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The  o ld ,  ye l low ing  photographs  a l l  look  remarkab ly  s im i la r :  the 
cen t rep i ece  i s  mos t l y  a  l i ne-up  o f  mus i c i ans  beh i nd  one  or  two  tow-
ers  o f  syn ths  and  a  c rowd push ing  up  in  f ron t  o f  them or  squeez ing 
in to  wha tever  gaps  i t  can  f i nd .  I t  i s  a lmos t  a lways  a  b ig  c rowd,  be  i t 
a  sweaty  horde  in  some concer t  ha l l  i n  deepes t  Saxony,  or  sp i l l i ng 
ou t  f rom the  packed  aud i tor ium o f  Ber l in ’s  Pa lace  o f  the  Repub l ic ; 
o r  perhaps  a  sea  o f  f aces  f lood ing  f rom be tween  the  monumenta l 
S ta l i n -era  bu i l d i ngs  on  S t rausberger  P la tz  i n  the  former  cap i ta l  o f 
the  GDR.  I f  these  o ld  photos  a re  te l l i ng  the  t ru th  then  a l l  o f  these 
were  b ig  even ts ,  some o f  them ver y  b ig  indeed .  From the  ear l y 
1 980s  onwards ,  l i ve  per formances  o f  e lec t ron ic  mus ic  were  pre t ty 
sure  to  a t t rac t  masses  o f  peop le ;  masses  who presumab ly  wanted 
to  dream and  be  b lown away. 

The  count r y  in  wh ich  these  masses  l i ved  mus t  sure ly  have  fe l t 
ra ther  l im i ted ,  c i rcumscr ibed  as  i t  was  by  impenet rab le  borders . 
How la rge  w ide  and  in f in i te  the  cosmos  s t re tch ing  above  i t  seemed 
in  compar i son !  Mus ic ians  and  fans  there fore  began  one  day  to  f l ee 
th i s  l im i ted  count r y  fo r  the  end less  reaches  o f  ou ter  space .  Not  in 
rea l i t y,  o f  course ,  fo r  Sov ie t  »Energ ia« -brand  rocke ts  and  »Soyuz« 
spacecra f t  were  hard  to  come by.  Syn thes izers ,  d rum compu ters , 
and  samplers  were  the i r  means  o f  f l igh t  and  i t  was  these  wh ich 
gave  r i se  to  the  GDR’s  wh ims ica l ,  d reamy,  expans ive  e lec t ron ic  pop 
mus i c ,  and  a l l owed mus i c i ans  and  the i r  l i s teners  to  escape  » rea l -
soc ia l i sm«  for  w i ld l y  pu l sa t ing  fan tasy  l andscapes  and  the  in f in i te 
rea lms  o f  f a r- f l ung  ga lax ies  –  or  a t  t imes  s imp ly  the  pa lpab le  p leas -
ures  o f  a  loca l  d i sco  tha t  none the less  appeared  to  be  on  a  space 
s ta t i on  c i rcumnav i ga t i ng  p l ane t  ear th  on  a  geo-s ta t i onar y  c i rcu i t .

The  E as t  German scene  tha t  produced  such  mus i c  f rom the  ear-
l y  1 98 0 s  onwards  was  ver y  l i m i ted .  Ye t  the  c i rca  twenty  syn thes iz-
er  geeks  who be longed to  i t  were  a l l  p ros  w i th  impeccab le  mus ica l 
t ra in ing :  Re inhard  Lakomy,  fo r  i ns tance ,  sad ly  deceased  in  spr ing 
20 13 ,  was  renowned above  a l l  fo r  rock  a lbums  and  record ings  for 
ch i ld ren .  Then  there  were  bands  ca l led  Pond ,  Key,  Ser v i ,  o r  the  l i ke , 
wh ich  have  mos t l y  s ince  sunk  in to  ob l i v ion .  And  even  paragon  rock 
band  The  Puhdys  cou ldn’ t  res i s t  re leas ing  an  e lec t ro  pop  a lbum in 
1 982:  C ompu terkar i e r re  (Compu ter  Career ) ,  a  c rossover  o f  ex-
per imenta l  syn th  ins t rumenta l s  and  Neue  Deu tsche  Wel le  (aka  New 
German Wave  or  NDW).  Be tween  1 981  and  the  demise  o f  the  GDR 
n ine  years  l a te r,  Eas t  German e lec t ro  mus ic ians  re leased  around  a 
dozen  a lbums  in  to ta l ,  mos t l y  so lo  endeavours . 

