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            Author’s Note

         

         The past few years have been some of the busiest, most demanding and exciting I’ve had. A multitude of creative activities and unexpected opportunities have all contributed to a vast melting pot of ideas that have been gathering momentum, forming some semblance of collective purpose and coherence until the subject for writing this book emerged. The exploration of the lives of three women – myself, the electronic musician Delia Derbyshire and the fifteenth-century mystic and author Margery Kempe – through our ‘recordings’: my own as a multimedia artist, Delia’s music and Margery’s autobiography.

         In 2018 I was commissioned to compose the soundtrack for a film about Delia, whom I had long admired. I became immersed in exploring her life and music through the Delia Derbyshire archive at the University of Manchester, discovering her work and that of the remarkable experimental musician Daphne Oram, and meeting many of Delia’s surviving friends and colleagues – and for my own curious pleasure I was reading Margery’s Book in between working on my own projects. I’d accumulated quite a stack of paperwork and books that I’d take with me on my numerous travels, so Delia and Margery both became a part of my life. Margery’s bravery and audacity as a woman living in medieval times was remarkable. From her marriage onwards all stages of her life were unconventional. She didn’t fit the female ‘type’ and wasn’t willing to settle for a life lying low, hiding out of the sight and the judgemental aim of ‘authorities’. But what made such a xiihuge impression on me was her being the author of the first autobiography in English, making Margery Kempe and her ‘recording’ of monumental historical importance – as are Delia’s pioneering experimental sound recordings from her time working for and independent to the BBC Radiophonic Workshop.

         I was working on two film projects about female fortitude at the time, ‘Delia’ and one based on my 2017 autobiography, Art Sex Music. So when Margery’s book turned up unexpectedly one day while I was out shopping, it seemed to announce her arrival beside myself and Delia – a trinity of the sacred and profane, sinners and saints of a kind. Three defiant women with our individual, unconventional attitude to life. Untameable spirits, progressive thinkers living within the inherent societal constraints of our times but finding our own ways to circumvent them in our pursuit of self-dom. We all pushed against restrictions, compelled by ‘visions’ of differing kinds and a deep sense of needing to rid ourselves of the unease we felt at being in the ‘places’ we were expected to accept without question, undaunted by both feeling and being treated as outsiders while embracing and staying true to the outsider in us. I felt a sense of connection with both Delia and Margery not only from unexpected coincidences but our like-mindedness, bloody-mindedness, our resistance to inequalities, albeit in differing circumstances, and our determination to retain our sense of self when undermined by societal pressures to accept our ‘place’, to play our ‘part’. We all found ways to traverse the world on our own terms despite facing vilification, rejection and worse for our views, lifestyle and ‘works’. Our ‘recordings’ played a vital role in sustaining us, making our lives meaningful, making us feel whole, ourselves – the processes adopted being the route to a sense of freedom. We weren’t afraid to ‘record’ our presence in the world through our actions and to create something to share.xiii

         My work on the film soundtrack and this book coexisted. My composing the music provided, in part, a framework for the book. Our stories weave through one another, revealing the challenges we encountered as we shifted between ‘places’ within society and on the fringe. We all stepped outside the norm – Margery six hundred years before me and Delia – each of us driven by a feeling that coping with the demands we faced was sometimes too much, while simultaneously knowing that the life we envisaged and wanted for ourselves was about so much more.

         This book is not simply about the likening of one person’s life to another’s. It’s about individualism. What we choose to ‘say’, why and how, and when other less troublesome options are open to us, why we seek out alternative ways of living and expressing ourselves despite the difficulties. What’s important is that we do it at all.
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         2017 proved to be a significant turning point in my life, firstly due to the exhibition of the art collective COUM Transmissions I co-curated, as one of the original key members, for Hull City of Culture. The show ran for seven weeks and was seen by over thirty thousand visitors, then deinstalled and all items returned to their assorted archives. It inspired the making of a BBC documentary film about the story of COUM. I and all the other surviving members were interviewed in turn. But over and above the COUM exhibition, what was key in changing the direction of my life was the publication of my autobiography, Art Sex Music. My first sixty-five years recorded for ever by my own hand, chronicling the controversial activities and challenges of my life on the fringes of society and my ‘art is life, life is art’ approach centred on equality, freedom of expression and breaking down notions of art, music, sex and gender. My art projects of the 1970s involved my working as a model in the sex industry, performing in pornographic films, appearing in hard- and softcore magazines and as a striptease artist. In 1976 questions about my work were raised in Parliament in response to the COUM exhibition Prostitution and I was subjected to public scrutiny by the press, who carried out a sustained and mainly vicious attack on my work and character. More recently, changes in views about art, sex and women have meant my artworks have been ‘reappraised’ and have found their place, often within a feminist context, in international exhibitions and prestigious collections. My appetite and reputation for 2pushing things to the extreme have brought gains and losses – my co-founding in 1975 of a new genre of industrial music as part of the band Throbbing Gristle was both. Music has always been my passion, especially innovative electronic music and all that I’ve created with my lifelong partner Chris Carter as Chris & Cosey, Carter Tutti and Throbbing Gristle, releasing over fifty albums, collaborating with numerous musicians and artists and performing across the world.

         Writing my autobiography was a huge task, but with Art Sex Music out in the world I could rest assured that my voice was heard, that I’d spoken in truth about myself and my work up to that point and could now set it aside – that was ‘then’, that was ‘me’, and from here on I was free and more than ready to embrace what came next. I was quite content for my life to slow down and to take some time for myself. I had no expectations of any opportunities arising from the book or the COUM show. But it turned out that they laid the groundwork for what was to come.

         The thirty-date book tour and promotional interviews for Art Sex Music began as soon as the COUM exhibition closed and would take up the majority of my time for the rest of the year travelling throughout the UK and Europe, and a brief trip to the USA. I made a rather special visit to the BBC studios in London to appear on Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour, talking about my book with Jenni Murray, who it turned out knew all about my early COUM art activities on the streets of Hull as she’d been studying at Hull Art College at the time. It was ironic and amusing to be on Woman’s Hour, a programme that had always signified conventionality but was showing signs of becoming more representative of women’s lives and open to a discussion of the unconventional aspects of my autobiography. A week later I was back in London for the official launch of Art Sex Music at Rough Trade East, a fitting venue 3considering our history. The Rough Trade shop had started its record label around the same time as Throbbing Gristle launched our own label, Industrial Records. We were both independent of the mainstream music companies and worked hand in glove to support each other. I was in conversation with Luke Turner of The Quietus and taking questions from the packed-out, enthusiastic audience, relishing the chance to talk with them. But there’s always one … At the end of the Q&A a guy chirped up from the middle of the room: ‘Did you write the book yourself? Or did someone else do it for you?’ My hackles went up immediately. There was an audible groan from the audience. People seemed annoyed and offended on my behalf. Would he have even thought about or dared to ask a man that question? I should have told him to go fuck himself, but on second thoughts, and with some detectable disdain for his smirking cockiness and insulting question, I just calmly replied to confirm that I had written it all myself.

         After returning from a book-related trip to Brussels I flew to New York for the US launch of Art Sex Music at McNally Jackson bookstore. It was a whirlwind visit, with the usual challenge of exhaustion from jet lag. I landed at Newark and took a cab to the hotel in Watts Street, SoHo. I was to have an ‘in conversation’ the next day with Lenny Kaye, the composer, guitarist and Patti Smith’s long-time friend and collaborator. We’d emailed each other prior to my leaving for New York, so it was great to finally meet him and be able to chat about all manner of things over lunch before our public talk. He was perfectly wonderful, a gentle, fun person, and also jet-lagged having just returned from an Australian tour with Patti, so we were both adjusting to NY time. The evening was more like a party. A full house and jubilant atmosphere with the smiling faces of some of my friends who had travelled across the US to see me. 4

         Before I set off back to Blighty I dropped by Rough Trade NY to sign their stock of my book. It had been an amazing trip and I was at Newark airport in good time to witness the level of paranoia over terrorism manifest itself in the form of a buzzard-faced old woman refusing to watch my bag while I went to the bathroom. I understood the security issues about luggage, but she was so hostile and accusatory even her companion gave me a sympathetic look. My mood wasn’t helped by the TV screens everywhere feeding the audio of a Donald Trump speech through ceiling speakers at high volume. I was being rained on by Trump. The situation was an exercise in self-restraint. If I’d kicked off at her I could have been bumped off my flight, so I ignored her, but I felt it was well deserved when due to a logistical problem the two women’s premium-class seats were changed to economy. I arrived at Heathrow at 6 a.m. and ran into Chris’s arms. He’d set off from home at 3 a.m. and was full of praise for Toyota’s cruise control as I lay in the back, snuggled into a pillow and blanket, homeward bound to Norfolk.

