A history of psychadelic trance

To travel to India means letting yourself fall into its craziness, to understand its surreal chaos or to at least be driven by it. Therefore India has always been a country with a multitude of facettes, wich has been less explored by tourists than other asian countries. On this continent within a continent lies Goa, on the west coast approximately 600 km south of Bombay. Goa is a state and not an island as many belive, which had been a Portugese colony until 1962. Due to this, Goa has a Christian influence and differs to other Indian areas in terms of liberties, religious tolerance and cultural diversity. Because of its climate – the average temperature is between 20 and 34 degrees – its nearly untouched beaches and the almost unbeatable value for money in contrast to western cultures, this stretch of land has been an international meeting place of new agers, mystics, those on search of spiruality and truth, of anarchists, new age philosophers, outlaws and drug dealers.

Friendly locals openly took up the visitors, thus a paradise built up for jet-set hippies and low cost travellers, connected by the fact of having a position  outside the conventional western society, to spend time away from cold Europeean and American winters, all here to pursue the beautiful and intense sides of life. This went well and unnoticed for quite some time, charas for instance, the indian hash was part of religious practises and life styles of the yogis and sadhus as well as part of Indian culture. Only in the mid seventies did the US government inervene to make it an illegal substance.

Along with the party mad freaks of course came music of the time like psychadelic rock and later reggae. Especially flown in generators and sound systems meant these parties happening on beaches and in palm forests gained in energy and importance for the scene, there even were psychadelic theatre performances on the beach. Decorations made of flourescent colours and Indian mythology became an increasing part of life in Goa. In the season of 87/88 a French dj named Laurent had the idea to play electronic sounds at a party. At first this brought him hefty opposition, but sometime the spark turned into a fire and this bizarre electronic music hit with lasting impressions in the context of this paradise. Other people also caught on to this and recognized the immense potential of electronic music in this from time and space relieved a place. Dj Goa Gil came as early as the 1970’s from California to Goa with his guitar and eventually became the most successful protagonist of psychadelic electronic dance, sustaining that to this day. Equal to a legend he created a connection between beats and spirituality, yoga and music, with his concept of ”redefining the ancient tribal ritual for the 21st century” to guide him and the crowd through the trance dance experience into a higher state of consciousness.

In the beginning it was still difficult to obtain appropriate music  - the Djs mixed instrumental and dubversions from the b-sides of Wave and electro tracks with edited and sequenced instrumental parts of various dance tracks from tape played on pitchable Sony Walkman due to the heat and dust Goa was never a suitable place for vinyl. The music developed into a colourful mixture of Post-Wave, Electronic Body Music, New Beat, Front 242, Nitzer Ebb, ranging from Belgian, English and american electronic dance music. The early beginnings of Acid and the entailing Techno hit the crowds like water does the thirsty Indian cow. In this place no-one cared what music was played from whatever tradition, Techno musicians had no idea what was beeing made out of their music here in Goa. It was an explosion because this scene was constantly in motion. As Goa became intolerably hot for westeners by April and with the entailing rain season going on until August not beeing desirable, freaks returned as a matter of course to their home countries and spread the this part of party culture and music in order to  carry new influences to India for the next season. At this time Goa developed from a music historical perspective into one of the most innovative centres on earth and formed a pool of electronic music because, the aid of walkmen and later Digital Audio Tape (DAT) led to free copying of music and a constant exchange of musical ideas. The international consistency of the crowd in Goa meant this wasn’t just one scene’s meeting place, rather for people of all social groups a ”universal frequencey freeway” Dj Ray Castle.

The enormous palette of possibilities that resulted from the 1980’s era, to create psychadelic music with help of computers and synthesizers, caused  a creative overflow by the meeting of ”global players” that spread unlimited around over the planet. Musicians such as Johann Bley, beforehand drummer in the Hamburgian band ”Ledernacken” and later part of the English band ”Juno Reactor” brought computers to Goa, danced through the night and realised their musical experiences on the next day, in order to dance to this new sound the next night. From the continuing coming together of different people of various regions and musical backgrounds a more and more individual style developed that eventually became known as Goa-trance. Goa’s reputation as a highend-hippie-paradise increased and drew more and more travellers and crazy ones, until the energy became ultimately borderless; Australian Ollie Wisdom (Space Tribe) flooded the scene with huge amounts of psychadelic conscioussness, his brother founded the associated clothing label for full on psychadelic wear and ultraviolet orgasms.

In Germany Goa-crazy people, who knew these parties and eachother from India, gathered regularly 30 km south east of Hamburg in an unseeming location called ”Waldheim” from 89/90. The audience was a diverse mix of people from all over the republic. It was normal people came all the way from Bavaria to attend these parties. (Bavaria is the southern part of Germany) Editors saying.

At the local pub plans were beeing made to have a massive open air in a gravel quarry. This party in 1991 went down in history as the first Voov-experience with 1500 visitors nonetheless. A kicking party that many Trance and Goa-followers and some DJ’s see as their intiation.

