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Tobi Maier: Towards the end of my Masters degree at the Royal College of Art 
in London, where I was a student on the MA Curating Contemporary Art 
course from 2004-2006, I attended Jon Wozencroft’s sound seminar on 
‘memory’. His sound seminar is ongoing since 1995 and one of the research 
classics in the Communications department where Wozencroft is a senior 
tutor. The sessions are open to all students in the college. For Wozencroft, a 
designer, editor and writer who also runs the by now seminal experimental 
music label Touch, these seminars are a means of mediating his experience 
and collection of music, always connected to a certain theme or topic. They are 
a launching pad for new ideas and a test ground for the exploration of musical 
anthologies. 
 
The great virtue is that Jon takes you on a journey, not only through his own 
mind and collection, but also through modern music history. Students are 
sitting in rows, with the occasional pint in their hand, but nobody is talking. 
Everybody listens. And Jon plays it loud from a sound system that he probably 
lends out to some dubwise crew during the Notting Hill Carnival in August. 
It’s vast and powerful. The seminar room was exactly above our department 
so if you were hanging about there for too long on Thursday evenings you 
would eventually feel the bassline coming through the ceiling and know that 
Jon is there again - one flight up the stairs. This session in June 2006 was 
based around ‘memory’ and its relation to music, which as Jon says at the 
beginning, “lets face it – gives me the excuse to play anything I want”.  
 
The essence of what is being said about memory obviously lies within the 
music played. I will try to review the lecture with the help of a transcript made 
from an audio recording and tell it from my perspective on the receiving end. 
As Jon introduces further, “the seminar is also a response to various ways that 
we talk about memory and refer to memory in language, and the relationship 
between that and how memory exists in the technological context, in relation 
to computers.” 
 
Jon Wozencroft: I’m trying to work out why the various allusions and 
metaphors that we use to speak about memory are very confusing. As you 
know, one of the most common descriptions we use now is that ‘we are eating 
up a lot of memory’ as if it was related to food stuff; we talk about ‘wiping out 
memory’ as though it could be erased like a pencil, we talk about memory in 
terms of ‘traffic’… Not to forget the ways in which it is triggered by other 
senses like smell or sound, as we will find out. It is a very curious thing that we 
always seem to have an expansive idea how capacity is going to increase in 
relation to memory, whereas I think within ourselves as a species, we have the 
fear that it is running out in a certain way. 
 
One of the things I find fascinating, compared to you, a much younger 
generation’s perspective, is the idea that the internet will be forever 
expanding, will be forever getting bigger, more efficient and faster. I am not 



sure that is the case. I am also obviously quite interested in the way that 
memory develops, as one is getting older, and of course how old age 
degenerates our memory function… I suspect this might also be the case with 
digital. It offers you more space, at the expense of real space, and, eventually, 
maybe, personal experience… In 50 years time, will we remember what it is to 
remember?  
 
The derivation of the word can be traced back to the French memor, meaning 
‘mindful’. I’m mindful of the fact that this digital world we are immersed in is 
going to become a lot more intense in the present tense, and pose a real 
challenge to our capacity to move between past, present and future. 
 
TM: Jon refers to a track from Vainqueur that he had presented in a previous 
seminar and introduces Basic Channel’s then new release ‘Basic Reshape’, a 
remix of a previous Rhythm & Sound track called ‘See Me Ya’.  
 
Berlin-based Basic Channel is, Wozencroft explains, one of his favourite labels 
of the 90’s. Facing up to his audience until now, the slim figure swings around 
in his chair towards the mixing desk and other equipment. Of course the track 
is already lined up. He puts the arm of the record player onto the vinyl and the 
record starts spinning. It’s minimal techno. Wozencroft turns towards his 
audience again. While the track comes at you with a four to the floor bass 
drum, I close my eyes and feel joy. My inner visual memory goes back ten 
years in time to the dance floors of industrial Mannheim warehouses in south 
western Germany, a sweaty DJ in front, smoke machine, some lights and 
people dancing in euphoria. Obviously the situation here is quite different. 10 
minutes into an academic seminar I am blasted out with minimal techno while 
sitting 100 meters away from the Albert Memorial in Kensington. The track 
comes to an end and you open your eyes, hip artist folk around you. “This was 
Rhythm & Sound’s Basic reshape of See Me Ya which is available on a 12” 
vinyl for a limited period of time and will cost you £6.99”, is all Jon says and 
continues: 
 
JW: In considering memory one also has to make a relationship to knowledge 
and thereby information. I was thinking about this because, hmm, it is said 
that the German writer Goethe, living about 300 years ago was the last man 
on earth who knew everything there was to know at the time that he was 
living. An interesting thought considering he was also the author of Faust. 
And, hmm, the notion of memory in terms of recall, I don’t know how many of 
you know Alfred Hitchcock's film The Thirty-Nine Steps (1935) and the scene 
at the front of that film where Mr. Memory makes his appearance on stage 
and his sidekick asks: ‘Has anyone got any questions for Mr. Memory?’ and a 
member of the audience answers "What causes pippin in poultry?" I still 
haven’t a clue! Anyway, it’s a great film, I strongly recommend it (Wozencroft 
extrapolates). 
 
