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			Introduction

			Ouverture

			


			“If you do not tell the truth about yourself, you cannot tell it about other people.” Virginia Woolf

			
When I started thinking about this book back in the spring of 2020, I didn’t expect it to turn into an epilogue for Daft Punk’s career. Daft Punk, it was true, hadn’t done a lot since 2013, when Random Access Memories was released. But there had been other extended periods of inactivity in their career, and they had always come back. I expected the same thing to happen again and I was excited about whatever their return might bring. 

			And then, on February 22, 2021, as I was working on draft four of this book, the news dropped. Daft Punk had split, after 28 years, four studio albums and a career that marked my adult life. I had spoken, briefly, to their manager Paul Hahn just 11 days previously and we were trying to arrange another time to talk. He was busy, he said. At the time, I had no idea why… 

			The duo’s split was announced in a tear-jerking video posted to the band’s YouTube channel, called Epilogue. Later, their publicist Kathryn Frazier confirmed that Daft Punk had split but gave no reason for the decision. The world went Daft Punk mad: the Financial Times saluted Daft Punk; the French Defence Ministry saluted Daft Punk;1 everyone had something to say on Daft Punk. It was a strange time.

			And so it came to be. This book – which is, and remains, a celebration of Discovery, Daft Punk’s second album – is also something of a full stop to their career. I could never do Daft Punk justice – who could? – but I hope you will enjoy what you find here. Many of the interviews were conducted before the Daft Punk split. But I spoke again to many of the people I had previously interviewed in the wake of the news, and nothing had really changed. Some people were shocked, some were sad, but their love for Daft Punk burned stronger than ever.

			The same goes for me. I have loved Daft Punk since I first heard the band some time in 1995. A friend played me Da Funk, and I fell deeply in love, my feelings for the band intensifying with every new record.

			For me, loving music goes hand in hand with writing about it. I wrote my first review in 1992, at the tender age of 15, essentially copying the NME’s take on PJ Harvey’s debut album Dry. When I arrived at Manchester University in 1995, I signed up for the student newspaper, The Mancunion, to write music reviews. Since then, I have probably written at least one review every month. Despite the ups and downs of music journalism’s fortunes, it gives me genuine pleasure to write about music; it feels like a natural response, a way of channelling my love of music into something where I can leave my own mark, however insignificant.

			I first wrote about Daft Punk in 1996, reviewing an early promo tape of their debut album Homework for the Mancunion. I almost interviewed the duo when they came to play in Manchester in January 1997, only for Thomas Bangalter and Guy-Manuel De Homem-Christo to back out of the interview on the day of the gig. I still got in on the guest list, though, so it didn’t bother me too much at the time. How little I knew… 

			I would eventually interview Thomas Bangalter in 2005. At the time, I was working for the British music industry magazine Music Week. I pitched an interview to Virgin’s press people about Daft Punk’s excursions into music video for Promo, Music Week’s sister publication for the music video industry. 

			To everyone’s surprise, Bangalter said yes, and I ended up talking to him for an hour, down the phone from his LA home, one of a very small number of interviews that Daft Punk did around the time of their third album, Human After All. Bangalter was incredibly talkative and friendly, happy to talk to this young journalist about his love of film grain and cameras. There was so much I could have asked Bangalter about his music, but the interview was meant to be strictly about video, and I was intimidated by the situation, so I kept to that.

			In subsequent years – and in particular, when writing this book – I have frequently cursed myself for all the things that I didn’t ask during that phone call. There comes a moment in writing about Daft Punk when you realise that the same mysterious air that is so wonderful for the band’s image may not be quite so helpful for journalistic rigour.

			Working for Music Week taught me journalistic practices, notably how to double and even triple source information until you were sure that you had got it right. And you soon learned the consequences if you didn’t: the first legal letter is an awful rite of passage for any journalist.

			Pitchfork, the US music website who I freelance for, demands that any information we cite in a review has demonstrable evidence behind it, beyond a Wikipedia link. And they are right to do so. In an era when the concept of truth is being assaulted from all sides, when people can – and do – find spurious evidence online that supports anything and everything they believe in, it is more important than ever to establish journalistic standards about the truth. Journalists may not always get it right. But we have a duty to try our hardest.

			I have tried, where appropriate, to apply these standards to this book. (Obviously, the chapter on Discovery’s “deliberate” faults is conjecture on my behalf.) When I quote facts I have, where possible, gone back to primary sources: interviews with the band and those around them; label information and so on. I have used Wikipedia, sometimes rather guiltily. But when I have done so, I have tried to track back to the original sources that Wikipedia uses. Sometimes this led me to something that I myself once wrote – like the fact that Short Circuit was played on the Daftendireket tour – which leaves a feeling of mixed pride and frustration that I am sure the Germans have a word for. 

