Velveteen – Hello, here comes a blitz of guitars

»27« is the new album by velveteen. Carsten Schrauff (vocals and guitars) talks about shoegazing, towering guitars and numerology which is actually non-existent.

Reading through your biography, words like flat shares, "shoegazing", listening to music with friends are eye-catching. How important was all this for the band's development?

Carsten: It was pretty significant. We used to spend nights listening to so called shoegaze bands like Ride, My Bloody Valentine or Spacemen 3 together and could not believe how fantastic this music was. We were considering ourselves kind of an "elite" because we knew bands like "Venus Beads“ or „Medicine“ that no one else had ever heard of. At that time, guitar music around us was dominated by straightforward rock music and metal and it suited us to be on a different level and say: hello,  this is a blitz of guitars.

Small Labels, minimal promotion, no promotion budgets. And all of a sudden you were in contact with a major label, went to a renowned recording studio in Weilheim, met people from bands who you were fans of. And then the A&R's assistant came in demanding everything you recorded to be more compatible to the pop charts. A nightmare?

It was both, a dream on one hand and a nightmare on the other. Of course, it was great to go to a studio of our choice, work with a really creative producer at the Uphon studios in Weilheim and get to know the environment in which bands like The Notwist were working. We were staying in Martin Gretschmann's (Console) flat and people from Bands like Miles and Readymade were popping round at the studio, which was cool. We were able to learn quite a lot in ways of producing and recording music and have positive memories on this part of it. On the other hand, we realised that it wasn't any fun working with a major label which was treating music as a commodity and not showing any understanding or appreciation for the artistic approach we had and was also playing with terrible ideas on the marketing side of things. We don't want to go into detail but it was so bad that we fell out with them before the recordings had even been fully finished and went separate ways. I think, thy didn't understand why we wanted to go this studio in the first place but since some bands who had been recording there were doing quite well they let us go ahead with it. The people in Weilheim encouraged us to do what we thought was right rather than what the label told us to and we are still grateful for that.  

Right from the start, you have been emphasizing the importance of playing live for the band, considering it even more important than recording. What is the special appeal of clubs or festivals for you?  

We have never felt to entirely comfortable on big open air stages but it is an exceptional feeling to come off stage after a good gig in a club when heat, intense sound and exertion come together. Apart from that, it is an almost unbeatable state when the chemistry between band and audience is right.


Did working with Oli Rüger on your last three albums make recording and spending time in the studio more exciting for you?

It did. And we have learnt a lot from him as well. It was quite a challenge to work with such a peculiar character with an explosive temper. But he's a great guy because of that and a good friend of ours. It expanded our musical horizons especially on „the outdoor method“and „Home Waters“. We actually began to look at the time in the studio as an extension of the songwriting process rather than the end of it. He helped us to get rid of our previous understanding of recording as a kind of archiving of a preceding creative process. That was the crucial matter. Since then, experimenting and further development of songs in the studio have become more important in the whole process of recording and producing and we enjoy it more. We used not to like being in the studio so much and couldn't wait to get out and play live but now it has become the centre of what we do and the time in the rehearsal room is now a kind of preparation, kind of like a workshop where we make the parts.

„'HOME WATERS' was the name of the album released in 2007 leading into the microcosm of the four guys from Frankfurt". How does this become audible? Or did this refer to the lyrics?

I think this referred to the lyrics. Experiences that I have made somewhere along the way are depicted in our songs, sometimes they are quite obvious at others more subtle. We shy away from political topics as it is sometimes present in punk or fantasy stuff in the case of some metal music. We rather illustrate our own small world and little everyday things that we consider to have a certain meaning. It is this "microcosm" if you want to call it that, in which we move and which we know. Things do not have to be of global importance to be moving.  
Everyone has probably been at a party like the one we want to escape from on "Drink up girls" or realised that one has to let go of something for good like it is described in "I divided Europe". The thing that matters is that something which moved the person writing the lyrics is conveyed through words and music, and can therefore be moving for the listener as well. That is important to us.  


Failure is mentioned as an element of everyday life and as something which can unexpectedly become the source of fresh hope...

That's exactly the point. Failure is a part of any ambition. Well, when failure is the ultimate low, it becomes a turning point, a source of hope for better things to come. Therefore, failure has a value and is indispensable. Hope is important and life revolves around it but it is non-existent without failure.


A thing that has often been described for Velveteen are the enormous but beautifully towering guitars...but they are more differentiated than you would expect...

