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            PREFACE I

         

         In writing this book, I realised I was taking on an exciting but also invidious, some might even say impossible, task. I wanted to take in the full range of electronic music, rather than home in on one particular aspect, beginning with its very earliest manifestations at the turn of the twentieth century and its apparent global domination in the popular music of the twenty-first, with EDM challenging rock’s long-held dominance as the default form of stadium music entertainment.

         I wanted to take in its vast sweep, across a range of genres, create an account at once intimate and aerial in its perspective, at once personal and historical. It’s not, however, intended to be exhaustive. This is not a directory. I can see now fans of particular electronic musicians, or even the musicians themselves, reaching for this book, heading immediately for the index and finding, to their dismay, no mention of their heroes (or themselves). I can hear the voices of anguish. Why no mention of Super Collider and their sinuous blend of fractal electronics and neo-soul vocals? Where is Todd Rundgren, whose synth-driven A Wizard, a True Star blazed a lightning trail through the 1970s? Why the omission of the brilliant Tod Dockstader and Arne Nordheim from the musique concrète list? Were they not French or female enough?

         Or where is Halim Abdul Messieh El-Dabh, the Egyptian American composer born in 1921 who experimented with wire recorders in the early 1940s, composing music made from field recordings in Cairo that, albeit tentative in their technology and outcomes, pre-date Pierre Schaeffer by half a decade, and who died in 2017 having seen the electronic music he prefigured spread arterially throughout the body of modern music? Or Jean-Jacques Perrey, early adopter of the Ondioline, who used the techniques of musique concrète to splice together a gleefully de-solemnised, populist take on the genre, eventually going on to work with Luke Vibert on the album Moog Acid (2007), aged eighty? Of neither of these is there a single mention in the entire book.

         How come no Jean-Michel Jarre, a more serious student of electronic music than his rather son et lumière style suggests? Or Vangelis, whose soundtrack for the 1981 film Chariots of Fire was, in retrospect, an inspired choice for a period film about the 1924 Olympics, where a lazier, safer choice would have been an opulent, Downton Abbey-style orchestral soundtrack?

         Where are Space? Hot Butter? Sarah Brightman and Hot Gossip’s ‘I Lost My Heart to a Starship Trooper’? And how could you possibly write an entire book of this nature and completely ignore Kraftwerk? (It’s all right, Kraftwerk are in here.)

         No judgement is intended on those omitted. As I say, this is a personal and selective account that is more about aspects and angles, patterns and trails than encyclopaedic completism. Nor is it a ‘techie’ account. It’s more about the meanings and resonances of electronic music, how the shapes it has taken, the successes it has achieved and the failures it has suffered reflect the hopes, fears and loathing it has inspired in humanity. It refers outside of music into the realms of sport, TV, philosophy, the visual arts, non-electronic music, politics, national identity, race. But predominantly it refers to the music, made using the medium of electricity, but not guitar-based. That’s important. That such music feels less ‘real’, less organic, less heroic, more schematic and heartlessly methodical to those wary of it is one of the underlying themes of Mars by 1980.

         The book stretches into the twenty-first century but, as the title implies, it alludes also to something that was lost in the twentieth century at some unspecified, pre-postmodern moment: an idealism about the future and all that it might contain, from socialism to space travel, dreams that now seem laughably antique or agonisingly extinct. Mark Fisher, my late friend and colleague, felt something along these lines. While not hoping to emulate his own cultural and philosophical investigations, there are smatterings here and there of his influence, not least in his abiding belief that the oppressive school of thought established in lieu of Mars circa 1980 – that there is No Alternative to the prescriptions of capitalism and the free market – is merely a rhetorical sleight of hand. Electronic music has been a carrier of malignant ideas, of date-stamped fictions and a means of disseminating mediocrity on an industrial scale – in every gym, all the time, for a start. However, at its best, it has opened up great vistas of possibility as to what human beings can do with their invention and imagination, when unshackled from fear, custom and conservatism.

         ‘No alternative’ was the neo-liberal mantra; ‘no future’, as jeered by Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols in 1977, was the concurrent cry of despair that punk bequeathed, which, whether it meant to or not, helped scotch the flowery, futuristic dreams of a new Age of Aquarius as dreamt by the hippies. No future. We’re still suffering the aftershock of that particular Song of Experience, the cynical refrain of the post-space age, of our postmodern times in which we are too clever, too afraid to speculate wildly on a better future of expanded horizons. This is the historical vantage point from which Mars by 1980 surveys over a hundred years of electronic music and theory and the context in which electronic music is made today. There are a thousand good reasons to give way to despair, but what is there to lose by attempting to rediscover in the electronic music of the past not merely a glow of nostalgia but the glow of possible dormant futures that have merely been deferred?

         A further note: although the book proceeds broadly chronologically, its chapters are thematic in a way that militates against an orderly timeline. There’s a little bit of leaping about back and forth between the 1950s and ’60s, 1970s and ’90s, and back – but we reach the twenty-first century in the end.

         
             

         

         For their valuable assistance, guidance and illumination I’d like to thank the following: Dave Watkins, Ian Bahrami, Lee Brackstone and all at Faber, as well as my agent, Kevin Pocklington; Jono Podmore, Simon Reynolds, Dan Hancox, Robin Rimbaud, all at The Wire magazine, where I worked for two years, a brief but packed era of immense discovery and exposure to new musics, and a chance to meet their creators; the commissioning editors of the late Melody Maker, Vox and Uncut, including Allan Jones and Jerry Thackray, who allowed me to meet childhood (and adult) heroes in the flesh; Neil Mason, Rudi Esch, Uwe Schütte, Mark Wernham and Push at Electronic Sound magazine; Luke Turner and John Doran at The Quietus; Clive Harris, Graham Dowdall and my partner, Roshi Nasehi.

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE II: ONE SUMMER

         

         July 1977. Britain. A late Sunday afternoon. A dormitory village, several miles from Leeds. A lane. A bedroom in an extension above a garage. A bedside table. A fifteen-year-old boy on the bed, bedroom-bound by adolescence. A boy holding a microphone connected to a cassette recorder next to a transistor radio, a fuzzy mono transistor radio with a soft grey speaker. Customarily, this radio sits in the kitchen, accruing a coating of brown grease from the cooking fat billowing around the clock. Customarily, it’s an instrument of oppression, broadcasting Waggoners’ Walk, The Archers, Vince Hill, Sing Something Simple, all of which give the lie to the supersonic seventies – the sallow fifties, more like.