*********************************************************************’

Back with his experiences from Goa it was Johann, together with his party mate Youth, until then known as partner of Alex Paterson in the Ambient and Electro project ”The Orb” and a bassplayer in the Wave-Rock band ”Killing Joke” who released the first ”official” Goa dance track. The track was ”Jungle High”, released on Paul Oakenfold’s Perfecto label abd was a massive chartsuccess in England. Inspired by this youth formed the first psychadelic trance label ever. He utilised the structures and recording studio of his Butterfly label and suitably named his new child ”Dragonfly”. This label shortly became the first human resource and brain pool of the London Goa scene, Ronald Rothfield produced here, flutist of the legendary jazzformationQuintessence, better known as Raja Ram together with Graham Wood made the first tracks under the Infinity project. Simon Posford made his break here and from Butterfly sound engineer became Halluciongen. The first release by Dragonfly came out in May 1993 and was a sampler featuring artists such as Genetic, Gumbo, TIP and Black Sun. The second compilation ”Project II Trance” in August of the same year already included tracks by the French Total Eclipse and the Mandra Gora tracks by Johann and Youth. In the following year more singles followed and first tracks by Hallucinogen,  Man With No Name (Martin Freeland), Prana (Japanese Tsuyoshi Suzuki and Australian Nick Taylor) Ayahuasca (amongst others Dino Psaras today A&R for Atomic), Slinky Wizard and Doof (today on Twisted) and already a initial Order Odonata compilation.

During this year the English Psytrance-partyscene developed rapidly, partycollectives such as ”Return To the Source” formed and parallell a whole label scene was quickly taking shape. Raja Ram and Graham Wood founded a label under their own project name, called TIP un short. Prana’s Tsuyoshi Suzuki created with John Perloff and Matsuri a label for headbanging stuff between experimental Techno and Trance with releases by Transwave, Digitalis and Quirk, the Slinky Wizard boys James Monro, Dominic Lamb and George Barker founded ”Flying Rhino Records” with Sally Welch as label manager. Simon Berry established ”Platipus Records”- the first release  was by the way a vinyl by Technossomy alias James Monro- and is acclaimed for the out licensing of the most successful trance chart-stormer of all times with Robert Miles ”Children” track, as well as ground breaking albums for instance Union Jack’s There will be no Armageddon (1996) featuring Trance anthems ”Red Herring” and ”Cactus”.

”Blue Room Released” became one of the most brilliant and at the same time mysterious labels. Led by Simon Ghahary Blue Room understood itself as as truly innovative label, from it’s beginnings concerned with expanding the musical concept beyond goa-kitsh or hippie-romantic. Financially well backed-up, because set up as sign-off project for a Swiss loudspeaker company, irrespectively of costs or sales figures the scene’s most innovative acts were signed and distributed in brilliant designs around the blue planet. In April 1995 ”Outside the Reactor” was the first compilation to be released as a triple LP and CD presenting a world wide trance overview featuring for instance ”Spectral”, ”Total Eclipse”, ”Moog”, ”Har-Ell”, ”Voodoo People”, and Total Eclipse’s masterpiece ”Nautilus”. In the same year debut albums were released by Total Eclipse, The Infinity Project and Ben Watkins co-project Juno Reactor. The Outstanding logo consisted of a doubled basskey, becoming thereof the icon of the scene. Following a brilliant start on German labels such as Gaia and Tunnel Records, the Hamburg based band ”X-dream” found a suiting home. Following an Etnica-album, X-dreams ”The Frog” single and the second stroke of genius ”Violent Relaxation” by Total Eclipse, in 1996 the height of the Blue Room and psychadelic trance was reached, culminating in further releases with Juno’s ”Bible of Dreams”, Saafi Bros. ”Mystic Cigarettes” and at the same time released a groundbreaking X-dream remix of ”Internal Code Error”, the Delta-single ”As a child”, further releases by Noosphere and Johann and the ”Dragon Tales” album by Kox Box.

Although England had been leading the Trance Music scene for years, due to its superbly developed independent music structure, the party scene had been restricted on the island by the Criminal Justice Bill and was almost non-exixtent. Outdoor parties, which are an elementary requirement of a proper Trance experience, were not possible and clublife was damped down and demoralised by early closing hours. Meanwhile Germany’s liberal laws and the newly reunified east, sparked a party paradise, which again had a strong effect on the musical development and success of German productions. With Spirit Zone in Hamburg there had already been a German Psy-Trance label since 1994, that after international releases by Kuro from Japan, TIP from England, Etnica from Italy and Har-Ell from Israel gave locals the space for releasing music such as  Electric Universe, PsyPhy6, Ololiuqui, Star Sound Orchestra and S.U.N project. 

Goa’s fame spread around the world; in suit of this more and more tourists came – from 1994-’98 there were four times as many visitors. Hence the long cultivated relationship between travellers and local tipped off balance, money became increasingly important, as the Indians and the police grasped the financial potential that flowed persistently into their land. The original spirit of Goa was gone like smoke in a few  years, the brotherhood gave way to the ego-thinkers, territorial disputes and ignorance. 

