subterranean Cleveland in the early 1970s was a plutonic Hades where electricity functioned to resurrect the spectre of teenage rock ’n’ roll as bad-time Industrial music. Ubu originally dubbed themselves Rocket from the Tombs before Cheetah Chrome and Johnny Blitz split to form Frankenstein and then The Dead Boys (get it?). Both cut versions of their signature tune ‘Sonic Reducer’, a savage amalgam of guitar crank and weird science designed to knock you on your ass while heralding the resurgence of kids, freaks and mutants as monstrous intercessors in the cataclysm of late-twentieth-century commercial culture. The Modern Dance is now gathered here in a box bundling the first two Ubu albums, a compilation of early singles and a 1977 live set from Max’s Kansas City. It sounds cruel and triumphant, a marriage of barbarity and sensuality that’s somehow affirmative in its wretchedness. Rock fans way beyond nihilism were sucked into embracing it completely, sounding it, feeling it, locating it in the body as an uncanny locus of desire, and then shaking their asses to it. ‘Life Stinks’ lays it out to a thrilling, death-vanquishing two-chord vamp: ‘I like The Kinks/I need a drink/I can’t think/I like The Kinks/Life stinks.’

‘Life Stinks’ was written by Rocket from the Tombs’ founder, the late Peter Laughner. When he died in 1977 at the age of 24, you could say without exaggeration that he died for rock ’n’ roll, or more properly his own understanding of it, what Lester Bangs described in his obituary as ‘something torn T-shirts represented in the battle fires of his ripped emotions’. Laughner’s vision, Ubu’s project, was focused on jacking into a revolutionary trajectory of rock, tracked like a fault line through White Light/White Heat, Fun House and Trout Mask Replica. This was music that afforded sonic experience and extended instrumentalism the kind of front-line primacy previously given to the explication of the song without giving up on the idea of the song entirely. ‘Playing those blues that you learned from the English dudes doesn’t really satisfy,’ Laughner sang on one of his great solo tracks, ‘Cinderella Backstreet’. Instead, Ubu minted their own form of personal apocalypse.


LAST MAN STANDING: PETER BRÖTZMANN
(2012)

Part One

We’re in Peter Brötzmann’s back garden in Wuppertal, some 30 km outside of Düsseldorf. We’re talking balls. ‘Balls,’ he says, rolling the word around his mouth with barely disguised delight. ‘Calling a record Balls offends educated Americans,’ he shrugs, referring to his 1970 album with the Belgian pianist Fred van Hove and the Dutch drummer Han Bennink. Then there’s Nipples, My Balls/Your Chin, The Nearer the Bone, the Sweeter the Meat … ‘Amiri Baraka said the titles were sexist, bad behaviour, bad manners, just bad,’ he laughs. ‘I would be calling this guy a motherfucker, you know, talking our music language, like, what do you say, motherfucker? And William Parker would say, hey, guy, watch your language! It all came from their education as bourgeois good men.’ He sits back in his chair and takes a long draw on a crooked cigar. ‘But you know, American society is schizophrenic,’ he says, pronouncing it, deliberately or not, as shits-ophrenic. ‘Sex is a big part of jazz. It’s nothing to hide. Look at the blues guys, how they jumped all over the stage. What is rock ’n’ roll except let’s go fuck? It’s a good feeling if everything is gone, everything is empty. Not only the brain, everything. The body, even the body falls apart. Sometimes it’s more like a fight – shows with Han Bennink were like boxing matches. If you want your space and your time you have to fight. Nowadays they talk about dialogue or creating a space, but you know, that’s why it’s all so fucking boring.’

Once notorious for his prodigious appetite for alcohol, Brötzmann has been sober for 12 years, but he still comes on like a force of nature, with a gargantuan personality and a monomaniacal artistic vision that informs every aspect of his life. The fire that animated cacophonous, iconoclastic sides like Balls and 1968’s Machine Gun, his first major recorded work and one of the founding documents of the new European jazz, is still raging full on. ‘I wanted to sound like four tenor saxophonists, that’s the sound that I wanted,’ he says. ‘I got the idea from the Lionel Hampton band, the big band he had, with four really heavy saxophonists in the front line and they played unison. That’s the sound I’ve been trying to get, that’s what I was attempting with Machine Gun and that’s what I’m still chasing. It was 1968, the streets here in the West were full of police, it was a very aggressive time, Baader-Meinhof and Vietnam and all that shit. People were shot. You can’t separate yourself from all the shit you are in.’

Machine Gun has long been characterised as a radical European take on the aggressive polyphony of John Coltrane’s Ascension, but Brötzmann sees the roots as going much deeper. ‘“Flying Home” by Lionel Hampton,’ he insists. ‘Charles Ives, there’s an Ives quote in there. Rock ’n’ roll, there’s rock ’n’ roll in there. My American colleagues, especially in those years, they had always this looking up to somewhere, this whole thing, the titles of Albert Ayler tunes for example and Ascension, ‘Angels’, all this. That was never was my cup of tea. I was more feet on the ground, looking forward.’