Bu t  th i s  sma l l  scene  had  no th i ng  i n  common w i th  the  academic 
e l ec t ron i c-e l ec t roacous t i c  con temporar y  mus ic  be i ng  exp lored  a t 
the  t i me  i n  the  s tud i os  o f  rad i o  s ta t i ons  and  un i vers i t i es  th rough -
ou t  E as t  and  West  Germany,  nor  w i th  the  exper imenta l ,  e l ec t ron i -
ca- in f luenced  underground  sounds  produced  f rom the  mid-1 980s 
onwards  by  »anderen  Bands«  (d i f f e ren t  bands)  such  as  AG Geige , 
Sandow,  and  Ornament  &  Verbrechen .  E lec t ron ic  pop  mus ic ians ’ 
ro le  mode ls  were  ne i ther  S tockhausen  nor  E ins türzende  Neubau t-
en  bu t  ra ther  Vange l i s ,  Jean  Miche l  Ja r re ,  Ash  Ra  Tempe l ,  and 
K laus  Schu lze ,  a t  t imes  a l so  Genes i s ,  P ink  F loyd ,  Emerson ,  Lake 
and  Pa lmer  and ,  f i r s t  and  foremos t ,  Tanger ine  Dream.  » I  wa tched 
Western  T V in  secre t  j us t  l i ke  any  o ther  guy  and  somet ime  in  the 
mi d-1 970 s  I  saw a  show tha t  fea tured  Tanger ine  Dream mak ing  mu-
s ic  in  a  cas t le  in  Eng land«  Re inhard  Lakomy to ld  me when  we  met  in 
20 1 0.  »Sounds ,  rhy thms ,  and  sequences  such  as  I  had  never  heard 

be fore .  I t  j us t  b lew my  mind« .  Lakom y,  b orn  i n  1 946 ,  wa s  a l re ad y 
a  success fu l  mus i c i an  i n  the  GDR a t  t he  t ime  –  an d  in  1 9 81  h e  b e-
came the  f i r s t  to  re l ease  an  a lbum o f  e le c t ron ic  mu s ic :  Das  ge he i m e 
Leben  (The  Secre t  L i fe ) .

The  West  Ber l i n  e lec t ron i c  ba nd  Ta ng er ine  Dream  ha d  ac-
cepted  an  inv i ta t ion  f rom DT64,  Ea s t  Germa ny ’s  rad io  s ta t io n  » f or 
young  peop le« ,  to  p lay  l i ve  in  Eas t  B e r l i n ’s  Pa la c e  o f  t he  Re p ub l ic 
on  31  Januar y  1 980 –  the  f i r s t  We s t  G erma n po p b an d  eve r  t o  d o 
so.  Many  o f  the  e lec t ron ic  mus ic ian s  wh o l a te r  en joye d  su c cess  i n 
the  GDR were  there  tha t  n igh t ,  as  f asc ina te d  a s  t he y  were  in sp i red . 
»Tanger ine  Dream d idn’ t  use  l y r ic s  a c tua l l y,  s o  t he  ban d  i n i t i a l l y 
seemed apo l i t i ca l  –  I  th ink  tha t ’s  why  t hey  were  a l lowe d  t o  p la y  i n 
the  Eas t  a t  a l l « ,  muses  Wol fgang  »Pa u l e«  Fuc hs ,  wh o  was  b orn  in 
Ber l i n -Prenz lauer  Berg  i n  1 948 ,  a nd  b e ca m e  t he  m os t  c omme r-
c ia l l y  success fu l  e lec t ron ic  mus ic i an  in  t he  GDR th an k s  t o  h i s  Po nd 
pro jec t .  »Then  I  came across  a  pho to  o f  K la us  Sch u l ze  se a t ed  on 
the  ground ,  dressed  i n  a  space  su i t  a nd  h e lme t ,  and  c omp le te ly  sur-
rounded by  keyboards .  ›Wow! ‹  I  thou gh t .  ›We ’ l l  d o  t ha t  too. ‹ « 