         I wasn’t quite feeling back down to earth, for a reason other than jet lag. I was on cloud nine. Before I left for New York I’d exchanged emails with my literary agents Matthew and Lesley. They had been approached by the director Andrew Hulme, who wanted to make a feature film based on my autobiography. I was pleased Andrew had also emailed me directly to introduce himself. As it turned out, we had a connection from way back, when we’d both performed as part of an ambient music weekend at the Melkweg in Amsterdam in the early nineties, him in the band O Yuki Conjugate and me with Chris. Andrew had moved on to film writing and directing, worked as editor on some of my favourite films, and been nominated and won awards. That was a relief – that he wasn’t ‘Hollywood’, more arthouse, signs of 5possible compatibility. The idea of a film about me seemed fantastical, something I would never have thought could even happen. My initial reaction was to check that I’d read his email correctly, then a ripple of delight ran through me, verging on nausea. What a thrilling, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. My mind was racing, visualising it complete, thinking of it in the abstract, as a project. Then as I started going over in my mind what it might entail, doubts started creeping in about what obstacles would crop up. What would the content be? How would I and others I cared for be portrayed? Would the idea even go beyond talking about it? Not questions that usually even cross my mind when the chance of a new experience presents itself. I took a leap of faith, and as is my way, pushed aside uncertainties and risks.

         I agreed to an informal meeting at my agents’ for me and Andrew to get a ‘feel’ of each other. I took the early-morning train to London, arriving at the offices in Gray’s Inn Road in time to have a chat with Matthew and Lesley first about the whole process of optioning a book for a film. The meeting room was directly above the reception and had a glass floor, which meant I got a preview of Andrew before we met in person. I watched him enter and sit down, putting his bag on his lap, looking around as he waited for someone to come and introduce him to me. It was strangely voyeuristic. Snooping into his private space felt like I had an unfair advantage in sussing him out before we even made eye contact. As it happened, we got on really well. He felt the right fit for my story, someone who wanted to get to know ‘me’ and to work with me to that end, including my input. After numerous meet-ups exploring what we each expected to get from collaborating creatively, and if we felt it could work, I signed a contract. My first collaborative feature film project had passed the initial stage, with many more to go before I could be confident 6that it would be a reality. Until such time I had to keep a lid on the whole thing.

         At the same time as discussing the film with Andrew I’d been working on a solo exhibition at Cabinet Gallery in London and on a deluxe vinyl edition of my first solo album, Time to Tell – which turned out to be a mammoth task, rescanning images, rewriting texts and remastering from the 1982 originals. It seemed like the elements of the Cabinet show were part of the autobiographical continuum, not least my film Harmonic COUMaction, made for Hull City of Culture 2017, which was composed entirely of images and sampled audio from my life. It was installed in the basement of the gallery, a low-ceilinged cement space accessed by lift from the ground floor. As the lift doors opened you could hear strange noises from the installation speakers below. When the doors closed the lift shaft had the effect of a sound tunnel, funnelling reverberating rhythmic thrumming upwards, making your feet buzz. It was like being confined within an audio chamber, the sound increasing in volume as you descended into the depths of Cabinet Gallery – until the doors opened into the space, delivering a full-on blast of music in synergy with the visuals. Everything felt like it was gelling. Andrew and the ASM film producer, Christine Alderson, had come to the opening of the show. A few weeks later they wrote to tell me that the British Film Institute (BFI) had given their keen support to the film.

         The year was taking on a celebratory theme. Soon I was back at Rough Trade East for another talk and Q&A, this time for a different celebration – the fortieth anniversary of Throbbing Gristle’s first LP release, Second Annual Report – and to announce TG’s re-signing to Mute Records. Chris had performed a solo improvised set. We were both in conversation with Daniel Miller of Mute Records and then made our way to sign albums. As 7I stepped down from the stage into the audience I recognised the actor Caroline Catz, who was looking at me with a ‘hello’ in her eyes and a big smile. We moved towards each other and made our introductions. She congratulated me on my Cabinet exhibition, saying she’d been twice to watch Harmonic COUMaction and how much she loved it. I’d heard that Caroline was making a film about Delia Derbyshire’s life, and we had a brief chat about whether I’d be interested in being involved with the music. I’d known and loved Delia’s music for years, so much so that Chris and I had recorded and released a ten-inch single in her honour called ‘Coolicon’ (the name of a metal lampshade that was her favourite sound source).

         I met up with Caroline over the next few months whenever we both had some free time. The rapport between us was immediate, as was our mutual enthusiasm, curiosity and love for everything about Delia. We’d talk and talk for hours about the film, about what Caroline wanted it to say and how she envisioned it would look. Her passion was infectious. Our exchanges of ideas about Delia’s life and our feelings for her contributed so much to how I eventually decided to approach creating the music, the sound sources and methods I used. They had to work together as companion elements to Caroline’s ‘vision’ and sit comfortably for me as part of a collaborative representation of Delia. Those intense meetings led to my accepting the commission to compose the soundtrack. I couldn’t have been more thrilled.

         With so many exciting proposals arriving, a whole new world was opening up. For the first year working on my contribution to the ‘Delia’ film I dipped in and out of my research on her while I consulted with Andrew on the ASM film and continued with an increasingly busy schedule, promoting my autobiography, travelling far and wide for readings and talks. I spent my sixty-fifth 8birthday at Crossing Borders literature and music festival in The Hague, taking part in a book talk with my friend John Grant. It was the first time I’d spent my birthday apart from Chris since we’d met, but Lee, my editor, surprised me with a delicious cake and a rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ from the audience. John made it a special day too, treating me with fine food and a birthday gift from our inspiring visit to the Escher museum.

         I wasn’t at home for any extended periods, usually just a week or less, and began to feel disconnected, returning from trips and replenishing my travel case as necessary, ready for the next excursion. I was fully focused on the escalating demands surrounding my book, which had been a factor in the renewed interest in my work, and in curatorial discussions with my gallerist Andrew Wheatley and a wonderfully insightful curator, Gallien Déjean, about an exhibition at Le Plateau FRAC Île-de-France gallery in Paris. The exhibition was titled A Study in Scarlet, after my 1987 video piece and encompassed all aspects of my work in relation to a wide range of other artists who also subverted stereotypes (including that of the ‘artist’), using various strategies to address issues of gender, pornography and the male gaze. I took the Eurostar to Paris for the opening and to take part in a panel discussion, staying at the aptly named Scarlet hotel. Seeing how all the exhibits together seemed to roar the same message of individualism and freedom of self-expression, I felt a surge of vindication and also privilege to be amidst like-minded artists. The bringing together of artists whose work was centred on issues of self-representation and identity through infiltrating and subverting ‘institutions’, fracturing established conventions through art, music and actions, felt in keeping with the issues of identity and the self that were at the core of my approach to my work on the music for the ‘Delia’ film – her struggles with liberating herself while working within and against the confines of an institution. 9

         
            [image: ]

         

         Initial development funding for the ASM film had been approved by the BFI. I was ecstatic, and although it was still very hush-hush it fuelled my sense of purpose as I read through the script Andrew had written and answered his questions about aspects of my life via emails and long phone calls. I was well and truly in the ‘film’ zone, whether on behalf of myself (which was weird) or on the trail of Delia – which led me to London.