			At times, this has simply been impossible. In their early years, Daft Punk were pretty open to journalists. Later on, they retreated into a shell as part of a more general withdrawal from the world. That’s not to say that they didn’t give interviews in their later years – there were a large number of them around the release of their 2013 album Random Access Memories. 

			But that was the best part of a decade ago. Since then, interest in Daft Punk has only increased, and with this have come rumours that the band typically didn’t see fit to address. In 2008 (a few years before Random Access Memories, admittedly) Love, a supposedly new song from Thomas Bangalter, was leaked online.2 There was a rush of excitement, which only died down when Pedro Winter, the band’s former manager, revealed that the track was fake. If he hadn’t done so, we might never have known.

			I can understand Daft Punk’s attitude towards this. You don’t want the pressure of having to deny every last rumour around you. And many of these whispers – like that long-rumoured 2017 tour – are pretty harmless, their lack of truth becoming apparent as time passes. But when writing about Daft Punk, some of the untested rumours become frustrating.

			Three particular instances come to mind in this book. The first – and probably most important – concerns the records that Daft Punk have, or haven’t, sampled. There is a whole online industry devoted to tracking down supposed Daft Punk samples beyond those mentioned on their record sleeves. And this was clearly a matter of some frustration to the band.

			“I’ve stumbled upon these posts online where they are like, ‘look at all these samples,’ and half of this list is not true. The samples that were used have always been cleared and it’s very blatant,” Thomas Bangalter said in a 2007 interview with Anthem.3 “I think sampling is always something that we’ve completely legitimately done. It’s not something we’ve hidden; it’s almost a partisan or ideological way of making music, sampling things and being sampled.”

			I have tried to avoid this kind of speculation, interesting though it may be. In most cases, I only talk in this book about samples that Daft Punk officially credit; in the case of the Eddie Johns sample used in One More Time,4 I initially took my lead from the fact that Vibe magazine – a reputable source – reported that the sample was officially cleared. In May 2021, right at the end of the writing process, a Daft Punk representative confirmed to the LA Times that One More Time sampled Johns’ More Spell On You, the first time this had been officially confirmed.5

			The second example concerns the two songs by Darlin’, Daft Punk’s pre-Daft Punk band, that apparently appeared on a 1995 compilation, De La Viande Pour Le Disco?, titled Untitled 18 and Untitled 33. 

			Darlin’ are an accepted part of Daft Punk history, as is the release in 1993 of two Darlin’ songs on a split seven inch on Duophonic records, Cindy So Loud and Darlin’. This, after all, is how Daft Punk got their name, thanks to a snotty Melody Maker review of the Duophonic release. So this part of Daft Punk history is relatively straightforward.

			The tale of De La Viande Pour Le Disco? is more complicated. I am very grateful to Rémi Courbayre, who has blogged about the album, for answering my (slightly cynical) questions with patience and good grace and sending me a scan of the Banana Split fanzine. It cleared up a lot of my doubts.

			But questions remain about Daft Punk’s involvement with the project. Why, for example, would Daft Punk OK this release in 1995, when Darlin’ were a thing of the past and Daft Punk were already creating a significant buzz? And why have Daft Punk themselves never talked about the compilation or confirmed the existence of these two songs? Given that one of the tracks, Untitled 18, contains a throbbing drum machine that points towards where Daft Punk would soon be going on Homework, this seems a strange oversight.

			The final mystery, for me, surrounds the live-action film that Todd Edwards says was at the genesis of Discovery. Having worked on Discovery, Edwards clearly knows what he is talking about. But I can’t quite see how this film would fit into the album’s recording process. The easiest way to find out would be to ask Thomas and Guy-Man in person. One day I hope to – the idea is there in the highlighted text part of my brain. 

			I did approach the Daft Punk camp during the writing of this book and had a brief conversation with their manager. In the end, though, I assume the band didn’t want to talk, which I can understand. I guess they weren’t interested in going back over old history. So this book is in no way official, Daft Punk were not involved in its creation, and if there are any inaccuracies, I apologise to them. Should Daft Punk – or anyone near them – wish to contribute to a second edition, or even to an entirely different book, they can look me up on Twitter – @bencardew.

			All the same, this book is not without Daft Punk’s voices. I read hundreds of interviews with Daft Punk in writing the book and quote from them in the text. I was fortunate, too, that journalist Alexis Petridis sent me his 80-minute interview with Daft Punk from 2013 and allowed me to use what I wanted. Piers Martin also gave me his notes from The Face magazine interview that launched the concept of the Daft Punk robots. So there is previously unreleased interview material from Daft Punk within these pages, and I am grateful indeed to Alexis and Piers for being so generous.