O n  t h e  t r i p …  b u t  b e h i n d  t h e  t i m e s

When Tanger ine  Dream p l ayed  the  Pa la c e  o f  t he  Rep ub l ic  in  1 980 
many  Eas t  German mus ic ians  we re  a l read y  vag ue l y  f a m i l i a r  w i t h 
cosmic  mus ic  and  krau t rock ,  genres  tha t  m us ic ia ns  in  Wes t  Ge rma -
ny  had  been  exp lor ing  th roughou t  t he  prev io us  d ecad e .  A l t ho ug h 
o f f i c ia l l y  proh ib i ted  f rom l i s ten ing  t o  We st ern  Ra d i o  mo s t  o f  t hem 
tuned  in  regu la r l y  to  West  Ber l in  sh ows ,  s uch  a s  »S t e ckd o se «  ( s ub-
t i t l ed  »C ompu ter  Mus ic  –  Mus ic  Comp u te r« ) ,  wh ich  fea ture d  in te r-
v iews  w i th  Tanger ine  Dream or  K l au s  S ch u lze  an d  p re se n t ed  new 
syn thes izers  and  o ther  nove l  gadge ts .  Bo o t le g  c ass e t te  re c ord i ng s 
c i rcu la ted  »underground« .  Then  in  1 9 8 6  th e  you th  rad io  s ta t i on 
DT64 began  broadcas t ing  i t s  »E lec t ron ics«  p rogramm e an d  org an-
iz ing  l i ve  mus ic  fes t i va l s .  Thus  Eas t  G erma ns  co u l d  a t  l a s t  fo l low  the 
scene  qu i te  l ega l l y.  I t  mus t  be  add ed ,  o f  course ,  th a t  w h en  Tan ge -
r i ne  Dream p layed  in  the  GDR an d  so  insp i re d  Ea s t  G erma n mu s i -
c i ans ,  the  band ’s  heyday  and  tha t  o f  i t s  mu s ica l  ge n re  were  p ra c t i -
ca l l y  over  in  the  West .  Eas t  Germa ns  were  be h in d  t he  t ime s  wh en 
i t  came to  the  e lec t ron ic  t r ip  bec au se  th e  » re a l - so c ia l i s t «  reg i m e 
s t r i c t l y  con t ro l led  cu l tu ra l  p roduc t io n  a nd  h a d  b ra nd ed  e le c t ron ic 
mus ic  » i nhumane« .  Bu t  somet i me  in  the  ea r l y  1 9 80s  t he  powe rs-
tha t-be  decreed  tha t  the  fu ture  l ay  in  »K le in c om pu te r«  (m ic roc om-
pu ters )  –  and  there fore  gave  the  g ree n  l ig h t  f o r  t he  mu s i c  t hes e 
were  ab le  to  genera te ,  wh ich  a t  the  t i m e  d i d  in de ed  s ou nd  fu tur i s t i c . 

However,  th i s  d idn’ t  mean  tha t  j u s t  a ny  GDR  c i t i ze n  co u ld  now 
l aunch  a  DIY f ree l ance  career,  rec ord ing ,  re le as ing ,  an d  pe r for m-
ing  e lec t ron ic  mus ic .  A  permi t  f rom t h e  s ta t e  was  s t i l l  req u i red . 
Ju l ius  Krebs ,  who  was  born  in  1 95 4  a nd  gave  s o l o  pe r f orma nce s 
o f  h i s  pro jec t  JSE  ( Ju l ius  Krebs  –  S in f on i s c he  E le k t ro n i k )  i n  E as t 
Germany,  says :  »There  were  two k in ds  o f  p op  m us i c i an  i n  t he  GDR 
–  amateurs  and  pro fess iona l s .  Bo th  f i r s t  ha d  t o  d emo ns t ra t e  so m e 
ta len t  and  were  on ly  then  g iven  a  pe r m i t  t o  pe r f orm,  a  p erm i t  t ha t 
a l so  spec i f i ed  the  hour ly  ra te  they  c ou ld  e arn .  Wi t ho u t  a  p erm i t  o ne 
cou ldn’ t  even  grab  a  gu i ta r  and  p lay  o n  t he  s t ree t .  T ha t  was  s t r i c t l y 
fo rb idden . «  A  commi ss i on  exami ned  an  a r t i s t ’s  m us ica l  sk i l l s ,  l y r-
ics ,  appearance ,  and  reper to i re .  An d  a nyo ne  w ho  in ten d e d  t o  e arn 

C O S M I C  F L I G H T
E L E C T R O N I C  P O P  M U S I C 
I N  T H E  G D R
B Y  F L O R I A N  S I E V E R S

Betwee n  1 981  and  1 989 a  s ma l l  c i rc le  o f  a ro u nd  twenty  mu s i -
c ians  pub l i shed  a  dozen  e l ec t ron ic  p o p  L Ps  in  t h e  G D R .  Su c h 

record ings  ensued  f rom  a  s t r i ng  o f  c h a nce  i nc i d e n ts ,  t he f t s , 
dar ing  ideas ,  and  crea t i ve  m i s u nde rs ta nd in g s .  T he y  a m o u n t 

to  a  branch  on  the  evo lu t ion ar y  t re e  o f  e l ec t ro n i c  m u s ic  t ha t 
has  a lmos t  been  forgot ten ,  a nd  ye t  on  w h ich  a  f ew  o b s c ure  ye t 