The day before, Brötzmann had met me at the train station. As we made our way on foot to his apartment, his slow, determined gait – giant steps, shoulders hunched, that jaw, seemingly set in stone from decades of biting down on metal Berg Larsen mouthpieces – gave him the air of the inscrutable hardboiled detectives that, alongside oversize art monographs, dominate his book collection. These days he lives a solitary existence in Wuppertal, surrounded by ghosts, if not exactly angels. Once Wuppertal was a pocket of avant-garde activity, thanks to the presence of art spaces like the Galerie Parnass, where Brötzmann worked as an assistant to the Korean video artist and Fluxus associate Nam Jun Paik in the early 60s. The town was also home to a tight-knit network of friends and free improvisors who have long since passed on or passed away, like bassist Peter Kowald and guitarist Hans Reichel. At 71 years old, Brötzmann is very much the last man standing. These days, the only people he has any regular contact with in his hometown are the butcher, the cheesemonger and the tobacconist. He has lived in the same apartment for nearly 25 years, now expanded to take in the rooms above, where he works on his distinctive record designs and tour bookings, and where he stores much of his back catalogue alongside a collection of releases on FMP, the label he co-founded with Kowald and Jost Gebers but which he handed over to Gebers to run in 1973 and that now exists solely as an archival concern. The property has an extravagant garden, cultivated by Brötzmann himself, which leads to the large studio where he works every day he’s at home on his paintings, assemblages and sculptures. Even so, as we make our way from the station a driver breaks from a bus parked at the side of the road and shouts something excitedly towards him. Brötzmann shrugs, gives a short reply and walks on. What did he say? I ask him. ‘He said, hey man, are you still playing the saxophone?’ What did you tell him? ‘I said, yes, sometimes. He probably saw me play fifteen years ago or something – I never take the bus.’

There are two common clichés when talking about Brötzmann’s work: the wall-destroying force and electrifying power of that gritty four-tenor tone and its obverse, his surprising capacity for gentle introspection, as evidenced by the haunting intimacy of solo recordings like 1984’s 14 Love Poems and 1991’s No Nothing. ‘Bah,’ he snorts. ‘I’ve given up even defending that shit.’ His work is so ferociously personal that it resists easy interpretation. That it has come to be defined by its extremes is testimony to the breadth of his approach. ‘Listen,’ he declares. ‘No one really knows me. I think there are in any human being certain things that should be hidden. Even my girlfriend, who I like very much, she doesn’t have to know everything. I mean, with my wife I lived together for more than 20 years and then we stayed good friends together for the other 20 years till she died, and I think she did know quite a bit of me but even then she didn’t know me. And people I’m with, I never ask. Either they tell me what they want to tell me or OK. It’s not a lack of interest, it’s the opposite. I’m waiting. I’m patient.’

The night before, over dinner in his bedroom-cum-living room, in the shadow of a voluminous library accessed by a small ladder, he had mentioned being struck by a series of small works on paper by Joseph Beuys he came across at a recent retrospective. Something about their personal, secretive nature really touched him. I ask him about it again. ‘These little things, these small works, when I saw them I thought, these will outlast any of his actions,’ he says. ‘You must know that when I was twenty he was doing all his activities at the academy in Düsseldorf, and he came to Wuppertal because of this very nice gallery we had where he was often a guest presenting actions and performances. He was an impressive guy in that too, in all the arrangements he did for the big museums, with all the reindeers and the rabbits and the felt, all that was good. But then he changed – or people used him a bit for pseudo-political actions, and I think he didn’t really think things through at the end. Then recently I saw these paper works. I’d seen them before but this exhibition was very well made, so I thought, yeah, man, these little ideas, these little things will stay. There was something secret about them, maybe the intimacy of it, it was not the big opening for something. It was the little things.

‘I think maybe that’s part of getting older,’ he offers, with a wry smile that suggests he never saw it coming, ‘I’m more interested in the little things, in the secrets. And what is now very fashionable among the young guys is to open up their whole lives and tell everybody everything. I think that is such crap. That is so unhuman in a way, and especially in the arts. The arts without secrets, without hidden things, that doesn’t work for me. All this shiny arrangement, no, that’s nothing for me.’ Secrets run in the family. Brötzmann’s father was a tax officer. In 1940 he was conscripted into the German army in Remscheid, the town where Brötzmann was born a year later. He saw combat in France and later on the Eastern Front, where he was captured by the Russians and transported to a Siberian prisoner-of-war camp before escaping and returning home in 1948. Yet he never spoke of his experiences; nor did he ever acknowledge his son’s career choice and early success as a musician, even when he was celebrated in the very newspapers that he subscribed to. It was only on his deathbed in 1969 that he was able to admit that perhaps his son had chosen the right course in life. ‘Too fucking late,’ Brötzmann spits.