			One of the quotes that stood out from Alexis’ interview – which was for an Esquire magazine profile – was about writing books. Asked about the laborious recording process behind Random Access Memories, Thomas Bangalter compared making music with computers to writing books with book-writing software. “It’s as if writing books has become easy because now you have this writing-books software that almost writes books for you,” he said, in his rather confused professorial tone.6 “And you just laid out some of the easy concepts, and it just writes all the pages for you. That’s what basically music has become.”

			I’m not going to compare the writing of this book to the recording of Random Access Memories, an album of quite exquisite creation. But I would like to assure Thomas – and all readers – that no book-writing software was involved in the creation of Unfurled and that the writing of the book was anything but easy.

			It remains only to say that my thanks go out to everyone – from Todd Edwards to Alan Braxe, Tony Gardner to Eric Chédeville – who agreed to be interviewed for this book, and to everyone whose work I used. It has been wonderful to see the outpouring of affection that Discovery has prompted. Thanks, too, to my family and friends for supporting me in writing.

			And lots of love to Thomas and Guy-Man. It’s a shame that the band had to end. But I am very excited to see where you go next.


		

	
		
			1: Something About Us

			how Daft Punk arrived at Discovery

			
			“It ain’t what they call you, it’s what you answer to.” WC Fields

			
Like all the best adventures, our journey into Discovery should begin from simple roots. So let’s start with a band’s name.

			It is one of the splendid ironies of the music business, where brand and image are all important, that changing a band’s name is such a difficult process. According to a 1993 interview with Select magazine,1 grunge-light indie act The Lemonheads needed a legal document to mark their transition from “Lemonheads” to “The Lemonheads”, a change so minute it gets lost in punctuation. At the same time, the actual meaning of a band’s name – however outlandish – tends to be forgotten. No one considers how ridiculous the words “Arctic Monkeys” are when put together; we immediately think of the internationally famous, festival-topping band, their name free from other, more literal, associations.

			Similarly, Daft Punk are just Daft Punk. You may know how their name came about – from a Melody Maker review of their brief Daft Punk precursor band, Darlin’, that dismissed them as “daft punky thrash” – but you probably don’t think too much about it. “Daft Punk” sounds good – two hard syllables that strike like bass drum hits – and so it doesn’t really matter that the band’s sound has little to do with punk rock music and they are very much not daft.

			In fact, Daft Punk came from a rather bourgeois Parisian background, with Thomas Bangalter the son of French songwriter and producer Daniel Vangarde, and Guy-Manuel De Homem-Christo, the great-great-grandson of Portuguese military figure Francisco Manuel Homem Cristo. The two met at the prestigious Lycée Carnot in Paris’s 17th arrondissement, an area noted for its grand apartments and good schools.2

			“Guy-Manuel recorded a mixtape for me,” Bangalter told Swedish magazine POP in 1997.3 “That’s how we started hanging out. He listened to Jimi Hendrix and The Doors. But we were more interested in film than music.”

			It would be wrong to say too much about how this background shaped Daft Punk. Plenty of people from prestigious schools go on to make very bad decisions and vice versa. But Daft Punk didn’t: in fact, their journey through the music business would be marked by smart, prescient moves, from signing a record deal with Virgin that gave them total control over their music and image, to retreating into robotic personae, whose helmeted get up would allow them to escape the worst ravages of 21st Century, social-media fame.

			Bangalter and De Homem-Christo met in 1987, forming Darlin’ with Laurent Brancowitz – later of Phoenix – in 1992. People, including Daft Punk themselves, are quick to dismiss Darlin’ as some kind of youthful folly. And yet, in an examination of Discovery, an album in which Daft Punk took the leap from straight-up dance act to an elaborate, improbable dance/rock amalgam, the brief history of Daft Punk’s rock precursor band is important. If we want to know how and why Daft Punk – rather than, say, Basement Jaxx – made this leap into rock, then the French duo’s history in a Beach-Boys influenced rock band is certainly relevant.

			Four Darlin’ tracks were eventually released. Cindy, So Loud and Darlin’ came out on Shimmies in Super 8,4 a double seven-inch compilation on Stereolab’s Duophonic label in 1993, alongside music from Huggy Bear, Stereolab and Colm. Two years later, these were followed by the rather more mysterious Untitled 18 and Untitled 33 on De La Viande Pour Le Disco?, a 1995 cassette compilation from the Banana Split fanzine.

