Zappa? Mozart!

Five years separated the album releases of “Die Doraus und die Marinas geben offenherzige Antworten auf brennende Fragen” [1] and Andreas Dorau’s third effort “Demokratie”. Those who know their stuff would say “half an eternity in the world of pop music”, a phrase laden with meaning in such a case. Possible reasons: paucity of ideas, an unhealthy interest in certain narcotic substances, the harbour of marriage etc etc.

In Dorau’s case, things were a little different: German New Wave (Neue Deutsche Welle) reached its peak in 1983, a ghastly, horrible, idiotic peak. Dorau, a hugely sensitive artist, would have found it unbearable to be assimilated by the German New Wave (NDW). Not that he felt any closer to the contemporary “underground” music of the day. “All far too dark. I didn’t want to have anything more to do with music”, Dorau said one sunny afternoon in the early summer of 2012. “Anyway, back then underground music wasn’t allowed to be melodic. The dominant belief was: melody = stupid. And I wanted melodies.”

Thus the years 83, 84, 85 passed by. Dorau moved to Munich and took his film studies seriously. Until one day Ata-Tak founder Moritz Rrr called him up and asked Dorau if he fancied an informal exchange of ideas with artists from Berlin, no strings attached. He did fancy it and a loose kind of a band arose out of their meeting, playing two shows, the first under the name of Die Psychedelischen Nazizwerge; for the second – in 1986, shortly after the Chernobyl disaster – they had the rather reckless idea of performing songs about nuclear energy. In its favour, of course. 

Slowly but surely, he began to have fun again with music. At the same time, Dorau went about his “homework”, as he so nicely put it: he amassed a formidable record collection, largely from the 1960s. If the contemporary music scene was so disappointing, why not jump back a couple of decades?

And so names like The Left Banke, Van Dyke Parks and The Move rotated on his record player. Such splendid music! The idea to make a new album dawned on him gradually.

Dorau recorded, discarded material, wrote lyrics, overdubbed, arranged, discarded more material. So, he would rearrange, one track after another, so on and so forth. It was clearly a painstaking process.

Still, a few songs fell into place. What, or rather who, he needed now was a producer. We are still in the eighties and, not so long ago, Dorau had had a massive hit. Money, therefore, did not pose the greatest problem. Off he went, to the English city of Birmingham to enlist his idol Roy Wood as his producer.[2]

They met in the studio of reggae combo UB 40 (“Lovely people”, Dorau recalls, “and their place didn’t smell of dope at all”).

Although it was early in the morning, Roy Wood’s breath smelled impressively of alcohol and he was wearing a pullover with his own face knitted on the front. For those slow on the uptake, ROY WOOD was written in big letters underneath. And again on both sleeves, just smaller. Dorau: “That was some jumper!” [3]. They immediately got on like a house on fire. “Very zappaesque!“ was Wood’s delighted cry when Dorau played him his songs [4]. It could have been the beginning of a beautiful musical collaboration, if Roy Wood had not happened to play an album by his favourite artist at that time. Dorau was back on the train to London before the first side of “No Jacket Required” had ended.

Efforts to enlist Peter Thomas as producer also came to nothing (Thomas first asked Dorau if he had done his military service) and Dorau ultimately decided to take care of the job himself.[5]

“Zappaesque!” Not a verdict which Dorau really agreed with. Michael Nyman’s opinion massaged his artist’s soul rather more pleasantly. David Cunningham (Flying Lizards) helped Dorau to enlist the English composer as arranger on “Demokratie”. Playing his songs to Nyman was a nerve-wracking experience for Dorau. After all, this was a serious musician. “Maybe it’s crap”, Dorau stammered. To which Nyman replied: “Oh no, it’s Mozart.”  Music to his ears, so to speak.

Why an arranger anyway? Dorau: “I always wanted music to sound different. Nyman is strongly influenced by Venetian music, in which instruments are played in untypical registers or scenarios. That was my aim for this album. I wanted to create pop music, as far as possible without guitars, simply different.”

The search for new musical forms of expression took Dorau as far as Japan. “I liked the Japanese ambient music which was around at that time. It was different and new.” Moritz Rrr arranged for Dorau to stay with a Japanese artist for six weeks. “It was only later that I learned that it is considered extremely impolite to stay at someone’s home in Japan. So it was only in retrospect that I was able to understand the occasional, apparently unmotivated bursts of rage on the part of my host.”

Baroque pop / Roy Wood / Michael Nyman / melodies / no guitars, or thereabouts / electronics / Mayo Thompson also gets in on the act: an interesting mix [6]. And brilliant lyrics to boot. Just enough room for a little (translated) excerpt:

You live today and build the world of tomorrow

Standing on solid ground, you feel safe

Mistakes have been made, why repeat them?

Thinking of you, and with a recommendation:

All signs point to one dimension:

Do you already know the wondrous world of tradition?

(from “Tradition”)

Strange? “No, it’s Mozart!”
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[1] Bureau B cat. No. 088

[2] Roy Wood: The Move, ELO – a legend, this man. He even plays the bagpipes.

[3] Presumably the cover of his “Boulders” album.

[4] Incidentally, the working title for “Demokratie” was “Roy Wood”.

[5] Although Thomas certainly liked Dorau’s songs.

[6] “Did you actually expect the record to be a hit?” Dorau: “Nope!”
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