pre t ty  s o un d s  o nce  b lo ss o me d .
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a  l i v ing  a s  a  p ro f e ss io n a l  m u s ic ian  nee de d  a  fu r ther  sp ec ia l  l i cense . 
» I n  t h e  Wes t ,  lo t s  o f  e lec t ron ic  m us i c ians  t i nkere d  abo u t  in  the i r 
h ome s tu d i os « ,  sa ys  Hans-Hass o  S ta mer,  who  was  born  in  1 950, 
s tu d ie d  co mpu te r  sc i enc e  in  Ea s t  Germ any,  and  spen t  h i s  s tuden t 
days  b u i l d i n g  syn ths  and  p imp ing  Wes tern  equ ipm ent  w i th  wh ich 
h e  then  per f o r med l i ve .  » I t  was  d i f f e ren t  i n  the  G DR.  Anyone  w ho 
h adn’ t  o f f i c i a l l y  s tud i ed  mus ic  bu t  wante d  to  re lease  so meth ing  on 
v iny l  f i r s t  h ad  to  p lay  fo r  yea rs  s o  as  to  prove  h i s  or  her  sk i l l s  and 
re l i a b i l i t y.  So  there  was  no  grea t er  ac c o lade  t han  to  f i na l l y  be  a l -
lowed  to  re l ea se  a n  LP. « 

O n ly  o n e  s ta t e  l abe l  ex i s te d  in  t h e  GD R for  LP  re le ases  in  the 
popu l a r  m u s i c  se c to r,  name ly  Am iga ,  wh ich  wa s  opera ted  by  the 
» Peop l e ’s  Ow n  E n terpr i s e «  ( V EB)  D e u t sch e  Sc h a l l p la t ten  Ber l in . 
N o o n e  o t h e r  t h a n  se lec ted  mus ic ia n s  was  a l lowe d  to  pub l i sh  LPs , 
and  the s e  a lways  re ta i l ed ,  m oreover,  a t  the  un i f orm p r ice  o f  16 .1 0 
O st mark .  Pro d u c t io n  mater ia l  was  in  s h or t  supp ly  and  t h i s  l im i ted 
bot h  t h e  f re q u e n cy  a nd  num b e r  o f  re lease s .  »B u t  sa le s  d idn’ t  mat te r 
a  d amn i n  the  G DR,  to  be  hone s t « ,  exp l a i n s  mus i c ian  Ra iner  Olea k , 
w ho  was  b or n  in  1 953 a n d  co l l abo ra ted  w i th  Re inha rd  Lakomy on 
the  e lec t ro n ic  LP  Ze i t en  (Time s)  in  1 9 85.  »A  l o t  o f  s tu f f  d idn’ t  se l l 
we l l  fo r  the  s i mp le  reason  tha t  to o  f ew  cop i e s  were  ava i l ab le .  Bu t  i n 
a ny  cas e ,  mo s t  mus ic ia n s  ma de  t h e i r  l i v i n g  f ro m l i ve  g ig s . «