The idea that there was a time when human beings were able to remember 
everything, that doesn’t really happen anymore, does it, cause there is so 
much of everything... Another thing that interests me is how memory 
interfaces with sound and music. An aspect that is referred to a lot in terms of 
electronic sound is the notion of glitches, related to ‘read only memory’, 



something suddenly going wrong - ha - and that being celebrated as part of a 
musical code. Nostalgia for scratched vinyl? No, there’s something else going 
on. I’m gonna play you a track from 1979 by a Jamaican singer called Gregory 
Isaacs, a track he made for the Dennis Brown label DEB. It was one of the 
early 12” disco mixes that came out of the roots Reggae scene rapidly 
expanding at the time, a track called Mr. Know-it-all.  
 
TM: The guy has set the scene. Literally. First your mind is cleared from the 
fatigues of daily research routine at college by means of a Basic Channel blast, 
then one is reminded of the stunning performance of Hitchcock’s Mr. Memory 
only then to be introduced to the Reggae master Mr. Isaacs and his portrait of 
a cynical smart ass, Mr. Know-it-all. I am receptive again for more. 
 
JW: One of the new terms which has developed out of this discourse is the 
idea of hauntology, which tries to denote a state of suspended involvement. 
That’s a contradiction in terms, but it is something I feel has its roots in the 
1979/1980 sound, bands like Siouxsie & the Banshees, Joy Division, Cabaret 
Voltaire, Comsat Angels, Throbbing Gristle etc., I think they are the 
forefathers of hauntology… Not to mention Al Bowlly, or Edith Piaf. 
Something that is being used to describe the social disenfranchisement that is 
going on in our culture, the way that people are being literally pushed to the 
edges, not literally because they want to go there of their own accord, but 
there is a kind of exclusive-inclusive schizophrenia going on.  
 
Cut. 
 
This next piece is from an artist who goes by the name of Deathprod, from 
Norway. He has been releasing work for a good ten years, working with a label 
called Rune Grammofon. A young man called Kim Hiorthøy, who in this 
particular instance has excelled himself, very expertly designs the label. He 
has made a limited edition with this new Deathprod 10”, which is a double 
gatefold black cover – everything is black. So black that even the inside of the 
inner sleeve is printed black. You get a little gatefold insert, which tells you the 
track information - two sides of black, of course. The record is black, the label 
is black. Black black black black black. This seems to me a very good example 
of both the dark side of memory and this hauntology idea. I’ll play a track 
from the record called Deerstalker. Strangely enough this was first released on 
a CD titled Money Will Ruin Everything, which I thought was a great title. 
 
TM: A warm minimal electronica track, all arctic ambience, retaining the 
barest traces of melody, with closed eyes one can see the snow blowing over 
the empty roads of rural Norway. It’s a short track.  
 
JW: One’s own memory starts to become gently compromised when you 
realize you start to like things that your Dad used to subject you to when you 
were a child, and at which time you hated. Last weekend I went to see my 
parents and proudly presented my Dad with this Frank Sinatra CD, Only The 
Lonely. I love Willow Weep For Me (which I played you in the last seminar), 
and he went: “Oh why did you play that one you should have played this one!” 
… Hmm, Frank Sinatra sings for Only the Lonely conducted by Nelson 
Riddle, it was recorded on 29 May 1958, this is a track called Ebb Tide: 



 
First the tide rushes in 
Plants a kiss on the shore 
Then rolls out to sea 
And the sea is very still once more 
So I rush to your side 
Like the oncoming tide 
With one burning thought 
Will your arms open wide 
At last we're face to face 
And as we kiss through an embrace 
I can tell, I can feel 
You are love, you are real 
Really mine 
In the rain, in the dark, in the sun 
Like the tide at its ebb 
I'm at peace in the web 
Of your arms 
 
TM: Our DJ of the memory fades directly From Frank Sinatra into Joy 
Division performing Heart and Soul live at the end of February 1980 at the 
Lyceum ballroom, London. Now it has to be noted that Wozencroft was 
directly involved in the art work for this record and is one of the authorities on 
Joy Division, has written about the band on numerous occasions and has been 
working with Warner Brothers on the CD re-release of the Joy Division 
catalogue. I remember wondering how often he must have listened to these 
same old songs and what kind of ambience stuck with them. From 
Manchester, the home of Joy Division, we wander to Düsseldorf, better known 
as the home of Kraftwerk, instead we hear Strafe Für Rebellion, a band which 
was part of the Neue Deutsche Welle music wave (like Einstürzende 
Neubauten or Palais Schaumburg). 
 