			Rémi Courbayre, who has blogged extensively about De La Viande Pour Le Disco?, told me that he ordered the compilation by mail order. “At the time, we ordered a lot by mail after [reading] reviews in fanzines, we saw addresses, and we ordered. I don’t remember where I heard about this compilation tape, but when I saw Seefeel, Cornershop and then also Darlin’ [on the tape], I ordered it straight away,” he explains. “The Banana Split fanzine was in Nanterre near Paris. But I have never lived in Paris. I sold the tape to an Australian six or seven years ago – I think it’s still the record for the highest price for a tape at Discogs. However, I still have the fanzine with an interview with Seefeel and Darlin’.”

			Darlin’s involvement with the compilation, which was released in 1995 when Daft Punk were in full commercial swing, remains something of a mystery. Courbayre says that Bangalter and De Homem-Christo went to the same record stores in Paris as the people who ran Banana Split but he doesn’t know any more about how their involvement came about. However, the fanzine that came with the compilation contained a fascinating interview with De Homem-Christo and Laurent Brancowitz, which suggests that the makers of Banana Split may have taken a long time to put together the whole package. In it, De Homem-Christo said that their Duophonic record was released “three weeks ago”, which would date the interview squarely in 1993.

			Already Darlin’ were talking about giving up on rock. “About four months ago, we had decided to completely stop doing rock music,” De Homem-Christo explained.5 “We wanted to make house and techno.” Techno, he added, was a lot better than any “indie” record, more emotional and creative. He then recommended listening to Aphex Twin.

			This very unguarded interview gives a fascinating insight into the early musical lives of Daft Punk. Guy-Man apparently took up the guitar at 14; Thomas learned piano from the age of five (he would later claim it was six)6 and had recently started on guitar. De Homem-Christo explained that he and Bangalter had been playing together for two or three years at this point, after failed experiments with other bands. They apparently also butted heads together a lot, with Brancowitz slotting in between two “overpowered egos”.

			De La Viande…’s first Darlin’ track is almost too good to be true: Untitled 18 is a rough drum machine stomper that would be an obvious precursor to Daft Punk’s house direction. Even so, no one is going to mistake the four Darlin’ songs for the immaculate soft rock disco of Discovery. Other than Untitled 18, the songs are scratchy and punky, the eternal sound of teenagers in love with the Beach Boys, the Velvet Underground and putting guitars through distortion. But they provide tangible evidence that just one year before Daft Punk’s first official release (The New Wave in 1994) and five years before the recording of Discovery started, Thomas Bangalter and Guy-Manuel De Homem-Christo were rock music fans, committed in their own way to guitars, bass and drums.

			People’s tastes evolve quickly and those of young people all the more so, with Bangalter and De Homem-Christo both in their teens when Darlin’ was formed. But Daft Punk never entirely abandoned rock music. Darlin’ may have been a brief, early experiment in music-making; it was also the start of a rock music streak that would continue through the sleeve of Daft Punk’s debut album Homework, with its Kiss poster and Beach Boys vinyl; to the guitar solo on Fresh; blossoming in iconic detail on Discovery. 

			When Bangalter and De Homem-Christo wanted guitars and bass on Discovery, their experience with Darlin’ meant they could play the instruments themselves, rather than relying on samples. This gave them a certain freedom to experiment in the studio, the ability to create the noises they wanted themselves, rather than avidly trawling through old records. It gave them spontaneity, in other words, versus the constraints of sampling, both in terms of clearing rights and in finding the right sounds.

			Daft Punk’s experience in Darlin’ enabled them to make the leap both theoretically and practically from Homework to Discovery in a way that producers who had focused exclusively on dance music might not have been able to do so. To put it bluntly, lots of producers could have made Homework. This is not to put Homework down, rather an acknowledgement that its sound was not entirely original, relying heavily on Chicago house and disco. But few producers would have had the vision and the skills to make the leap to Discovery.

			The transition from Darlin’ to Daft Punk was swift. In Daft Punk Unchained,7 a 2015 documentary by French director Hervé Martin-Delpierre, Darlin’s manager Daniel Dauxerre said that he believed the scornful Melody Maker review published in May 1993,8 significantly dampened Darlin’s enthusiasm, leading to the band’s demise. 

			Even before that, Bangalter and De Homem-Christo were leaning towards electronic music. “There was no capital investment in Daft Punk when we started,” Bangalter told Alexis Petridis when he interviewed the band for Esquire in 2013.9 “We had like £1,000 or something for my 18th birthday [on January 3 1993], we bought one drum machine, one synthesiser and one sampler. And it all started from there.”

			Daft Punk had started going out to clubs in 1992, Bangalter told Muzik magazine in 1997,10 joining what was at the time a select group of people in Paris who were into underground dance music. Alan Braxe, who would later join Bangalter in Stardust, says that this was a specialist scene, unlike the huge raves in the UK.