         On a Sunday afternoon there’s nothing to do except homework, to while away the hour until the velveteen Tom Browne presents the suspenseful Sunday chart show, the first breaking news of the hit parade in any week. This is too important to be broadcast solely on Radio 1, with its barely adequate, interference-addled signal, so, for one hour a week only, there’s pop on Radio 2, rather than the customary bow-tied crooners and Semprini Serenade. Unfortunately, it’s preceded by Charlie Chester and his Sunday Soapbox – ‘With a box full of records and a bag full of post, it’s radio soapbox and Charlie your host!’ It’s impossible for a fifteen-year-old to make sense of. He’s billed as ‘Cheerful’ Charlie, but it’s cheerless fare indeed, like being obliged to look on as an old uncle shows you his yellowing collection of World War II bobbins and cigarette cards, with the threat of a slap on the head if you’re not paying attention. These were the 1970s as lived, still coated with dark-brown war-surplus paint, barely relieved.

         This was the context into which a new single crash-landed like Skylab.

         
             

         

         1976. Musicland Studio in Munich, home to the communes that gave rise to Amon Düül but now host to an emerging disco factory. Among the musicians are Keith Forsey, a drummer who, like Can’s Jaki Liebezeit, rejects the ostentatiousness of soloing in favour of the discipline of keeping time with thudding, machine precision. There’s Pete Bellotte, a shy English expat who is good at framing albums conceptually and song structure. There’s engineer Robbie Wedel, keeper of the secrets of the Moog synthesizer, some of which, it turns out, are unknown even to Mr Moog himself. Finally, there’s the grand master and surveyor of the mixing desk, Giorgio Moroder. To the fifteen-year-old, his name speaks of sports cars, of aftershave cool, of suave, go-ahead European Teknik. Later, his moustache, hair and shades will make him look like a Eurodisco grotesque, but for now he exists primarily in the fifteen-year-old’s imagination. Motorik, mobile Moroder.

         Finally, there’s Donna Summer herself, an American ex-cast member from the musical Hair who will later refuse to limit herself as ‘merely’ a disco singer, as well as unwisely alienate a vast segment of her audience when she gets religion and decides to condemn the gay lifestyle. For now, however, she’s Donna Summer – wide-eyed, energetic, gossipy, full of love and fun, a gift from heaven. This team helped put together the epic, sensual ‘Love to Love You Baby’, but it was banned on release for its overt sexuality. The boy had no means of hearing it at the time, merely hearing about it. It was as mythical to the fifteen-year-old as sex itself.

         This new track is an afterthought – an addendum to a concept album conceived by Bellotte, an Anthony Powell-esque dance backwards and forwards through pop history and prehistory with the ironically nostalgic title of I Remember Yesterday. It’s a showcase for Summer’s immense versatility, harking back to 1940s swing, then the Motown era, then early-1970s badass soul, then disco as constituted in the present day with ‘Take Me’ – and then, with ‘I Feel Love’, the tomorrow that was 1977.

         The track is built like a new car, the body first. Its apparently impossible electronic repetition and velocity is achieved by Wedel syncing two tracks in a way that feels superhuman. It’s another feat of German ingenuity, following the composer Paul Hindemith’s experiments in ‘motorik’ music, the investigations of Herbert Eimert and Karlheinz Stockhausen, and, later, the inventions of Klaus Dinger, Ralf Hütter, Jaki Liebezeit and engineers like Kurt Graupner during the Krautrock era.

         ‘So You Win Again’ by Hot Chocolate is at number one. The boy resents its fatalism, which seems to infect the pedestrian pace of the song. ‘Ma Baker’ by Boney M is in there somewhere, another West German confection. Emerson, Lake and Palmer have ballooned into the Top 10 with ‘Fanfare for the Common Man’, as corny an example of prog rock’s pretensions to classical status as ever deigned to touch down in the charts, but snapping further back somewhere is ‘Pretty Vacant’. Two new holes are being ripped in pop’s arse this week, and this is one of them. The other …

         Practically the moment it beams down, ‘I Feel Love’ feels like first contact: the slow opening of the spacecraft door, the blinding shaft of green light. This is … what is this? Brian Eno hears it and rushes straight into David Bowie’s studio, claiming to be holding the future in his hands. Sparks hear it and promptly decide to ditch their band, hit up Moroder and function as an electronic duo. And that’s just the start.

         What is this? Pure, silver, shimmering, arcing, perfectly puttering hover-car brilliance. Space’s ‘Magic Fly’ to the power of ten. Seven inches have become twelve. Keyboards are played with unheard-of, bionic, rotor-blade capability. It glides the way scissors do when you achieve that perfect synergy between mind, hand and blade, cutting through the dreary brown curtain of 1970s entertainment and revealing space. Space 1977. No exhaust, no vapour trails, no strings, no frills, this is take-off. People will be left behind, people will be laid off. May you never hear rock music again. May you never hear light orchestra music again. May you never see Happy Days again.

         Meanwhile, Donna Summer’s vocals fall like petals from robot heaven. The machine, threshing immaculately, owns this song; it’s for her to glide diaphanously around it, strew it with vocal grace – minimal subject matter. The words ‘I feel love’, applied with a mild, synthetic treatment, sound like she is channelling the voice of machinery that has experienced an epiphany, like Star Trek’s Commander Data discovering emotion. Except there is something coolly indifferent about this sonic craft, indifferent even to Donna Summer as it glides onwards and upwards, for minute after minute, powered on something far more durable than mere human stamina. Even as the record fades away, you sense it is still out there, puttering pneumatically away, cruising at cirrus level.

         In 1973, the boy had received a five-year diary as a Christmas present. Flicking forward through its empty pages, he reached as far away as 1977. Maybe it was the way the two sevens clashed, or maybe it was the chevron-like effect of the two numbers in conjunction, but as a year it felt especially futuristic. What will life be like in 1977? Even decades later, the feeling somehow still holds. 1977 was Star Wars, Skylab, The Six Million Dollar Man, the Sex Pistols, Summer. The Apollo mission had closed a few years earlier, but no matter. Mars. Mars by 1980, surely. The boy was still growing, the world was still growing. Colour television had arrived only months earlier, in the boy’s household at any rate, and now electricity had arrived, the electricity that would take us to uncharted space. ‘I Feel Love’ felt like the launch of an exploratory mission, an advance probe to delineate the decades that would take us to the twenty-first century, by which point the boy would be thirty-seven years old with his whole life behind him.

         Decades later, the boy would still ask himself, ‘What will life be like in the year 1977?’

