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PAUL HOCKENOS West Berlin, a walled-in, cement-girded outpost surrounded 
on all sides by Soviet communism. This extraneous fragment 
of Western urbanity – deep behind the frontlines of the Cold 
War – wasn’t for everybody, which was exactly what made it 
so appealing to the cranks and draft-dodgers, artistes and 
slackers, Hegelian Marxists and punk rockers, who called it 
home in the 1980s. 

If you could hack the bitter winters in drafty, coal-heated 
flats; the gloom of the soot-scarred, bullet-pocked facades; 
and the knowledge that in the event of the Cold War turning 
hot West Berlin would be flattened in a matter of hours, then 
the dissected city could offer many attractions. Though West 
Berlin didn’t officially belong to West Germany – legally, it 
remained in the hands of the occupying Allied powers until 
unification in 1990 – the Bonn Republic subsidized the “show-
case of the West” to the gills. Wages were topped off, artists’ 
scholarships doled out, and train tickets to and from the main-
land were paid by the well-heeled BRD to the extent that many 
Berlin transplants had fled in disgust. Of course, the tens of 
thousands of young men holing up in the city to duck military 
conscription made the most of it, too. Rent was dirt cheap, and 
a spot at one of the unis – a ticket to freebies galore – easy to 
come by, leaving oodles of time to contemplate and create, 
revel and experiment.

This wide-open, timeless amplitude was what so beguiled 
Bowie and Iggy who dropped into West Berlin in the late 
1970s, and while there produced, arguably, their lifetimes’ finest 
work. Bowie’s comment that “Nobody gives a shit about you in 
Berlin,” spoke of the anonymity that far-flung West Berlin offered 
– a sequestered privateness that was conducive to a flourishing 
LGBTQ+ scene before “LGBTQ+” was a familiar concept. 

For the creative, Freiraum, or free space, was bountiful: 
the vacant factory buildings and empty cellars served as 
rehearsal rooms and ateliers where absurd flings of imagina-
tion were possible. “It wasn’t about money or fame. It couldn’t 
have been since in West Berlin you couldn’t get either. It was 
too off the map,” one artist friend told me. 

1980s West Berlin was born in the late 1970s when punk 
crashed over the city’s mishmash of discontents. Out of punk 
came bands such as Malaria!,����Ideal,����Die Tödliche 
Doris,����and the quintessential West Berlin band, Einstürzende 
Neubauten,����whose performances brandished pyrotechnics, 
jackhammers, and noise from scrap yard junk – the industrial 
sounds of the city, and the in-your-face antidote to the Neue 
Deutsche Welle. The cafes and clubs – like Cafe M, Risiko, and 
Dschungel among others – were second homes to the crowd that 
dubbed itself the “Genialer Dilletanten” (ingenious dilettantes).

A lesser-known band, the New Wave-esque Leningrad 
Sandwich,����carried a bassist named Dimitri Hegemann who 

CHAPTER I DADA AT THE END OF THE WORLD was studying musicology at the Free University.����Hegemann, 
enthralled by the new sounds he stumbled upon in West Berlin, 
wanted to provide musicians who charted new territory with 
obscure sounds a wider platform than West Berlin’s haunts. 
In 1982, in the Kreuzberg club SO36,����Hegemann and Adi 
Schröder organized the first Berlin Atonal Festival: a 
three-day extravaganza that featured the Neubauten, Sprung 
aus den Wolken,����Malaria!,����and Die Haut,����as well as 
in years to come international acts such as UK groups Test 
Dept,����Psychic TV,����and 808 State,����Slovenia’s Laibach, 
Hungary’s Art Deco and many others. Atonal made an indel-
ible imprint on Berlin: “The first Berlin Atonal Festival 
belongs to the category of events that have the power to change 
our perception of a city entirely,” wrote music critic Max Dax.