Thanks, who likes to be narrowed down to volume only… We like to build layers of guitar tracks out of many small and tangled melodies, chords or riffs, which may seem like one broad sound at first but are untangled when listening closely. In "At the Birdhouse", for example, we have piled more than twenty guitar tracks onto each other but I would bet that you can actually still hear at least 15. This has to do with force and equilibrium for it. When we let guitars become quite brutal, they still have to result in a yearning harmony in order not to come across as to evil or dark. The sweet has to come with the bitter. Just as in life, opposites come together like directness and reverb. This way, we join soundscapes together into something we consider balanced and right.

How did you experience the reception of the band nationally and internationally? Of course, I am referring to the many, many downloads in the U.S. after the April Fools joke of an American blogger, the consequential mention on MTV News 

(http://www.mtv.com/news/articles/1584748/20080403/death_cab_for_cutie.jhtml) in the U.S.... 

How important are reviews in music magazines culminating in flowery language like "euphonious walls of sound made from melodic guitars, shimmering keyboards, warm bass and dreamy glockenspiel after gentle verses peaking in instrumental explosions which rise up and tower high."


Obviously that's nice to read and we are happy if someone is excited about our music and finds such words to describe it. But we are just as happy when someone hits the nail on the head with more prosaic language which is sometimes harder to do. In general, the reception of the band has been varying. In Germany, the coverage could have been a bit more but the coverage we had was positive. It's important for us when journalists from music magazines or newspapers appreciate what we are doing but the enthusiasm from people in the U.S. was quite different. There were loads of reactions and a lot of them were superlative. There were fans that wrote us fantastic emails or comments and were saying how much they wished to see us play in their town. We were totally surprised that there wasn't any resentment at all. It all started when this blogger, Jerome Holeyman, put our album "Home Waters" on the internet as a leak of „Narrow Stairs“, the Death Cab for Cutie album which had not yet been released. There was a link saying "Here you can download the new DCFC album which will only be released in six months". But in fact, people were downloading "Home Waters". From that moment, this thing went off. At first, people actually thought that they were listening to DCFC and when they realised, they were mostly happy to have found this new band that they had never heard off. A lot of coverage went on in the media ranging from MTV in New York to countless radio stations and we had to deal with it and answer loads of requests for albums and interviews. Until today we receive positive comments about the whole thing and have more listeners in the U.S. than we have anywhere else. This kind of enthusiasm was almost unfamiliar to us but it was nice.


In the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung a "lively appeal against shallowness and dullness in pop music" was mentioned in a review about you and also the incompatibility of the band's attitude with business marketing strategies with which you saw yourselves confronted at some earlier stage...  

Yes, we are a bit proud of that. When we actually waved goodbye to a deal with a major label and all its promises that came with it, it was hard because we were thinking that everything would start from here but then it didn't. We have often talked about it but we are still sure that it was the right decision and that we would have probably split up after a short while if things had gone ahead. It just wouldn’t have destroyed us as a band. Those things happen because A&Rs don't believe that. To be fair, we just picked the wrong boat right from the start and simply ignored the first signals. And at some point it was too late for a debate on principles. That's how we came back to our rehearsal room empty handed instead of signing a record deal and had to tell everyone that was not going to be an album in the foreseeable future. But I think people respected us for it in the end. Since then, we recorded albums the way we wanted, with little or hardly any marketing. That is probably not the best of solutions but it feels right somehow.



Where would you place yourselves on the music scene? Indie, Post, Noise, Rock, Pop? Melodic or dynamic? Or some entity consisting of the best of these worlds?

We have always been considering ourselves as "indie". All these categories somehow suck but are in a way useful at the same time. When we started, there was a simpler and clearer line between indie and mainstream, now the indie scene has become so diverse that these categories help to describe content-related and ideological tendencies. In the end, it is up to listeners to decide for themselves.

You have produced the new album  »27« completely by yourselves – with a little help from some friends... 

That's right. We were looking for an essentially different way of producing this album compared to our previous ones. We didn't want to take almost finished songs to the studio. We wanted to let fragments come together, there. It was an experiment. Naturally, some stuff flew out of the window but mostly it worked so well that we stuck to it. We started with a hook, a sample or a guitar part and would then build around it trying to find basslines, vocal melodies, a dramaturgy and so on – until it became a song. Then we immediately mixed that song and began with another one. This was quite an effort and also time consuming. We also tried to limit the number of people making creative decisions, which works but we still relied on "a little help from some friends who were great.