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         In January 2017, to test the notion that electronic music is pretty much the fabric of twenty-first-century post-pop, I decided to listen to the UK Top 20 of what used to be called singles. Well into the mid-1990s, when Top of the Pops was still extant, the charts were like the weather: you knew who was riding high, what was dominating the airwaves, and when Wet Wet Wet had a prolonged period at number one with ‘Love Is All Around’, you couldn’t help but feel it and know it, like a prolonged spell of drizzle.

         In 2017, knowing who or what is in the singles charts feels more like undertaking a piece of journalistic investigation – or sneaking furtively into a teenager’s bedroom and switching on a computer to try to find out what’s going on in their young minds. Not that this sort of pop estrangement is confined to those of a certain age – pop itself is in the process of being supplanted by YouTubers, fizzy twenty-somethings who have bypassed the irksome requirements of the music business to become stars purely on the basis of their effervescent audience, chatting about stuff from the edges of their beds to infatuated teens and pre-teens. Nonetheless – and despite ‘sales’ being an issue when it’s the simplest matter to download illegally, rip YouTube videos to mp3 or simply make do with Spotify – there are charts that reflect the prevailing tendencies, the state of things.

         Not everything in this Top 20 has an electronic component. ZAYN and Taylor Swift’s ‘I Don’t Wanna Live Forever’ is a virtuous thing of acoustic purity; even today, there remains a hint of subtle reproach on the part of ‘real’ music-makers in an over-processed pop environment. Swift is certainly deemed to stand out from her peers in this decade, purer of heart and purpose. Meanwhile, although its intro sounds like it’s heading towards Massive Attack’s ‘Safe from Harm’ before taking a different turn, Rag’n’Bone Man’s ‘Human’ positively agitates with signifiers of flesh-and-blood authenticity, from the lyrical entreaties of the refreshingly bulky singer to his moniker and the song title. Perhaps the most convincing note of naturalism, however, is struck by Little Mix, one of four acts to have two hits in the Top 20, in what feels like a remarkably stagnant hit parade compared with ages past. For all their manufacture and gloss, their defiant, chanty, abrasive, girls-on-the-razz attitude bursts through, reminiscent of the Spice Girls or Shampoo.

         Overall, though, the experience is one of horrifying, suffocating homogeneity, punctuated by flashes of electronic wizardry that remind you, in an age when analogue is the resort of the avantgarde conscientious, of the potency of state-of-the-art digital technology and its ability to wreak unheard-of permutations and microsounds. The machines are doing great. It’s when the human factor kicks in that the problems start. So, Sage the Gemini’s ‘Now and Later’ boasts a buzzing, minimal bass to have died for thirty years ago, but which is now just a drop in the pop ocean, punctuated by what sounds like the shard of an accordion sample. The rap, however, is tediously glazed, routinely Auto-Tuned and normative, the sound of someone determined to say and do whatever it takes to be at the party.

         Occupying the top two positions is Ed Sheeran. Again, he seems to owe something to his perceived ordinariness: physically he looks agricultural, the sort of bloke who between making pop songs carries his sandwiches to work in a bucket. ‘Shape of You’, however, lilts to a dancehall beat, clearly the pop tinge du moment, a cocktail indeed of marimbas and house tropicalia. Sheeran’s vocal, meanwhile, follows almost exactly the same cadence as TLC’s ‘No Scrubs’, but given that Sheeran was only eight when that single was released, all the way back in the twentieth century, you wonder just how conscious a lift this is.

         The content of the 2017 charts is no more designed to speak to me as a middle-aged man than are the YouTubers so beloved by my twelve-year-old daughter. Still, as one who first started following the charts in the late 1960s, when pop provided practically the sole source of colour and electric jolt in a childhood whose furnishings, ambience and media environment were still very much of the 1950s and earlier, I’m at least in a position to compare and contrast. What is strongest – stronger than in pop’s twentieth-century heydays, the 1960s, ’70s and ’80s – is the feeling of a generation gap. Back then, pop was much more an inclusive family affair, in which each generation was catered for, from tots to grannies. Period programming from the 1960s tends to reach straight for Jimi Hendrix and Cream, but the likes of Engelbert Humperdinck were more dominant, while the biggest-selling UK solo singles artist of the decade was Ken Dodd. There are no Mr Blobbies or Lena Martells in today’s charts, while the still hugely grossing veterans, from Zeppelin to Elton John to Paul McCartney, also give them a wide berth. There is no ridiculous, no sublime either, merely an efficient, faultlessly studio-conceived conveyance of tunes meticulously designed to converge on the predictable from the outset.

         In 2011, Daniel Barrow wrote in The Quietus about what he termed the ‘soar’, which he described as follows:

         
            a move that’s been creeping into ubiquity in pop songwriting – that surge from a dynamically static mid-tempo 4/4 verse to a ramped-up major-key chorus, topped, in the case of female singers, with fountaining melisma; the moment the producer deploys the riff, the synth-gush, the shouted vocal-hook for which the whole of the rest of the song is a mere appendage, a prologue and epilogue that only the chorus validates. If you’ve heard it – and rest assured, you have – it’s because it developed, as a trope, in some of the most inescapable songs of the last few years: ‘I Gotta Feeling’, ‘Empire State of Mind’ (both Jay-Z-enhanced and solo versions), ‘Tik Tok’, Flo Rida’s ‘Club Can’t Even Handle Me Yet’, ‘California Gurlz’.

         

         2011 was a long time ago, however, and in this Top 20 at least there is only a single, faint instance of the ‘soar’. At one level, as the first generation to be steeped in rock’n’roll, Alan Freed and the Six–Five Special reach their late seventies, there is a huge nostalgia industry, in which stars of yesteryear continue to be active and, in some cases, make millions annually. The charts, though, comprise an almost eerie, history-less monoverse in which all that matters are the trends and tempos established over the last year or so, in which everyone is careful to keep in step with one another, share notes at all times. That said, this has been the overall condition of pop for most of this century.

         What’s also striking, and similarly depressing, is that pop hasn’t been this non-queer since the days of Rosemary Clooney, the early 1950s. Gay culture had always been one of the great underground drivers of rock and pop, from Little Richard right through to Hi-NRG, often necessarily coded in a world that was institutionally homophobic. And yet today, when gay rights, while by no means universally accepted, are more established in the Western world than ever before, queer pop has disappeared. The charts in 2017 are primarily an idyll of young, photogenic, heterosexual love, preferably experienced in a seaside environment.