			“It was really underground,” he told me in 2020. “We were all in this same space, the same parties, discovering this new sound. It could be people like Philippe Zdar [later of Motorbass and Cassius], Thomas or Guy-Manuel from Daft Punk, or a lot of artists at that time… It was influential. But not in the way we could understand it today, with very famous DJs, star DJs or whatever. It was influential, maybe the music by itself. The music was so new that it was the music that influenced [us].”

			“There were very few people at these times listening to techno music [in early 90s Paris],” says Eric Chédeville (aka Rico The Wizard), who worked with De Homem-Christo as Le Knight Club. “When you heard music [like this] in a car in Paris, you would go and see [who it was] because you know the people who listened to this music because there were only a few hundred people who were listening to this music. It was really confidential.”

			Chédeville launched Pumpking records in the early 90s with Médéric Nébinger (later known as Funky Derrick), whose mother was apparently friends with Thomas Bangalter’s mum. “I met him [Thomas] when he was 16-years-old, but at that time, he didn’t know what techno music was,” Chédeville explains. “When we started Pumpking records, in 1994, he [Thomas] was starting to make music with Guy-Man. He came out to our studio with Guy-Man. It was just near Paris [in Nanterre], a place where we could have big parties there. They came and they tried to put on their first DAT… to see if people would dance.” (The crowd, apparently, did.)

			As well as this Parisian experience of electronic music, Bangalter also spent three weeks in New York in 1993, according to a Rolling Stone profile.11 He went to clubs like NASA and the Sound Factory, where he witnessed legendary DJ Junior Vasquez, an excursion that helps to explain some of the US house influences behind Daft Punk’s work.

			In September 1993, just four months after Darlin’s fateful Melody Maker review, Bangalter and De Homem-Christo made their first contact with Glasgow techno label Soma Quality Recordings, who would put out the first Daft Punk records. “We – myself and [Scottish techno duo and Soma co-founders] Slam – were over in Paris,” says Soma Records managing director Dave Clarke. “Nicky Holloway was doing an event in the Disneyland [Euro Disney] complex, Dance Europe. We had quite a good relationship with a few people in Paris anyway, Soma was quite popular, and we knew some people over there.” 

			One of these was Serge Nicolas, a friend of Thomas Bangalter, who asked the Soma trio to meet up with Thomas and Guy-Man. “He had a gathering at his flat,” Clarke continues, “and we met Thomas and Guy. We arranged that after the weekender, we had a couple of days in Paris on the way back. ‘Let’s hear some stuff.’ And they said, ‘Come round the house.’ Thomas lived in a kind of flat underneath his mother and father’s house in Montmartre. ‘Come round, hang out, see the studio.’”

			Despite ditching Darlin’ only a few months previously, the leap forward in quality in Bangalter and De Homem-Christo’s music was obvious. The pair played their guests the four tracks that would later form the basis of Daft Punk’s debut release on Soma, The New Wave EP, a supremely self-assured slice of underground dance music that combined the frontal attack of Detroit techno with the pounding funk of Chicago house. Even better, the EP was home to Alive (New Wave Final Mix), which would later appear on Homework, becoming one of Daft Punk’s best-loved songs.

			Clarke says that Daft Punk had sent their demo to leading French dance music label F Communications. “But they didn’t want to be seen as part of the French scene; they wanted to be more international, I guess,” he explains. “So it suited them to be on a label that wasn’t French.”

			To mark the release of The New Wave, Bangalter and De Homem-Christo made their first DJ appearance as Daft Punk on April 1 1994, in Paris, preceding the EP’s release by ten days. The Alive Party gig12 took place at Blues du Nord, at 19 Rue Caillié, in Paris’s 18th arrondissement, with Daft Punk DJing alongside their friends Sven Love and Serge Nicolas. It was not the most auspicious venue for the duo to make their debut, with Rue Caillié later baptised “Rue du Crack” by French newspaper Libération13 as a result of the rampant hard drug use found within. 

			The New Wave EP sold about 2,000 copies – “actually not a big seller”, according to Dave Clarke. “That was our fourteenth release on Soma, and it was possibly among the lower-selling ones that we had done,” he says. “We were doing five, maybe ten [thousand] and [Slam’s] Positive Education had done 20,000. It was a big deal. But it was good enough to want to put another [Daft Punk record] out.” 

			It was the duo’s next release that proved their breakthrough and, in many ways, the defining point. The New Wave EP had shown promise and the flickering of a unique sound. Da Funk, released on Soma in 1995, was downright bizarre and incredibly new, a beautifully engineered mixture of Dr Dre drums and acidic squiggles conceived under the influence of Warren G’s Regulate14 that ambled along at the speed of warm summer nights in LA. 