         When you’re not used to attending concerts at the Royal Albert Hall, finding your way to the relevant entrance can be a bit tricky. Chris and I walked all the way round and then halfway round again before we came across the designated door for the Elgar Room, where we were to watch a special anniversary concert by the Radiophonic Workshop. The workshop had been set up in 1958 by the BBC to produce sound effects and tunes for TV and radio, and there had recently been a resurgence of interest in and respect for its progressive music. The workshop was no more, but original and new members had formed a band and, no longer with the BBC, they simply called themselves the Radiophonic Workshop. It turned out that Chris and myself were Mute Records label-mates with them. Chris’s EP Chemistry Lessons Volume 1.1 Coursework was due to be released on Mute, with remixes being planned, and his list of possible remixers was topped by the Radiophonic Workshop. Paul Taylor of Mute approached their manager Cliff Jones on Chris’s behalf, and Cliff cordially invited me and Chris to the show and afterparty. I in turn invited Caroline. Our interest was all about Delia, as the majority of her music had been created during her time as a hugely influential member of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop.10

         The room was full to capacity and a cheer went up as an all-male line-up took to the stage – original members Dick Mills, Peter Howell, Paddy Kingsland and Roger Limb, and new collaborators Mark Ayres and Kieron Pepper. The music was not quite what I had expected. The stage was jam-packed with electronic gadgets and equipment, synthesisers, keyboards, computers and musical instruments, with a large projection screen at centre back. It was a well-co-ordinated and professional audiovisual presentation to a very appreciative audience, including two former BBC Radiophonic Workshop members, Glynis Jones and Elizabeth Parker. Elizabeth had literally been the last to leave the workshop in 1998, and had wept as one of the engineers asked for her keys, escorted her out and locked the doors behind her.

         I have to admit to being disappointed that Delia’s name was mentioned only fleetingly, considering the content, and the ‘star’ of the performance (for me and others) was her Doctor Who theme tune. She would have felt gratified by the ecstatic response of the audience when the opening sounds started up. Chris, Caroline and I cast glances towards each other, acknowledging Delia being so noticeable by her absence. Half an hour into the gig I moved to sit at the back of the room on the platform where the mixing desk stood, watching the video feed on the small monitors but mostly closing my eyes just to focus on the music. People were nudging elbows and nodding in our and Caroline’s direction as they recognised us, catching glimpses of others’ puzzled expressions, wondering why all three of us were there together. An unlikely alliance of industrial musicians, a Doc Martin actor and Doctor Who.

         At the afterparty various people gave speeches about the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, including Delia’s dear friend and collaborator Brian Hodgson, who clearly adored her, saying how talented and wonderful she was. Then to our surprise he mentioned 11Caroline’s film and how he hoped it would reflect just how amazing Delia was. Before we left, David Butler, one of the researchers and curators of Delia’s archive, kindly introduced me and Chris to Brian. We spoke for quite some time and arranged to meet at his house. Peter Howell came over to talk to Chris about the remix he was doing of one of his album tracks, and in exchange Chris agreed to do a remix from the new RW album. It had been a fruitful evening in many ways: hearing the music in a different setting, being part of the celebration of the RW and witnessing the enduring enthusiasm for it. As we left to start our long walk to the tube station there was an almighty crack of thunder and flashes of lightning, followed by torrential rain that danced off the ground and quickly formed deep puddles, drenching us through in minutes. The squelching sound of our sodden feet accompanied us as we dashed up the road to flag down a taxi. What an end to the night and so redolent of Delia, as I would later find out.

         The weather on our visit to Brian Hodgson’s home couldn’t have been more different to that stormy night in London when we first met. It was one of the hottest July days of the year. Chris and I met Caroline at King’s Lynn train station and headed east across the agricultural flatlands of west Norfolk, driving down narrow country lanes surrounded by vast expanses of golden wheat and sugar beet, making our way towards the Norfolk Broads and Brian’s impressive and enviable eco house. He was so warm and welcoming. We sat together on the patio by the small pond in his garden paradise, sipping cool drinks and eating raspberry cheesecake as he recounted tales of Delia, her joyous, mischievous ways, and the darker stories of the effect her personal life and alcohol had on her work. I was struck by how gentle and unassuming he was. So clearly fond of her and their times together. It was the first time I’d talked to anyone so closely connected to Delia. Listening 12to him and seeing the look in his eyes when he spoke about her lit a spark in me. I felt I needed to find ‘Delia’ before I could immerse myself in making music for her. When we returned home I sat and wrote down all I could remember of what Brian had said in my red ‘Delia’ Moleskine notebook. I took a new box file from the cupboard in my office, dropped the book inside, printed out a large ‘DELIA’ label, stuck it on the spine, closed the box and placed it prominently on my desk. A marker of Delia’s presence, awaiting further developments and additional notes from forging my way through all available information on her – starting from the beginning.
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         Delia Ann Derbyshire entered the world on Wednesday 5 May 1937, two years before the Second World War broke out. She and her younger sister Benita (who died in childhood) were born in Coventry to devout Catholic working-class parents Emma (Emmie) and Edward (Ted) Derbyshire. The family home was 104 Cedars Avenue, clearly marked on the canister of Delia’s government-issue gas mask, a relic from her first eight years lived in the shadow of war. With all the disruptions that brought to everyday life, obeying orders was imperative. At times it could mean the difference between life and death. Maintaining daily routines and optimism for the future was vital for morale. Her upbringing was all about precision and order, secular and religious. The old mantras must have been drilled into her – cleanliness is next to godliness, a tidy house is a tidy mind, a place for everything and everything in its place. That included children. Parenting was nothing like now for Delia and myself. Our parents weren’t our ‘best friends’, children didn’t have lots of toys, and jumping on sofas or noisy play indoors wasn’t allowed. Physical games took place outside, and even then weren’t permitted to disrupt set routines, annoy neighbours or get out of hand. Bad behaviour wasn’t tolerated. So children grabbed opportunities and found places to let rip well out of sight of their parents. Children’s feelings were repressed too. Crying or those involuntary squeals of excitement I love to hear didn’t always meet with approval. I remember being told to stop crying, stop acting ‘up’, 14stop acting ‘out’, calm down or simply shut up and ‘behave’, or else …

         Delia and I both had an aptitude for the arts and science. Delia’s first love was music and she started learning to play the piano at the age of eight, but the educational system viewed the arts as secondary to academic subjects. When she was eleven years old she started at Barr’s Hill High School for girls. One period a week was allocated for music, and that was for either singing or learning to play the violin – which she hated. Her request to switch to the piano was refused, so she took it upon herself to make sure she got what she needed and continued with private lessons, supported by her parents, who bought her a piano. By the time she was thirteen she’d reached a high level of proficiency, performing at festivals, entering and winning competitions, and joining the National Youth Orchestra. I never reached the same levels as Delia, but we shared a love of Beethoven’s sonatas, my favourite being ‘Für Elise’, one of very few pieces I would play voluntarily for my own pleasure. I was eleven when I took my first piano lessons. Our piano was against one wall of the dining room, next to the table where my mother would often sit after work, crunching numbers for the workers’ wages on a big Burroughs adding machine while I did my piano practice, her ‘playing’ the big adding machine, punching away at the keys, setting in motion the rhythmic kerchunks as the internal metal mechanisms did their reckoning. It was like a duet – mathematics in audio motion accompanied by my piano chords and occasional outbursts of expressive, informal, off-script whacking of random ivory and black keys.

         Although much of Delia’s time was taken up with practising the piano, she had a boyfriend, Graham Harris. They had been born a few weeks apart and got to know one another through their parents’ friendship and frequent visits to his home. Their childhood 15affection changed to something deeper when Delia turned up to Graham’s sister’s birthday party looking like a goddess in her pale blue dress. Graham was smitten and the two fourteen-year-olds entered into a ‘love affair’, exchanging letters – with Delia’s always written on blue Basildon Bond and delivered to Graham by her friend Lois, who caught the same bus home as him. In the summer months they would meet up and play tennis together, then go for ice cream. Much to Graham’s delight, Delia would ride her bicycle to meet him outside the school gates. Even in her school uniform of blue-and-white-striped dress, navy blazer and straw boater she was captivating. Delia made such an impression on Graham, he carved her name in twelve-inch letters on a quarry wall when on a school trip.

