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Foreword

Electronic music is still so young, relatively speaking, that if you’re over a certain age, you probably didn’t grow up with it. Even today’s kids who are devotees probably arrived there from somewhere else. In my case, there was plenty of music at home, but my mother and father listened exclusively to baroque classical music. My older sister Hilary and I discovered rock and roll and disco through 1970s New York radio.

When I was twelve, my family moved to Paris for a year, and Hilary and I started searching around the radio dial almost as soon as we landed. We came upon Radio Luxembourg and suddenly found ourselves in a world of new wave. Gary Numan’s icy-cool debut single “Cars” was at the top of the charts. I’d wait eagerly for it to come on again, and every time I heard it the world felt MODERN. One day at my new school I saw a kid carrying a copy of Jean-Mi-chel Jarre’s Équinoxe album and I went out and bought my own. I was instantly obsessed with the synth-pop primer “Équinoxe Part 5,” warmer than Gary Numan, almost sensual.

I soon picked up the guitar and became an insatiable student of rock history, but the sound of a synthesizer was never far away. When my sister brought home Depeche Mode’s first 45, “New Life,” it felt both instantly familiar and brand new. It combined the chill and the warmth of my two favorite synth songs, adding amped-up energy and even more pop immediacy.

Back in New York, I dove deeper into both their old and new music. A cassette of Construction Time Again spent a few months firmly lodged in my Sony Walkman as I made my way around the city. The chorus of “Everything Counts” continues to move me the same way it did then.

Years later, while on tour with Nada Surf, we played a club called Matrix in the German city of Bochum, and the promoters at the club told us they were hosting an “Empire of Darkness” Goth party starting at midnight after our show. Many clubs we played turned into discos after hours, so this wasn’t unusual. They explained, however, that Bochum had a huge goth contingent and that it was Good Friday (also known as Black Friday) and it was the biggest night of the year in the subculture. We were excited to check out the scene.

Sure enough, after our show the club was filled with people dressed to the nines. Incredible fashion, total commitment, latex and leather everywhere, lots of makeup, wall-to-wall black clothes. I was totally fascinated, drifting from room to room, watching, sometimes joining in the dancing a little, but mostly being a fly on the wall, soaking up the atmosphere, having a few drinks. The lights were very low, and the music was loud.

I had been hanging out for about an hour when “Personal Jesus” came on the stereo at wall-shaking volume. Tribal drums, that classic blues guitar riff, depth charges of bass synthesizer and Dave Gahan’s unmistakable voice. I will never forget the moment. You could feel the energy in the air double. People’s dancing became more intense and focused.

This was an anthem.

The night suddenly had its sound. Identity, freedom, sexual tension, purpose, danger, safety, a mix of everything. Something told me this was the one band that everyone there could agree on. It was a really powerful moment, and it remained etched in my mind. They still seem to me to be the Rolling Stones of electronic music, bringing more heat than anyone, deepening a visceral connection with people from all walks of life, decade after decade.

Driving to the airport in Los Angeles several years later, “Enjoy the Silence” came on the radio. We were in the middle of planning a Nada Surf covers album and I couldn’t help but put every song I heard through a “should we cover this?” internal feelings questionnaire. To my surprise, the answer was clear: we had to record this one. The song was so well-written that I knew it would withstand any treatment. Part of the joy of covering someone else’s work is pretending that you wrote it, getting on a thrill ride through a landscape that you’d loved, that you’d only heard through speakers, that you now inhabit. I changed the opening melody just a little and then let myself be led by the song. It ended up being the highlight of the album.

Like all the greatest bands, Depeche Mode are full of contradictions. Despite being hardworking artists and technicians, pioneers of sampling who weave their soundscapes from small and sometimes complex elements, their rhythms still ultimately come across as primal — primitive and direct. And despite being born out of a musical culture that at first prized coldness and detachment, they champion feelings and emotional states, from love and lust and hedonism and freedom, to self-reflection and redemption. They have one foot in our primordial past, and one foot in the future, which is maybe the constant condition of modern humanity. Depeche Mode is just human music in the end.

Matthew Caws

Cambridge, England
August 2020
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Introduction

Like most teenage boys, it all came to pass because I wanted to impress a girl. We worked at a record store together. She wore black exclusively and had Dr. Martens boots up to her knees, unapologetically ripped fishnets, and piercings before piercings became cool. Record Store Girl could’ve told me country and western music was the best thing ever, and I would’ve donned a ten-gallon hat and sought out a massive belt buckle to go with that and a pair of Dingo boots. Instead, my eyes were opened to a whole new world that I had only been peripherally aware existed.

Record Store Girl turned me on to bands like The Cure, The Smiths, Joy Division, and, of course, Depeche Mode. Violator had just come out, and while I knew the singles from MTV, the record as a whole was a revelation. We’d go down to the bustling and incessantly hip South Street in Philadelphia and scour much better music spots for the import CDs, picking up “Policy of Truth” with its techno-flavored B-side “Kaleid” and the “World in My Eyes” 12-inch that had “Happiest Girl (The Pulsating Orbital Mix),” a remix by Dr. Alex Paterson and Thrash from The Orb.

I worked my way backward through the band’s catalog, falling hard for the synth-pop brilliance of Music for the Masses and Black Celebration, the curious industrial endeavors of Construction Time Again, Some Great Reward, and all the hard-to-find singles in-between. The stories behind the songs grabbed me too. And wait a minute; this singer guy—the one dressed up in a crown and cape carrying a deck chair through grassy fields, snowy mountains, and sandy beaches in the “Enjoy the Silence” video—he doesn’t write the songs? Instead, the writer is the curly-haired blond one dressed like he shops exclusively in the bondage section of South Street’s Zipperhead?