			“I can remember the first time I heard Da Funk: it was crazy – incroyable,” says Parisian DJ and producer Domenico Torti, who, as Dominique Torti, remixed Discovery’s Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger and Voyager. “It broke everything. It was techno, funky, sexy, it was hard, it was cold, it was everything.”

			Incredibly, Da Funk almost didn’t come out. “With Da Funk, me and one of my colleagues at the time, Jim Muotune, one of the original founders of Soma, were going to [music industry event] Midem in Cannes in January,” Clarke explains. “We went to Paris first and Thomas had hired a car and driven down to Cannes. We spent a few days together, Thomas’ father was in Cannes and we met up with him and got some music biz advice from him.”

			On their return to Paris, Bangalter played Clarke and Muotune some of the new music Daft Punk had been working on. “He played us Da Funk, he played us Rollin’ & Scratchin’. And then, about a month later, when we got back to Glasgow, they sent over a tape of what was to be the next single and Da Funk wasn’t on it! It just had Rollin’ & Scratchin’ and another track called Daft Drive [which Soma would eventually release in 2011 on their Soma Records 20 Years anniversary collection],” Clarke recalls. “I’m on the phone going, ‘You need to send us that funky one. These two tracks are too similar.’”

			Slam’s Stuart McMillan was initially unconvinced by Da Funk. “Stuart was like, ‘I don’t like this one! How am I going to play that? You can’t mix that in,’” Clarke says. (McMillan, you imagine, would have had no such problems with the song’s B-side, Rollin’ & Scratchin’, a truly venomous slice of techno.) 

			“[Da Funk] took quite a while to take off,” Clarke continues, “they started off doing the 2,000 copies, quite OK, picking up a vibe and then you started seeing really diverse DJ reactions: Dmitry from Deee-Lite was playing it; [Canadian techno DJ] Richie Hawtin had reacted to it. But also The Chemical Brothers. It was people from various scenes; it didn’t really fit in anywhere.”

			“I was one of the first people in the world to play that record [Da Funk],” Hawtin explains, “because I have a one-off acetate that was given to me by the guys [Daft Punk] in the DJ booth in the Rex [Club in Paris] before it was even released. It was a strange, crazy record: it was so slow and different but acidic and headstrong. And I still have the record today.”

			Hawtin calls Da Funk a “pivotal record for all of us”. “It was so different and kind of went against the formulas of that time,” he says. “When that record came out, techno was a little bit stale and a little bit formulaic in its tempo and its structure; and the boys – because they were boys back then – just kind of came in with a completely different perspective: very French, very hey, ‘We’re going to change the world.’ And that record did.”

			Such change is not always easy. Kevin McKay, who runs the Glasgow Underground label and has been active in house music since 1993, had initial reservations about Da Funk. “I remember getting sent a promo by Soma of Da Funk, and I didn’t quite get it because it wasn’t a house record,” he says. “I was DJing with [veteran Scottish DJ] Harri at a club, and he played it as his last record, and after that, I was like, ‘OK! I get it.’”

			You can understand this confused reaction. What Da Funk proved, once and for all, was that Daft Punk weren’t really a techno act, with all the signifiers and expectations that implies. Nor were they straight-up house producers, although they drank deep from that well. It is a mark of the confusion sowed by Da Funk that the track was initially taken up in the UK by The Chemical Brothers, a duo known at the time as the leader of the big beat sound, which took its influences from hip hop, rock and techno rather than house and disco. The Chemical Brothers worked Da Funk into their live sets, with Daft Punk returning the favour by remixing The Chemical Brothers’ single Life Is Sweet later in 1995. 

			Needless to say, Daft Punk didn’t really fit in with big beat, either in sound or attitude. John Burgess of Jockey Slut magazine relates a story15 of travelling with Daft Punk to a club night in Nottingham run by big beat pioneers Heavenly Social, where the Parisian duo sat quietly at the front of the coach, while 50 wild Londoners smoked amyl-nitrate infused cigarettes and raffled off an ecstasy pill at the back. Daft Punk swiftly got sick of being compared to The Chemical Brothers, too. “There is no relation between them and us. None at all,” a “piqued” De Homem-Christo told the Montreal Mirror in 1997.16 Bangalter, rather more diplomatically, explained that The Chemical Brothers “are so much more rock-influenced than us” in the same interview. 

			Da Funk – which went on to sell 25,000 copies before Soma deleted it – was an early indicator that something quite unique was forming in Daft Punk’s Parisian lair, an impression backed up by Bangalter’s first solo 12 inch, the Trax On Da Rocks EP, which was released on his newly-formed Roulé label in 1995. 