         Delia’s schooling instilled in her a rigorous approach to everything that affected her for the rest of her life, creating an obsession with accuracy. She used mathematics as a route to (near) perfection in her music. Yet, much like myself, she was resistant to certain rules from an early age. We shared a need to ‘get out’, not wanting to be swallowed up by the system and family pressures, an unwillingness to accept limitations that stood in the way of our own plans. I had no rigid plan but Delia did, and she knew what was important in order to fulfil her ambition of going to university, being involved with the arts and working at the BBC – where everyone spoke so ‘very very’ well. She needed to get the ‘fit’ right, and her Coventry accent would have flagged her as being from up North, which in snob circles would have had a negative effect on her status and credentials. She took elocution lessons and built on them to eradicate or at least conceal any traces of her accent – incorporating ‘golly gosh’ and ‘tickled pink’, among other typically polite quips, refashioning her voice into the very distinctive, rather posh one everyone knows her by. You could say her first sound project was her own voice. 16

         Delia excelled at mathematics and unusually for a working-class girl was awarded a scholarship at Cambridge University, the most prestigious place for the study of mathematics. I was only five years old and starting school for the first time when Delia was enrolled at the all-female Girton College in 1956. She was over the moon but her elation didn’t last long. The misogynistic attitudes she experienced were bad enough to cause a third of her fellow students to drop out in the first year. Delia wasn’t going to give in. Ironically, so many women leaving the course presented her with an unexpected opportunity to switch subjects, from reading mathematics to music.

         
            I wanted to do music; to me that was a forbidden paradise. They eventually realised that I had a natural instinct for music and allowed me to enter the course … There were only a few women at the university at that time and so we were treated terribly. But I had the solace of my music.

         

         Having finally gained access to the place where she could increase her knowledge, she found the course boring. Much to the disapproval of her tutors she strayed away from the syllabus, which focused on the period 1650 to 1900, to investigate the theory of sound and a broader range of medieval and modern music. Delia had an open mind when it came to music: the term covered a very broad spectrum. For her it included the ancient and modern, physics, mathematics, harmonics and acoustics. She also knew music could be a free and adventurous creative field to work in, having had such a fun time abroad when she toured Europe providing sound effects for the Pembroke College Players’ performances of Julius Caesar.

         Just before her graduation in 1959 Delia and her music student friend Jonathan Harvey (whom she’d first met when in the 17National Youth Orchestra) took a trip to Brussels to visit Expo ’58, the World’s Fair. They went specifically to see Le poème électronique at the Philips Pavilion, a symbol of post-war progress in technology, designed by Swiss–French architect Le Corbusier and Greek architect and composer Iannis Xenakis, with its light show and music by the French composer Edgard Varèse. It was so much more than a building. It was an experiential space that was itself the embodiment of the ‘poem’, as Le Corbusier was eager to point out: ‘I will not make a pavilion for you but an Electronic Poem and a vessel containing the poem; light, color image, rhythm and sound joined together in an organic synthesis.’ The building was dynamic and impressive, in the way people in the 1950s imagined the future would look – what we now refer to as retro-futurism. The structure was composed of nine hyperbolic paraboloids, resembling the shape of a 3D waveform similar to one generated by an oscilloscope.

         Delia and Jonathan entered the pavilion to be greeted by an eight-minute, seven-part audiovisual show of projections and electronic music on the theme of the history of humankind. They sat on the floor of a stomach-shaped space, surrounded by walls and surfaces designed with mathematical precision relatable to the theme itself, and with a control tape that routed sound to 350 speakers. The whole audiovisual and physical effect of sitting on the floor and feeling the sound vibrating was an immersive experience and undoubtedly a huge influence on Delia. The meeting of geometry and sound must have been music to her ears. After the war people could once again afford to look to the future, and there in the Philips Pavilion was the future of visual art, music and mathematics in all its blazing glory, awaiting Delia’s ‘call’. By the time she’d left Cambridge the Philips Pavilion, which had likely helped to light the spark of her lifelong love of the alternative approach to music and visuals, had been demolished, just 18a memory of the possibilities of what sound, light and space can evoke.

         When Delia graduated from Cambridge with a BA in Music and Mathematics my focus as an eight-year-old was on enjoying my childhood, having fun exploring the world to my heart’s content. I was wilful, disobeying my father by going places and doing things a (his) daughter should not do. I strayed way too far from home, miles away into the countryside with my friend Les, being trespassing nuisances to farmers, chasing each other through their fields and damaging their crops, stealing apples from orchards and using derelict and bombed-out buildings as adventure playgrounds. Inevitably I got into trouble and had to face my father’s wrath and the punishments he chose to inflict on me to teach me a lesson: beating me, grounding me, restricting my activities and putting a stop to the simple pleasures of watching TV, listening to the radio and reading comics and books. As I sat confined to my bedroom, seething at the injustice, occupying my time with drawing and painting, Delia was focusing on finding work which could offer her the opportunity to further explore sound. She was seething at an injustice I was yet to face.

         In 1959 she applied for a position at Decca Records and was turned down, dismissively told that women were not employed in the studio and there was no intention to start now. It took her some years and various jobs to finally achieve her goal. She left the country, taking a job at the UN in Geneva teaching the children of diplomats mathematics and piano – including showing them the inside workings – and in the evenings she’d listen to experimental music. Much to her relief she was moved from teaching to something more suited to her interests, working at the International Telecommunications Union as assistant to the Head of the Radio Conference. The new post was a step closer to a job at the BBC. 19She sent a deluge of letters pursuing employment there, not letting up until she finally succeeded.

         It may seem peculiar that Delia was so obsessed with the BBC, but BBC radio had been a hugely important influence on her as the main source of information, music and drama throughout her childhood. I remember listening to it every day as a child and teenager, as most households owned or had access to a radio. It could transport you to other worlds, feeding the imagination. Delia’s relentless pursuit to join the BBC was central to the plan she’d devised to put an end to music being her ‘forbidden paradise’. It would enable her to live and breathe music openly in an environment that encouraged sound experimentation and composition.
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         As I grappled with finding ‘Delia’ it made me wonder how, from what we leave in our wake, we expect people to have any understanding of who we really are or the reasons behind our life choices. How our true selves or how we may want to be perceived could intentionally or inadvertently be conveyed or misconveyed through our ‘recordings’. Also just how important ‘recordings’ are, not only in the purpose they serve in our lifetime but as imprints of our presence in the world when we are gone.

         I’d stumbled upon Margery Kempe when I’d been rummaging through the second-hand section of a bookshop in King’s Lynn, the nearest town to where I live. I found a small, faded paperback book about the life of Margery, a visionary mystic born in King’s Lynn in 1373 who was persecuted for her unorthodox ways, travelled extensively abroad on pilgrimages, and fiercely defended herself when arrested and charged with heresy – no fewer than seven times. I bought the book and read it over the next few days, then went online to see the British Library’s digitised original version and translation. I was riveted by Margery’s life story, by what she’d done, the consequences of her queer behaviour, and how she’d made sure it was documented, leaving her mark on the world, with her ‘recording’, The Book of Margery Kempe. I thought that I wasn’t unlike Margery, with her being called the ‘Madwoman of God’ and me being denounced by a Member of Parliament as a ‘wrecker of civilisation’ – which continues to be used as a kind of badge of honour, often by way of introduction in articles, programmes or talks. 21

         To think I could be comparable to Margery, a woman from over six hundred years ago, may seem a bit of a stretch, but the more I delved, the more things mounted up. I felt an affinity with her resilience, what drove her, our revisionist approach to life despite the opposition we came across and the hardships it entailed, coping with doing what was expected of us when it felt so wrong. And that insatiable, quivering, restless energy that refuses to go unanswered, living the best we can, maintaining our presence and strength of will, handling all the bad things thrown our way. I’ve long believed that things happen at the right time. What precedes that moment feeds the inevitability of things presenting themselves at the appropriate time, bringing a rich intensity to a work or experience. The timing of Margery’s arrival in my life seemed so relevant.