West Berlin was a city where old street-front shops could 
be squatted or leased for next to nothing for the purpose of 
hawking artisan jewellery, mixtapes, no-label clothing, or even 
amphetamines. Hegemann,����EndArt Gallerie’s Antje Fels, and 
artist David Boysen launched the Fischbüro,����first at 
Wrangelstrasse 95 and then at Köpenickerstrasse 6, one of the 
streets amputated by the Wall, a no-man’s land where cars and 
pedestrians seldom strayed. For the small crew, this end-of-the-
world spot was perfect for an off-beat Dadaist hangout, the 
vague intent of which was to “turn consumers into producers,” 
among other things.����Fischbüro’s two rooms, undeco-
rated with tossed-away furniture, were open on Saturdays to 
scheduled performances, so-called further education classes, 
readings, or whatever happened: existentialist lectures, 
impromptu gigs, a dating service, waltz courses, fashion shows 
for men and dogs. The Fischbüro even had its own fanzine 
called Interfisch.����Larger events such as the Interference 
Festival at SO36 were also organised. The Sheffield multimedia 
Anti Group performed there. The small fanzine Interfisch, 
which primarily dealt with the “last rites” of the Fischbüro or 
the question “Can the Fischbüro  still be saved?”, developed 
into a record label for experimental and electronic music. It kept 
the name Interfisch and released the advanced sounds of 
acts like Clock DVA,����Final Cut,����Temple Fortune,����Space 
Cowboys and No Zen Orchestra,����among others.

In 1988, two clubs entered the new world of electronic 
dance music: Turbine Rosenheim in Schöneberg and an illegal 
venue called UFO in the cob-webbed cellar of Fischbüro 
– a spacious backyard cellar that one descended into through 
a trapdoor in the kitchen floor of the Fischbüro.����Acid House 
was the name of the subgenre – hard-edged electronic dance 
music – which had already made a name for itself in empty 
warehouses in the US and UK.

A new social reality was shepherded into existence by the 
Berlin bohème. By July 1989, the time had come to coerce the 
underground from its nooks and crannies into the daylight. “The 
idea was the present the new music to people who didn’t go out 
to clubs and show them how much joy it can spread,” Danielle 
de Picciotto recalls. A diverse group of 150 punters from 
all sorts of backgrounds and united only by the love of the new 
electronically sounds created the first Love Parade by coming 
out to dance to tapes by Dr. Motte,����Kid Paul,����Westbam 
and Jonzon along the posh Kufürstendamm shopping mile. 

The Love Paraders had no illusions about their street party 
bringing down the Wall. They couldn’t know that in just a mat-
ter of months, their performative joke would be met by history. 

On the evening of November 9, 1989, the momentous 
events that unfolded in Berlin recast the geopolitical map of 
the world, closing shut one era – and swinging open another. 
The breach of the Berlin Wall proclaimed not only the end of the 
city’s ruthless division, but the conclusion of the Cold War. The 
spontaneous East-West hug-fest and champagne showers that 
broke out when the giddy East Germans crossed the border was 
a harbinger of the good will that rippled across the continent as 
Soviet communism buckled under its own glaring contradictions.

Among the East Berliners surging into West Berlin were 
electronic music fans who knew much about the Hard Wax 
record shop, Turbine Rosenheim, and UFO (the first, illegal 
incarnation of UFO had been shut down and refashioned in 
Schöneberg’s Großgörschenstrasse). They’d already sampled 
the sounds of house, EBM, acid house, hip-hop, and other 
pumping beats on radio shows such as Monika Dietl’s 
“The Big Beat” every Saturday evening – de rigueur for thou-
sands across the GDR – as well as John Peel’s program on the 
BBC and BFBS. 

As for newbies to electronic music, the experience hit 
them like a tsunami. Marco Bölke says UFO turned his 
life upside down. “I was 19 and walked into this madhouse. 
I grew weak in the knees and the sound sucked me in like a 
vacuum cleaner. The light was incredible. The place wasn’t that 
big, pyramids hung from the ceiling, huge green-red spirals in 
the back, all very visual. You could even go in sober and get 
completely whisked away. Funky people were dancing in black-
light holding luminous day-glo objects, neon fans, glow sticks, 
and wearing fluorescent prints on their T-shirts… I didn’t feel 
lost in space, but as if I had entered a space capsule and was 
immediately part of the crew.” 

The regulars gawked at the eastern Germans in their super 
nerdy, East-bloc garb: stone-washed jeans, dorky trainers, 
jackets of drab gray, green, and beige. But so dizzy was the 
mood, the hyper-cool West Berliners welcomed their eastern 
cousins – a bonhomie that, beyond the dancefloor, would grow 
thin in the years to come. But for the moment, they were all 

there just to dance to house’s synthesizer riffs, deep baselines, 
and penetrating, repetitive beats: 120 a minute. Lose yourself 
in the rhythm and the smoke – that was all that mattered.

