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Who were The Harmonics?

In the 1960s an architect called Buckminster Fuller
posed 40 Strategic Questions. One of these questions
was “What is Harmonic?” (question 32).

In the late 1990s, Bill Drummond (writer, artist and
sometime musician) set out to write and publish 40
pamphlets. One of these was meant to be called Who
are The Harmonics? (Penkiln Burn pamphlet 27; 2003),
but it was probably never published. This pamphlet
seeks to fill that gap.

In the early years of this millennium, artist and curator
Gavin Wade laid out plans to answer Buckminster
Fuller’s 40 questions. Early 2003 he approached a
couple of likely partners — writer and artist Duncan
MclLaren, and Bill Drummond — to answer the question
“What is Harmonic?”. Duncan introduced artist

to the group. These four writers/artists became
The Harmonics.

One output from The Harmonics’ efforts was a box
containing a printout of emails from 18 February to 27
March 2003 (What is Harmonic? published by Bill
Drummond’s Penkiln Burn in 2003). This was produced
for an exhibit by Gavin Wade at the 6! Sharjah
Biennialle, held in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) at
the start of the second Gulf War. The emails, which are
colour coded for each contributor as shown in this
pamphlet, describe the conception and recording of a
7” record called This is Harmonic, which was produced
for the Biennialle but was not played (you will need to
read the emails to find out why). There was also a file
of subsequent emails (part 2; 27 March to 5 June 2003)
available electronically on request.

On 4 May 2023 Jethro Binks posted a question on a
Facebook page for fans of The KLF (a band from the
late 1980s and early 1990s that consisted of Bill
Drummond and Jimmy Cauty). Jethro wrote: ‘| don't
suppose anyone knows the whereabouts of The
Harmonics and specifically one of the 5 copies of "This
Is Harmonic" PBR0O03, per PB [Penkiln Burn] poster 51
and PB pamphlet 27 (which | have not read).’ Jethro
and fellow KLF archivists Leslie Smith, Nick Gilmour and
| explored further and provided some answers.

In 2023 there is little evidence of The Harmonics’
output in circulation. There are pictures on the internet
of a Penkiln Burn poster (Poster 51), a few blurry pages
from the box shared on a website about Fuller’s
questions, a photo of the exhibit on the Biennialle
website, and a reported play of the 7” record on
Resonance FM shortly after it was produced. Bill
Drummond has pulled the plug on his Penkiln Burn
website, so we cannot read more about the poster or
see precisely when it was published.

| contacted Duncan MclLaren on 7 May 2023 to find out
more about The Harmonics, and visited him on 21 May
2023 to discuss and read the contents of the box, and
listen to the record. | also contacted the other
Harmonics and asked them some questions, with
varied success.

Duncan had a spare copy of the box, and sent me a
printout of part 2 a few days after my visit. The 141
pages of emails explore a range of topics, from serious
(conflict in the middle east) to philosophical (music
versus art) and nonsense (fiddling round with HTML
format in emails). It is clear from the emails that there
was debate about how many copies of the box and 7”
existed even in 2003. The communication between The
Harmonics was frequently enlightening, largely
harmonious, but at key points erupted into
disharmony, with parallels drawn with the
fragmentation and breakup of other bands of four
white men.

Duncan also kindly played me his copy of the 7” record.
It is either a version of a Call to Prayer to play in UAE
(anidea introduced by Duncan early in the emails), akin
to the muezzin call from a mosque. Or it can be seen as
a prototype of Bill Drummond’s choir Thel7, with
three of The Harmonics and a session musician (Kev
Reverb) singing the notes C and G for over 8 minutes. It
is probably both.

One reason for exploring The Harmonics’ work further
was the long and close relationship between the group
of artists and the detailed documentation that already
existed about their creative processes. Their developing
relationship can be pieced together through their
published (and unpublished) collaborations before and

after The Harmonics. A summary is shown overleaf. The
unedited emails from What is Harmonic? give an
unparalleled fly-on-the-wall view of these four artists at
work together.

Twenty years on, there are rumours of a stash of copies
of What is Harmonic? that could be put on sale at their
original price. At least two copies of the record still
exist, but are not for sale.

The discussions and discoveries that have unfolded
since Jethro Binks asked his question a month ago have
been fascinating to afficionados of Penkiln Burn, The
KLF and potentially to a wider audience.

There will be some who wonder whether it is worth
excavating an obscure episode from 20 years ago. In
April 2023 Bill Drummond produced a poster titled
Fuck Social Media (self-explanatory), which is also
reproduced in The Edinburgh Address (Penkiln Burn
pamphlet 34). In contrast, our explorations over the
past month show an (albeit quite unusual) positive
example of social media in action. Bill is also well
known to advise against collecting and paying over the
odds for his writing and art. His focus is on experience
and the present. | would argue, however, that
documenting, discussing and analysing the outputs of
writers and artists is important in understanding and
respecting their work.

In the spirit of The Harmonics, and their virtual
collaboration, | am proud of the role that a group of
archivists have played — via social media and in the real
world — in unearthing the outputs of The Harmonics,
putting their work in context, and hopefully allowing
others to find out more.

I am delighted, following this work, that The Harmonics
have been in touch with each other. As a direct output
of this renewed interest in The Harmonics |
recommend Duncan MclLaren’s new blog about the
parallels between Bill Drummond and artist On Kawara
(onkawara.co.uk/styled-114/), which Bill, Gavin Wade
and have all read and enjoyed.

Graham Mackenzie (@gmacscotland), 5 June 2023


https://onkawara.co.uk/styled-114/