M a s t e r s  o f  h i d d e n  m e a n i n g s

Al tho u g h  re co rd  re lea ses  in  the  G DR were  sub j ec t  to  censorsh ip , 
the  e lec t ron i c  mus ic  d i scuss ed  here  was  gene ra l l y  pure l y  ins t ru-
men ta l  a n d  there fore  unprob l emat ic  in  th i s  reg ard  a t  l eas t .  Ye t  many 
o f  th e  re co rd s  m a y  no ne the less  h ave  co nveyed  h id d e n  mean ings  – 
Ea s t  G e r man ar t i s t s  were  n o t  i n f re que n t l y  m as ters  o f  th i s  a r t .  For 
exa mp l e ,  i n  1 98 3 Re inhard  Lakom y  n am e d  h i s  seco n d  e lec t ron ic 
mus ic  LP  Der  Traum von  A sgard  (The  Drea m o f  A sg ard) ,  w i th  l i n -
e r  no tes  tha t  ra mbl ed  on  a b ou t  how  » One u sed  to  say  Asgard ,  by 
wh i ch  o n e  me ant  un l i m i te d  f reedo m in  s i mu l tane ous  co mf or t ,  meant 
love  w i tho u t  ha te ,  mea n t  p er man ent  ab u n danc e« .  The  l y r ics  hence 
po ss i b ly  re fe r red  to  the  »Go l de n  Wes t «  s o  lo n ged  fo r  by  ma ny  c i t i -
ze ns  o f  t h e  G D R.  Yet  whoever  took  a  c lo ser  l ook  wa s  ab le  to  see 
t h a t  » the  po i n t s  o f  t h e  go lden  sp ea rs  a re  be n t ,  t h e  p ane l l e d  f loors 
fu l l  o f  s ta in s ,  and  the  pre c io u s  ge ms  no  lo n g e r  in  the i r  se t t i ngs« .  The 
West  wa s  no t  as  go lden  as  i t  was  mad e  ou t  to  be ,  a f t e r  a l l .  And  one 
t rack  o n  L a kom y ’s  f i r s t  a l b u m i s  en t i t l e d :  »E s  wächs t  da s  Gras  n ich t 
übe r  a l l es «  (Som e th in g s  one  never  ge t s  over )  I s  t h i s  perh aps  a  sub-
t le  po l i t i ca l  s ta te ment?  »Nonsense ! «  rep l i ed  Lakom y in  a  booming 
vo i c e ,  a s  se l f- a ssured  as  ever  wh en  I  asked  h im  shor t l y  be fore  h i s 
de a t h .  » I t ’s  s im p l y  a n  e tern a l  t ru t h . «  Ye t  mos t  o the r  me mbers  o f  the 
e le c t ro n i cs  s ce n e  l owe r  t h e i r  vo ic es  even  today  w h en  ta l k ing  abou t 
be in g  u n d e r  sur ve i l l anc e  by  t h e  Ea s t  German s e cre t  p o l i ce  –  the 
dre a d e d  »S ta s i «  –  o r  a b ou t  o t h er  repre ss ive  measures  taken  back 
t hen  by  the  s ta te  suc h  a s  cens orsh ip ,  fo r  exam p l e ,  wh i ch  mus ic ians 
t o  t h i s  da y  ca l l  »proo f re ad ing« .

T h e se  were  o b s tac les  fa c e d  a l s o  by  t h e  m us ica l  duo  Ser v i ,  fo r 
exam p le ,  wh i ch  ha d  f i r s t  se e n  t h e  l igh t  o f  da y  i n  1 975 as  a  Chr i s t i an 
rock  band  a nd  even tua l l y  sw i tc h ed  t o  per f ormi n g  med i ta t i ve  a mbi-
e n t  mus i c  in  c h u rche s .  »Church  wor k  was  a lwa ys  a  means  to  oppose 
t h e  r u l ing  reg im e« ,  s ays  Ja n  B i l k ,  b orn  in  1 95 8 a n d  o n e  ha l f  o f  S er-
v i .  »We  were  a  church  ba n d  a t  t he  t ime .  We p laye d  ever y  weekend 
in  va r ious  p a r i shes ,  g iv ing  co n c e r t s  o f  me d i ta t i ve  e lec t ron ic  mu-
s i c  as  we l l  a s  a c comp any ing  church  se r v ices  on  Sunda y  morn ings . 
We had  to  p la y  qu i e t l y  and  w i thou t  drums .  We d idn’ t  wan t  g ra nd-

mas ,  kee l ing  over  in  the  pews .  For  tha t  reason ,  bu t  a l so  because 
we  la cked  the  energy  a t  some po in t  to  engage  in  end less  d i scus -
s ions  abou t  our  l y r i cs ,  we  began  do ing  pure ly  ins t rumenta l  s tu f f  i n 
1 982. «  Accord ing  to  B i l k ,  Ser v i  was  never  aware  o f  be ing  sub jec t 
to  repress ion  –  ever y th ing  ran  norma l l y.  »Yet :  What  i s  norma l?«  he 
asks  now.  »We had  no th ing  w i th  wh ich  to  compare  our  exper ience , 
and  there fore  no  idea  o f  how d i f fe ren t  th ings  migh t  be  e l sewhere . 
A l l  we  k new  wa s  tha t  there  wa s  a  wa l l  somew here ,  wh ich  pu t  a  l i m i t 
to  wha t  we  cou ld  do.  For  example ,  we  o f ten  cou ldn’ t  ge t  a  permi t 
w hen  we  wa nted  to  p la y  some p lace .  We’d  s i t  a round  in  a  b ureau-
cra t ’s  o f f i ce ,  usua l l y  fo r  an  hour  or  so,  and  then  an  o f f i c ia l  wou ld 
tu rn  up  and  hem and  haw abou t  some prob lem or  o ther…  And tha t 
wou ld  dash  a  who le  year ’s  hopes  in  one  go.  I t  was  l i ke  ub iqu i tous 
f og .  For  sure ,  f og  won’ t  k i l l  you ,  a nd  you  may  even  ge t  a long  qu i te 
we l l  i n  a  fog ;  bu t  fog  ser ious ly  l im i t s  your  v i s ion . «