‘Younger people don’t understand,’ he continues, ‘but what has happened to us in Germany is a kind of trauma of our generation. I know Kowald thought the same way and I know Alex [von Schlippenbach] thinks the same way. 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 there 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 than the music from the other parts of Europe, at least. It’s always more a kind of scream. More brutal, more aggressive. When we started we thought, OK, enough of Art Blakey, enough Horace Silver, enough of form and notation and measures and all kinds of ways. We don’t need that. I remember sitting after a concert somewhere with John Gilmore, the saxophonist of Sun Ra, and he heard my band and he said, “Brötzmann, man, you don’t play scales, you don’t play harmonies, you just don’t! What do you play?” I mean, he liked it, he just couldn’t see some kind of construction in the music. If you look back, especially to American music, there was never such a break. American music never went away from a kind of theme, a kind of composition. Look,’ he says, rounding on the idea, ‘I mean, the simple example is Albert Ayler, there was always a theme, always a chorus. And another man I admire very much but more from the intellectual side, like Bill Dixon, that was always compositional. I think with my trios I never cared, for me still one note is as good as another and sounds as good as the other. Which is not true of course,’ he laughs, ‘but that was the principle of it then and it still is because I believe in that but at the time I started to play I didn’t care, I just didn’t care, I just knew what I didn’t want and there was so much form and structures and order and shit. No, get rid of that and start something new.’

The new thing was Brötzmann and Kowald and expat Swedish drummer Sven-Åke Johansson. Their debut 1967 album For Adolphe Sax, released on Brötzmann’s own Brö label, might have been dedicated to the inventor of the saxophone, but back then Brötzmann thought of the instrument as little more than ‘a piece of metal in my mouth’. How do you like me now? the title seems to be saying, even as it highlights Brötzmann’s paradoxical relationship with jazz tradition. His record collection spans both apartments and spills out into his studio, and while there’s a stereo in each room with its own haphazardly balanced tower of CDs, there’s little room for free jazz, improvised or experimental music. Indeed, when he’s working on his art or cooking in the kitchen that overlooks the garden he plays Sonny Rollins, Dexter Gordon, Thelonious Monk and Louis Armstrong alongside Country blues players like Bukka White.

What his early trio records do is reformulate traditional concepts of swing. Whereas Cecil Taylor equated swing with energy, the Brötzmann trio re-emphasised its relationship with time, playing with an explosive swagger and an outrageously sexed-up velocity grounded in the aggressively individualised rhythms of the body itself, which brought them as close to a definition of original swing as anyone could get. ‘I think somehow it has to swing for me,’ Brötzmann confirms. ‘That’s quite an elastic definition of swing, I know, but it doesn’t have to be the Benny Goodman way. Maybe more the Fletcher Henderson way or the Jay McShann way. But in general I mean a kind of moving forward. Each person in the world walks in his own way. Some people are really going slow or fast; some people, yeah, they just swing their way. It has to go forward but maybe not. I know I’m talking in contradictions because I push things quite a bit, I push my playing, I push my lungs. My lungs are fucked up because I push too much air through the mouthpiece.’

Indeed, Brötzmann has recently been diagnosed as having literally blown out his lungs to the point that they have become seriously enlarged, a condition that’s more commonly associated with people who have spent a lifetime working as glassblowers. Although it doesn’t affect his ability to play, it has restricted his mobility and now even climbing stairs or sharp inclines can be problematic. The air in Wuppertal, set as it is in a steep, heavily industrialised valley, doesn’t help much. Still, at this stage he’s just thankful to be alive. ‘The best decision I made in my life was to stop boozing,’ he reveals. ‘I would have died earlier than [UK trombonist Paul] Rutherford.’ Near the end, Brötzmann was kickstarting his mornings with a cocktail of rum, champagne and mixer that he admits was ‘mostly rum’. ‘I didn’t drink beer anymore, I didn’t drink wine anymore, it just was booze all the time,’ he says. ‘And then I got what Rutherford had in the last years of his life. I think you English call it gout. It starts mostly in the toe but it’s fucking painful because there are some crystals in the joints and so whenever you move it hurts. I came home from a tour in Poland, a cheap tour, everything was really shit. I was sitting at night and suddenly it was like someone put a spear through my leg. I called an ambulance and a young doctor came and he took his time and told me what he thought would happen: that soon I would not be able to move, that all the organs fall apart, that everything would swell up and shit like that and then it goes to the heart and you can say goodbye. He was a nice guy and very convincing. I decided that was it. I said, OK, I don’t move out of the house. I called my wife, asking her to bring the necessary things. It’s shaky, it’s sweating, you feel like shit really. But after a week it was over and then you just have to keep it in mind. I still have a bottle of schnapps in the house for visitors, and I don’t mind being around people boozing. When I’m on the road with the guys I tend to go earlier to my hotel because if they’re getting too drunk I don’t want to know what kind of shit I was talking back in the day.’

Still, despite his hard-won sobriety, Brötzmann is wistful about a long-gone generation of wild man musicians and bemoans the earnest professionalism and ‘creepy’ seriousness of some of his younger sidemen. ‘People are not really adventurous nowadays,’ he laments. ‘I mean, I see it even with my colleagues in the Chicago Tentet. Everybody is so disciplined, everybody is on time, everybody is at least ten minutes early before the bus goes downstairs. Which is nice for me, obviously, because you have to tour with them. But man, I remember times with earlier large ensembles, even when I had been drinking myself to stupidness I had to run around the next morning to get the guys out of the bars, to get the guys out of some girls’ beds, always something like that. But that is over,’ he sighs. ‘Sure they like to drink their beer, but I’m missing things. Everybody of this new generation is just so ambitious. That’s why for example I like Fred Lonberg-Holm, because … OK, he is on time too, but at least on stage if you encourage him he gets crazy from time to time. I think I could need more of these guys.’