It was fascinating, and I was sold. I switched from classic rock radio to the modern rock of WDRE. The lyrics of Depeche Mode and their contemporaries were speaking to me, verbalizing my teen angst in ways I was light years away from being able to understand. To say it was a revelation would be one truth, but inside it was also creating a revolution. I could be myself, express my inner dysfunctions outwardly and not care what the privileged jocks in high school thought with their pricey, striped rugby shirts that mommy and daddy bought them. I, too, was going to start wearing black because, like Morrissey intoned so perfectly, “I wear black on the outside/’cause black is how I feel on the inside.”

Depeche Mode wasn’t feeling particularly loved at the time either. Their inner turmoil through the 1990s made for some captivating material on Songs of Faith and Devotion and Ultra, but they came dangerously close to implosion while I was on the other side of the world wondering if Dave Gahan ever found a good spot to finally lay that deck chair. Thankfully, they got things on track right when I was starting college and figuring out my own circumstances as well. A reboot at the dawn of the 2000s shaped a band rebirth and earned them well-deserved respect for sticking around and having the will to take risks that continues through to the present day.

Whatever the mood, there’s a Depeche Mode album, song, remix, or live release that will fit. The songs are enchanting in the right setting because most of what you’ve dealt with, Martin Gore—and now with Gahan’s lyrics—make you realize they have gone through it too. The band will help a person through the years like an old, reliable friend who you can give a call, will dispense the best advice possible, or at least make you feel less alone.

Record Store Girl and I lost touch as the years went on, and sometimes I wonder if she ever listens to Violator and knows the effect it had on a wayward teen who didn’t know any better back then. I’m just glad I never had to buy that massive belt buckle.

Michael Christopher

Boston, Massachusetts
February 2020
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Composition of Sound

How Depeche Mode Came Together

The working-class town of Basildon is the largest in its eponymous borough in the county of Essex, England, some thirty miles east of London. It’s where Vince Clarke, Martin Gore, Andy Fletcher, and Dave Gahan came of age as the peace and love ethos of the 1960s would give way to the punk and new wave uprising of the 1970s. It’s also some thirty miles east of where anything interesting in ways of culture was going on at the time, leaving many of the local adolescents to turn to creating music as an outlet for their restlessness.

Inspired by the musical shift in the country at large, and in particular in the spring of 1979 when The Cure released their post-punk debut, Three Imaginary Boys, Clarke—then a nineteen-year-old known as Vincent John Martin—was ready to fully commit to his own band. He had already been turned onto music at an early age, a youthful enthusiasm stirred by the melodies in the film The Graduate, compelling him to purchase a songbook to learn all of the Simon & Garfunkel compositions on the soundtrack. That led him to the duo’s next album, Bookends, which he studied, accompanied by an acoustic guitar, sowing the seeds for his future.

Clarke was in short-lived bands like Nathan, The Plan, and No Romance in China—the last with Andy Fletcher—who he had met through their involvement in the Boys’ Brigade at St. Paul’s Methodist Church in Basildon. The two formed the electronic band, Composition of Sound, in the early part of 1980. The only problem? The former is in possession of a guitar while the latter just has a bass. Even a cheap drum machine couldn’t hide the fact they were lacking. A duo they would not be, and additional members needed to be enlisted.

Martin Gore, who had been in a band called Norman & The Worms and was currently in French Look, would be the first addition tapped. He would later quip it was because he was one of the few people in the neighborhood who owned a synthesizer. Clarke reluctantly took on vocals, but a true frontman was desperately needed if early shows were any indication, so they start auditioning, having prospects sing David Bowie’s “Heroes” over and over again.

Wanted: Singer. Must Bring Own Audience

Dave Gahan was one of those who auditioned for Composition of Sound. He had a reputation for being rambunctious, spreading himself throughout a wide range of cliques, from the punkers to the nerds, but never committing to one. Dropping out of school at sixteen, he hadn’t even seriously considered being a vocalist; like most other things, it was simply something fleeting which he happened to fancy. But he was a confident extrovert, and he had even been to clubs in London, which immediately increased his cool factor. Gahan also had an inherent knack for style, cultivated at a local technical college, where he would often design outfits for his friends, which was another big reason Gore saw fit for him to join the group: he came with his own set of devotees. Growing an audience is the primary goal of any startup band, so having a singer with one already in tow put Composition of Sound ahead of the game from the get-go.

The first show with Gahan at the mic would be at St. Nicholas School in Basildon on June 14, 1980. Gore was, for the time being, still in French Look, who were also on the bill as headliners, so he had to pull double duty. For Gahan though, this whole being a singer business had quickly gotten real. He would later recall having to down copious amounts of lager to drum up the courage just to get onstage.

Gig number one out of the way, there was much more to be done to up the ante.

Fashion Update

One of the elements developed within Composition of Sound following Gahan’s arrival was, not surprisingly, their sense of fashion. He took charge of their image, something that the band would become known for in years to come. But there was something else that needed to be addressed: their name. It’s not that Composition of Sound was a terrible moniker to go by, it just didn’t have that panache, needing the punch or mystery that came with a “Joy Division,” “Kraftwerk,” or “The Human League.”

Gahan had come across a French magazine called Dépêche Mode while doing a fashion design window display and, while having no
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