The Wall’s breach opened a sprawling landscape of disused 
factory floors and warehouses, once-fancy turn-of-the-cen-
tury buildings in ruin, empty Nazi bunkers, and untold numbers 
of hole-in-the-wall spaces in obsolete shops and abandoned 
war-strafed buildings. They were there for the taking – for the 
ingenious with a hammer and crowbar to open a gallery or club 
or used clothes shop. Pop-up ahead of its time: there one week, 
gone the next. The electronic music scene quickly occupied its 
own space: where east and west bonded on the dance floor.

The first underground raves in the east happened at former 
communist youth clubs and in the city’s industrial wastelands – 
the location of the parties communicated to the in-crowd by 
word of mouth and Monika Dietl’s radio show. Finding 
some of the obscure locations in the terra incognita of East 
Berlin was a trial for West Berliners, as was entering many of 
these places, which could entail climbing through windows 
or bumbling through dark, deserted courtyards to arrive at 
an unmarked door. Once there, the music and the space took 
over – and the drugs, yes, but not yet like in the years to come. 
As for toilets, heating, coat rooms, stocked bars – forget it, 
none of these luxuries were on hand.

Slowly but steadily over these years, across the Atlantic, 
a new sound was gestating: hard, jarring beats; growling 
synths; and relentless, hypnotic rhythm that fitted the bleak 
post-industrial wastelands of east Detroit as pitch perfectly. 
The new electronica hailed from the Motor City of the early 
1980s when a group of young almost-exclusively African 
American producers turned the synth-pop of Kraftwerk and 
machine funk of local radio DJs, such as Afrofuturist visionary 
The Electrifying Mojo,����into something wholly new. 

The tools of the trade were early models of cheap Roland 
synthesizers. The sonic pioneers “moved techno away from the 
disco-derived sound of house and towards icy synth melodies 
with fast machine rhythms,” contends music critic Sammy 
Lee. “Juan Atkins christened the sound techno to both 
encapsulate its futuristic sound and to also separate it from 
house music.”

Fresh currents took Detroit techno further, namely the 
black-masked DJs of the Underground Resistance col-
lective, featuring Mike Banks,����Jeff Mills,����and Robert 
Hood,����among others.����Underground Resistance was mil-
itant, defiantly uncommercial, anti-corporate and strictly 
opposed to “social programming”; ideas which would even-
tually mesh with Berlin’s subculture.

The transatlantic crossover was ready to happen and 
its implications would change the music world. By happen-
stance, on a trip to Chicago in 1987 visiting the industrial 
label Wax Trax, Dimitri got his hands on a demo tape from 
Final Cut,����of which Jeff Mills was part. He immediately 
hooked up with Mills to release Final Cut’s Deep Into 
The Cut on the Interfisch label.

The arrival of Detroit techno to Berlin was imminent.



When I first went to Berlin – I think it was 1980 – we drove 
through the corridor to West Berlin. It was a very foggy day 
and we put on the soundtrack of Psycho. It felt like we were 
on a journey to a very different place. Daniel Miller
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I was really the ideal club manager, that much was already 
obvious from Fischlabor.����A mixture of a bourgeois girl who 
reliably counts pennies, even after just three hours of sleep, 
and a party-goer who was totally enthralled by the sound, the 
location and their interaction with the crowd. The symbiosis 
of space and music in  Tresor was something that absolutely 
everyone felt… The reason  Tresor started moving towards 
this hard techno sound in the first place was because that’s 
what fitted it best; in the very beginning people also played 
dance and hip hop. My personal preference was always: as 
hard as possible. That’s also what challenged me the most. 
Underground Resistance,����yes. Trance and Goa, no. 
The pure doctrine. Alexandra Dröner
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When Underground Resistance played for the first time, 
I was unlucky enough to be working on the door. But I went 
downstairs for a moment and just thought, wow, what is going 
on here? Arne Grahm
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Club culture is all about freedom. Clubs must be spaces 
in which people can feel free who might not be able to in 
other, more ’public’ spaces. Clubs have been shelters for 
groups that are otherwise margalised, and they must stay 
that way.  Pamela Schobess

Tr
es

or
 a

nd
 P
la

ne
t 

w
er

e 
re

al
ly

 li
ke

 th
e 

si
st

er
 c

lu
bs

. T
he

re
 w

as
 s

o 
m

uc
h 

m
er

gi
ng

 o
f 

th
e 

st
af

f a
nd

 th
e 

DJ
s 

et
c.
  T
re

so
r 

w
as

 m
uc

h 
m

or
e 

of
 a

 b
oy

s’
 c

lu
b.