         What’s also lacking is the sense of irony and artifice that makes ABC’s The Lexicon of Love, for example, perhaps the greatest pop album ever made and accounts, frankly, for the higher levels of intelligence at work in the post-punk/new pop of the early 1980s. Today, pretty much every song makes an ardent play for sincerity, a smooth-talking 4-realness, in part to make a strong impression as a suitor but also as a means of signalling humanity and authenticity in the face of strong suspicions that modern pop is an Auto-Tuned studio confection. They protest too much, however: the greater the need to ascend to ever more emotional heights, the greater the requirement for Auto-Tune’s harnesses.

         There is a sense of guilt and recrimination over the fact that studio technology and machinery are stifling true talent and expressiveness, providing artificial enhancements. And yet the problem is not the technology itself, which continues to yield fascinating details and capabilities, albeit incidentally at times in suffocatingly banal productions; it’s the conservatism and timidity and pragmatism of those using it. The three sins of modern politics are also the sins of modern pop.

         What’s interesting also, watching the adverts preceding some of these tracks on YouTube, is how much more thrilling and innovative the electronica-soaked soundtracks to the ads are, how much more audacious and atmospheric than the rather stiff pop offerings that follow them.

         An exception to all of this is Daft Punk, who feature in two of this particular week’s Top 20 hits, in conjunction with The Weeknd: ‘I Feel It Coming’ and ‘Starboy’. In truth, these are not the French duo’s finest offerings, but ‘Starboy’ is at least preceded by a moment of bracing Daft Punk kitsch: an electronic fanfare that sounds like it was culled from a 1970s son et lumière festival, followed by a series of synth dynamite explosions to herald the main event, The Weeknd himself, though he disappoints a little with the by-the-book cadences of his vocal.

         Daft Punk have longevity. I interviewed them in Los Angeles in 1997, following the release of their debut album, Homework. I loved the record, although I regarded it as a magnificently precious piece of kitsch, an uncanny achievement by two boys from a country whose international pop pedigree had been pretty much non-existent a few years earlier. I did not envisage that they would be global superstars in the year 2017. I probably did not give the year 2017 a single thought. As I had done for years, as I would do for years to come, I assumed the pop cultural clock to be at about five minutes to midnight. In one of my first-ever reviews for Melody Maker in 1986, I referred to ‘this late hour’. It always felt late. Daft Punk felt très 1997, an immaculate conceit, harking back to the days of Chic, Italo-disco, Telex, bouncing 4/4 grooves, wah-wah vocoders and novelty robo-bands like their fellow countrymen Space, who had a 1970s hit with ‘Magic Fly’. I should have seen the signs, however: in the record stores on Sunset Strip, dead, white grunge had been supplanted in the displays by a British wave of electronica, including the Prodigy, Underworld and the Chemical Brothers – and now, Daft Punk. A new electronic era was being birthed.

         The sheer unassuming modesty of Daft Punk was deceptive also. The duo’s Thomas Bangalter was dismissive of the luxury art deco surroundings of the Argyll hotel. ‘If it had been up to us, we would have stayed in some little sleazy motel, y’know, out of town,’ he said. ‘Some place with atmosphere. That would have been more us.’ It was hard, also, to be in awe of their magnitude when I knew that they owed their name to a phrase from a review by a colleague of mine, the late Dave Jennings at Melody Maker, who had reviewed them in their previous, lo-fi guitar incarnation Darlin’: ‘daft punk’, he declared. They kept the record industry at arm’s length. Instead of management, they had a ‘mate’ who acted as a go-between. When Virgin France needed to liaise with the band, they were forced, in those relatively primitive days of telecommunication, to trawl the likeliest Parisian cafes and bars to track down said mate. The band themselves appeared to show no appetite for superstardom, deliberately masking their faces for photoshoots. A few weeks after I interviewed them, I was at a record-company bash. Though I had spent an hour in their company, when Bangalter flagged me down to say ‘Hi’ there was a mortifying second or so before I remembered who he and his partner, Guy-Manuel de Homem-Christo, were.

         Daft Punk, however, had a grasp on the immediate future.

         ‘Today, it’s possible to make a record in your bedroom at a cheap price,’ said Bangalter. ‘Our album, Homework, is cheaper than nearly any rock album. No studio expenses, producers, engineers. We’re not saying there is a right way or wrong way to go about things, but this is certainly a way. When we started to make music, we were just trying to form the teenage band everyone wants to be in.’

         I mumbled something about the Internet being just around the corner. At that point, the Web was mostly dial-up, an optional bolt-on for Wired-reading nerds who spent altogether too much time staring at screens talking to strangers in discussion groups. Daft Punk, however, saw the transformative effect the Internet was about to have, as the future was finally upon us.

         ‘The Net makes things more accessible, too,’ enthused Bangalter. ‘You can have the same access on a small site as a big site. You can sell records without leaving your bedroom, and you don’t need a set of big producers. You won’t need to go knocking on the doors of record companies, or A&R people or magazines with piles of tapes they never listen to.’

         ‘It all sounds like it’s going to put me out of a job,’ I mumbled. Eighteen months later, I was made redundant.

         Meanwhile, despite constantly protesting against the hype around them and the privilege heaped upon them, so intense was their distrust of the music industry, Daft Punk went from strength to strength in the twenty-first century. Unlike their peers, their music is steeped in retrospection: George Duke, Barry Manilow, guitar synthesizers, Buggles, Zapp all drift through on the relentless 4/4 of their dancefloor productions. They have a DJ-literate awareness of the pop past that has sustained them into their early forties. Unlike the parallel retrograde fare of their popular rock peers in this post-rock era, however, there is something uncanny about their replications and rearrangements of the past. From ‘Digital Love’ to ‘Lose Yourself to Dance’ they have created a continuum, a utopian mechanism that with the routine perfection of an automaton distils the mess, the extraneous dross and frills of 1970s and ’80s pop, makes unlikely finds in its more obscure and neglected regions and preserves its vital flashes of brilliance. The sample of clipped funk guitar from Chaka Khan’s ‘Fate’, boosted and isolated on ‘Music Sounds Better with You’, Bangalter’s Stardust project, is a case in point. As fine as the original, Arif Mardin-produced track sounds, it is diminished by comparison with the track that lifts from it. Whatever virtue there is in originality is shrunken into irrelevance by the inspiration of the steal and the use to which it is put, as it threshes through ‘Music Sounds Better with You’ like a remorseless, freshly stropped funking blade.

