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evin ‘Reese’ Saunderson was born in 
1964, in a place famed for its black 
musical history – Brooklyn, New York. 

But it was after moving to Detroit that, along 
with school friends Juan Atkins and Derrick 
May, he would create tracks that would 
completely reshape the notion of black soul 
music. It was called techno.

In 1987, Saunderson, created a track which 
he thought would benefi t from a female 
vocal. Paris Grey was suggested by Chicago 
house producer, Terry ‘Housemaster; Baldwin. 
‘Big Fun’ by Inner City appeared fi rst on the 
compilation, ‘Techno – The New Dance Sound 
of Detroit’. With its single release, it went 
stellar and is much a club classic now, as the 
disco classics that inspired Kevin on his trips 
back to New York to the Paradise Garage.

Despite his massive commercial success 
with Inner City (combined sales of the 
groups’ releases are more than six million), 
his infl uence on the dance underground with 
pure techno records under the names Reese, 
Tronikhouse and E-Dancer, is formidable. In 
drum and bass, there’s even a bassline named 
after him - the ‘Reese’ bassline is typifi ed by 
Renegade’s (Ray Keith) ‘Terrorist’ and the early 
tech-step releases by DJ Trace and Ed Rush.

This year he celebrates 20 years creating 
music with Fuse-In present Kevin Saunderson/
World Tour which he is currently undertaking. 
Here, Saunderson talks about how a radio 
DJ rather than club one, was instrumental in 
shaping Detroit techno and why he is known 
as The Elevator. 

Detroit has always produced black music 
that is very optimistic – from Motown, 
jazz artists like Marcus Belgrave right up 
to the late J Dilla, whose take on hip hop 
was spacey and futuristic. Given its poor 
economical and social history, why do 
you think Detroit produces such positive 
sounding music?

I think it’s because people always dream and they 
look forward. If you come from an environment 
that’s full of negativity, I think creativity leads you 
to something more positive; more uplifting - it’s 
looking ahead to a brighter future. Instead 
of looking at the down side of things, 
I think it just leads to a different 
type of inspiration. 

Yourself, Derrick May 
and Juan Atkins 
all went to school 
together at Belleville 
High. I’ve seen that 
you now coach and 
manage a baseball 

team (Detroit Dodgers). Back in school, 
were you into sports and stuff, or were the 
three of you seen like outcasts because of 
the music you listened to?

Sport was pretty much was my main thing until 
I was about 19/20, then the music kinda started 
shifting in there in around 1981/82. Being around 
Derrick and listening to a guy named Electrifying 
Mojo and then going back to New York, where 
I was originally from and going to the Paradise 
Garage a few times that summer of ’82. I had 
quite a new music experiences in ’82 that led to 
the path where I’ve ended up.

How much was disco an infl uence on your 
vision of techno?

I would say disco was my biggest infl uence. 
I think that’s why the music I created compared to 
with Juan’s, it was always different. I almost was 
considered not techno: when you brought me, Juan 
and Derrick together and some of the other cats that 
were [making techno] my music was always aimed 
to make people dance for one and disco defi nitely 
did that. I used messages, I used vocals, and I used 
hooks where a lot of the guys at the beginning, 
they wanted the music to be almost like, un-human 
– the way it was made. With mine, I tried to bring 
a human feel to it, bring it closer to the people but 
using electronic technology to advance what I was 
trying to do [but] move forward instead of trying to 
sound like disco. The infl uence of making techno 
came from being around Juan and Derrick and 
saying “Hey! These are kinda my rules, this is what 
I like”. I still imagined having the big dance record 
at the Paradise Garage that everyone could hear, 
that would also get on radio and that was the idea 
behind Inner City.

You mentioned Detroit radio DJ Charles 
‘Electrifying Mojo’ Jonhson. Can you 
explain a bit more about his infl uential 
Midnight Funk Association show and how 
he was different from other DJs you heard 
in New York, for instance?

Mojo was different from any other DJ that I ever 
heard on the radio. First of all, his show started 
at 12 midnight and he had this long intro, about 
fi ve minutes long. He’d talk all this talk, with big 
words, that you’d have to go through a dictionary 
to understand but it sounded really cool. It kept 
your attention, it was very hooky. Outside of 
that, his voice was like this guy from another 
planet, that’s how the show was and he would 
present it almost like that. His music selection 
was people like Prince, Kraftwerk, it was Juan’s 
[Cybotron] music; it was Parliament, Funkadelic, 
B52s…he’d play not just a single, but albums 
– he had album marathons. He would play every 
track on an album and it became something you 
wanted to hear. He would have album play-offs, 
like Parliament/Funkadelic Vs Prince, that kind 
of thing. He was breaking music, if he played 
you a song it broke, ‘cause he had all the ears, 
all the listeners.