Brötzmann’s history is littered with groups that he disbanded on a high or walked away from as soon as they stumbled upon a formula. His original trio with Han Bennink and Fred van Hove imploded after 13 prodigiously creative years together. With trumpeter Toshinori Kondo, bassist William Parker and drummer Hamid Drake, he formed the international quartet Die Like a Dog to hymn the life and death of Albert Ayler. They worked through a series of restless duo and trio formations (most spectacularly documented on Brötzmann, Parker and Drake’s 2003 double CD Never Too Late But Always Too Early on Eremite, dedicated to the memory of Peter Kowald) that reconnected European improvisation to black American free jazz and World Musics, before Brötzmann decided to walk away from it altogether and regroup with Kondo in Hairy Bones alongside electric bassist Massimo Pupillo and drummer Paal Nilssen-Love. He credits his time in Globe Unity Orchestra, the big band ostensibly led by pianist Alex von Schlippenbach, as being the catalyst that revolutionised that group’s omnivorous approach to improvisation, but says he got out as soon as it began to ossify. Now the Tentet’s future seems to hang in the balance, the result of a run of scorching live performances that Brötzmann believes may well represent the apex of its possibilities.

‘We played a run of shows in Wuppertal that were fantastic,’ he says. ‘Three days in London at Cafe Oto were really great, and on the other hand, which is a very human thing, it’s for me too much, too much routine. Still,’ he acknowledges, ‘for the audience even the routine is a kind of show and they like that. But it comes to me too much to a point where the band starts to fulfil expectations and I think I hate that. For me, I am able to see things at a distance, myself, my art, my music, and so I come back to the distance again and I look at the Tentet and I think, what can we do? How can we change that? I take the next tour as a kind of mark of how and if we will go on. I mean, maybe the guys will surprise me, or we will surprise each other. Then it’s fine, because it wouldn’t be an easy step for me to say, OK guys, that’s it! But I would do it if I don’t see that the music has a potential to develop.’

Yet the Tentet has had a remarkable history. They’re one of the few, if not the only, contemporary international free-improvising big bands that have been able to tour and record on a semi-regular basis while boasting a line-up that includes contemporaries of Brötzmann like saxophonist and trumpeter Joe McPhee alongside major next-generation players like saxophonists Mats Gustafsson and Ken Vandermark. 2012 marks their twelfth anniversary, an achievement in itself for what is increasingly an economic and logistical nightmare. Recently Brötzmann has been attempting to shake things up by introducing wild cards into the mix, via guest appearances from Otomo Yoshihide, Keiji Haino and koto improvisor Michiyo Yagi. Indeed, his back catalogue is littered with these kinds of all-devouring musical set-ups, whether jamming avant-rock with his son Caspar, trading full-on Metal assaults with guitarist Sonny Sharrock, bassist Bill Laswell and drummer Ronald Shannon Jackson in Last Exit, or mainlining the spirit of The Modern Jazz Quartet in his current duo with vibraphonist Jason Adasiewicz.

‘The show with Haino was great,’ Brötzmann beams. ‘For me that really worked. We were all onstage on time and there was no sign of Haino. OK, I said, let’s start … Five minutes later he walks onstage and he is busy with all his wires, plugging his guitar in, and then he just started, not listening to anything, just making this incredible noise to fight against these other ten idiots. I like that, man. Some of the guys in the band, some of the nice players, they were like, oh, what do we do now? What’s going on? Sometimes you need that confusion to find another way to go.’

But by far the most confusing, exhilarating and combative relationship of Brötzmann’s creative life has been with his longterm sparring partner Han Bennink. Like Brötzmann, Bennink situates the root of his technique in traditional jazz swing while his thinking is informed by avant-garde art, resulting in an intuitive approach to the kind of radical free improvisation that would reinvent the instrument’s role entirely. On the best of their many recordings they don’t so much lock horns as butt heads.

‘Han is a special case,’ Brötzmann admits. ‘Already in his young times he did things nobody else did. He came from old school drum education, and on the other hand we had the common history: he went to the arts school, I went to the arts school. We had the same kind of vision in that field, and so the understanding was there. We started out with the trio, with me, Han and Fred van Hove, but then Freddie had enough of drummers so we continued as a duo. But after a long time it was enough. You know, the good thing is with Bennink, if you want to get him somewhere else, it’s always a fight, it’s always force. It always was from the very beginning. And I think that was very useful and very good, too, but after a while …

‘I still think he is the only guy beside Keiji Haino doing his showbiz on stage,’ he says. ‘And I like it. But if you play with him and see the same jokes nearly every night then it’s losing its … fascination. Ha ha. You know we are all different and Bennink has a very egomanic, strong personality. On one side that’s good, because if you want to exist you have to fight against him, and that’s what I learned with a lot of my later American musician friends. You have to fight, to just do what you want.’

