


Now, if you so wished, you could play Swedish acid
lesbian two-step for at least 12 hours. And still have
enough tunes to play for another week. Consequently,
much music becomes very linear and very clinical.
Whereas in the past DJs had to go through lots of
styles in the night, now you don’t have to. Things
have become almost too smooth. Who ‘drops a tune’
these days to take them on another path? Does any-
one do that anymore?”

Being a keen student of dance music’s rich history,
Seaman is understandably keen to not look like a
whimsical sentimentalist mourning the past and
loathing the present.

“It’s difficult to compare eras,” he says. “It's like
comparing Ali versus Tyson, the Busby Babes versus
Fergie's treble winners or Nicklaus versus Woods.
There are so many factors guiding it. So I don't want
to say it was better back in the day, because it’s hard
to give a definitive answer. What I will say, however, is
thatit’s certainly different.”

BRAVE NEW WORLD

However, as we noted earlier, wasn't it ever thus?
Shouldn’t we accept the difference? Technology has
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given us unlimited options; it’s enabled DJs to take
the music to places only previously dreamed about.
Dave Clarke, for one, applauds our brave new world.
“Technology has changed the playing field,” he notes.
“Some critics of technology argue that all DJs do now
is pre-programme their sets and play all the latest big
hits. In actual fact, in the credible genres, the reverse
is true. It’s more of a crime to pre-programme these
days; the more obvious big names might have to do it,
but then they've always appealed to the lowest com-
mon denominator — feeding the masses McHits.”
With software and hardware coming on in leaps and
bounds over the last decade, it’s given Clarke more
choice — something he relishes.

“More music is available to me when I'm DJing. I

can now do a four or five-hour set without worrying.
Previously when I had a bag of 90 records, say, if I
was in full flow, I'd start to get worried after about an
hour and a half. It’s not a concern anymore. People
worry that technology has levelled the playing field.
It hasn't, it’s just enabled those that could mix, and
mix imaginatively, to go to another level.”

As one half of The Glimmers, Belgium’s foremost DJs

for the last couple of decades, Mo Becha is ideally
placed to analyse the rapid developments with a calm
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and sober head. Alongside his DJing partner David
Fouquaert, Mo pre-dates the acid house revolution

of 1988, so has seen constant change. He thinks the
constant developments in and adoption of technology
has been largely positive.

“It's changed the way we DJ,” he says. “It’s a new way
of playing music. It's certainly given us a kick up the
bum to be creative because there's so much you can
do withit.”

He points to software like Ableton as evidence of
these new possibilities and DJs like Twitch as some-
one who uses them to maximum effect.

“People can get lost,” he says, “and it might take
some time to get satisfied using it, but it’s like any
new piece of kit, you have to learn how to use it.
There's definitely still a skill involved — you can never
forget about the crowd. You have to give them a
party. In that case, it doesn’t matter what technology
you use.”

Dave Seaman acknowledges such an argument.

“Let’s be honest, the idea of going clubbing for most
peopleis to have fun. Most people probably don’t
care about what the music is being played on or how
it’s being played. They just want to have fun. I think
there’s always the problem with dance music of intel-
lectualising it too much; of over-analysing it. Dance
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“It’s more of a crime to
pre-programme these
days; the more obvious
big names might have to
do it, but then they’ve
always appealed to

the lowest common
denominator — feeding

the masses McHits.”
Dave Clarke

music, as I understand it anyway, was always about a
feeling; a spirit.”

He also points to the myriad creative tricks you can
pull while DJing as proof of technology’s benefits.
“You can make your own bootlegs and edits, change
keys and tempo with software like Ableton. All these
loops and tricks, you couldn’t do that with just vinyl.”

What about the belief that these magical tricks are
just that, tricks? Cunning sleights of hand akin to
using smoke and mirrors? Is it cheating? Mo Becha
dismisses such an idea out of hand.

“No, it’s not cheating,” he replies. “You've still got

to have the musical knowledge and you’ve got to be
able to read the crowd. These are two of the most
important things about DJing. For me it doesn’t mat-
ter what format you use — obviously we still love vinyl
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and we still use it every now and again —it’s what
comes out of the speakers that is most important.”

BIG MESS?

John ‘00" Fleming remains unconvinced. He's cer-
tainly not a Luddite and is at pains to point out that
the format people use to DJ these days is not what he
has anissue with (“That’s just personal preference,”
he states. “The computer is just another tool. There'll
always be various formats, things evolve...”). How-
ever, at the risk of sounding like a founding member
of the ‘It’s Not As Good As It Used To Be Club’, he
doesn’t think it’s as good as it used to be.

“Original DJs used to get a feel for a club night,”

he argues. “They’d do their homework, do a bit of
research. Today, it's all done over the internet. The
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older generation would hang with their mates, go
around to people’s houses, play each other tunes and
discuss things. Now with forums and online radio
shows, that’s gone. With online DJs and radio shows
it’s all about who's got the biggest tracks.”

In Fleming’s opinion, this really becomes a problem
when these aspiring DJs are booked to play at clubs.
Instead of using that early slot to warm-up the crowd,
as is traditional, it's bang-bang-bang right away. Big
anthems; big tunes; big mess.

“They're pre-preparing sets,” he sighs. “And they
have no idea how to change sets midway through if
something goes wrong because it’s all written down
on a computer. I've seen this first hand and I've
spoken to colleagues about it.”

The proof, Fleming believes, is in the tasting. How
many DJs, he argues, have come through, across all
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musical styles and tribes in the last five years?
“Something has gone wrong somewhere,” he says.
“Yes, you see a few magical stories like Deadmau5,
but on the whole...” his voice trails off and you can
sense the tangible sense of despair.