			Bangalter’s solo career is scandalously overlooked today, with most of his music unavailable digitally. But it is crucial in marking his evolution as a producer from 1995 until 2003 when Roulé breathed its last. When Trax On Da Rocks hit the shelves in 1995, its five tracks meant that Bangalter had actually released more solo tracks than as a member of Daft Punk. (Depending, admittedly, on whether you view Alive as a remix of The New Wave or as a separate song in its own right.)

			Trax On Da Rocks took its inspiration from Relief Records, a Chicago house and techno label created by inspirational producer Cajmere. And yet it is a record of remarkable variety, which gives an interesting indication of where Daft Punk had come from, where they were heading and where they might have gone, had they considered fit. 

			The EP’s opening track, On Da Rocks, is like a glimpse into Daft Punk’s recent past, the song a near brother to Da Funk, shuffling along at a similarly laidback tempo with a bass line right out of the G-funk school. Outrun and Ventura, on the B-side, are notable for the heavy use of the filter effects that Daft Punk would later make their own on songs like Musique. Roulé Boulé, meanwhile, is like a cross between Da Funk and Rollin’ & Scratchin’, with the G-funk influences of the former (notably a wriggling P-funk synth motif) meeting the pace and intensity of the latter.

			What To Do is the most unique of the five tracks, suggesting an intriguing path that Daft Punk could, perhaps, have taken. The track’s bass drum thump and stuttering vocals nod to the ghetto house sound of DJ Funk (later named on Daft Punk’s Teachers). But they are overlaid with a cut-up breakbeat that suggests the influence of hardcore and even jungle, not genres of music that Daft Punk are often associated with. The recorded history of Daft Punk is often seen as a smooth, singular path from one point to another. What To Do shows this is far from the case, its raggedly brilliant fury representing an especially brutal dead end.

			The song also illustrates a key difference between Bangalter and De Homem-Christo. Bangalter is known as more of an experimenter, an early adopter who apparently owned one of the first Mac computers in France; De Homem-Christo is more restrained in his tastes. In Daft Punk Unchained, Eric Chédeville called De Homem-Christo, his partner in Le Knight Club, “more mystical”. “He wants just one thing, not two,” he explained. “And until he finds it, everything else is shit.”17

			“Guy-Man is really pure,” Chédeville tells me. “He is a guy who doesn’t make any concessions. In music, for example, I am a musician, I went to music school, I can play two or three riffs and think that the two or three are good. With Guy-Man, it’s not like that. With Guy-Man you can play one thousand riffs; if he doesn’t hear the good one, nothing is good.”

			Chédeville says that it was not always easy to work with De Homem-Christo, who would toil for hours creating what he considered to be the perfect drum pattern. “Guy-Man knows exactly what he wants to hear. He is not a musician by himself, so you have to show him some stuff and help him to realise those things. But [in Le Knight Club] he got the final cut because he has got the vision of music – his vision is the best vision I have ever seen in my life. When Guy-Man says it’s good, you are really quiet: you know that it’s good.” 

			Bangalter, Chédeville explains, is “a genius of technology, a genius of business, a genius of a lot of things”. “But he doesn’t have this magical thing that Guy-Man has.” We can see this distinction in the duo’s work outside the band. Bangalter’s solo records are more experimental than De Homem-Christo’s work, with Roulé serving as a testing ground for ideas that might not work within Daft Punk. De Homem-Christo’s recordings as Le Knight Club, and his Crydamoure label, tend to be laser-focused on the filter disco sound, home to a certain levity that, equally, might not work in the day job.

			1996 would prove a pivotal year for Daft Punk. In February of that year, Soma released a mysterious, limited-edition two-track EP by the duo under the Indo Silver Club moniker, the record’s second track later turning up on Homework under the song title Indo Silver Club. (Dave Clarke says Daft Punk wanted both tracks to go on Homework but rights issues got in the way.)

			In May, they played the Tribal Gathering festival in Oxfordshire, alongside the likes of Leftfield and Underworld. The duo had debuted their live set the previous year: a video18 of the duo performing at the Prophecy night in Carros, which took place on August 5 1995,19 is the earliest live footage of Daft Punk, showing two very fresh-faced young men teasing all kinds of filtered, acidic thrash out of their primitive set up. 

			Their set at Tribal Gathering20 was similarly raw but showed a step up in quality and reach, as the duo played a well-received set that was broadcast live21 on John Peel’s BBC Radio One Show. Included in their set that day was the Daft Punk remix of Ian Pooley’s Chord Memory, one of three remixes that the band produced that year, alongside brilliant takes on songs by Gabrielle (Forget About The World) and I:Cube (Disco Cubizm). 

