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FUSION  As Stephan Micus 
plays his first London 

concert in over 35 
years, Simon Broughton 

visits him at home in 
Mallorca to hear about his 
extraordinary sound world

C OLOUR PHOTOS
SIM ON B ROUG H TON

Palma Airport, Mallorca. I pick up a hire car and set 
out towards the east of the island. On the stereo is 
Towards the Wind, my favourite Stephan Micus CD. 
I leave the airport to a plaintive bass duduk solo, 
drive through the sprawling strip development to a 

plinky Tanzanian kalimba and then reach ‘Flying Horses,’ one 
of the most spectacular tracks featuring Japanese shakuhachi, 
three steel-string guitars and 12 dondon (talking drums from 
Ghana). The guitars ring in the open space that’s now around 
me, rugged mountains in the distance. Then the Japanese 
flute bursts in with a searing whoosh, before unwinding in 
a gorgeous melody. All around me are the ruined windmills 
that dot the Mallorcan landscape. Then the drums enter as 
if to underline the stony ruggedness of the landscape. This is 
music that doesn’t belong anywhere, of course, but can work 
everywhere.

The music was created here, however, in the studio of the 
German musician Stephan Micus, which is where I’m heading. 
Since 1979 he has recorded 19 extraordinary albums for ECM 
featuring instruments from all over the world in music 
composed, played and multi-tracked by Micus himself. 

He’s not keen on talking about his music and prefers to keep 
his whereabouts discreet, but actually his views on what he does 
and why are fascinating. The music he creates is very powerful 
and quite unique. 

I emailed Micus for his address. “I don’t have an address,” he 
replies, “I will come and pick you up at your hotel.” He arrives on 
a BMW motorbike and I follow him along a sequence of lanes 
up onto a stony hillside. Here he lives with his second wife and 
young daughter and has a recording studio with a panoramic 
view onto the nearby town. We sit down to talk in a shady 
garden full of sprawling cactus surrounded by rough stone walls. 

“I’ve never liked cities,” he says. “I’ve 
lived all my life in the countryside. My 
elder daughter now lives in London, 
but when I visit her I feel so cut off 
from the world. It might seem 
paradoxical, but I feel much more 
connected to the world out here with 
my feet on the ground.”

For each album Micus takes 
a particular sound world, idea or 
philosophy. Towards the Wind is full 
of wind instruments; The Garden 
of Mirrors is laced with the deep 
plucking of strings such as the West 
African bolombatto and sinding 
harps; Life has a Buddhist narrative 

with bells and gongs; and the recent Bold As Light has beautiful 
oriental flutes from Laos and Japan. But it is never exclusively 
instruments of a particular type or from a particular place, 
the idea is to mix things up. And he also uses his voice, multi-

tracked up to 20 times. Micus is a one-man universe of sound. 
“I have two or three main actors [instruments] and create a 

story for them,” explains Micus in answer to how he makes his 
albums. “It’s like a journey. You start here in this garden; you go 
to the mountains; pass by the sea and then come back here. The 
composer is like a guide who takes 
you on this walk. If he’s a good guide, 
he will create a beautiful journey and 
bring you back at the end. The whole 
thing has to make sense like a journey 
or a theatre piece.”

It takes mIcus around three 
years to compose and record the 
music for each album. “Usually 
I work through a long series of 
improvisations with a recording 
machine. When I find a nice phrase, 
this becomes a seed and around it 
the music starts growing. I decide 
whether the instruments are solo or 
in dialogue with another instrument. 
Some composers work with paper and a pencil – for me 
it’s unthinkable. I have to touch the instruments which I 
compose for and I find it hard to imagine composing music for 
something I couldn’t play myself.” 

Does that mean a particular tune belongs only to a certain 
instrument? You wouldn’t take a duduk melody and then play it 
on a shakuhachi?

“I would even go so far as to say it can only belong to that 
particular shakuhachi. I have a very intimate relationship with 
these instruments. It’s also the instrument that’s speaking and 
telling the stories it has. It’s like a human being and each of us 
has different stories to tell. Sometimes if I try a tune from one 
shakuhachi on another one, it doesn’t sound right.” 

Micus has a Buddhist-like love of the sonority of sound itself. 
A beautiful gong stoke, a plucked string or a rich-sounding reed 
is an end in itself. He spent a long time in Japan studying 
shakuhachi – and poetry. He loves the Zen Buddhist poems 
called koan and has built a couple of his albums around one. 

We go up a stony path to the studio he’s built on the hill. 
Behind it is an oriental garden. Inside he pulls open wide 
drawers of all sorts of wind instruments – a dozen shakuhachi 
of different sizes, a whole drawer of Armenian duduks, 

Stephan Micus’  
Sound World

‘Adela’ from the album 
Desert Poems (2001) 
For 22 Indian dilruba, a bowed 
instrument, Micus builds up 
rich sonorous textures rather 
like an exotic Arvo Pärt.

‘Flying Horses’ from Towards 
the Wind (2002) 
For three steel-string guitars, 
shakuhachi and 12 dondon 
talking drums. This builds 
slowly until the drums come in 
around five minutes in – it’s a 
thrilling unstoppable ride.

