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The Ex: from Dutch Punk to Ethiopian Funk 
 
IAML conference 2009, 9 July, by Ditmer Weertman, Music Center the Netherlands 
 
 
Preface 
 
In the abstract in the conference program it is stated that I will tell you about The Ex and in the meantime 
show you the collection of MCN. I changed it: I will focus only on The Ex. Because there is already very little 
time for this lecture to put the story of The Ex in. Apart from that, the Music Information Center of MCN is still 
in the middle of integrating four different collections. And this process takes more time then I thought it would 
when I came up with the subject for the lecture last year. And it would mean that I end up showing you 
products that are sometimes half finished, and that didn’t seem a wise idea.  
 
So I decided to tell only about The Ex: 
  
The Ex is celebrating their 30 years of existence right now, and the story is too big to put into 25 minutes. So 
I will focus on three parts: in the second part I will tell about the improvised music and the connection with the 
improvising musicians, I will finish with the Ethiopian connection. But I start with:  
 
 
The Beginning 
 
 

 
    Geurt   René  Terrie  G.W.Sok 
 
In 1979 on the start of the Dutch Punk Wave Sok and Terrie who knew each other from secondary school, 
decided to start a punk band. Together with schoolmates Geurt and René they came up with the name The 
Ex and this logo:  
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They came up with the name The Ex because it was short and therefore easy to spread around on walls. And 
that is what they did the first time, instead of practising. Until one day, nearly 30 years ago, someone who 
was organizing a punk festival, asked Terrie to show up. Terrie signed something like a contract, and told Sok 
that they now really had to start practising because they had a gig.  
 
The story goes that they were pulling straws to decide who was playing which instrument so they decided 
that Sok would be the singer, Terrie would play the guitar., Geurt the drums and René the bass.  
 
Once decided Terrie wanted to buy a really good guitar. The local music shop had to import it from America. It 
took some time before the guitar arrived but when it was there the owner of the shop presented the guitar to 
Terrie with the invitation to have a coffee and try the guitar in the shop. Terrie, a little embarrassed, refused 
politely: “No I like to take it home and will try it there”.  
 
The first concert was a success and they continued playing, usually in Squats and youth clubs.  
 
 

 
 
This photo is from a concert in December 1979 with from left to right:  
Geurt on the drums, Terrie on the guitar, Sok singing and René playing the bass.  
 
After a successful first half year, they decided to make a record. They met a technician who had a self made 
studio called: Joke's Koeienverhuur – in translation: Yoke's Rent-A-Cow Company. Here it was possible to 
make your own record for little money. In February1980 the first recordings were made and in June they 
proudly presented their 7” EP All Corpses smell the same. This EP contains 4 songs of which the song 
Human Car is the first.  
 
 
[listening to the song Human Car, unfortunately not in the PDF-file] 
 
 
A typical punk record: short and simple, rough and powerful. This single, which is very rare at the moment, is 
re-released on the CD Singles Period. 
 
From this point on The Ex made more records: singles, EPs en LPs. And on every release they were: young, 
rebellious and politically engaged: they made a record for the guerrilla in El Salvador and also a beautiful set 
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of singles about the closing down of the Paper factory Van Gelder in their hometown, called Dignity of 
Labour. 

 
There was a close connection with the quite heavy squat scene in Holland not only in word but also in deed: 
in 1981 they squatted the enormous Villa in Wormer that used to be the house of the director of the Paper 
factory.  
 
They were obviously left-wing going to radical left. The word Anarchy was quickly used. And in terms of 
music, anarchy for The Ex means freedom. Freedom from all structures: from the established music practice 
of classical music and popular pop music. They also kicked against the music industry: making their own 
recordings, issuing their records with a warning to the buyer, to pay a cheap price only.  
 
In these first years Sok and Terrie were the stable members of the group, there were several bass players 
and drummers until 1984. After releasing the fourth LP Tumult Luc, a new bass player joins the band and a 
year later: Kat who just arrived from Germany, and never heard of The Ex, fills in the space of the last 
drummer. And it clicks. This will be the stable basic line-up for the next 20 years.  
 
 
Improvised music 
 
The Ex used improvisation in their music from the beginning. For example in 1983, this box of singles about 
the paper factory Dignity of Labour (of which I have here the CD-version), has 8 long improvised industrial 
tracks, with as a special guest a jazz saxophone player. 
 
Luc the bass player was acquainted with Han Bennink and via this contact they heard that Wolter Wierbos, a 
quite famous trombone player, wanted to play with an alternative pop group.  
So The Ex thought they could ask Wolter Wierbos and also saxophonist and clarinettist Ab Baars if they 
wanted to cooperate on some songs on the album Joggers and Smoggers.  
 