In  1 986  S er v i  f i na l l y  re leased  i t s  debu t  LP  Rückkehr  aus  I thaka 
(Re turn  f rom I thaka) .  I t  was  the  f i r s t  ever  sound  car r ie r  o f f i c ia l l y  on 
sa le  in  the  GDR ye t  recorded  no t  by  the  s ta te  bu t  by  a  pr i va te  pro -
ducer.  »Produced  by  S ERVI«  i s  c lea r l y  s ta ted  on  the  back  o f  the  a l -
bum s leeve  –  and  so  i t  was  a  rea l  sensa t ion !  The  hand  o f  the  Church 
was  pro tec t i ve  a t  l eas t  i n  some respec ts ,  fo r  i t  no t  on ly  f ac i l i t a ted 
such  new  deve lopments  bu t  a l so  he lped  S er v i  ge t  ho ld  o f  equ i p -
ment .  B i l k ’s  memor y  o f  be ing  handed a  brand  new Moog Prod igy 
compa ct  syn thes izer  in  Bau tzen  in  eas tern  Saxony  i s  s t i l l  f resh  i n 
h i s  m ind  today.  A  Jesu i t  p r ies t  had  made  a  spec ia l  co l lec t ion  in  h i s 
par i sh  in  Co logne  then  d i spa tched  the  equ ipment  to  Ser v i . 

However,  o ther  Eas t  German e lec t ron ic  mus ic ians  had  to 
scheme l i ke  mad in  order  to  ge t  ho ld  o f  Japa nese  or  Amer i can 
top-brand  syn thes izers  or  drum mach ines  and  smugg le  them in to 
the  count r y.  No one  wanted  to  have  to  p lay  the  few loca l  produc ts 
ava i l ab le :  the  Ti racon  6V f rom the  VEB Au tomat i s ie rungsan lagen 
Cot tbus  (Au tomat ion  Works) ,  fo r  example ,  o r  the  Vermona-brand 
equ ipment  tu rned  ou t  by  the  VEB K l ingen tha ler  Harmon ikawerke . 
A l l  such  equ ipment  was  doomed to  break  down .  Bu t  the  (genera l l y 
i l l ega l )  impor t  o f  Wes tern  equ ipment  cou ld  succeed  on ly  w i th  the 
he lp  e i ther  o f  fe l low mus ic ians  in  possess ion  o f  a  t rave l  permi t  fo r 
per formances  abroad  (so-ca l led  » t rave l  cadres« ) ,  o r  o f  be f r iended 
o ld  age  pens ioners  (because  re t i red  Eas t  Germans  were  a l lowed 
to  t rave l  abroad) ,  o r  th rough  contac t  w i th  Western  journa l i s t s  and 
d ip lomats .  »To  ge t  ho ld  o f  Wes tern  equ ipment  one  f i r s t  had  to  ra i se 
the  dough ,  i .e .  to  exchange  Ostmark  for  hard  cur rency« ,  te l l s  Pau le 
Fuchs .  »Which  wa s  i l l e ga l ,  o f  course .  An  exchange  ra te  o f  o n e  t o 
s i x  or  seven  was  norma l ,  bu t  somet imes  you ’d  ge t  one  to  ten .  And 
then  you  s t i l l  had  to  f i nd  someone  w ho’d  br ing  the  equ ipment  over 
the  border  for  you .  Many  peop le  demanded payment  fo r  tha t  so 
a  syn thes izer  cou ld  end  up  cos t ing  around  40  000 Ostmark .  To 
pu t  tha t  i n  perspec t i ve ,  my  mother  earned  400 Ostmark  a  month 
ba ck  then . «

Fuchs ’  co l league  Ju l ius  Kreb s  can  s t i l l  reme mb er  how th e  C h i -
nese  w i fe  o f  a  member  o f  one  o f  h i s  ear l y  bands  he ld  a  passpor t 
tha t  enab led  her  to  c ross  the  border  in to  West  Ber l in  ever y  day.  The 
coup le  thus  managed to  impor t  numerous  p ieces  o f  equ ipment  and 
th i s  was  how Krebs  h imse l f  acqu i red  some o f  h i s  gadgets .  »As  fa r  as 
I  know I  was  the  f i r s t  person  in  the  GDR to  ever  own a  Commodore 
C64 and  to  p lay  a  Ro land  TB-303 l i ve  on  s tage , «  he  reca l l s .  » I  used 
an  o ld  Sov ie t  T V as  a  mon i tor  fo r  the  C64.  Bu t  those  compu ters 
were  te r r ib le  –  they  c rashed  cons tan t l y.  One  o f  them once  crashed 
seven  t imes  dur ing  a  s ing le  concer t .  Which  mea ns  the  mon i tor  sud-
den ly  d i sp layed  no th ing  bu t  h ie rog lyphs  wh i le  the  syn ths  a l l  emi t ted 
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t he  same s ing le  no te .  What  does  one  do  then?  Wel l ,  one  p lays  on 
manua l l y  wh i le  d i scree t l y  reboot ing  the  compu ter !  Tha t  f asc ina ted 
peop le  ac tua l l y,  because  they  cou ld  see  the  amount  o f  work  i t  took . 
They  too  cou ld  fee l  the  tens ion  –  and  they  knew the  sounds  were 
be i ng  crea ted ,  ca l cu l a ted ,  a t  tha t  ver y  moment . «