         Furthermore, at a time when there is much fretting and poohpoohing about the overuse of vocal treatments, Daft Punk make unabashed use of the vocoder. They don’t use it, like others, as a form of vocal make-up to conceal blemishes, but rather they revel in its artificiality. Indeed, there is a far more emotional tug to Daft Punk’s vocoderisation than that achieved by common-or-garden pop Auto-Tuners. They achieve a sense of vulnerability, of alienation, a sense of longing to be fully human.

         Although they are very different types of outfits, only Kraftwerk match Daft Punk in their perfect balance of the retro and the futuristic, in their supreme belief in their operational skills that gives them the confidence to appear ridiculous to the public. Daft Punk, however, wear masks or, later, helmets for the same reason Kraftwerk project robot versions of themselves on stage: to preserve their privacy, to invest all in the product, not to waste energy on the banal soap opera and public autobiography required by the celebrity glare. It has worked. Where flesh-and-blood contemporaries have withered away, they, like Kraftwerk, are preserved throughout pop time.

         With Daft Punk, it’s possible to imagine, from our sorrowful position in the post-space age, that it is for ever 1980. Imagine if we left behind the strife of earth, reached Mars and built discotheques there, dancing our nights away in a state of cartoon perfection.

         
             

         

         Although its beginnings were in the nineteenth century, and harbingers of it earlier still, the story of electronic music is the story of most of the twentieth century. By the turn of the millennium, we were, to all intents and purposes, pretty much where we are now in 2018. Electronic music, whose history is one of suspicion, oblivion, fear and loathing, as well as futurism, utopianism and speculation on a cosmic scale, is ubiquitous. We have been post-rock since the mid-1990s. EDM (electronic dance music) supplanted it as the new stadium rock, as popular guitar music reached a creative terminus, its intrinsic capabilities for expansion exhausted. There are, have been extremists, including Wolf Eyes and Sightings, as well as players such as Fred Frith and Derek Bailey, among others, who have investigated the outermost possibilities of the instrument, but they have been unable to reach beyond the periphery of public attention, the public’s appetite for abstract extremism in music not matched by their appetite for its equivalent in the visual arts.

         Electronic music is the natural stuff of now, though even within the genre there is revulsion at the invisible digital nature of production, not unlike the smartphones and laptops whose dull thrall keeps each of us in our individual spaces, interacting only virtually, the supposed billions of options and connections of the Internet leaving many feeling enervated, disconnected and helpless, with no options at all. Others call for analogue and its too easily discarded equipment because of its more visible means of production, as a protest against the planned obsolescence and because of the liberation that can come through ostensibly ‘limited’ kit. As Sean Booth of Autechre remarked to me in 2003, ‘Everyone adheres to this idea that you’ve got to throw an old bit of technology away when something new comes along. Why? When do you decide that something’s obsolete?’

         Paradoxically, it is electronic practitioners who are leading the most pertinent charge against the supposed hegemony of electronics in the modern age. In some ways, the subtext is ‘We want the twentieth century back.’ A case in point is the group Metamono, featuring Jono Podmore, who has worked with Irmin Schmidt and the late Jaki Liebezeit of Can, among others. Podmore invited me to his flat to have a go on his vintage equipment, a classic, pre-keyboard valve synthesizer – part of Metamono’s ‘instrumentarium’, which includes such antique equipment as a theremin, a wireless and a Mu-Tron III+. His co-band member, fine artist and fellow antique enthusiast Mark Hill (Paul Conboy makes up the trio) purchased a Korg MS-20. On stage, performed in real time, these instruments recreate the romance, the sense of grappling and engagement with electronic equipment that has been lost in an era when an electronica performance might consist merely of a single person on stage lit up by the dull glow of their laptop, its logo casting a forlorn beam into the audience.

         Podmore asserts that there is a durability about the older equipment that is lacking in the post-Jobs era: ‘The technology may date back to the 1920s in some cases, but it has been developing ever since and retains an audio quality far in advance of the paltry trickle of normalised data dribbling out of the headphone socket of the generic laptop masquerading as a musical instrument on stage right now in cities all over the globe.’

         Metamono play according to the diktats of a self-penned manifesto designed to reinvigorate a music that has become a ‘flaccid shadow of the power it once was’. A corollary to Matthew Herbert’s more famous manifesto on the use of sampling, Metamono promise that:

         
            metamono will never

            
                

            

            – use a microphone

            – use digital sound generation or sampling

            – use mechanical sound generation

            – use digital sound processing

            – make overdubs

            – remix

            – be afraid of mono

            
                

            

            metamono will only

            
                

            

            – use analogue electronic sound generation

            – use analogue electronic sound processing

            – use digital recording and basic editing when no alternative is available

            – compose and mix simultaneously

            – build their own or play used instruments

         

         For Futurists like Luigi Russolo, as well as visionary composers such as Busoni, Varèse and, later, Stockhausen, new electronic modes of music-making weren’t novelties, conveniences, cost-cutting devices or objects of tinkering fascination for gadget nerds who were less than human in their make-up. They were the means whereby music would exceed the bounds of mere scripted notation, explore infinite possibilities in tandem with a world whose technological leaps and bounds seemed limitless. In their wildest dreams, they truly believed that electronic music could soundtrack, or even by some occult means be the source of, an expansion of mankind’s capabilities. We could take to the air, the moon, the stars even. Parallel advances in science demanded a soundtrack that did more than merely modify the orchestral equivalent of nineteenth-century empires whose collapse had been hastened by the machine age.

         Others, however, feared – indeed, continued to fear – that mechanisation would simply put mankind on the dole; moreover, that machinery, in the form of uncanny automata, would take on human characteristics, including the desire to dominate and enslave, much as the machines themselves had been put to work as unpaid servants in a notional immediate future. There was, as we shall see, a racial component to this fear, one which perhaps accounts for the differing levels of reluctance between black and white people to embrace innovation in music technology.

         Music was certainly a contested area. Technologies of all kind were in development in the early part of the twentieth century. On the one hand, there was the technology of dissemination. The microphone would radicalise vocal delivery, supplanting the crudity of the hand-held megaphone and making a star of Bing Crosby, who from the 1920s onwards understood how to take advantage of the device to develop a more intimate, nuanced vocal style that bridged the gap between audience and performer from yards to mere inches.

         And then there was the gramophone. In one of its earliest editions, in 1926 Melody Maker ran a concerned editorial expressing the fear that with the rise of this popular new contraption, which merely encouraged listening rather than playing, the supply of musicians would give out. Under the headline ‘What Will Music Be Like in 1935?’, editor Edgar Jackson wrote:

         
            These are the days of mechanical music.

            Even the home piano is allowed to get out of tune and stiff from lack of use. The family is now gathered round the wireless set or the gramophone and the whole library is out of date.

