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FILE UNDER: ROCK / ELECTRONIC
“Richard Pinhas is still a force in world music today…his music has the emotive depth that most other electronauts hardly begin to grapple with. Add to this its other attributes: alien atmospheres, futuristic imagery, feelings of the mystery of technology, precise clinical production, belief in creative and political revolution, an obscure intellectual base and references to science fiction…then there is a musical force that has little or no rival.”  – Audion
Ceaselessly innovative in a career spanning more than 30 years, Richard Pinhas is recognized as one of France’s major experimental musicians. A composer, world-class guitarist and electronics innovator, he is a key figure in the international development of electronic rock music. During the 1970s, Pinhas' stature in France was analogous to Tangerine Dream's in Germany: the father figure of an entire musical movement. His band Heldon fused electronics, “diabolical guitar work” and rock to create a pioneering, aggressive music that was a precursor to the industrial music and techno to come. Heldon’s music remains vital and unsurpassed today, evident in its worldwide revival among a younger generation. New electronic and digital artists and DJs are emulating Pinhas’ 70s work and incorporating it into their own. In recent years, Heldon tracks have been sampled by UNKLE (Never, Never, Land, Island, 2003) and by legendary electronic artist Bill Laswell (for a CD with Peter Namlook) and have been eldonincluded in a DJ compilation by Four Tet (DJ-Kicks, !K7, 2006). In 2006, Japanese label Captain Trip released a Heldon boxed set, which included an action figure modeled on Heldon cover art. In tandem with this revival, Pinhas has continued to create new music, including a planned collaboration recording and touring with electronic noise rockers Wolf Eyes beginning in March 2007. Pinhas’ work over the past decade, featuring his “Metatronic” system of electronically treated solo guitar compositions, is as radically innovative as anything in his early career. Incorporating influences from and sharing aesthetics with the work of Fripp, Eno and Godspeed You! Black Emperor, Pinhas’ new guitar / electronics / spoken word works have appealed to longstanding fans while also attracting new admirers.

Pinhas’ music is unique in rock’s canon due to its multiple levels of meaning, cool abstraction, and intellectual depth. Throughout his career, Pinhas has created music that is both visceral and visionary: aggressive, emotional and seductively hypnotic, his music intertwines philosophical, literary and musical theories at its core. This is attributed to Pinhas’ academic training in both music and philosophy. He received a Baccalaureate degree in guitar at 17, and later a PhD in philosophy from the Sorbonne, writing his dissertation on time and science fiction while studying under renowned French philosopher Gilles Deleuze. As a student, Pinhas played in The Blues Convention and formed his own band, Schizo. Afterwards, Pinhas taught philosophy at the Sorbonne before abandoning an academic career for his band Heldon, named after the mythical land in Normal Spinrad’s sci-fi novel, The Iron Dream. Over the course of his subsequent musical career, Pinhas’ ongoing philosophical studies and interest in science fiction have sparked, infused, and continually renewed his instrumental music, imbuing it with multi-faceted meanings.

Heldon released seven groundbreaking, critically acclaimed albums between 1974 and 1979. In addition to his Heldon work, Pinhas released five solo albums between 1976 and 1982. All of the Heldon and Pinhas recordings from this period have been reissued by Cuneiform in a major Heldon/Pinhas CD reissue project that the label began in 1991. The reissues spotlight Heldon’s significance as a forerunner of industrial music and verified Pinhas’ role in rock’s vanguard. The Wire noted that a 1976 Heldon recording  “drew parallels with Throbbing Gristle,” and that later works were “further step[s] into the industrial darkness,” stating that “Heldon’s music has always been shot through with an undercurrent of violence, a kind of glacial, metallic implacability, which gradually became more overt.” Critics lauded these 30-year old recordings, remarking that Heldon’s “trailblazing electronic pathways have rarely been eclipsed even today” (i/e).

In the 1980s, Pinhas took a brief respite from music, working on a book that became Les Larmes de Nietzsche: Deleuze et La Musique (Flammarion, 2001). Deleuze, his friend and mentor, died from suicide in 1995. Pinhas later co-edited another book on Deleuze with André Bernhold, called Deleuze épars (Hermann, 2005). In 1992, Pinhas returned to music with a vengeance, releasing his first CD in a decade, DWW, on Cuneiform, and also recording collaborations with Peter Frohmader (Fossil Culture, Cuneiform, 1999), John Livengood, Scanner, and Pascal Comelade for various labels. 

During the 90s, Pinhas began developing a system of electronic processing to use in performing live solo guitar concerts. Experimenting with tape loops and infinite delays, he expanded, transformed and even transcended the “Frippertronics” technique Fripp used in his work with Eno; he “developed a set of personal parameters that stand on their own legs, his looping strata giving birth to interlocking patterns, chordal waves and even harmonic movements…” [Touching Extremes]. In a recent Guitar Player article, Pinhas described his guitar & electronics processing system – which he calls a “Loop Metatronic System” or “Metatronics” – as “an evolving looping technique – where older material within the loop gradually fades out and is replaced with the newer material – rather than static loops that simply repeat indefinitely.” 