He was on prime-time radio; he was on a big 
station. He didn’t come from the club either, 
you know. The way he [played] his music, made 
him popular and made the radio station become 
popular. It was totally legal.

He went on to another radio station where he 
was big there and eventually, he kind of, faded 
away. I don’t know what happened, why he faded 
away but it was during the time that we [Detroit 
techno artists] were travelling all around the world, 
anywhere between 1990/92; he was probably 
gone by then. 

When you created ‘Big Fun’ did you ever 
expect it to become as big as it has. Did 
you feel that that it could go global, or did 
it feel like a local Detroit thing?

I wanted some of my tracks to stay completely 
underground – no matter what - it would 
never be heard on radio. But then, I had other 
tracks, like Inner City, ‘Big Fun’, where I said 
“I want this track to be on radio, I want it to be 
played in clubs, I want it to be played on the 
underground…” and it did everything I wanted 
it to. I didn’t know it was gonna sell that much; 
I didn’t know it was gonna be that successful. 
When [Paris] did the vocal, I listened to it and I 
knew then that we’d captured something, or a 

feeling that I’d felt when I used to go out to 
Paradise Garage or when I was listening to 

radio in New York, I knew that much… 
It was the right timing.

You also did a lot of hard 
techno tracks like (Reese) 
‘Funky Funk Funk’ and 

Tronikhouse ‘Up Tempo’ 
and even as Inner City, 
you collaborated with 
early British rave act, 
Altern 8 on ‘Let it 
Reign’. UK hardcore 

was, really, the fi rst 
scene to embrace 

a lot of the 
harder Detroit 
techno stuff. 
Do you think 

the rave scene 
was very 

important 

to Detroit techno being heard?

Well I think it was important to all music at that time 
– rave, or whatever you wanna call it – because 
everyone was going out and listening to music; 
everyone wanted to be a part of this ‘magical’ music 
and where the scene was, you know. Everything has 
its place in time and that was the time for it. There 
were some good tracks that came out of it, that’s for 
sure. Obviously, it didn’t have the longevity... But it 
has its place, should I say.

‘Big Fun’ has been re-released or remixed 
a few times now. Given your large musical 
repertoire, wouldn’t you like to see some 
of your other; equally classic works get 
similar attention?

Part of the reason I’m doing this tour, obviously, 
it’s a 20 year history for me but at the same time 
people get the chance to experience, not only the 
records that I’ve made, but also the records that 
I feel were important to the music scene. I want 
people to know that I am The Elevator - Juan’s 
the original, Derrick is the innovator and they 
call me the elevator, and there’s a reason why: 
I took it to the next level and I’ve done stuff in the 
history of music that maybe people are unaware 
of, even like the remixes: [My] Wee Papa Girl 
Rappers [Remix] was the fi rst time anybody ever 
heard a remix with all new music put to it. It was 
my production and I used just their vocals and 
some samples from their music, stuff like that. 
It’s a part of my legacy and I think it’s important 
for people to understand that.

Does it feel like 20 years since you, Derrick 
and Juan fi rst began creating techno?

It’s gone by very quickly. It doesn’t seem like 20 
years, I don’t feel like I’m 41. When you start 
having conversations and looking back on all the 
records that I produced, it went by just like that 
and we’re still out here doing it, that’s the scary 
part – it hasn’t really slowed down as far as me 
travelling, playing and performing.

Kevin Saunderson’s legacy is one of tireless sonic 
innovation, but he has always kept the dancefl oor 
clear in his sights. Best, of all, after 20 years, The 
Elevator still shows no sign of going down. 
 Tony Wilson

Kevin Saunderson

FUSE-In Presents Kevin Saunderson/Elevator 
World Tour comes to London on 11th March 
when Kevin Saunderson plays Fabric. 

www.fuse-indetroit.com
www.myspace.com/fusein 
www.fabriclondon.com
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ESSENTIAL KEVIN SAUNDERSON 
1. INNER CITY: ‘Big Fun’ [Virgin, 1988]

2. REESE & SANTONIO: ‘Structure’ 
[KMS, 1988]

3. REESE: ‘Rock to the Beat’ [KMS, 1989]

4. NEW ORDER: ‘Round & Round’ 
{Kevin Saunderson Detroit Mix} 
[Factory, 1989]

5. REESE PROJECT: ‘Direct Me’ 
[Network, 1991]

6. E-DANCER: ‘Pump the Move’ 
[R&S, 1991]

7. TRONIKHOUSE: ‘Up Tempo’ [KMS, 1992]

14 ONE WEEK TO LIVE