JW: Part of the stimuli for this evening’s session is the realization that it’s 
been now 20 years since I did a project called Touch Ritual, which was the last 
cassette magazine Touch did in the 1980’s, involving a host of artists, 
musicians, performances, sound recordings and various actions of various 
kinds. As well as The Hafler Trio I started to work with a group from 
Düsseldorf called Strafe Für Rebellion (Punishment For Rebellion) who were 
very much ahead of their time and therefore almost forgotten in the great 
annals of history. I was reminded of it recently and also this afternoon when 
one student presented a nice idea: a record where the pressing had been 
arranged so that there was a map printed on one side of the record, of the 
northern hemisphere, and a map on the other side of the southern 
hemisphere, and as you played the record, the stylus would run over activated 
points that would give you snatches of the national anthems that would belong 
to a particular region. Hmm, I’d like to see that work from a pressing plant 
point of view. 
 
I’ll play you a track that I was reminded of by this proposal, namely Strafe Für 
Rebellion’s song Kamerun. Bernd Kastner and Siggi Syniuga of this group 
were not musicians as such but rather sculptors, and went about the assembly 



of the music in a sculptural way. I should read you the elements that went in 
the recording of this particular track: "The tick of a wrist watch, the tick of a 
grandfather clock, singing Siamese apes, German voices and above all the 
German National anthem with an orchestra of zazas and birds." Kamerun 
from the year 1985 by Strafe Für Rebellion...  
 
TM: Travelling on a train through the German heartland along the river Rhine 
and transcribing this sequence of Jon’s lecture, I listen to the German national 
anthem remix again. In an uncanny way, some tourists take out their digital 
cameras and make attempts to capture a sunny moment of valley scenery in 
one of the emblematic regions of Germany next to Oktoberfest, Berlin and 
Neuschwanstein. My ears hidden behind earphone shells, I am reminded 
about how memory is captured in the most trivial way and I have to smile at 
them. The tourists smile back.  
 
(…) 
 
Back in London the group takes a break at this point to enjoy the “fruits of the 
beautiful terrace” as Wozencroft describes it. Health and Safety will prevent us 
from going out on the balcony soon... They’ve nailed the doors so they’re 
impossible to open. The terrace looks out onto Queensgate, a few doors down 
from the old Iranian embassy, as stormed by the SAS during a previous 
terrorist crisis in the 1980s.  
 
JW: During the break I learned that Hauntology is actually a term coined by 
Jacques Derrida, so I am even more humbled by the idea of having to do 
justice to this interesting proposition... Let’s journey back again to the late 
1970’s and early 1980’s and the developments of punk rock and reggae, 
ambitious amateurism, noise attack and also the ability to develop all this in a 
studio context through the development of an unusual sound space.  
 
Siouxsie & the Banshees’ second record, the recently reissued ‘Join Hands’, 
(which Tobi transcribed beautifully as ‘Joy in Hands’), is now a nice digipak 
that can be yours for £7.99. It spelled disaster for the band, indeed it is a 
tricky recording because Siouxsie & the Banshees imploded after this record; 
the drummer and the guitarist Kenny Morris and John McKay jumped ship at 
a crucial stage at the beginning of the Scottish leg of their 1979 tour. Siouxsie 
recruited Budgie from The Slits and Robert Smith from The Cure to fill in, but 
before that, they rush-released this record, and here it is again 27 years later. 
This track is called Premature Burial: 
 
This catacomb compels me 
Corroding and inert 
It weights and tries to pull me 
Must I resist or re-assert? 
 
The unchanged and the unchangeable 
Doing the zombierama 
Singing Oh come and be like me, 
We're all sisters and brothers 
 



Ejected to this state of being 
Don't bury me with this 
I'm in a state of catalepsy 
Can I really exist? 
 