			“I think I was the third person in the world that asked them for a remix,” says Ian Pooley. “It was a mutual respect: I immediately saw their talent, the way they sounded so unique, a really, really, really grown-up, mature sound for their age.” Pooley says Daft Punk’s remix of Chord Memory was “really, really unique”. “I was like, ‘This is a totally different approach to the original track.’” he says. “It was like a 180-degree change from the original track, which had a massive kick and not so many elements, not so many harmonies and everything. And they turned it into a really funky house track, with that amazing bass line and Thomas doing the Vocoder.”

			Paul Woolford, a DJ and producer from Leeds, says that Daft Punk’s remixes of Gabrielle and I:Cube marked an important development in their sound. “I felt like a turning point in their evolution was when they remixed I:Cube, Disco Cubizm, they remixed that, and they remixed Gabrielle’s Forget About The World,” he says. “Those two remixes for me, that was when I was like, ‘Wow, they sounded so cool.’ And they sounded completely different to everyone else. And then, of course, everyone started to use filters on disco samples.”

			Pooley also toured Germany with Daft Punk in 1996. He says that their DJ sets at the time were “really wild”. “Technically, Thomas was always a bit better,” he says. “Guy-Man was a bit more selective and tried to make a flow, and Thomas was a bit more old school, a lot of scratching and fast-moving and crossfader use: fun, total fun, not overthinking.”

			Most significantly, in September 1996, Daft Punk signed to Virgin Records in a deal that gave them total control over their music and image. “We were a good launch place for them, but they always had their sights on bigger things, working with major amounts of records,” says Soma’s Dave Clarke. “Not becoming a commodity for a major though, firmly keeping control. You’ll find now every major artist has got a similar deal to the one they got, but they got it first. They knew they just wanted to license their music [to the label].”

			The deal, in many ways, provided the bedrock for all that could come afterwards by letting Daft Punk dictate their own ways of working. “In a traditional record company model, it was very much: you created the plan, you had the video, you had the artwork, you had mixes, you had everything. But they were more in control of that type: visuals, the videos, the timing,” says Orla Lee-Fisher, now SVP of marketing at Universal Music International, who was head of marketing at Virgin Records when Daft Punk signed to the label. “It very much was a partnership, a collaboration. They very much were partners. They were very, very smart businessmen at a young age.”*

			
*Credit here must go to Emmanuel de Buretel, who was head of Virgin Records France at the time. He respectfully declined to speak to me for this book. Credit too, to Maya Masseboeuf, who was artistic director of Virgin Publishing France, and Morvan Boury, who also worked at Virgin.

			
			Lee-Fisher says that working with Daft Punk could be fascinating. But it wasn’t without its challenges, with the videos for singles sometimes arriving weeks or even months after the track had been released. “Frustrating isn’t the word, but [what] you just kind of had to get around is that the assets and the tools that you would use to promote a record, you are never going to get in the order that you would normally get with another artist, that would help build a bigger picture to get to a wider audience,” she says. “So when you would have a chart, like say One More Time went in at number two, you’re like going, ‘Hhhhf if we’d had a video we would have been number one.’”**

			
** The Daft Punk business is – or perhaps was – a very homespun affair. Daft Life (previously Daft Music and DaftTrax) is the band’s recorded music company, which licenses the band’s music to labels; Daft Arts is their production company, which handles images and film.

			
			Virgin re-released Da Funk backed with Musique, a track that had previously appeared on the influential Source Lab 2 compilation earlier that year. Musique would be another key track in Daft Punk’s development, leaning heavily on the filtered disco sound that would later be shot through their debut album, while its 118 BPM speed meant that Musique was the first Daft Punk song that could comfortably be described as house music. Da Funk and Musique would also be the duo’s first UK chart hit,22 reaching number seven in 1997.

			Roulé would release only one record in 1996, Bangalter’s fabulously over-the-top Spinal Scratch EP, in which he showed how Daft Punk might sound if they really let their hair down, kicking a short guitar sample around the mix until it begged for mercy, interspersed with gleefully overblown scratching noises.

			The majority of 1996, however, was taken up with the recording of Homework, Daft Punk’s debut album, in Bangalter’s home studio. For an album that would be so important in electronic music history, Homework’s origins seem remarkably relaxed.23 Bangalter told Melody Maker in 199724 that the album was made very cheaply – “No studio expenses, producers, engineers” – and that the duo had no real intention of making a full album until they realised they had assembled enough tracks.

			Alan Braxe visited Bangalter’s studio during the recording of Homework. “The studio at
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