Indeed, the combative energy and competitive one-upmanship that existed between the pair often resulted in recordings that felt closer to a kind of radical audio vérité, having more to do with a documentary approach to the dynamics of their friendship than any conventional notion of music per se. For 1977’s Schwarzwaldfahrt album, in many ways the most intimate and the most radical snapshot of both their creative and their personal relationship, the duo travelled each day into a privately owned and completely unpopulated area of the Black Forest, where they made a series of recordings (as well as a striking series of photographs) live in the field, improvising and interacting with the landscape itself, recording the sounds of lakes, playing tree stumps with drum sticks, duetting with solitary birds.

‘It was a fantastic week,’ Brötzmann recalls. ‘I don’t know who had the idea, or if we found it together somehow. From the very beginning we talked a lot about trees and birds and shit, so we at once had the idea, OK, let’s go and record there. It’s a nice landscape. It’s hilly and you have valleys, and we had this little Nagra, a really fantastic portable Swiss recorder with two good mics. The whole Black Forest is owned by one family, the Furstenbergs, and to go in certain parts you have to have a paper. We had a very nice hotel in Donaueschingen and every morning we went into the woods. It was the edge of from winter to spring: still snow, and cold and rainy and ugly, and a bottle of wine and schnapps and some sandwiches from the hotel, yeah. So we drove around and wherever we saw something which could be used, we stepped out and put the machine on, and that was it. Han was running around, ah, you know it. I played a little clarinet and shit like that, dropped stones in the lake … it was really, really nice. We were the only guests at that time, and the area is famous for wild trout, so the hotel owner baked us trout every night and the wine from the area is very good so I was happy with that. Han at that time still didn’t drink, so he got his warm milk, or whatever.’

The walls of Brötzmann’s apartment are covered in his art, from large sexually explicit paintings through abstract settings of rough textured cloths and plastics, industrial assemblages of sandpaper and debris, stark black and white landscapes, zeppelins floating off into the distance, impassive birds … it may be facile to draw comparisons between his interest in tactile visual textures and his obsession with that rough saxophone sound, but it’s there for the asking. Indeed, the recent Brötzmann album Yatagarasu sees him come closer than ever to that one man/four tenor sound. The staggering width of tone and thunderous attack he unleashes on this, the debut recording of his new trio with Japanese free jazz veteran pianist Masahiko Satoh and drummer Takeo Moriyama, feels like a direct corollary to his visual work.

‘If you want to think that way, fine,’ he shrugs, batting at the suggestion with his hand. ‘I start to think now. It might be something like that. There could be a relation. You have to feel it somehow and if it’s just an exercise in the head, the art, then I can do without it. I need something to explore and I need some sensitive feelings. I like to watch and I like to feel,’ he says, as he slams his fist against the table, rattling the glasses in order to underline the point. ‘Fabrics are important, if it’s a good feeling of paper, or a leaf or smells, of course, all that, it has to smell, it has to touch. I think instead of opening the senses to everything, art has become much more controlling and much more narrowed.’ I press him to describe the sort of art he likes. He leans back in his chair and takes another draw on his cigar. ‘I like art where the blood is streaming and the flowers are blooming like hell,’ he nods. ‘That’s what I like.’

Part Two

‘Maggie Nicols and all these English chickens?’ Peter Brötzmann explodes, bringing a cup of herbal tea crashing down onto the table. ‘No! Never!’ It’s day three of a marathon interview session at the saxophonist’s home in Wuppertal, Germany. We’re in his back garden, in the aftermath of an early evening rainstorm, sat around a table beneath the awnings of his art studio. I just brought up American free jazz and its relationship to European free improvisation. ‘For me Derek Bailey was the father of European improvisation in that way,’ Brötzmann asserts. ‘But as much as I like Derek, with the English improvised music of the early years I always was missing some kind of soul, some kind of emotion. For me it was very often a kind of intellectual exercise. I mean, I wanted, and I still want, to play. That was the difference. But the good thing was, it was a big step from all sides to get independent from the American way of playing and thinking about music. We gave a lot back, that’s for sure. But the UK guys didn’t have the – what’s the English word? – they weren’t in the trouble we were in. They could think about formal and aesthetic problems, how to develop the instrument, what the fuck, things like that. And we had our essential problems and I think – not that I want to say that we made it more right or we were more real – but we [Germans] were in another, much more serious position. It’s really so.’

My visit to Wuppertal slots into a rare gap in Brötzmann’s prodigious touring schedule. His girlfriend, the Slovenian poet Barbara Korun, has also arrived for a short stay, and she joins us in the back garden. ‘I’ve never heard Peter talk so much!’ she says, shaking her head in amazement. ‘He can be very silent.’ ‘I’m taking a fucking vow of silence after this,’ he announces. ‘Maybe I would like to ask Peter some questions,’ Korun suggests. ‘For instance, Peter, I would like to know, you say there was so little support in the early days, but how come nowadays you are known as the father of a new music or a new art form?’ ‘What do you mean?’ Brötzmann bursts. ‘Who says that?’ ‘I’ve read it somewhere,’ Korun shrugs. ‘Like you invented some new kind of form.’ ‘In that case I didn’t know anything about it,’ he says. ‘That might have to do with the fact that these guys are stupid.’