         When I read Margery’s book it really did feel like I was entering another time and mindset I couldn’t hope to lock into, especially as religion was at the heart of her story and had no place in my own. Fifteenth-century England was a world apart from what I know, but one that’s always fascinated me, more so since my move from London in 1984 to live close to King’s Lynn, where so many buildings from when Margery lived there are still standing. I discovered that I shared something familial with Margery – that centuries ago one of my maternal grandmother’s ancestors, Henry Chinnery, had, like Margery’s father, been Mayor of King’s Lynn and was buried at St Margaret’s Church. I also realised that my home town of Hull had direct links to King’s Lynn through trade, both being part of the powerful Hanseatic League – a select group of towns and cities across Europe that protected the commercial interests of its members.

         I often walk out of the modernised town centre to the quiet old town. I stroll around Purfleet Quay and cut through to King Street via one of the many alleys that lead to the river. They were 22once noisy public thoroughfares, with people moving goods back and forth stacked onto wooden carts and trundled across cobblestones, pilgrims disembarking on their way to the holy shrine at Walsingham – and, scarily, press gangs would prowl here too. Now the alleys are quiet, used mainly for access to the converted medieval merchants’ homes and warehouses. One house still has its tower, where a merchant could look out to see his ships coming along the Great Ouse river.

         I’ve met people for interviews and lunched so often in the vaulted undercroft of St George’s Guildhall coffee shop down King Street and visited exhibitions in its adjoining old warehouses, not knowing that this was where Margery and her merchant family lived and worked. I love the atmosphere of the undercroft, its stillness (there’s no background music), and I always sit at the far end near a huge heavy wooden door that once opened onto the quay where ships unloaded their cargo. Running parallel and now sealed off are tunnels that once opened onto the harbour for small boats to bring merchandise securely ashore, as well as being a discreet place for sexual activities. Beneath the Tuesday Market Place further along the quay is a warren of medieval underground tunnels. The first market was in Saturday Market Place, adjacent to and dominated by the twelfth-century St Margaret’s Church, where Margery worshipped daily, and very close to where most ships anchored.

         I could imagine what it must have been like when Bishop’s Lynn, as it was then known, was a bustling and important trading port. Ships were coming and going, exporting and importing goods through the League’s trade links. The town would be crammed on market days with traders, foreign merchants, musicians and villagers all buying and selling at stalls and shops, with inns doing a thriving business. Margery’s father John Burnham was a big part of that, holding high official positions in the town as a merchant 23and Mayor of Lynn five times, as well as a Member of Parliament. Being born into such a privileged bourgeois family, one of the most powerful in Lynn, gave Margery a great start in life. She lived a materialistic lifestyle, dressing in the latest fashions, proud, vain and boastful about her social status and associations with the nobility, influential businessmen and Norfolk gentry. How she went from that and from being a wife, mother and failed businesswoman to the holy, chaste visionary mystic she wanted to be perceived as is what her book is about. It’s a testament of her spirituality and individual form of piety. The ‘recording’ of her process of self-transformation, with all its trials and tribulations, exposes misogyny, absolute male entitlement and female subjugation on a level difficult to relate to from a twenty-first-century perspective.

         I had the additional issue of trying to avoid a degree of confirmation bias. How was I going to prevent my own beliefs influencing how I ‘read’ Margery? I had to keep reminding myself to set aside any knowledge I had that contradicted or challenged certain aspects of medieval life. Whenever I sat down to write about Margery it was like travelling back to a time when life was simpler than now, but harsh and judgemental in so many other ways. I felt like I was watching her battle her way through. At the end of each writing day my mind replayed the events from her book that I’d been working on, and as I drifted off to sleep Margery would enter my dreams. Sometimes the answer to the question about her that had been bugging me would emerge and I’d wake suddenly, grab my pen and scribble it down as quickly and coherently as possible – followed by a sense of satisfaction as I drifted into restful sleep.

         Delia left us so much material, but all there is of Margery is her book. It is difficult to know what’s true. I investigated life in the fifteenth century to determine what was plausible as far as Margery’s life and actions were concerned, to help me reach some 24understanding of her, particularly what it could have felt like and meant for her always to be regarded as lesser than men. Something problematic for us both and Delia – the idea of which I will never accept but from necessity have learnt to get around in various ways, not allowing it to undermine my autonomy. Refusing to accept inequality is an essential part of who I am. It’s the only way I function. As I discovered the depth of what being lesser than men meant for Margery, the extent of the physical, mental and social impact it had on her and how she dealt with it, my admiration for her grew. She had so much more to contend with than me or Delia. The fifteenth century was pre-Enlightenment. God was everything. The font of all knowledge. A man. He held all the answers. He held all the power. There was no science to explain the physics behind what people believed to be God’s wrath or grace, only a very crude ‘knowledge’ of the biology of the human body and disease – nor (God forbid) the existence of the notion of individualism. Women were believed to be inferior beings, perverse ‘versions’ of men, our genitalia internalised, inverted male organs hidden from view, mysterious, dark, and our sexuality seductively ‘dangerous’ – a site of sin. Women were the devil’s temptresses, according to the Church, which blamed women (Eve) for the fall of man.

         The level of religious fervour was high in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, not least because of the Black Death, which had killed over thirty per cent of the population of England in the 1340s and 50s – forty per cent of the inhabitants of Bishop’s Lynn – and set people praying to God for forgiveness of what they feared they’d done to cause such a horrifying disease. Any such scourge was perceived as a judgement and punishment from God. Growing up in the 1370s and 80s, Margery was indoctrinated into the Catholic Church, the veneration of the Holy Trinity and the 25Virgin Mary. Women were especially encouraged to focus their religious efforts on Marian virtues, and told of the importance of confession, chastity, humility, doing penance and the veneration of other virgin saints like St Katharine and St Margaret. The Marian cult was endorsed and promoted by the Catholic Church, and could seem to have been tailor-made for women. Mary, as mother and protector of Christ, was in a privileged position, having a ‘direct line’ to Christ to appeal on behalf of women who prayed to her. As such she was the most popular go-to saint for women. The cynic in me thinks that the Virgin Mary was not only necessary as Christ’s mother but also a useful ‘token woman’ to make female followers feel included and under an obligation of conformity – with Mary used as a virtuous, unattainable example of womanhood. Margery readily identified with and followed the practices of the Marian virtues, and as a reward Mary ‘visited’ her during her meditations to comfort her.

         Living in Lynn, Margery would have seen and met people of different nationalities coming and going through trade. But also, for a relatively small town, it was a throbbing religious hub, with many monastic houses espousing the doctrines of the Church: Dominican (Black), Benedictine, Carmelite (White), Franciscan (Grey) and Augustinian. There were priests and other clergy, as well as anchorites withdrawn from society, convents, priories and hospitals (providing hospitality for poor travellers and pilgrims). If Margery travelled just outside Lynn the landscape was the same. The surrounding villages and those near where I live, just six miles from King’s Lynn, still bear their fifteenth-century religious names – Wiggenhall St Mary the Virgin, Wiggenhall St Mary Magdalene – with other areas named after saints offering protection for mariners or farmers. Over twenty churches within a ten-mile radius of the town were dedicated to St Mary the Virgin or St Mary 26Magdalene – and nearly nine hundred different religious houses in Norfolk. The old pilgrim path to the shrine of the Virgin Mary at Walsingham runs past my house. Each year I still see groups of pilgrims lugging a heavy cross down the centre of the road as they make their way there.