Clawing from the inside 
Drowning in your chant 
Thoughts come flooding through me 
Despairing unity 
 
The unchanged and the unchangeable 
Doing the zombierama 
Singing Oh come and be like me, 
We're all sisters and brothers 
 
Red and white carnations 
Can't intoxicate my brain 
This blissful suffocation 
It is driving me to pain 
Oh what a bloody shame 
 
The unchanged and the unchangeable 
Doing the zombierama 
Singing Oh come and be like me, 
We're all sisters and brothers 
 
I'm not your sister 
Or your brother 
Don't bury me with this 
Join hands - join hands 
We're all sisters and brothers 
Sisters and brothers 
I can't relate to you 
You're no relation of mine 
 
That is a key moment in hauntology, because the very thing you are trying to 
destroy, which in punk rock terms was the flatulence of the 1974/1975 prog 
Rock scene, triple live albums, from one concept to the other, you break it 
down and all of a sudden you realize you are returning to the same point. This 
is prog rock by Siouxsie & the Banshees but with some very interesting lyrical 
undertones “the unchanged and the unchangeable, doing the zombierama, 
singing oh come and be like me, we are all sisters and brothers, join hands” – 
a prickly pear in the Siouxsie & the Banshees story.  
 
Now imagine in this world of memory that you were actually able to erase a 
particular point in time; the one I am thinking of is the 1980/1981 period 
where everybody seemed to be suffering a psychological hangover, the 
changeover in drugs as well as the rise of conservative politics - 1976/77/78 
was ruled by amphetamines, but in 1979 large consignments of Iranian heroin 
came flooding into London on the back of Ayatollah Khoumeni’s takeover of 
Iran, as this was one of the tactics used to destabilize the West… I remember 



that at some point it was cheaper to buy Iranian brown than a lump of hash. 
So of course this had an impact on what was generally the mood and the 
general way of things.  
 
There was nonetheless amazing music being made. This group from 
Edinburgh released a record, which if it came out next week, would be a 
perfect riposte to the situation we find ourselves in presently with Tony Blair 
and the Labour government. Named after Kafka, Josef K, with a song called 
It’s Kinda Funny for the Postcard label, on a 7” single… 
 
(…) 
 
I should say for the benefit of future listeners that we have been badly 
interrupted in the course of this evening by the pulsating attack of a fire alarm 
and the accusation that we were guilty of causing the alarm to go off! So to 
refer back to one or two things I was talking about in the first half and 
especially to the idea of memory and ritual, I put a lot of time in my post 
student experience into making this, I thought, at the time quite serious 
statement about the synergy between, sound, image, writing, photography and 
everything else. One of the things I was lucky to be invited to do was to record 
Gilbert & George in their studio in Spitalfields, London… two of the most 
generous people you could ever hope to meet in your life. Whatever you think 
of their work they are seriously warm and spirited human beings! This is a 
reading that George made of one of the poems/writings from the 1970’s from 
a book they published themselves called Dark Shadow. It’s called Shadowed 
Valley: 
 
 
Shadowed valley 
Here are the standard three possibilities of placement of self or glance or 
feeling. Be careful of Number one with its bland country smile and most 
misleading appearance. Beware the number three with its wonderful clever 
kindly welcome. Instead join us at number two. Here in the shadowed valley 
of endless pleasure tunnel of the corner of despair we can join together in a 
celebration of the life qualities sunk in that sickly comfort of dark 
cheerfulness necessary for jolly endurance and a day of three whole 
possibilities. 
 
TM: As in this instance the attentive audience of a Wozencroft seminar delves 
into stories by listening and getting into different visual realms by sitting there 
with closed eyes and following the sounds, creating metaphors by connecting 
lyrics to memories or simply associations built up over time. If you have ever 
seen early works of Gilbert & George or black and white documentation you 
can imagine how George recites a poem like this one to Gilbert whilst sitting 
under a tree in the English countryside. 
 
Spanning a micro bow within a macro narrative Wozencroft followed this 
Gilbert & George text piece with a new Touch radio piece by Chris Watson 
called Alcedo Volcano, a field recording from a 3000m high Galapagos 
volcano. Fading out of the session we returned to a track from Biosphere’s 
Dropsonde record, ‘Warmed by the Drift’, which then crossfaded with a piece 



by Austrian artist Fennesz called Surf, recorded in the late 1990’s, another 
beautiful noise melody. 
 
The moral of this evening’s session is, if there ever is a moral: memory equals 
chaos! Thank you! 
 
 
 
 
Designer, freelance writer, editor and programme-maker Jon Wozencroft 
founded the Touch project in 1981. He is famed for his design work for Touch 
and others, such as R&S, Sub Rosa, Ash International and Swim. A frequent 
collaborator with designer Neville Brody, he helped set up the Brody Studio in 
1987, and later authored two volumes of “The Graphic Language of Neville 
Brody”. With Brody, he founded the FUSE project - a series of conferences 
and multimedia publications about the changing state bought on by digital 
language. “Touch & Fuse”, a ‘best of’ monograph was published by Touch 
(TO:15) in 1999 (now out of print). Alongside his Touch collaborations and 
freelance work he is a Senior Tutor in the Communication Art and Design 
Department at the Royal College of Art.  
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