 

 
 
This album is in my opinion one of the best Ex-albums: it is experimental, a lot of quests playing in an 
improvisational setting and it is very eclectic: from intimate humming to rough noise outbursts.  

 
From this point on starts a long time connection and cooperation with the improvised music scene of the 
Netherlands and abroad that lasts till today.  

 
The cooperation of the self made punk with the “established avant-garde jazz” is not that strange: the 
improvised music scene in the Netherlands started in 1967 by the forming of the ICP: instant Composers 
Pool by Han Bennink, Misha Mengelberg and Willem Breuker. 
 
These jazz musicians also had a sort of anarchistic attitude towards the musical institutes: mainstream jazz 
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and upper class world of classical en modern music. They felt free to play at the moment: to compose 
instantly in improvisations that were not limited by principles.  
 
So although the idiom for the ICP in the sixties differs from the idiom of The Ex in the eighties: jazz versus 
pop music, the approach is the same: both have a mind for experience, for making new and fresh music.  
 
For example:  The Ex played with the ICP-orchestra at the famous Moers-festival. MCN has a unique 
recording of this concert. And I want to let you hear a small piece of this concert.  
It starts with an improvisation that is typical for the ICP and then it changes into the song Nem ugy van most. 
Originally a Hungarian folksong that is sung by Kat the drummer.  
This is a good example that on the one hand the ICP adds technically skilled players to the “simple” 
musicians of The Ex, while on the other hand The Ex adds a very basic harmony and strong emotion in the 
music that prevents the ICP-orchestra from losing itself into too freaky music.  
 
 
[Listening: ICP and The Ex live in Moers, May 30 1998, not in PDF-file] 
 
 

 
 

Han Bennink and Kat playing the drums 
 
 
 
Ethiopian connection 
 
The members of The Ex were since long interested in World Music and they came across a recording of the 
famous Ethiopian Singer Mahmoud Ahmed. And in 1996 Terrie takes a year off and uses it to travel through 
Ethiopia. After that trip he became involved in the Ethiopian Community in Amsterdam. And there the idea is 
born that The Ex should go on tour in Ethiopia. They did go, together with Han Bennink. The tour was a big 
success: There are not many Western bands who play in Ethiopia although the Ethiopian people are anxious 
to hear new sorts of music. You can imagine that these people were stunned to here a Dutch punk band 
playing a very well known Ethiopian song that was sung by Kat by syllable, because she didn't understand 
the language.  
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After this tour it was not strange that The Ex had the idea of asking the legendary saxophone player 
Getatchew Mekuria, who was 68 at the time, to play with the also famous ICP-Orchestra at the 25th 
anniversary concert of The Ex in Amsterdam.  
 
That was a bit of a risk, because The Ex knew Mekuria from his recordings in the seventies. They didn't 
know if this man was still playing and then if he wanted to play with this European free jazz orchestra. But he 
liked the idea very much and indeed played successfully with the ICP.  
 
But Getatchew probably liked The Ex even more because during his stay in Holland he asked if The Ex 
would make his next record with him!! They were surprised but of course didn't say no to such a opportunity.  
 
They extended the band with a clarinet, alto saxophone and trombone player Joost Buis who also arranged 
some of the old Ethiopian jazz tunes alongside the power of The Ex.  
That resulted in a CD-recording and a successful world tour. 
 
It turns out to be a very good cooperation: Like The Ex, Mekuria is likely to look for new grounds without 
loosing his own identity: he says about The Ex: “The Ex is an advanced band [...] they have the capacity to 
adapt to different groups and keep their style. I admire them, because we were able to mix both new 
European and Ethiopian music and harmonize them. Thus, they show growth and development of music.” 
 
I want you to listen to Musicawi Silt, a modern Ethiopian tune from the seventies. A very good example of the 
mix between the original punk band The Ex and the 72 year old grandfather of Ethiopian Jazz.  
 
 
[Listening: Musicawi Silt from Moa Anbessa , not in PDF-file] 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
So here we are at the end of The Ex – that is, we are at the end of this lecture: The Ex is still playing. Lately 
G.W. Sok, the singer who was with The Ex for more than 28 years, left the band. And with another new singer 
they started like new. With the same old ingredients: doing what they are good at, with an open ear and mind 
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towards all sorts of music. And willing to start new adventures at any time. And thus, to repeat the quote from 
Getatchew Mekuria: “They show growth and development of music”.  
 
Thank you for listening and if you want to have more information, please don't hesitate to mail me.  
And visit the site for The Ex, with lots of information and music and also to buy their music and DVDs very 
easily from over the world.  
 
 

www.theex.nl 
www.mcn.nl 
dweertman@mcn.nl 

 