         Every direction Margery turned, whether locally or across the country, she was reminded that her life was centred on her faith in God and revolved around her adherence to his word. Her religious devotion was reinforced in her home life, sex life, how she and her husband made a living, in the church itself. The Catholic Church had a lot going for it with its seductive trappings of extravagant, colourful costumes, ritualistic theatre and music. As a package they played to and heightened the senses of the congregation, seducing them through awe and wonder into a state of submission and obedience. The preachings and teachings continued in the streets too. The Digby Mary Magdalene Play is believed to have been written for and performed to people in Bishop’s Lynn and Norwich. No doubt, if Margery had watched any of the numerous performances she would have been inspired to follow Mary Magdalene’s path to redemption through her public displays of piety, reassured that Mary had also fought and overcome her sins of lechery and pride. Weeping being the driving force behind Margery’s defining style, she mimicked Mary Magdalene’s ‘gift of tears’. It’s easy to see why. The tears were a feature of the mystery plays about Mary Magdalene’s life. These plays with their all-male casts were dramatic and spectacular, with special effects like containers full of animal blood for the gruesome acts depicted and demonic possession portrayed by smoke pouring out of actors’ mouths as their bodies convulsed in torment. Due to Mary’s total commitment to Christ she is traditionally known as ‘the bride of Christ’. Bride or not, painting her as a reformed whore would 27have suited the Church well in getting women to adhere to certain rules. It seemed to have worked with Margery, who was obsessed with becoming the bride of Christ too.

         Margery had her work cut out for her. Women’s status and rights, rich or poor, were defined by whether they were married, single, widows or virginal nuns, and whatever the assigned label, it was dependent on and controlled by men. It could also be reassessed and updated while men’s status stayed the same (barring exceptional circumstances). A medieval woman’s life was mapped out for her. She would spend her life in service, in worship, and as a commodity with a ‘market’ value dependent on her being pure, fertile and faithful to her husband and God. Margery appears to have met all the necessary criteria. There was immense importance placed on a woman’s body as being essential to reproduction, to secure the next generation. Infertile women were viewed as faulty. Virginity had spiritual value and was a required condition of marriage to make sure the blood line was true, with virginity tests carried out and folklore surrounding the proving of a woman’s purity. The tests varied from physical examinations to signs to look out for. A show of blood from a broken hymen or a clear golden shower of urine was good – but a loose bladder or loose tongue suggested loose morals. The fluids under test also included tears. A woman unable to stem the flow of tears or chatter (like Margery) was looked upon as wicked. Women found ways around the tests, helping each other out when they could with tricks including potions of nettles, nutmeg and alum to shrink the skin and give the impression of a tight, unviolated vagina.

         The Church and the Crown ruled. That was accepted, if not always ‘acceptable’, particularly to Margery. She found the religious and social rules imposed on women restrictive. She flouted them, bending them to her own individual needs, not complying 28with the behaviour expected of a woman, especially one of her status. Nonconformity was not tolerated. There was an emphasis on discretion, especially when at prayer, and Margery’s loud and exhibitionistic style of worship was far from discreet. Neither was her manner of dress. She broke strict dress codes that made her conspicuous as ‘other’. The behaviours Margery adopted to find herself and her ‘place’ were regarded as improper and became the source of her notoriety and numerous difficulties that at times threatened her life. It’s against this backdrop that Margery’s story is so extraordinary.
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         My first visit to the Delia Derbyshire Archive was with Caroline. Following Delia’s death in 2001 her partner of the last twenty-one years of her life, Clive Blackburn, discovered 267 reel-to-reel tapes in her attic and over a thousand documents. He gave these to Brian Hodgson, who entrusted them to the Radiophonic Workshop archivist, Mark Ayres. They were subsequently digitised by David Butler and Louis Niebur and are now safely housed on permanent loan at the John Rylands Library at Manchester University as part of their special collection. I sat with Caroline in the far corner of the reading room, at one of the long workbenches that lined the walls, next to the floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the wet streets of Manchester. We had our notebooks and pencils at the ready, plugged in our headphones and started to go through the audio files, casting wide-eyed glances at each other in response to pertinent works and sonic surprises, making notes of file names, with descriptions for reference later. Caroline was called away unexpectedly, so I carried on. There was so much to get through. As I listened I smiled at the playfulness of some of Delia’s pieces, in awe at the ingenuity of her incongruous combinations of sound and the simplicity that belied the complex techniques involved in achieving them. I heard great swoops of white noise, rumblings, Kodo-type drums, ethereal voices, and Delia’s own voice clearly relaying instructions about where to locate the audio sections in the programme she’d been working on. It felt so intimate and personal listening to her through my headphones, her soft tone giving 30way to one which suggested she was a little rushed and frustrated. The extensive range of her library of sounds was phenomenal, some similar to my own recent recordings in mood, melody and frequency. Her music defied time.

         After lunch we met with David Butler to listen to and discuss more of Delia’s audio recordings, relocating to the Victorian neo-Gothic John Rylands Library itself, a magnificent and imposing memorial to John Rylands, built in his honour by his third wife Enriqueta and opened in 1900. We were led through the Historic Reading Room, which had been purposely placed thirty feet above street level to maximise natural light and minimise distractions from the noise of the horses and carriages clattering along the busy cobbled streets outside. The vast space with its forty-foot-high carved stone vaulted ceiling felt both ecclesiastical and collegiate, with an open central section resembling the nave of a church that immediately brought to mind images of grandiose religious processions. Facing each other across the length of the room, as if standing guard over the library, were life-size matching white Seravezza marble statues of John and Enriqueta on granite plinths. John the nonconformist stood under the huge stained-glass Biblical Window depicting twenty prophets and other biblical figures alongside medieval and Protestant theologians. Enriqueta was beneath the equally impressive Secular Window portraying twenty famous figures of art, literature and philosophy from across time, many of whom had been important to Delia. The designer of the windows was Charles Eamer Kempe, which seemed a rather nice nod to Margery. Not that he necessarily had a genealogical link to her, but I took it as a good omen, along with John Rylands’s mother’s maiden name – Pilkington – being the same as my paternal grandmother’s. Oak bookcases lined the walls and the gallery above. They were divided into study spaces by stone column arches 31with centrally placed statues of luminaries from the arts, science, theology and philosophy, looking rather like the statues of saints you see in churches. Enriqueta project-managed the construction of the library with a firm hand and meticulous attention to detail, especially in her selection of the people represented throughout the building. It was well thought out and progressive, an insightful, clever mix of arts and crafts and religious themes that was a perfect representation of both Enriqueta’s and John’s spiritual and secular interests.

         We moved on to the Bible Room, a special place where John and Enriqueta’s precious collection of Bibles was kept safe and protected from the elements. It was like entering the inner sanctum, and I felt rather privileged to be allowed inside. The first thing I saw was a bust of Dante sat beneath the twin arched glass windows. There was carved wooden panelling on the walls, and tall glass-fronted cabinets made of Polish oak, all crammed with the Bible collection. Dating as far back as six hundred years, it included illustrated medieval manuscripts, sacred texts and Bibles of various religions written in over four hundred different languages, as well as almost one hundred editions of the Vulgate (the official Latin version of the Bible). On seeing that John Wycliffe’s works sat among the orthodox scriptures, I immediately thought of Margery. They were there because Enriqueta had moved from being Catholic to Congregationalist Christian. The origins of this branch of Christianity were derived from John Wycliffe, whose criticism of Catholicism led to the Lollard movement in Margery’s time, which was one of the reasons why her unconventional behaviour attracted accusations of heresy.

         The Bible Room was square, with sandstone arches arranged to create an octagonal inner space and vaulted ceiling. In the middle of the room was a beautiful, ornate, bronze art-nouveau-style light 32hanging down above a large worn wooden table where the original octagonal desk had once stood. I couldn’t help but think, given Enriqueta’s attention to detail, that the octagonal theme was of special significance. The number eight often appears in the Bible as a symbol of renewal, representative of heaven and earth, resurrection, eternal life. After all, the building was a memorial to John. But also knowing Delia’s fastidious approach to mathematical and musical theory, in which the octave was considered to be ‘the basic miracle of music’, I felt the Bible Room was a fitting setting for listening to more of her music.