He’s being slightly disingenuous. The two-fisted surname that he wears like a knuckleduster indicates the musical form Korun is talking about. Brötzmann’s a rigorous sentimentalist, a compassionless romantic, a radical traditionalist who refuses the brain/body divide and prissy ideological reductionism of contemporary free music in favour of playing from his heart. His art – encompassing painting, sculpture, saxophone, tarogato and clarinet works – invents a new kind of form in that it gives no quarter to anything but Brötzmann.

‘There is a contradiction there,’ he admits. ‘And you will find that all of my answers are paradoxical. It’s the only way I can get close to being as truthful as possible. I have a thing, I say, where I am tired of personalities, all of this personal stuff. Yet the thing that appeals to me in art is the personal thing, the personalities. But everyone has the same right, the same potential, whether they are street sweepers or an artist or an engineer, that’s their very individual life. Still, I think what you do as an artist is kind of independent from what you are in the context of society. Because the art, you make it and of course it’s your work, but somehow it gets its own life besides you and for me it is like that. Because I’m not important.

‘OK,’ he concedes, ‘I make things. But when the things are made, the music or the painting, then I can look at it with the same distance other people look at it. Well, not really, but I try my best to keep it in distance.’

But isn’t Brötzmann the artist a personality you’re aware of every day? ‘You know that corresponds to what I said because I don’t take myself so seriously,’ he insists. ‘I was able to find my Brötzmann somewhere. I can look at that and I try to explain it to myself and try to find out how and why and all that. But it’s more like a kind of object I see, and then I can much better explain what I’ve done wrong or where it should go or what I should avoid or what I did to my colleagues and partners, good or bad, and that is for me a way to survive in this whole shitty business. Because it’s not like you are good friends with all the guys you are working with. Or all this jazz musician’s shoulder-clapping: it’s nice and I always like to see a nice guy, but it’s far away from saying, OK my good friend, and I don’t like that too much. I like even in the work a certain distance.’

Paradoxically it’s precisely this distance, this removal of Brötzmann from his art, that allows him to fully articulate and explore what is essentially Brötzmann. His disconnection from what he sees as the more cerebral tendencies of European improvised music is in part due to his refusal of the dictates of ideology and received form that would serve to reduce the experience and expression of the self to a rationalised philosophical and political entity. At the same time, fixed notions of freedom can just as easily be used to build prisons, as he is more than aware.

‘In the 1960s,’ he says, ‘we saw what was coming with the Vietnam War and then the disaster at the Bay of Pigs with Kennedy and, hand in hand with that, the civil rights movement, the Black Panthers and Malcolm X in the States – oh, man, the riots going on in Washington DC or Detroit or wherever. And we wanted something else. But I think that was a common part of all European musicians I was working with. If I was staying at [Dutch saxophonist] Willem Breuker’s place, we talked [politics] all night or with [pianist] Misha Mengelberg or with Han [Bennink], though Han kept politics always a little bit on the side. But with Evan Parker, the English guys, Paul Rutherford, the old communist, the old Stalinist I would say, the musicians coming out of the British working class? Oh man!

‘But none of us really had much experience of [the communist alternative in] the Eastern Bloc at that point,’ he underlines. ‘And I don’t think it took long for most of us – ha ha – to feel glad that we could get out. I was working a lot in the GDR and I liked to do that, because of course I like to learn about cities, history, landscapes, people, a part of my German history, of course. But the more you got involved in the daily life bullshit, the more you saw, man. No chance, no chance. I mean if some government tells you that you can’t go where you want to go, it’s already the first big mistake. And then, beside all the social institutions, life was organised and you were never in danger that you couldn’t pay the rent or couldn’t pay the hospital or the insurance or whatever. Even for musicians, they had a couple of good jazz musicians, life was organised, they went to the agency, and the agency directed you to this club. And so you played, you got paid and everything was fine. To a certain degree, ha ha. But it came in my mind very soon that this was not the world I want. For sure not.’

Yet there’s the 1974 television footage of The Peter Brötzmann Quartet live in Warsaw, playing to the crowd with a raucous version of Bertolt Brecht and Hanns Eisler’s martial anthem to working class unity, ‘Das Einheitsfrontlied’ (‘United Front Song’). ‘Oh, I was still quite the communist then myself,’ he laughs. ‘I thought that would be some kind of gesture, but I don’t think anyone realised it. The mistake communism made from the beginning was that they never counted on the human factor. The human being wants to develop, wants to grow, wants to do something, wants to make something, and not everybody is equal, and not everybody is an artist, and not, and not … That’s some kind of bullshit. I mean, I still think we have to find another form of regulation of governmental systems because this system nowadays is really on the way to fuck up the world. That’s for sure. But not that [East European communist] way. No way.’

Yet there’s a fuzzy, poorly photocopied picture of Lenin and Stalin seated together and looking towards the camera fixed to an overstuffed bookcase in his upstairs apartment. It’s as if Brötzmann himself, for all of his experience of communist Europe, is still haunted by the projected utopia of the East. But unlike many of his fellow European improvisors, he has always been an internationalist, and his lifelong pursuit of new ‘cities, histories, landscapes’ has not only informed him politically and philosophically, it has also impacted on the very DNA of his music. He explored Sufi song, for example, in his long-running duo with percussionist/vocalist Hamid Drake, eventually giving birth to an enigmatic short-lived trio with Mahmoud Gania, who plays the gimbri, a three-stringed Arabic bass, on The ‘Wels’ Concert, released on Okka Disk in 1997. And in 2009 he released Berg Und Talfahrt – A Night in Sana’a, a document of a trip to Yemen he made with the percussionist Michael Zerang in order to play with local musicians.