At first glance, the record appears considerably quieter...When Madonna and Alanis Morisette released albums featuring sensuous notes after having given birth; there was talk of "maternity records". Is »27« a "paternity album" owing to your new role?

Absolutely not. The album is a bit quieter but we don't really know why. We didn't choose it as an approach. The songs just emerged from the experiments that we made without us directing them into certain channels. I know this might sound a bit arty farty but that's the way it was.

What does 27 refer to?

We always wanted to have a number as an album title. Looking for a possible title I realised that we had altogether spent 27 weeks at the studio spread out over one and a half years. Simple as that. Now people send us emails with interesting facts about the number 27 or tell us that it has always been their favourite number. That's nice.  

About the cover – there is no bullshit, no egos, and no pictures of musicians. Instead, it's atmospherical with images of Mountains, rocks and animals. What do you want to tell us?

It is the photography of a diorama from a big natural history museum and I instantly liked it when I saw it. I think, the atmosphere is beautifully ominous and it illustrates something that is present on »27«. We simply tried to create a certain atmosphere. We don't want egos in the artwork; they're on the record somehow, anyway.

Chris plays rhodes, Christoph plays keyboards and Thomas synthesizers – that's all we get to know from the cover. But since the guitars on velveteen records don't always sound like guitars you don't really know who is responsible for what. Is that part of a concept? 

Yes, that is something that came with the concept of the production: Everyone will try anything to come up with something to expand an idea. It turned out that Chris has the right touch with the rhodes and everyone branched out a little bit. We even generated sounds with kitchen utensils or office equipment which we sampled and processed. We were all looking for different possibilities and this was part of the instrumentation and characterised the sound. 

Many different bands are referenced in efforts to compare velveteen. Which names have been mentioned a lot and which bands would you approve of or like to add?

‘The Notwist‘ and ‘Death Cab for Cutie‘ are mentioned quite often. We like both bands very much. Such comparisons are surely helpful when someone wants to introduce a quite unknown band to someone else but also make it hard to fulfil expectations. 

All-time favourites of ours are records like "Nowhere" by ‘Ride‘ or "Loveless“by ‘My Bloody Valentine‘. They are brilliant. They sound quite different than we do, though. 


Two bands that come to my mind when thinking about guitars, which don't seem to have been mentioned in connection with velveteen until now, are "The Cure" and "Echo & The Bunnymen“. Is that entirely beside the point?

Well, I have come to like ‘The Cure‘. I used not to because the scene that surrounded a band used to be really important. When we were young, we did not want to be a part of the scene that dressed up in black, wearing bizarre hairdos and make up. Consequently you were prejudiced about the music as well. Stupid, but that's how it was. Now, we are wiser and know that only the music counts. I still don't quite understand the "Bunnymen", though. 


What are your plans regarding the release of the album on Fuego, your new label?

We decided to go for Fuego and its distribution partner Rough Trade because at Fuego they are really relaxed and sincere. They are everything we always missed at other labels. No one is talking just to hear themself speak or coming up with agonizing ideas for promotion that clearly miss the point of the band. Friedel from Fuego saw us play live, listened to "Home Waters" and said "We will release your next album if you like. Tell us when it's finished." This way, we had the artistic freedom and trust that were missing at other labels who listened to demo versions with marketing at the back of their minds. We're on the same wavelength wit Fuego on these issues. What we would like to achieve is to get some more people in Germany to listen to us and to open the door to the U.S. and other countries just a bit further.

Interview: Detlef Kinsler (01/2010)
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Further links:

Band-Website: 

http://www.velveteen-music.de
MySpace: 


http://www.myspace.com/velveteenmusic
MTV/USA-Story:

           http://www.mtv.com/news/articles/1584748/20080403/death_cab_for_cutie.jhtml
Cover image (High-Res):          
http://www.fuego.de/cover/1980.jpg
Press photo 1 (High-Res):
http://www.fuego.de/download/velveteen_photo_01.jpg
Press photo 2 (High-Res):
http://www.fuego.de/download/velveteen_photo_02.jpg
Press photo 3 (High-Res):
http://www.fuego.de/download/velveteen_photo_03.jpg
Label-Website: 

http://www.fuego.de
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VELVETEEN are available for interviews by phone or email.

Contact us:

FUEGO




Tel.: 0049-421-75111




Email: music@fuego.de
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Discography:

2002 - VELVETEEN - »Keep It To Yourself«

2004 - VELVETEEN - »The Outdoor Method«

2007 - VELVETEEN - »Home Waters«

2010 - VELVETEEN - »27«