The panoramic view from Stephan 
Micus’ studio in Mallorca



www.songlines.co.uk Songlines  51

° S T E P H A N  M I C U S °

another draw of duduk reeds, nays from Egypt, suling flutes 
from Bali and several very ordinary tin whistles. I love the way 
he keeps some instruments in waiting for 30 years before he 
uses them – the Moroccan gimbri, which has a powerful, deep 
plucked sound, is still an instrument in waiting. Or the way he 

develops a passion for something 
totally obscure like the raj nplaim 
(pronounced ranplei) from Laos. It’s a 
reed instrument, rich in overtones, 
that is only ever played solo in Laos, 
but on Bold As Light Micus multi-
tracks four, six and eight at a time. 

mIcus started out, like most 
kids, playing the recorder at primary 
school in southern Germany. “I was 
the only boy in my class who enjoyed 
it,” he laughs. “In the first and second 
classes each note on the music had a 
different colour – I liked that. But in 

the third class they took away the colours and it was just black 
and white notes. I had a trauma and lost interest in these black 
dots on paper. I still can’t read a score, but you only need to 
write music down if someone else is going to play it.”

Aged around nine Micus heard flamenco guitar and was 
captivated. “For my 12th birthday I wanted a guitar and from 
that day on, my life has been about music. When I was 14 I went 
to Granada to learn from the Gypsies there.” Back in Germany 
he was in a rock band at school, fuelled by Jimi Hendrix’s 
Electric Ladyland (1968) – “I listened to it recently and it’s still a 
fantastic album” – and Jethro Tull inspired him to take up the 
flute and get into wind instruments.  

“In the last years of school I heard my first Indian music and 
it just blew my mind.” It was Ravi Shankar, of course, whom he 
met in Munich in 1971 and he set off for India once he finished 
school in 1972. “With a girlfriend I went from Istanbul to New 
Delhi with just $40, across Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan. I found 
myself a sitar teacher in Benares (Varanasi) and learnt in the 
traditional way. I went to him every morning and had a lesson, 
his wife cooked lunch for us and I practiced every afternoon. I 
played the sitar every day for three years. I never invested so 
much energy in any other instrument.”

Curiously, the sitar doesn’t feature in any of Micus’ 
recordings. “The sitar is so culturally specific. I found the same 

thing with the Irish uilleann pipes. There are some instruments 
where you hear one note and it takes you into their specific 
world. My intention is to create a new 
world with these instruments.” 

In hIs travels to India and 
beyond, Micus collected instruments 
from all over and wanted to record 
an album. “In a totally naive way 
I thought ‘How do you make an 
album?’ and decided I should go to 
London,” he laughs. He packed his 
instruments in a VW van and went 
to Transatlantic, Island and Virgin. 
Virgin Records, who had recently 
released Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells 
(1973), were interested. If Virgin were 
expecting another Tubular Bells, then 
Stephan Micus’ Archaic Concerts was probably not what they 
wanted. Side A was ‘Concert for Gender, Shakuhachi and 
Zither’ and Side B was ‘Concert for Angklung, Acoustic Guitar, 
Rabab and Zither.’ “The only good thing,” says Micus, “was I had 
an album I could give to Manfred [Eicher of ECM Records]”. 

Manfred Eicher produced the first two Stephan Micus 
albums for ECM in 1977 and 78, but since then Micus has gone 
it alone on a further 17 albums! “He must like them I guess, 
although he never usually says anything. I don’t know whether 
he listens to them, but I suspect he does, because he takes his 
work very seriously.”

The big step forward for Micus came with the development 
of ADAT technology in the early 90s when it became possible to 
record multiple audio tracks outside a professional studio. “This 
was a revolutionary point in music history,” he says. “It’s like the 
moment in photography when you no longer had to go to a 
professional photographer, but the first cameras appeared that 
you could use yourself. Musicians could now make high quality 
recordings in their homes. Suddenly I had all the time in the 
world to make an album. It was fantastic.”

In the liner notes to Life, Micus writes about creating music 
‘that would reflect my vision of the earth as one whole rather 
than a puzzle of competing, often hostile, parts.’ I wondered if 
this was something of a manifesto? He is silent for a long time, 
but then says: “I want to see the whole planet as if from a 
spaceship and mix instruments which have never been played 
together before. My aim is to create something new, but first 
you have to understand the instruments you are playing – and 
the food, poetry and architecture. Music is the deepest essence 
of any culture. It’s the one art that goes beyond the mind. But I 
don’t have any manifesto.” l

dATe Stephan Micus plays at the Purcell Room on November 11 
as part of the London Jazz Festival. See Gig Guide for details.
POdcAsT You can hear Stephan Micus talking to Simon 
Broughton and music on this issue’s podcast

‘The Shrine’ from Bold as 
Light (2010) 
A slow contemplative piece 
with 15 voices over six Laotian 
raj nplaim which together 
sound like an other-worldly 
mouth organ. 

‘Gates of Fire’ from The 
Garden of Mirrors (1997) 
A ritualistic-sounding piece for 
percussion, two steel drums, 
West African sinding, five 
shakuhachi, four Egyptian nay, 
and three tin whistles.

Micus has lived in Mallorca 
for 16 years. It took him 
seven years to build this 
recording studio

Stephan Micus’ drawer of 
Japanese shakuhachi. He has 

similar drawers of hundreds of 
wind instruments alone