Wa r y  o f  t h e  p l a y f u l  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  o f  s i g n s 
a n d  c o d e s

The  records  re l eased  under  these  adverse  cond i t ions  be tween  1 981 
and  1 990 do  no t  be long  to  any  canon  o f  e lec t ron ic  mus ic .  They 
a re  an  a l mos t  fo rgot ten  branch  on  the  evo l u t i onar y  t ree  o f  e lec -
t ron i c  mus i c  –  and  ye t  a  branch  on  wh ich  a  few obscure  bu t  won -
der fu l  sounds  once  b lossomed .  They  amount  to  a  s t r ing  o f  sk i l f u l 
the f t s ,  dar i ng  i deas ,  beau t i fu l  co i nc i dences ,  and  pre t ty  m i sunder-
s tand ings .  A  se lec t ion  o f  these  re leases  can  be  found ,  fo r  example , 
on  the  compi l a t i on  Mandar inen t räume –  E lec t ron ic  Escapes  f rom 
the  German Democra t i c  Repub l i c  1 981 –89,  re leased  in  20 1 0 on 
the  Mun i ch  l abe l  Permanent  Vaca t i on .  I t  f ea tures  end less  syn the-
s izer  ep ics  tha t  seem to  te l l  o f  t r ips  to  fa r- f l ung  ga lax ies  as  we l l  as 
ambien t  t racks  tha t  con jure  dreams  o f  nud i s t  beaches  on  the  Ba l t i c 
Coas t .  One  a l so  f i nds  d i sco  t racks  drenched  in  the  hear tbreak ing 
pa thos  o f  e lec t r i c  gu i ta r  so los ,  as  we l l  as  we i rd  and  wonder fu l  fo rms 
o f  cosmic  d i sco,  desp i te  the  fac t  tha t  none  o f  the  mus ic ians  invo lved 
had  ever  spen t  t ime  on  the  shores  o f  Lake  Garda  in  I ta l y,  where  the 
l a t te r  genre  or i g i na ted .  And  the  compi l a t i on  a l so  presen ts  a  pro-
l i f i c  number  o f  psychede l i c  k rau t rock  j am sess i ons ,  wh i ch  i t  i s  d i f f i -
cu l t  to  be l ieve  were  crea ted  in  the  absence  o f  drugs  –  a l though  a l l 
par t i c ipan ts  swear  by  i t .  »We hones t l y  d idn’ t  have  any  drugs  a t  a l l « , 
c l a i ms  Pau l e  Fuchs .  » I  was  par t  o f  tha t  scene  for  aeons  ye t  I  can -
not  reca l l  a  s ing le  case .  Where  wou ld  anyone  have  got ten  ho ld  o f 
drugs?  A l l  we  had  was  a l coho l . «

These  records  a l so  ho ld  an  aes the t ic  surpr i se  in  s tore .  A l though 
produced  i n  a  count r y  tha t  hera l ded  mechan ica l  eng ineers  and  cos-
monau ts  as  heroes ,  and  tha t  was  f i l l ed  to  the  g i l l s  w i th  an  op t im is t i c 
f a i th  i n  techno l ogy  –  or  ra ther  i n  the  i n te rp lay  o f  persona l  d i l i gence , 
sc ience ,  and  techno logy  as  a  means  to  improve  peop le ’s  l i ves  and 
u l t i ma te l y  es tab l i sh  commun i sm –  the  records  con ta i n  no  mus i c  tha t 
i s  emphat ica l l y  remin i scen t  o f  mach iner y.  O f f i c ia l  LP  produc t ion  in 
the  GDR thus  bears  no  t race  o f  the  in f luence  o f  Kra f twerk  or  o f  the 
i ndus t r i a l  mus i c  o f  the  per i od .  The  i rony  inheren t  to  them and  the i r 
p lay fu l  appropr ia t ion  o f  s igns  and  codes  l i ke ly  made  peop le  war y. 