With these in mind, I blithely ask him about his interest in World Music. He looks back at me like he’s about to puke up his meatballs and gags, ‘I am not such a friend of this World Music shit! You must know this. I’m a friend of musicians. All this mixing-up of things and styles is not my cup of tea. I think it’s better to respect them and leave them alone, no, no.’

Indeed, while he enjoyed the Yemen trip, both the circumstances of the recording, and the local musicians’ misunderstanding of his own approach to free music left a bad taste in his mouth, highlighting the glib cultural suppositions made by white cargo cultists that would portray ethnic music as inherently more spiritual, pure or free than cerebral Western art music or mainstream manufactured pop.

‘Some of the music from Yemen is really beautiful,’ asserts Brötzmann. ‘So I informed myself about some of the musicians there, but when I arrived they were all unavailable, all working in the Emirates or somewhere else where they could make money. All that was left was an orchestra that was paid for by the government. Word got out that we were looking for musicians, and because there was a little money involved, some dollars on the table, about fifty guys showed up and we had to select just four or five.’

Brötzmann doesn’t read music particularly well, so he came up with a series of simple melodies and short phrases the Yemeni musicians could play in unison and then improvise around. ‘But when I tried to get the guys to improvise in our way it was not possible,’ he laments. ‘They just played the melody five times and that was it. It’s a complete different education, very fixed in forms and rhythms. We did two performances and we got some audience, but of course it was the official thing, and you got all the white guys from the embassies and some local guys from the office. Sophisticated nonsense.

‘The first or second day,’ he continues, ‘our driver took us someplace, a big plateau, I was completely overwhelmed, no need to talk anymore, you just sit there and watch this landscape, it goes so deep. On the way there was a two-piece band playing darbuka and some kind of shenai by the side of the road, and I said, “Man, stop, let’s listen,” and I thought maybe even talk to them. But our driver said, “No, no, these are underdogs, these are pariahs, you can’t talk to them, that’s impossible.” They would have been the guys I would have liked to play with.’

Perhaps Brötzmann is recalling his own days as a pariah on the German jazz scene, back when even contemporaries like pianist Alex von Schlippenbach and trumpeter Manfred Schoof treated the original Peter Brötzmann Trio with drummer Sven Åke Johansson and bassist Peter Kowald as a bunch of no-talent punks. ‘Ja,’ he bursts. ‘When I started already with Kowald, we did some shit that was really far away from the other, let’s say, avant-garde bands who were better known at the time, people like Schlippenbach, Schoof, Günter Hampel, Buschi Niebergall, Gerd Dudek and so on. When Kowald and I showed up somewhere at some little festival, everyone laughed or looked the other way. Like, ach, they can’t play. Fuck.’ He rolls his eyes and shakes his head. ‘Yeah, it was crazy. But then there would be people like Steve Lacy. He came through Germany a lot. He heard me playing and said, “Brötzmann. Come on. Go. Don’t care. Don’t care.” The same with Lee Konitz, when he heard me the first time at some festival in Frankfurt, and the whole press and the whole people around were like, no, that’s not music, no, Lee came to me and said, “Don’t worry. Fuck, do your thing!” That I am so grateful for. These Americans have a much bigger heart than all the puritans here in Europe sometimes.’

Still, Brötzmann was persistent, ‘petulant’, he calls himself, and he worked hard to make connections across the German free jazz scene, culminating in a 1966 performance that brought together his original trio with the Schlippenbach/Schoof Quintet featuring Dudek, Jaki Liebezeit (later of Can) and Buschi Niebergall that set the seeds for the formation of Globe Unity Orchestra.

Under the nominal directorship of Schlippenbach, Globe Unity became one the most radical large-scale free music thinktanks in Europe. They worked in parallel with Misha Mengelberg’s Instant Composers Pool in Holland and, later, Derek Bailey’s various Company line-ups in the UK in an attempt to reconfigure big band dynamics around the breakthroughs of European improvisation. Globe Unity also factored in aspects of multimedia performance and spontaneous theatre while expanding the orchestral set-up to take in gongs, thundering Tibetan horns, electric guitar and even massed choirs.

‘It was the spirit of the times,’ Brötzmann suggests, a little dismissively, slightly self-conscious about recalling performances that stepped outside of the bounds of simply playing. He returns to this theme again and again over the course of the interview, while remaining insistent that experimenting with context is essential in order to keep the music evolving. ‘Ach, you know,’ he says, ‘for instance, we had here just across the road in Wuppertal a big church. At that time the city still had some money for culture, and we had a big event there with Globe Unity, and also with the Wuppertal accordion orchestra and some Turkish band. And we applied the Charles Ives principle: one band playing here, another band playing there, the sounds mixing like so. Some horns were playing on the church tower and this kind of shit. It was nice too. Well, maybe the musical result was not so interesting, but the procedure, doing it and getting the guys really involved, it was good. There was a short period, maybe just the space of two or three years, where it really was getting together, but it always depends so much on economics. In those times you could find some money so you could think about these kinds of things. Nowadays,’ he sighs, ‘if Alex tours with Globe Unity just once a year, he has two gigs and then he needs the Goethe Institute to sponsor it, and it comes to a kind of point where it’s just one solo after another, and a beginning and an end together. Nein,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘You can’t develop things working that way. But for a while at least we tried.’