            What will our children be like in 1935? Is there not a tangible danger that in these ten short years there will be a glut of critics and a dearth of performers?

            The Mozarts of 1926 are now jazzing to the gramophone instead of creeping with hope to the organ. Instead of earning proud salaries in 1935, they will, unless they wake up, be the merest automatons … still demanding entertainment from the musicians of today.

         

         In a sense, Jackson had a point. On the one hand, there are more people having a go at, and succeeding in, making music worthy of attention than the market can possibly bear today. No reviews editor of a music magazine, their desk groaning with new releases only a fraction of which could possibly be drawn to the attention of their readerships, would dispute this. On the other hand, Melody Maker’s earliest editions were largely devoted to sheet music for an audience assumed to consist principally of musicians, the vast majority of whom would have played for home entertainment rather than harbouring dreams of stardom. There was evidently a shift towards consumerism with the arrival of record players.

         Fears were further exacerbated in the 1930s, during the ‘robot hysteria’ of that decade. In 1930, in the Bakersfield Californian, an item credited to the American Federation of Musicians appeared in protest at the use of canned mechanised music in theatres, accompanied by an illustration of a comely female harpist in a diaphanous white gown who unmasks herself to reveal that she is a robot. ‘Is the Robot Fooling YOU?’ demands the caption, urging readers to join the thousands who have already signed up to the ‘Music Defense League’ by signing, cutting out and mailing a coupon printed next to the article.

         It’s not hard to see why the intoxication of the early Futurist manifestos, whose authors urged us to cast aside wholesale the trappings of the nineteenth century and embrace the dynamism of the twentieth-century industrial age, stalled somewhat after the war, which the Italian art movement had greeted with such retrospectively grisly and misguided relish. It was harder to warm to the boons of technology when so many had been slaughtered by recently introduced mechanical means in the Great War. Meanwhile, the mass unemployment of the Great Depression hardly engendered an appetite for labour-saving.

         The issue of labour, or the perceived effort required, has been another long-standing bone of contention in electronic music. Does one sweat honestly in its production? Does producing it induce the sort of facial contortions that denote an impassioned act of creativity? During the post-punk era, there was a contrast between the tangible physical exertion of players like New Order’s Stephen Morris, insufficiently skilled to give off the air of effortlessness, applying himself to his kit as he generated handmade drum riffs, and those electropopsters, probably incapable of five consecutive press-ups, who simply flicked the switch on a drum machine. Their lack of physical application invalidated them in the eyes of many, confirmed their note-from-Mummy-to-get-out-of-PE effeteness. During the rave era, this became an increasing problem for Top of the Pops, as even the pretence that the miming musicians were ‘doing something’ broke down. The stasis of a house artist had to be countered with an energetic dance troupe to give some visual assurance that the expenditure of energy was in some way connected with this music. The Orb simply didn’t bother when they appeared on the show in 1992 to ‘play’ their hit ‘The Blue Room’. They undermined the expectation of hard work simply by sitting and playing chess for the song’s duration, a switch having been thrown to initiate its transmission.

         The objections of the Musicians’ Union to synthesized music were understandable. Donna Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’ arrived in 1977, its supersonic sequencer effects suggesting that the days of disco, supplemented by the flourishes of multiple players in an orchestra pit, were numbered. Who could not sympathise with the union’s concerns that their members were in danger of being put out of work? And yet who cannot giggle at online footage of Summer performing the single that year, accompanied not by Moroder’s synthesizer but by an orchestra of bow-tied musicians, sawing away frantically at their stringed instruments in a doomed attempt to simulate the effects of Moroder’s sequencer?

         Technically, there could have been electropop in the 1930s. In 1932, in the Soviet Union, Evgeny Sholpo and Nikolai Voinov worked on the Variophone photo-electrical synthesizer, which used a system of rotating discs capable of generating Stylophone-like renditions of popular and classical tunes that sang out artificially in harmony with a new, sodium-lit, electrically powered age. There was, however, absolutely no appetite for its development, nor for Russolo’s noise intonators, which were taken up by zero composers, not even Varèse. Composers like Paul Hindemith made tentative efforts to devise a notional ‘motorik’ music (more of that later), while John Cage explored the possibility of vinyl as a musical instrument as early as 1939, but otherwise the mid-twentieth century was a fallow period indeed for electronic music. The 1930s and ’40s were dominated by the mass participatory phenomena of big-band music and swing, with its high turnover of dance styles.

         With the arrival of the post-war years came a frightening understanding of the capabilities of atomic science and the profound existential retrospection prompted not just by the trauma of war but the hideous depths to which mankind could sink with the assistance of railways and industrial equipment – the Holocaust. Gadgetry and labour-saving devices abounded, but also a terrible sense that thanks to hare-brained, tinkering boffins who couldn’t let things lie, science would wipe out humanity. The 1950s were a golden age for musique concrète, music made from found sounds assembled from magnetic tape recordings and cut up and manipulated in the studio, but it neither sought nor gained any popular traction in that decade, any more than the obscure findings of a chemical laboratory caught the public imagination. Insofar as electronic music did impinge, it was in the use of instruments such as the theremin and ondes Martenot to denote the ominous whirl of flying saucers or aerial-sprouting aliens on TV shows or B-movies that functioned as projections of American paranoia.

         The 1960s were heralded in pop by Joe Meek, a British producer who was among the first to grasp the potential of what would later become a truism – the studio as musical instrument. Meek was, in effect, an engineer/auteur who, on hits like John Leyton’s ‘Johnny Remember Me’, brought a CinemaScopic sense of breadth and depth to the pop single; the female cry of the song’s title seems to resound for miles across cowboy country as the hero gallops reluctantly towards the sunset. Meek revelled in the resonances of rock’n’roll, the shake and the rattle, the sonic ripples it created. From childhood, he had been fascinated by electronic components, radio valves, the nuts and bolts of emerging technology. He spent his obligatory stretch of National Service working as a radar technician. He was obsessed with studio space but also outer space, celebrating the nascent space programme on 1962’s ‘Telstar’. As the earth turned and 1959 became 1960, he released I Hear a New World, an EP (later album) recorded with the Blue Men, a skiffle group he brought in to provide the acoustic matter to which he could apply his studio treatments. We know that the sound effects he used were achieved using everyday items such as milk bottles, straws, spoons and kitchen sinks rather than yet-to-be-invented or unavailable electronic equipment. As with the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, however, which similarly made do with humdrum domestic objects, the effects achieved remain unearthly and unmatched, signifying lost hopes and a scarcity of resources that would be lost once technologies like the Moog synthesizer became widespread. With cuts like the title track, Meek intended to paint pictures of outer space, on whose distant orbs human beings seemed on course to be touching down very soon. In retrospect, what he depicts is the awestruck credulity of a nervous but excited generation who sensed they were on a pre-dawn cusp and had absolutely no idea what the 1960s would bring, be it thermonuclear war or first contact with aliens, but for whom the future was rising like a giant sun.