“The problem is everyone looks towards the likes of
Tiésto, David Guetta and Armin van Buuren and wants
to perform like them. It used to be that people would
play what they're feeling — that’s how new sounds
would develop and evolve. Now it’s just one-way
traffic.”

And while his argument that there are no under-
ground clubs in which talented young DJs can learn
their chops might not hold much water outside the
trance scene, there is something to be said for his
belief that too much power resides in the hands of DJs
and their agents these days.
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“Tt used to be that promoters had the power,” he
says. “They knew what worked in their clubs. Now DJs
and their agents can dictate everything. From what
time they play, for how long and even who else gets
booked on the same bill. Fees are ridiculous again and
that has sent door prices rocketing.”

Allied to the fast disappearing record shops then, it
would appearin some scenes that things are becom-
ing a little too homogenised. More choice hasn’t
given way to more difference.

“Something needs to happen,” says Fleming. “Com-
munities need to come together. The forums don’t
help because you get all sorts on there, criticising.”
Fleming suggests therefore a return to some sort of
elitism. Where information is banded around on a
need-to-know basis. He points towards some email
databases where you have to be invited to join. It
acts, in his eyes, as an all-important filter.

“It reminds me of the old days,” he says, “where you'd
have to meet by that red van on the hill and then
proceed to the rave in the car park. We need to go
back underground. We need that division.”

TERRITORIAL

Of course, some would say that the horse has already
bolted on that score. The commercialisation of dance
music happened five minutes after the seismic revolu-
tion of the late-'80s.

Dave Clarke believes some of the blame can be placed
squarely at the feet of his fellow DJs. He might partly
agree with the idea that we've lost a generation of
DJs — which, in truth is more of an eye-grabbing
sound bite, than actual reality — but he doesn’t think
this is because the skill of DJing has been eroded or
technology has killed off the art of taking a room full
of eager clubbers on a musical journey.

“Some of it is political,” he says, barely disguising his
disgust. “So many DJs are territorial. Once they've
made it they pull the ladders up behind them. Sadly,
it’s always been the way. That’s why on my radio
shows I set up competitions to try and find new tal-
ent. I speak to promoters to try and get new blood
through the door.”

Thankfully, it’s not all doom and gloom for Clarke —
far from it. He recognises that we're in something
of a transitory phase right now, but from this land

of confusion something new will emerge, things will
calm down.

“It’s really hard to plot what’s happening at the
moment,” he says. “I do think that the aggressive
door policy that clubs are using has to be looked at.
And while I love the internetI can see thatit’s not
all good — the way online shops classify the musicis
awful. The demise of the record shops takes the lion’s
share though — 70 per cent, I would say, and that I do
find unfortunate.

“However, you can’t help but move forward. You've
always got to be challenged, digital technology has
given us that challenge.

“Yes, in many cases this chapter has been painful, but
we have to move on. If people are using technology
correctly that means we're always experimenting and
that at the end of the day is key.”

What about Fleming? Is he optimistic for the future?
“I'm always positive,” he replies instantly. “I know
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I'm outspoken, butit’s only because I care. I've had
thousands of messages on my blog about this matter
and Ijustthink a few things need to be addressed.
However, I don"t want to knock things too hard. I
might moan about some of the big guns just playing
the anthems and pulling the Jesus pose, but I respect
everyone.”

To that end he can sense some semblance of a sea
change. Much like dance music recovered from its
little wobble at the turn of this decade, when we were
supposed to believe that the music had actually died
— well, according to a number of hysterical broad-
sheet writers anyway — Fleming hopes that the music
scene will continue to evolve and reinvent itselfin a
manner more in keeping with its history.

“We've always had that action and reaction thing
going on,” he says. “When rave became massive in
the late-'80 and early-'90s it got really cheesy very
quickly — what with the fairground rides and fire eat-
ers and what have you. From that came the Ministry
of Sound. A massive soundsystem in a dark room. I'm
kind of hoping something like that will happen this
time around.

“I'think we're in the middle of a clearing process.
Some system will come in place and people will under-
stand it. We just need that idea — like meeting at the
petrol station and waiting for the message to come
through that will take you to the party.”

The answer then, will probably be something that
takes dance music forward, takes the art and skill

of DJing forward, but at the same time respects the
traditions and history of DJing. Young tyros like The
Martinez Brothers from New York both look to the
past and the future when creating their adventures in
the DJ booth. As do older guys like The Glimmers, Erol
and Twitch.

At present we exist in a state of tumult and flux, but
that’s what makes it exciting — no-one knows where
this might take us. Bold, challenging decisions have
to be made, new communities have to be born and
physical actualities, such as the record shop, have to
be replaced properly.

But the future does hold a number of exciting possi-
bilities. Scenes will grow and die, they will have their
place in the sun before retreating to the specialist
margins. New technologies will constantly emerge.
And in many cases we should not instinctively fear the
relentless onslaught of technology — as Mo Glimmer
says, as long as what comes out of the speakers is
making the people on the dancefloor dance, is the DJ
not doing his or her job?

Dave Seaman believes thatin 15 years time we’ll

be having the same debate. Things always change;
things always stay the same.

“There will be another new generation of DJs coming
through and they’ll do things differently. But when
you start saying things like ‘It’s not as good as it was
in my day’, then it’s you that’s not as good.”

As our old revolutionary friend Karl Marx noted: All
thatis solid melts into air.
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