At this time the Psy Trance progression stood at its heigt, everything had become larger and fatter, the Voov-experience (by Antaro and Scotty) and the Shiva Moon (by Jan Engel with Scotty, later with Waldheim’s Ernst and finally all alone) reached a visitor number above 10 000 mark for the first time. With the since 93 permanently grown Antaris Project, many smaller organisers and the Lovefield many more parties and festivals appeared on the scene, resulting in the formation of a complete Germany party summer. The mainstream, media and companies became aware of the phenomena Goa, even though its peak in content had passed. Blinded by sucees many prime freaks mutated to arrogant, self indulgent persons, many Dj’s behaved like god-like. In short: the decadence did finally get a foot in the door to the spirit, even though no-one had thought about this wonderful new world finding the same end as other musical developments  previously had done. In October 1997, Matsuri marked the end of Goa-Trance with the compilation ” Let it R.I.P”. (Rest in peace) Sales had suddenly dropped and the collapse of English distribution ”Flying” tore up a deep gap into the labelscene. Almost all English labels werent beeing payed out and generally had a hard time surviving bankruptcy or resurfaced under a different name and company, as in the case of TIP Records and TIP World.

Parallell to passing the zenith of classical Psychadelic Goa trance new concepts and projects developed , which reduced the overt effects and immense tempi and rather focusing on groove and beat, combining elements of Club-Trance, Techno and House. In Germany there had already formed a functional musician and producer scene around acts such as  Digital Sun/Tarsis (Sebastian Krüger and Linus Wessel) Ouija (SUN project and various Dj’s) Earth (Dj Sangeet), Ololiuqui, Shiva Chandra and many more. With the VOOV-experience as the annual meeting point this development  was quickly taken across the continent by 97/98. Many swedish having become infected by this music, found their own progressive interpretations. The first and best known of them is Tomasz Balicki, who after initial productions as Mato project together with Magnus Andersson (lately sucessful as Noma) started a furious solo career as Atmos. 

Through a single release on Eve records (Eve26 Body Trance) he made contact with Cass Cutbush, who together with James Monro was undergoing a restructuring of Flying Rhino. Atmos’ track ”Klein Aber Doctor” and the simultaneously released number ”Confusional State” by Pete ”Slide” Martin in the ”3rd  Flight Slipstream” compilation marked the most sucessful releases by Flying Rhino to that date; The ”Confusional State” single sold over 5000 copies. The new sound once again hit the pulse of the time and gave the scene a lasting boost to reach new shores. Even ”conservative” labels such as Dragonfly set on this new sound, in Sweden Dj Anti’s label Spiral Trax mutated to an epi-center of Progressive Trance. Atmos’ debut album, Noma and S-Range became milestones. After the release of a first album on Novatekk the band Son Kite from Malmö (Sweden) launched a further large and successful platform for Swedish sound with the MPDQX Labelgroup. Backed by this output Progressive Trance expanded rapidly; even more minimal bands appeared on the pscyhadelic worldmap whereby regional differences in scenes and music structures formed and so the term for off-beat trance ”Hamburg-sound” went down in history. Progressive Psy-Trance was also evolving outside of the europeean borders. Following some political laxing in 1988 it became possible for Israelis to obtain Indian visas for the first time. The strenuous and numbing military service awoke the wish for complete relaxation in many Israeli youths. Searching for the holy hands they found themselves having been enchanted by Israeli club sounds – the psychadelic hippie community in transgression to electronic music. Therewith the Israelis were from the beginnings of defining part of the global Psychadelic Trance Scene and developed their own unique and typical musical signature. Rapidly a powerful scene emerged with Dj’s and musicians such as Avi Nissim and Lior Perlmutter (SFX; later with Yaniv Haviv as Astral Projection), Har-Ell Prusky and Miko, Guy Sebbag, Avi Algranati (Phreaky later Spacecat) and Ofer Dikovsky (Oforia). Labels such as Melodia Records formed releasing Israel’s first Trance compilation ever, later Trust in trance, Phonokol and Soo-B’s Krembo with releases by Rami Shapira (Chakra) and Edi Mis. At the latest, trance won the upper hand when the previously non-involved mainstream label NMC released the first album by Astral Projection ”Indoor”, Nowhere else did the Psy-trance become so masspopular, chart and radio suitable. Psy trance’s continuous global orientation continues as a fusion of the cultures. Meanwhile there are vibrant and kicking scene’s of organizers, labels, projects and Dj’s in Australia (especially Byron Bay), South Africa, South America (particularly Brazil), Mexico, Thailand, Japan, Canada and the US, Germany, Switzerland and Austria, Israel, Portugal, Greece etc. with different musical traditions. Travel educates, travelling to psytrance events in other towns, countries and continents educates even more. Enjoy Psychadelic Trance!

”The word ”Trance” implies that it’s about a state of consciousness, that humans try to experience with all kinds of tricks, from when take-off existed. It’s mainly about leaving the day-to-day state of mind behind for a certain time. From our dance-colleagues, the indians and the natives, we know about the tried and tested formula: Rythm, Repetition and volume=Trance” Thomas Koch