 T
he

re
 w

as
 a

 lo
t 

of
 

m
al

e 
en

er
gy

 g
oi

ng
 o

n.
 A

nd
 P
la

ne
t 

w
as

 a
 li

tt
le

 b
it

 m
or

e 
so

ft
. F

or
 m

e,
 th

er
e 

w
as

 re
al

ly
 

no
 d

if
fe

re
nc

e.
 Y

ou
’d

 m
ee

t 
th

e 
sa

m
e 

pe
op

le
. A

t 
on

e 
po

in
t 

I w
or

ke
d 

in
 b

ot
h,

 b
ec

au
se

 
I h

ad
 a

 fr
ie

nd
 w

ho
 w

as
 w

or
ki

ng
 a

t 
 Tr

es
or

 
an

d 
sh

e 
w

as
 li

ke
, “

O
h,

 y
ou

 k
no

w
, I

’d
 lo

ve
 

to
 w

or
k 

in
 
Pl

an
et

 
so

m
et

im
e.

” 
I w

as
 li

ke
, “

I’d
 lo

ve
 t

o 
w

or
k 

in
 
 Tr

es
or

 
so

m
et

im
e,

” 
so

 w
e’

d 
ju

st
 s

w
ap

 p
la

ce
s 

at
 th

e 
ba

rs
 a

nd
 it

 d
id

n’
t s

ee
m

 to
 b

ot
he

r a
ny

on
e.

 T
ec

hn
o 

w
as

 
ve

ry
 c

at
ha

rt
ic

. I
t f

el
t 

lik
e 

ge
tt

in
g 

ri
d 

of
 a

ll 
th

es
e 

te
rr

ib
le

 g
ho

st
s 

of
 th

e 
pa

st
, y

ou
 c

ou
ld

 
fe

el
 it

 in
 th

e 
ci

ty
: t

he
 re

m
na

nt
s 

of
 th

e 
te

rr
ib

ly
 o

pp
re

ss
iv

e 
re

gi
m

es
 a

nd
 th

e 
w

ar
. I

 th
in

k 
it

 d
id

 a
 p

re
tt

y 
go

od
 jo

b.
 

An
ni

e 
Ll

oy
d

306 307TRESOR: TRUE STORIES THE WILD YEARS



At  Tresor I got to know all the German punk and new 
wave musicians I’d idolised in my youth. People like Thomas 
Fehlmann,����Gabi Delgado,����Inga Humpe,����Gudrun Gut, 
Dieter Meier.����And there was no pretentiousness – evere-
yone was on the same level. That’s when we knew we were 
participating in something truly special. Arne Grahm
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One night in the summer of 1992 – Jeff Mills was still part of 
UR – I had the chance to introduce Kraftwerk to Jeff and 
Mike.����I had invited Ralf and Florian to come to  Tresor 
after one of their shows got cancelled at Halle Weissensee. 
Another special moment was of course the first show by Aphex 
Twin when Richard was still playing with Tom Middleton 
as his twin brother. The gig was during the week on a Tuesday 
downstairs and to make up for the not exactly sold-out club 
they filled the room with balloons and smoke. Needless to say 
we were all converted on the spot. Thomas Fehlmann 
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A lot of labels, djs and trends have come and gone regarding 
electronic music in Berlin, but  Tresor has remained faithful 
to techno and Detroit electronic music,����Tresor never jumped 
on any bandwagon, and you gotta give them respect for that, 
no matter what. Mike Huckaby

Tresor,����along with Hardwax, was where Detroit and Berlin first 
met. It was here that these international friendships were forged 
and have now lasted decades. Daniel Bell
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