         What Meek himself didn’t anticipate, sadly, was the Beatles. He heard a demo tape of the Fab Four that was presented to him by Brian Epstein and told him not to bother with them. Perhaps he felt that guitar bands were indeed about to be supplanted by something more sonically expansive. Essentially, however, and despite the key inventions in electronic music, the 1960s would be the decade of the Beatles and of the guitar.

         As the decade progressed, Meek went into a decline. There are shades of Joe Orton and Alan Turing about his eventual tragedy. Much of this was down to his own personality: he was beset with paranoia, carried away with a belief that one could communicate with the dead, including Buddy Holly, to which end he set up equipment in graveyards, and was arrested for ‘importuning’ in a public toilet and fined £15. He was later implicated in a crime dubbed ‘the Suitcase Murder’ on account of his known homosexuality. Tarnished by association and beset by business woes, including the freezing of his royalties for ‘Telstar’ following a legal dispute, in 1967, in a fit of despair, he murdered his landlady with a shotgun before killing himself.

         Although a denizen of the late-1950s rock’n’roll scene who was superseded by subsequent trends, you sense that Meek was too far ahead of his time, that the new world he envisaged in his studio innovations was too long a time coming – not unlike the verdict in the ‘Telstar’ lawsuit, which was awarded in his favour following his death.

         The Beatles were not only the biggest group of the 1960s but also at its vanguard, with John Lennon, Paul McCartney and George Harrison all taking an interest in the tape manipulations inaugurated by Pierre Schaeffer and taken up by composers like Karlheinz Stockhausen, whose 1967 epic Hymnen was received appreciatively by at least some members of a radicalised, psychedelicised rock audience, as well as players including Frank Zappa, the Grateful Dead and Pete Townshend, all belatedly catching on to the mind-expanding properties of musique concrète. The Beatles made widespread use of tape manipulation on tracks like ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ and ‘I Am the Walrus’. One of Brian Epstein’s last acts as Beatles manager was to send a frantic telegram to Stockhausen urgently asking permission, granted in the nick of time, to use his photo as part of the collage/pantheon on the cover of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. McCartney claimed that despite his reputation as the grannies’ Beatle, it had been him who first introduced Lennon to Stockhausen, his favourite piece being Gesang der Jünglinge. Although Lennon had said that ‘avant-garde was French for bullshit’, meeting Yoko helped open his mind and he put together what is without doubt the most widely heard musique concrète piece of all time: ‘Revolution 9’ on the White Album. That piece is a creditable enough montage, though with distinct signs of amateurishness in its composition. When I first heard it, however, the piece terrified me, as I read it in conjunction with Vincent Bugliosi’s book Helter Skelter, which told the story of how Charles Manson had trawled the White Album for coded messages urging him and his followers to venture on the killing spree he hoped would spark a race war. ‘Revolution 9’ had been the inspiration for an act of racist, homicidal madness.

         The Beatles’ enthusiasm for electronic music didn’t really expand beyond this point, either during the remainder of their group years or their solo careers, in which they settled into conventional songwriting grooves, the electronic experiments left behind like a youthful dalliance. Another stalling.

         Retrospectively, electronic music should have enjoyed more of a flowering than it did in the late 1960s. Historians make much of the albums made during that period by groups like Silver Apples, United States of America and so forth. And then there was White Noise, a group formed in 1968 that included a young classical bass player with a scientific background called David Vorhaus, who teamed up with Delia Derbyshire and Brian Hodgson of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop.

         Vorhaus’s Camden flat is a veritable museum of vintage electronic equipment, though having lived through the privations of early synthware, he has no truck with the current analogue vogue. ‘I know lots of people like that, wanting to buy VCS3s with all the knobs on. No, my God, no! I had nothing but that for ten years, instruments that wouldn’t stay in tune and you could only play one note at a time! I would say thank God for programs like Reactor, a tool where you can build your own gear on a computer. The potential there is astronomic. I’ve been working on mine for over ten years. I’ve converted all my old equipment onto my computer. In the old days, we used to go off to places like Amsterdam with a whole carful of gear. One time we went and we were missing a single module, without which we couldn’t do anything. We literally had to mime to my album. So I thought, “Fuck this.” Now I’ve built everything into just this laptop.’

         Vorhaus has witnessed the entire sweep of electronica in his lifetime, but when he first met Derbyshire and Hodgson, following a chance encounter at the Camden Roundhouse, he had no idea, despite being a musician with a working knowledge of electronics, that the two could somehow combine.

         ‘The pinnacle of one’s career would have been to join the LSO as a bass player. Music was meant to be a hobby. Physics was going to be my career. It was a pure fluke that I should have met them that night.’

         An Electric Storm was recorded in 1968 and released in June 1969. Its use of tape-splicing, varispeed, pitch-shifting and bending, as well as the early use of the EMS Synthi VCS3, made for an experience that could and should have realised the inner experiences of any self-respecting acid head of the era. Objects and voices rear and uncloak like Romulan vessels in the mix, colours erupt, shapes shift, attack, taunt and recede, all within the context of regular pop songs. ‘Love Without Sound’, in particular, which owes so much to the then unsung Derbyshire, is in terms of sheer freakology aeons ahead of anything issued by the mainstream psychedelic rock artists of the era.

         White Noise received a generous advance from Chris Blackwell’s Island label; however, the album stiffed initially, selling only a couple of hundred copies before slowly, very slowly wending its way to cult status over the years.

         Given the great, mind-expanding transitions of the 1960s – the shift from black and white to colour, in both TV and culture, the awe inspired by the Apollo missions and the eventual moon landings, the utopianism and insurrectionary spirit of the age – the arrival of Robert Moog’s modular synthesizer, unveiled in 1967, might have been expected to herald a giant leap for music-kind. But was it?

         At the first-ever Moog Symposium, held at the University of Surrey in 2018 and featuring performances by Throbbing Gristle’s Chris Carter and Chris Watson, formerly of Cabaret Voltaire, Thom Holmes, perhaps the world’s leading expert on Moog synthesizers, discussed his obsession with the instrument, one that led him to build a collection aiming to consist of every record featuring a Moog ever made. The Moog, he said, was the instrument which took electronic music ‘out of the laboratories and onto the desktops of musicians and recording companies’.

