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I believe we are truly poised to take a step forwards in the evolution of music. On a basic level I see current
changes offering a chance to free a new generation of artists from excessive ego satisfaction and from
commercial pressures. However, far more interestingly, I see the potential arising for the return of mystery giving us a chance to be curious about music and its artists again. Making us go to the music, seeking it out,
rather than it coming to us and having to fend it off.
This will not happen overnight. Commercial pressures persist while some artists only use MySpace as another
way to publicise more minutiae about themselves. But perhaps a new movement of happy-to-remainanonymous artists who pursue music more as a hobby may emerge, or professional artists may use the ease
of digital distribution as a chance for the proliferation of side projects and collaborations to stimulate their
creativity. This is already happening but it could become the driving force of new music. If so, the medium will
certainly have formed the message and in this case, I believe we will be onto a good thing.
Some time at the latter end of the 20th Century, one of the pioneers of electronic music, Alexander Robotnick
remarked on the evolution of how we consumed music thus: "In the ‘60s and ‘70s there were no music genres
but the fundamental ones such as jazz, rock, classical and easy listening. Each band or artist was a different
thing. Then there were those who imitated them. Today if you imitate an artist you're not considered an imitator
but someone who belongs to that music genre. This 'collectivisation' of artistic expressions kills individual
ingeniousness and depresses the quality level. Now there are thousands of artists who all sound alike and can
only be distinguished by the music genre they make. The audience is confused and no longer interested in
artists and ends up relying on DJs who therefore become the real bosses of the music system."
This doesn't sound particularly positive... more like another step on the path towards the death of originality in
music. And since that time, the sheer volume of music and artists now on offer ensures that we continue to rely
on DJ’s and tastemakers to pinpoint and publicise the best for us.
A lot has been written in the last 10 years about how the art world itself has come to mirror the music business
in just this regard. Certainly we are currently living in the age of the curator. Obviously, discrimination in music
has been important for a long time but with a return of mystery we will have to do more of the discriminating for
ourselves, becoming far more discerning in the process and thus ultimately becoming our own DJ's/curators.
Once this happens we will begin to programme ourselves - rather than being programmed by others.
On initially discovering them, I found that the genres of electro/techno/house offered an appealing anonymity. I
would only listen to these sounds in a club context, and a good DJ could blend it all into one piece, thus
making it a truly ‘collective’ effort. Up to that point I had been more of a guitar music fan – I had liked some of
the more maverick electronic artists but they weren’t the kind of artists I was generally hearing in clubs.
So, one of the reasons I stopped buying the weekly UK music press - another thing of the past - was that they
did not write very much about this new music that I was discovering. It was in independent record shops, or in
a relatively quiet corner of the club itself that I finally started to get names to go with these amazing and
mysterious tunes. It was truly a word of mouth thing for me then and all the stronger for it when a DJ himself
would tell you to check out so-and-so, or when a friend passed you a freshly burned CD.

During this period of discovery, I learned again the old adage that when we are left to our own devices and
cease to be spoon-fed, what we uncover for ourselves we take deep within us. The less exposed it is the more
we feel it that it belongs to us. This equation works in all circumstances and cultures. We all know that all you
have to do is ban something or artificially limit its availability in order to see its popularity increase.
Sure, it’s not the same as the old days; I loved hanging out in record shops as it was never just about buying
the music. Chat rooms and online forums aren’t the same, but this is also evolution and once you stop
changing you die. Reaction follows action and right now this is where we find ourselves.
And that, in my opinion, is deep in the most retrospective of ages. We live in a time when every artist and
scene gets its own documentary, its own retrospective and reunion tour. And this in turn goes on to influence
another generation of ‘new’ artists. Pop has always been on the verge of eating itself but never so close as
today; witness the 'behind the scenes' information and 'access all areas'-type insights that we now expect from
contemporary artists in every genre.
The nature of this expectation is, I believe, engendering the certain death of mystery in the arts in general. This
revealing of 'the truth' has only lead to cynicism - which is now rife, and infecting every aspect of our lives... we
know all of the ‘how’ but very little of the ‘why’. The time seems ripe for something new to come along - a
radical change is overdue.
Another more challenging aspect of this process that I want to examine here is the end of the complete work of
art and the removal of context from same. As an artist who still makes artifacts, I have great sympathy for the
views of a musician like John Reis from Rocket from the Crypt who says on this subject, "We put together a
CD, we package it, and we release it. Now there's no finality to it at all. It’s just an entire catalogue of music
that you can just go and get. I think if a band doesn’t want to be involved with that, they should have the power
to say, ‘I don’t want that.’”
In further reference to ‘the virtualisation of the musical experience’ Reis goes on to say: “A lot of my feelings
are based on reading other people’s reasons for using it: ‘The labels rip off bands anyway. The only way bands
make their money is from playing live’... but this is a sixteen year-old, middle class kid in his bedroom, telling
me what I’m doing? You do not dictate the way I release my music and the way I want my art to be presented...
I would condone breaking into record stores and stealing our records before I would condone someone
downloading it from Napster. At least they‘ll have the actual record you know? And they‘ll hear it the way it‘s
meant to be heard.”
Context, as ever, is everything. So in this transitional period we must keep in mind that we are not always
getting the work as the artist intended. Of course this loss of context could have positive aspects also, insofar
as we will ultimately have to create our own context. And the artist will have to adapt to this new paradigm
along with the listener.
Since 2005 I have been championing just this type of group, Drexciya and all of their related and ongoing
projects. My website Drexciya Research Lab reviews and archives their work and also explores the meanings
which I personally take from their intriguing music. The artist Ellen Gallagher has also used Drexciya as subject
matter for a series of paintings entitled Watery Ecstatic (2002-04), while the noted artist and filmmaker
Kapwani Kiwanga has used them as subject matter in her Atlantide (2008) film.

Although this Detroit-based duo did leave artifacts of records and CDs behind them during the course of their
operations between 1992 and 2002, they rarely did interviews, and never played live, nor did they even reveal
their identities during the group’s lifetime. One of the duo was only identified in death. James Stinson died
tragically in 2002 of heart complications and brought the group to an untimely end.
In my opinion Drexciya have been proven to have been well ahead of their time in their truly underground
attitude. Stinson’s musical partner - Gerald Donald aka Heinrich Mueller - has in recent years taken advantage
of internet technology to more fully embrace the virtualisation of music and its inherent mystery, and he is now
involved with at least three solely MySpace-based projects at time of writing. Still rarely interviewed, he has
begun to play live, although he insists on wearing a mask when doing so.
My Drexciya Research Lab site communicates my instinctive reactions to how I feel about this group. It gives
no clear answers and only makes me question further. This is nothing new - think only of the puzzles set by the
lyrics of Bob Dylan to his fans in the 1960‘s - but it’s where I and others now find ourselves, and we are all
looking for our own subjective answers. Drexciya’s conceptual approach employed the metaphor of a storm to
describe a life-transforming process when (in 2000) they unleashed sevens albums on seven different labels
around the world in one year. James Stinson said of his catalogue that "all the records we’ve made give you
clues, how to tap into your inner selves. We bring you right to that door and give you the key. We’re doing what
we’re able to, dropping messages from day one without getting too deep and scaring people off. We can only
hope that people will pick up on what we’re doing.” Fittingly their storm maxim was ‘Don’t Be Afraid of
Evolution’ - as to overcome fear is always the key to evolution. I can’t think of a more fitting message to leave
you with concerning this subject.
Don’t be Afraid of Evolution.
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