In 1998, Pinhas formed a collaborative project, Schizotrope, with noted cyber-punk author Maurice Dantec; writer Norman Spinrad also played a role. Schizotrope fused guitar, electronics and spoken word from texts by Dantec and Deleuze. It toured internationally and released three CDs, including a live recording on Cuneiform, The Life and Death of Marie Zorn (2000). Pinhas integrated varying amounts of electronically processed spoken word into some subsequent solo projects. Spoken by prominent 20th Century visionaries and futurists, including philosopher Deleuze (who appeared during his lifetime on Pinhas’ early Schizo and Heldon recordings), science fiction writers Spinrad and Philip K. Dick, and French writers Dantec and Chloe Delaume, the words – either taped or live or in real time, in English or French – add another layer of sound, texture and conceptual meaning to Pinhas’ rich soundfields. 
Pinhas released his first solo CD based solely on guitar and processing systems, De L’Un Et Du Multiple (Spalax), in 1999.  His 2nd solo CD in this vein, Event and Repetition, came out in 2002 on Cuneiform. Event and Repetition was widely acclaimed as one of the best works of Pinhas’ career, a sophisticated and mature manifestation of his experiments with electronically processed guitar and unique interpretation of Frippertronics. The BBC described it as “Music that is in flux and stasis at the same time, with an almost sculptural presence, stuffed with overtones and rich textures.” All Music Guide noted:

“…a sporadic but constant thread in Pinhas’ music has been his experimentation with guitar feedback, loops and effects boxes, even in the early days of Heldon…Event and Repetitions may well signal the full realization of Pinhas’ long-time vision. The drifting, hypnotic patterns of the five pieces on this CD… have a shimmering beauty and depth that seems to suggest a destination at the end of a long journey – and perhaps the beginning of a new journey.” 
Pinhas did indeed embark on new directions for his next metatronic CD, called Tranzition. Released in 2004 on Cuneiform, Tranzition featured Pinhas augmenting his guitar-and-electronics palette with additional instruments and sounds, including spoken word (a tape by Philip K. Dick), laptop (which had appeared on Pinhas’ projects since the 90s, contributed by collaborator Jerome Schmidt), violin (Philippe Simon), and most notably, live drums (Antoine Paganotti, of Magma). Progression noted that: “As always, influenced by Robert Fripp as well as the minimalist’s aesthetic of the gradually unfolding process, Pinhas begins with a few ideas, motifs, sonorities and textures, and slowly, inexorably and inevitably builds substantial pieces from the most modest of means. …Magnificent.” Splendid noted that: 

“…on Tranzition, Pinhas proves that he is still active, and vital to the future of electronic music. … I only hope that the current crop of electronic musicians are listening to this. As artists like Moby have shown, the movement benefits creatively and commercially when the electronics are secondary to the emotion. On this recording, Pinhas revels in yet another method of achieving this balance, and musicians and fans alike will do well to pay attention.”

Metatron, Pinhas’ newest release, is one of the most ambitious and significant projects of his career. It contains 2 CDs containing more than 2 hours of music composed by Pinhas, and a video (on CD 1, viewable in QuickTime) shot by Alain Bellaiche while on Pinhas’ 2004 North American tour. Containing a total of 12 musical tracks, the double CD includes 2 tracks that Pinhas composed with Schmidt, and one with Dantec. Recorded over a 7 month period, Metatron reveals Pinhas using a broader range of instrumentation – including acoustic – than he’s used on other solo projects of the past decade.  Besides Pinhas (guitar, electronics & metratonic process), Metatron includes instrumental contributions by Didier Batard (‘splendid bass’), Patrick Gauthier (minimoog), Chuck Oken Jr. (of Djam Karet, on synth), Antoine Paganotti (of Magma, on drums), Alain Renaud (lead guitar), Jérome Schmidt (laptop and loops), and Philippe Simon (violin), and spoken word contributions by William S. Burroughs, Maurice Dantec, Philip K. Dick, and others – including Bots!! When asked how Metraton compares to his other recent works, Pinhas said:

“The guitar leads everything, but not as in TRANZITION, it is not the skeleton of each track, just an important instrument. …I wanted to surround the guitar with other instruments, that is why I have many friends playing on this album. Also, another point is the emergence of “themes” or kinds of “melodies” in some tracks on #1. The “tronics” process is very low in comparison to the preceding CDs; now the compositions and the general sound are of the most importance. After TRANZITION, METATRON is another step towards a kind of music that exists, at the moment, only in my imagination, but which will be the next step in my process of creation.”

Metatron is a landmark work in Pinhas’ career, an artistic tour-de-force in which music, meaning, word, sound and process find full integration, or unity. Pinhas calls Metatron “a concept album around the notion of ‘unification’ (Tikkun).” He explains: “METATRON is the Angel in the face of the Kabbalah Zohar, but I use this name – in the sense that it has eternally existed – as ‘a big distribution of energy and intensities.’” While the Zohar is the key book in Kabbalah, Jewish mysticism, Pinhas denies religious allusions, stating: “That doesn’t mean that I believe in something, just that it is an ‘energy process’ that can be made either by words (philosophy, novels for examples) or by sounds (which is what I try to do in my music). That is why there are variations…on a single theme…”

Like all of Pinhas’ works, Metatron resonates on many levels, musically and conceptually. The figure of Metatron also appears in cyber novels by Dantec and Thomas Pynchon, in videogames and in numerous Japanese anime and manga series. Japanese interest in Pinhas’ work has surged in recent years; a Japanese label has just licensed Pinhas’ early solo works from Cuneiform. Pinhas will tour Japan for the first time in December 2006, and will tour the North America (including the West Coast) in 2007.

For more info visit: www.richardpinhas.com