         The library building was rich in diverse connections to Delia and Margery, being constructed of pink- and red-hued sandstone from Cumbria, where Delia lived after leaving the BBC. And the finest oak used throughout came from Gdańsk (formerly Danzig), where Margery travelled on her last journey and pilgrimage abroad in 1433. I sat in one of the original high-back wooden chairs with my feet firmly planted on the Gdańsk oak parquet floor, cocooned by warm Cumbrian pink sandstone. All associations that somehow strangely sat comfortably together in the small, contemplative, chapel-like space. It felt like my, Delia’s and Margery’s worlds had converged. The scent of the dusty tomes hung in the air. It was warm and welcoming, with Delia’s music filling the room through the speakers David had set up for us. Caroline, David and I huddled around the table, discussing in detail the likely sound sources of particular sections of works relevant to the film script and the original timelines and programme briefs, to further understand Delia’s techniques. That was crucial for me, not only in engaging with a different era but also with Delia’s unfamiliar kinds of musical groupings. I was going to have to take a step sideways, move away from my own practice to Delia’s, then return to merge the resulting similarities and differences. It was an incredibly enlightening 33and useful meeting for us all on many levels, exchanging opinions and information. The pages of my ‘Delia’ red Moleskine notebook were filling up fast.

         As our meeting came to a close I enquired as to where the toilets were. I was directed to a large door in the corner. I turned the brass handle on the heavy wooden door, which swung open to reveal a grand boudoir with subdued, flattering, decorative lighting, complete with dressing table, large mirror, black marble hand basin and a huge coiled fire hose with brass fittings mounted on the wall like an artwork. On the far wall facing the door was the toilet itself, the size of a very big armchair with a massive oak seat and cistern – which turned out to have an idiosyncratic flush technique that left water drips all over the seat, looking like you’d peed on it. I had to step up to take my seat and sat down feeling rather regal, as if I was on a throne. I never expect to be overawed by a restroom, but this one was something special. It was no mere water closet, offering a different experience to normal. It turned out that practicalities had dictated the room’s size: it had to accommodate the Victorian ladies’ sizeable bustles.

         The library had been a source of unexpected delights. I left the Rylands building with the thought that in memorialising her husband by constructing a library open to all, filled with hundreds of thousands of books, manuscripts, maps and texts, Enriqueta had also created her own monumental ‘recording’, a secular cathedral for study and learning. She had left instructions for all her personal letters and papers to be burnt after her death, and I wondered if that deliberate act of erasure was intended to ensure she would be remembered for the library alone. But in naming it after her husband, she allowed it to be thought of as his lasting legacy, which somewhat overshadows her own. Enriqueta, much like Margery with her book, had left her imprint, which would stand 34as a personal statement for how she wanted to be perceived. She was a strong, determined, religious woman, intelligent, philanthropic and charitable, who had achieved some acknowledgement by being the first woman to receive the freedom of the City of Manchester.
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            I was told in no uncertain terms that the BBC does not employ composers and so it was only by kind of infiltrating the system that I managed to do music.

         

         In 1960, when Delia turned twenty-three, her strategy of infiltrating the BBC to find a way to compose her own music began to pay off. She secured a job at the BBC, as trainee assistant studio manager on a programme that reviewed classical music, and moved to London. She was ‘in’, and determined to work her way into the Radiophonic Workshop. She spent her spare time going to sit and watch the RW at work and learning about tape manipulation. In 1962 she asked to be transferred. That was unheard of – no one requested to work in the RW. She had to prove she was capable of using the equipment to create musical works and highly competent at recording and editing on tape. Delia passed with flying colours and was given the position of studio assistant. At last she had got her dream job and had the means to begin working on composing her own music.

         
            [image: ]

         

         It’s fair to say that if it hadn’t been for a woman, the pioneer of electronic music, composer, musician and inventor Daphne Oram, the BBC Radiophonic Workshop would not have been in existence when Delia arrived at the BBC. And as Delia intimated, 36if Daphne had been the one in control, the RW would have been a very different place to work in. Daphne was the prime mover in making the RW happen, despite having to deal with sexism and with indifference towards electronic music. She was eighteen years old when she joined the BBC as a programme engineer, sound-balancing for radio. It was 1943, and the Second World War had provided unusual job opportunities for her and other women at the BBC as stand-ins for the male engineers and technicians who had been called up to serve their country. As part of her job Daphne also worked at the Royal Albert Hall, where she used her considerable record turntable skills (what we’d now call ‘beat matching’) to smoothly cross-fade from the live orchestral performance to a 78 rpm recording of the same piece at exactly the same point, should an air raid interrupt the live broadcast. While people headed for the bomb shelters, Daphne stayed on, always worried as she sat under the huge glass dome of the Albert Hall that it could shatter at any moment and come raining down on her.

         Daphne’s experience with orchestras and her turntable skills were key elements in her 1949 work Still Point, composed almost a decade before the RW was founded. The thirty-four-minute piece was written for two orchestras, five microphones and prerecorded sounds that she manipulated live using three turntables. It was a radical, groundbreaking electroacoustic work conceived when the experimental works of Pierre Henry and Pierre Schaeffer were just emerging and Karlheinz Stockhausen’s had yet to begin. It’s phenomenal to think that Daphne was anticipating the real-time manipulation and mixing of sound we see and hear so much of today and that Still Point could fit easily in many contemporary music festivals. When she presented the score to the BBC for possible entry to the Prix Italia the Corporation rejected it outright, saying it was too weirdly abstract. They utterly failed to 37understand the purpose or concept of the innovative live manipulation techniques of pre-recorded sounds or accept her unorthodox structuring. Her score was tucked away and left to collect dust, never to be heard as Daphne had originally envisaged it. More than six decades later the piece finally got heard in a reimagined version by Shiva Feshareki and James Bulley, performed with the London Contemporary Orchestra in 2016 at St John’s Square, London, and again in 2018 (fittingly, at the Royal Albert Hall).

         Like Delia, Daphne was a classically trained musician and accomplished pianist, as well as a composer and engineer. She was confident about her abilities and about what the BBC could offer both her and the progress of electronic music. To that end she applied for different positions in the music department but was turned down time after time. The same rejection of advancement that Delia faced later. But also like Delia, Daphne was steadfast. From 1952 she kept on pressuring the BBC music department to create something similar to the experimental electronic studios she’d visited in Paris, Cologne and Milan. They had inspired her and made her even more determined to continue with her sound experiments, and she bombarded the BBC with technical information and examples of the music she envisaged making. She stuck at it, and once the BBC had accepted the need to produce experimental sound for radio, finally in 1958 the workshop opened on, of all days, 1 April. Maybe that wasn’t an intentional reference to April Fool’s Day; it could just have been a financial decision, April being the start of the new tax year.

         Daphne’s knowledge and first-hand experience of avant-garde music made her an obvious choice as one of the RW studio managers. Crucially, her widely acclaimed 1958 score for Jean Giraudoux’s play Amphitryon 38 was the first piece of radiophonic music used in a BBC television programme. She’d already proved 38that she was a great source of advice on what equipment would be needed to set up the workshop and the people best suited to work there, including the sound engineer Desmond Briscoe from the special effects department. Daphne and Desmond are both cited as co-founders of the RW, but Daphne was regarded as the unofficial head, rightly so considering her vital role in pushing so hard for it. They were very different personalities and their objectives differed too. Whereas Desmond was content to make music to accompany radio and TV programmes, Daphne wanted her music to stand alone. She was artistic in temperament, much like Delia, whereas Desmond was great at managing but also had a personality trait that Daphne and some others had to contend with. As a former colleague, Ray White, put it, ‘Desmond was very clever at ascribing things to himself, often saying, “I thought of that.”’