Brötzmann is full of contradictions. Perhaps, as he declared earlier, he’s even defined by them. At one point in the weekend, Korun takes me aside and leads me into his living room-cum-bedroom. Not only is it piled to the ceiling with books and LPs and CDs, almost every inch of wall space is given over to his paintings and assemblages. ‘Look at this,’ she says, opening a tall wooden wardrobe in the corner of the room. Inside, everything is in its place: checked shirts meticulously ironed and folded, creased trousers, pressed suit jackets, even neatly folded underwear and socks. ‘From the outside it could look like a mess, like a chaos,’ she adds, ‘but really, everything is perfectly ordered.’ Both of his apartments, set across the first two floors of an anonymous old city block, are packed with bookshelves dedicated to art and design, with a particular emphasis on Eastern Bloc iconography and publishing, alongside monographs of favourite artists like the German painter Max Beckmann and the American artist Joseph Cornell. Yet he’s visibly uncomfortable when the conversation threatens to get too art-theoretical or abstract. He consistently grounds his work in process over ideas, always careful to situate it inside, rather than outside, historical traditions.

‘Let me put it this way,’ he suggests. ‘For me in those years there were two guitarists: Derek Bailey and Sonny Sharrock. And I am a bit more on Sonny’s side. That’s more my natural inclination. Derek I have to thank for a lot of things he did for me, and he was the great man, maybe beside Misha [Mengelberg], for a certain way of playing improvised music. No one did more, and of course Derek was the guy who did it to a kind of excess. And I always loved that. But I was not always happy playing with him. He asked me a lot of times to play duo concerts, or the time we played with The ICP [Instant Composers Pool] as guests or with some funny American idiot, you know, the drummer Gregg Bendian. But I always admired him or respected him for just the way he was doing things. He didn’t care about anything and of course he was a sly bastard. He always did the right thing at the right moment.’

Indeed, what stuck with Brötzmann the most is the way Bailey’s approach to improvisation spilled over into his life as a kind of total artwork, a way of being so focused and turned on that even the smallest gesture or interaction had the profound weight – not to say sly humour – of a great performance. ‘I remember one show in particular,’ he marvels, momentarily falling silent as if quietly moved by the memory. ‘Misha had a couple of little theatre pieces, a love story, some funky shit, I don’t know, and then there was a concert, and he invited guests like me and Derek, and we had to wear a costume and play some kind of nonsense. We had a performance in Amsterdam in the theatre and Derek was on the list of performers. But he didn’t show up for rehearsal so we thought, OK, doesn’t matter, Misha is always very open. But then when we went onstage there was still no sign of him. OK, still doesn’t matter. But then we were in the middle of the piece, and a guy in a raincoat with a guitar case, no hat but he might as well have had a hat on, walks into the room and crosses the stage from one side to the other and then just disappears. Afterwards he was just sitting there backstage. That was Derek’s performance.

‘You need these kind of guys, for sure,’ he laughs. ‘But still for me, even so, I relate to Sonny Sharrock more. Once again I come back to the playing. As a musician he was a motherfucker.’

Brötzmann’s just back from a South American trip in the company of his new trio with bassist John Edwards and drummer Steve Noble, yet he’s already preparing to leave for two weeks of shows in the USA with vibraphonist Jason Adasiewicz. ‘Now more than 70 years old,’ he sighs, like he’s admitting something to himself for the first time. ‘It feels like a long journey. I still carry two horns and the suitcase, and sometimes you have to run and you have to walk for miles and miles in these airports; the air is bad and it’s not very healthy and not always fun now. No. And sleep. But I have to keep touring. I mean, no, if I stopped I could survive a couple of months at best but that’s it. I think I have to do it as long as I can, as long as the body works – and the brain, of course. And then we’ll see. Because, you know, in my younger family years there never was time to put something on the side. No chance for that, and if I would go now for a special insurance for my lung problems I would have to play myself stupid. And, you know, I always was quite stupid.’ He laughs.

Isn’t it hard, I ask him, for someone who is as naturally solitary as himself to keep on going out there and forcing new playing situations? ‘If you’re not born solitary, then this business will turn you that way soon,’ he admits, as he lights another cigar. It’s early evening. We can make out the figure of his girlfriend in the light of the kitchen window. The garden rears up all around us. ‘I think if you decide to play the music and to agree to this kind of life and everything that comes with it, then it takes it over.’ He nods to himself. ‘At first in a particular way, and then in a kind of philosophical way, too. It’s my life, yeah. I’m not such a good philosopher, but what I mean is, you hand yourself over to this, to the music, to all the difficulties which come with it: with not earning money, sometimes having money, the travelling, all the difficulties. But there’s always more to discover. The horn still has its secrets.

‘But like I say,’ he shrugs, concluding, ‘I’m not such a good philosopher.’
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