A  c r a s s  b r e a k

The  »Wende«  (po l i t i ca l  tu rnaround )  t ha t  b eg an  in  1 9 89 re presen t-
ed  a  c rass  break  in  the  b iograph i e s  o f  th e se  e le c t ron ic  mu s ic i a ns 
and  indeed  o f  a l l  c i t i zens  o f  the  G DR.  At  t im es ,  n o t  eve n  a  g l im-
mer  o f  pub l ic  in te res t  i n  Eas tern  b l oc  m us i c  pe rs i s t ed .  »Th e  even ts 
o f  1 989 and  therea f te r  swept  away  ever y th in g  th a t  h ad  ever  ha d 
any  va lue  in  the  GDR,  and  ever y t h in g  we  h ad  ever  h e l d  dear,  a nd 
our  b iograph i es  were  a l l  p re t ty  m uch  d i smisse d  a s  in fe r ior«  Re in-
hard  Lakomy to ld  me ,  w i th  some res e n t m en t .  B ot h  p ro fe ss i on a l l y 
and  pr i va te l y,  he  and  a  ver y  few o f  h i s  c o l le ag ue s  su r v ive d  th e  c o l -
lapse  o f  the  reg ime under  wh ich  th ey  ha d  g rown  u p  re l a t i ve ly  we l l . 
Bu t  no t  ever yone  was  so  l ucky.  »Dur ing  th e  We nd e  eve r y t h ing  d i s -
appeared  i n  a  k ind  o f  mae ls t rom« ,  rec a l l s  H a ns-H asso  S tame r.  » E i -
ther  one  cou l d  f i nd  the  energy  to  sa y,  ›O k ,  th a t ’s  th a t :  t im e  t o  s ta r t 
aga i n  f rom scra tch ‹  or  one  cou ldn’ t .  An d  I ’ l l  t e l l  yo u  q u i te  f ran k l y :  I 
cou l dn’ t .  For  a  wh i le  I  d i d  no th i ng  b u t  w r i t e  p oe t r y. «

Today,  S tamer,  Krebs ,  Fuchs ,  an d  t ho se  o f  th e i r  c o l l ea gu es  wh o 
are  s t i l l  a l i ve ,  a l l  l i ve  in  or  near  Be r l in .  To  v i s i t  t he m  o ne  h a s  to 
head  for  the  fa r  reaches  o f  the  pub l ic  t ra n spor ta t ion  ne twor k ,  t rav-
e l  to  the  end  o f  the  l i nes ,  i n to  the  e nd l ess ,  pe r i p h era l ,  no n-p la c e 
l andscapes  compr i sed  o f  motor wa y  ju nc t io ns  an d  h ardwa re  s t ores , 
dere l i c t  i ndus t r i a l  bu i ld ings  in  wh ich  ever y  s i ng l e  w i nd ow  h as  bee n 
met icu lous ly  smashed ,  and  rows  o f  a l lo t m en ts  en c losed  by  n e a t l y 
t r immed hedges .  For  some o f  these  m us ic i an s  o r  ex- m us i c ian s ,  th e 
record ings  o f  e lec t ron ic  mus ic  f rom  »way  b ack  w he n«  a re  t he  m os t 
i mpor tan t  th i ng  they  have  ever  acc omp l i shed  in  t h e i r  l i ve s  –  fo r  o t h-
ers ,  on ly  a  sma l l ,  a lmos t  embarra ss i ng  g a f f e .  S om e o f  t he m  m ake 
good money  today.  O thers  bare ly  ke ep  t he i r  h e a ds  a bove  th e  wa te r. 
Whatever  the  case ,  the i r  h i s tor y  sh ou ld  no t  g o  un to ld .

Trans la ted  f rom the  German by  J i l l  De nt on .

J ourna l i s t  F l o r i a n  S i e v e r s  wr i tes  abou t  c u l tu ra l  a f f a i rs ,  p r i -
mar i l y  a rch i tec ture  and  mus ic ,  f o r  S pex ,  Groove ,  an d  o t h er 
magaz ines .  In  20 1 0 he  co mp i led  Man dar inen t rä ume  –  E le c-
t ron i c  Escapes  f rom the  Ge r m an  De m ocra t ic  Re pu b l ic  1 9 81–
1 989 for  the  Permanent  Va ca t ion  l a be l .  T he  CD fea tu res  e lec-
t ron ic  mus ic  c rea ted  by  var iou s  a r t i s t s  i n  fo r m er  Ea s t  G erm a n y.