         After all the effort of putting her heart and soul into fighting for the RW, Daphne didn’t stay there long. Her visit to Expo ’58 alongside other sound pioneers including Stockhausen, Luciano Berio and John Cage (and unbeknown to Daphne, twenty-one-year-old Delia) contributed to her decision to leave the BBC. She found the extraordinary work taking place at Expo ’58 invigorating and realised that the RW wasn’t what she’d hoped it would be. Not only did she want to create music ungoverned by scripts or directives, she was also frustrated by the BBC’s health and safety rules, which imposed a fixed term of three months for staff working in the RW, due to the suspected ill effects on mental health of prolonged exposure to extreme frequencies. The short working period played havoc with the training of new recruits to the RW. By the time assignees had familiarised themselves with the work-shop’s equipment and techniques, their three months were up and the whole process had to be started again with a new set of people. 39The stop–start approach defeated the RW’s objective of achieving progress and had a massive negative effect on Daphne, who would be faced with having to abandon work to take her ‘rest’ period. She also felt that being a woman affected how she was treated. Once she asked a senior engineer if she could use equipment and have technical assistance for a piece of music she wanted to make. He belittled her: ‘he reduced me to a very small height, and finished by saying – Miss Oram the BBC employs 100 musicians to make all the sounds they require thank you.’ She wasn’t put off, and developed her techniques on the quiet. But working at the RW had turned out to be an obstacle to developing her ideas. She gave up, worked her three months’ notice and left the BBC in January 1959, having been at the Radiophonic Workshop for less than a year. Desmond Briscoe took over as studio manager.

         Leaving the BBC was a very brave move for Daphne as a single woman at that time. In preference to her compromised and uncomfortable position in the RW, she trod a precarious path, giving up a regular income, easy access to equipment and contacts for work. Her going it alone under such circumstances is a measure of how much she valued her integrity and her freedom to experiment with sound. She moved to Kent to live in an enormous converted oast house which she called ‘Tower Folly’ and installed her own studio there, making her the first woman to set up an independent studio. In many ways it echoed the RW, with old equipment and the parts of what became the great project of her later life, the Oramics electromechanical sound-generating machine, which also made her the first woman to design and build an electronic instrument. The machine looked rather Heath Robinson with its metal Dexion framework bolted together DIY-style and the Oramics controller that housed four small cathode ray tubes and circuit boards built into an old wooden dressing table. Daphne had the 40entire oast house wired to facilitate her work in the studio, using the huge steel water tank under the forecourt as a reverb room.

         Daphne had started developing her Oramics machine in 1957, but the concept had been initiated when she was seven years old and spoke of imagining a machine that would make any sound she wanted, even a sound that an orchestra would find impossible to make. Then in 1944, on a mandatory BBC engineering course, she looked at the waveform patterns of sound on a cathode ray oscilloscope and asked her tutor inquisitively whether it was possible to make the shape first and then use that to create a sound. He cut her off sharpish with a clear ‘No’. Further discussion was clearly unwelcome, and lateral thinking like Daphne’s was not to be indulged. But it was like a red rag to a bull for Daphne and she started thinking, ‘Why not?’

         That BBC engineering course paid unexpected dividends in sowing the seeds of ideas for what she referred to as ‘graphical music’. It was the start of her move towards creating non-acoustic sounds, dispensing with musical scales, switching to a form of pure synthesised sound generated from graphics drawn by hand onto blank 35 mm film strips. Effectively the hand of the sound artist determined the sound via the image, much as a visual artist determines the nuanced shapes when painting or drawing, creating a unique ‘language’. Daphne’s technique involved optically scanning her hand drawings to generate sounds with her Oramics machine. The film strips were mounted onto motorised reels and run past a cathode ray tube (the type of display which had set Daphne’s original idea in motion). The modified light was projected onto light-sensitive receptors, which in turn controlled a tone generator. Her Oramics machine can be described as a very early type of sequencer and tone generator in one – a huge beast. It’s now part of the London Science Museum’s permanent 41collection, its original objectives more conveniently met by either computer software or a phone app.

         Daphne’s work was revolutionary, of key importance to the development of electronic music, and immensely influential. Experimental music would have been all the poorer had it not been for her tenacious dedication and unique approach to the concept of sound, whether as a composer, engineer, performer or teacher. She felt it was especially important for children to be introduced to and make experimental music, to find their own way of expressing themselves and not to follow other styles – including her own. She was an individualist like Delia, with individualistic attitudes to life and music.

         Delia and Daphne met through their connections with the BBC and remained long-term friends. They shared many skills, but I’m not sure they would have been compatible as collaborators, going by their personalities and the singular processes they used to create music. Whatever differences they had, they were kindred spirits, both bent on forging forward into unknown sonic territories. Daphne, the electronic sound pioneer who had founded the RW, had provided Delia with the opportunity to indulge her love of making new sounds.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Delia wasn’t the only woman when she first joined the RW. Maddalena Fagandini was already there but soon left to go into production. She noted a great shift in the workshop’s approach once Delia joined. Delia was more adventurous and enthusiastic about as yet unexplored possibilities that would add extra elements to the music, all due to her knowledge of harmonics and the application of mathematics in relation to structuring the sounds. 42

         The workshop environment had rules. A lot of the ones that had been a problem for Delia’s predecessor Daphne were still in place, including a military-style hierarchy. As men had returned to their jobs after the war the women who had competently filled in for them had been dismissed, a case of collateral damage. Gender (and thus status) trumped skill. Delia had no real status, being the most junior, even though she was the best-qualified musician. There were additional protocols for her to deal with in the male-dominated world of electronic music, especially as an assertive woman working in an institution like the BBC. It was regarded as unbecoming for a woman to voice her opinions freely, so when Delia did, it usually provoked sarcasm and condescension from many of her male colleagues. She was a ‘novelty’ female among many males. Directors would come to see her work and comment on how attractive she was, or remark that she must be there because she was a feminist. Why else would a woman want to do ‘men’s work’?

         Unlike our male counterparts, Delia and I have both been subjected to being referred to in terms of our physical attributes rather than our skills – as desirable women, tall, slim, attractive, sexy, vivacious – or by our marital status, with our intellect and artistic abilities appearing to be secondary. I can’t recall instances when the same measure has been routinely applied to men I work with when their art is under discussion. If it was, where would anyone begin? At his body shape, hair, weight, good looks, the size of the bulge in his pants? When reversed it sounds like what it is – absurd and demeaning. The whole issue of placing women’s physicality and personal situations before their work continues to rankle with me. I understand the need for context in a review or article on my work, but the emphasis on my being ‘other’, referred to as someone’s girlfriend or ‘ex’, and portrayed domestically time 43and again, is mostly irrelevant and wouldn’t be used in the same way when writing about a man. It must have rankled equally for Delia to be either not mentioned in reports about the ‘men of the Radiophonic Workshop’ or referred to as an abnormal ‘feature’. As if, as a woman, she had a role as an oddity within an odd, predominantly male music studio.

         This attitude prevailed in the RW and caused similar discomfort for other women, like Elizabeth Parker, who worked there after Delia had left. In May 1981 Elizabeth presented her proposal of music for the TV series The Living Planet to a large room full of grey-suited men, bar three women. It was an unnerving atmosphere as her fifteen-minute video tape was played to everyone. The tension was broken by David Attenborough standing up and announcing his approval. The series was broadcast in 1984 and received BAFTA and Emmy awards.

         Sexism was endemic in the BBC during Delia’s time there, with just a few women, such as producer Verity Lambert, occupying senior positions. This is still a problem today, with inequality disputes and criticism of the difference in the way the BBC treats its female and male staff – women being more harshly punished for ‘stepping out of line’ and paid less than men doing the same job. But like most women have done and still do, Delia took it in her stride as best she could, working within the rules, and surreptitiously bending them to suit her own aims whenever she got the chance. It must have been an oppressive and intimidating environment in which to work creatively. We all find a way of alleviating difficult situations, not only in order to cope but also to enable us to forge on with our own objectives and not allow prevailing attitudes and rules to deter us from what is of primary importance to us. And for Delia that was creating music her way, by any means necessary. 44
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