         At the end of his lecture he played an extended montage of the welter of records on which the Moog appeared in the period between 1967 and 1970, before it was supplanted by the mini-Moog. The instrument managed to embed itself everywhere, albeit hard to notice at times – from cinema and advertising soundtracks to the often pointlessly byzantine prog of Emerson, Lake and Palmer to soul records such as the Four Tops’ 1970 album Still Waters Run Deep. It was a delightful selection, ranging from the would-be commercial to the fiercely non-commercial, exciting a gamut of responses, from wonder to laughter. There were fiercely experimental outings, such as Douglas Leedy’s album Entropical Paradise and free jazz by Burton Greene and Sun Ra. There were interventions on popular songs, such as Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Save the Life of My Child’ (from the 1968 album Bookends), on which Moog himself played the instrument. However, much of the music seemed only to simulate rather than supplant existing styles and instruments. Wendy Carlos’s Switched on Bach, for example, merely replaces the wood from which the original Bach works are hewn with luminous plastic. It triggered a number of follow-ups, including Switched on Rock and even Switched on Country, in which old standards are given fuzzy, dayglo Moog coatings. There were cover versions, including one of ‘What’s New Pussycat?’ (by Christopher Scott, from the album Switched on Bacharach), in which the Moog mewls imitatively. MOR artists such as American orchestra leader Hugo Montenegro, with his 1969 album Moog Power, also embraced the instrument. Rather than groundbreaking, however, this eruption of Moog music seems to create a kitsch coating. The instrument’s tones feel very much of their era, like Tupperware parties, hot pants and the Mini Moke. While there certainly are sunken Moog treasures from the late 1960s and early ’70s that are still worthy of investigation and plunder, so often the sound of the Moog feels like not so much a harbinger of the imminent demolition of rock, more a novelty, a fashion accessory, signifying a Robbie the Robot-style future, but one which is a long way away as yet.

         This was not for want of trying on the part of Bernie Krause and his musical partner Paul Beaver, Moog’s ‘representatives’ on the west coast, who offered their musical services to some two hundred and fifty artists in the late 1960s, including the Monkees, whose ‘Daily, Nightly’ is believed to be the first record to feature the instrument. The Monterey Pop Festival of 1967, at which the Moog was unveiled, certainly led to a surge in musicians exploring to some degree the possibilities of synthesized sounds. George Harrison was among them. He recorded the album Electronic Sound on the Zapple Label, the experimental wing of Apple. If parts of it sound like a demonstration of Moog technology, that’s because that’s precisely what it was. Krause had offered to demonstrate the Moog synthesizer to Harrison, who recorded the demonstration and put it out as side two of the album, with the credit ‘assisted by Bernie Krause’. An enraged Krause took legal action.

         Although the Moog features on Abbey Road, on ‘Maxwell’s Silver Hammer’ and ‘Here Comes the Sun’, it’s peripheral, as was the Moog’s impact on the Beatles’ later output and the rock of the era as a whole. The Rolling Stones couldn’t muster any interest at all for the new instrument. There’s comical footage from that era online of a stoned-looking Keith Richards messing somewhat cluelessly with the input leads of a custom-built modular synth; it’s like watching an infant playing with Lego for the first time. Mick Jagger actually owned a Moog synthesizer but later sold it, with the instrument eventually falling into the hands of Tangerine Dream at a cost of $15,000. Pete Townshend achieved some great arpeggiated effects on 1971’s ‘Baba O’Riley’, but ultimately he became exasperated by the cumbersome and temperamental nature of the instrument. Frank Zappa’s early albums with the Mothers of Invention make occasional forays into musique concrète, a conscious homage on the part of a rock artist unusually conversant with twentieth-century developments in classical music. As his career wore on, however, he became more preoccupied with jazz-rock and guitar soloing.

         Resistance was cultural also. For all its futurist credulity and open-mindedness, 1960s rock culture had a strong, romantically agrarian streak. The truth lay in the fields, among the daisies and the trees. Synthesizers did not sit well in such dreams. Furthermore, the individual expressionism of the era came to fullest flower in rock-guitar prowess. The axe-wielding heroes were the gods of the day: great, pretty much exclusively male players who were yet to experience the interrogative rigours of feminist deconstruction, uninhibited by as yet unspoken accusations of phallic symbolism in their playing. Page, Clapton, Beck and, of course, Hendrix were judged by their dexterity and virtuosity. They played electric, but had they expressed themselves through knobs, dials, tape loops and keyboards, they would have forfeited their prestige somewhat. Synthesizers, then as now, had little to do with ‘virtuosity’ in the time-honoured sense. They required a different skill set, one that struck diehard rockists as suspiciously passionless and schematic. Guitar heroes, men whose stardom depended on striking poses of sinewy passion, eschewed them. Pink Floyd created ‘On the Run’ for Dark Side of the Moon, a scurrying piece that involved feeding an eight-note sequence into an AMS synthesizer, but this felt more like a brief demonstration of stereophonic modernity rather than any serious exploration of a new instrumental dimension in which guitars would be forsaken or their hegemony destabilised. Queen made a point of stating on their album sleeves that they did not use synthesizers. Like many ‘proper’ rock musicians of the era, they regarded them as a form of cheating.

         (That said, Jimi Hendrix’s Electric Ladyland is perhaps the closest we have to an album that combines electric-guitar virtuosity with electronic invention, which is one of the reasons why, to my mind, it is the greatest rock album ever made. ‘1983 … (A Merman I Should Turn to Be)’ is as much a feat of soundboarding as fretboarding, with engineer Eddie Kramer a co-participant in a real-time creative process that saw him ‘flying around the mixing desk’, tweaking and adjusting Hendrix’s playing; the result is a piece of honorary electronica, conveying in a way no live electric guitar could the sense of immersive, fantastical, oceanic descent described in the song’s lyric.)

         The 1970s saw the gradual encroachment of synthesizers and electronics. The West German Krautrock movement, which included Kraftwerk, Faust and Tangerine Dream, embraced electronics out of a deep-seated cultural need to create a new sense of national cultural identity rather than subsist on the imposed rock’n’roll ‘Marshall Plan’ of Anglo-American rock and beat music. Elsewhere, and way beneath the attention of most music critics, female artists like Annette Peacock and Suzanne Ciani were undertaking expeditions into the expressive possibilities of synthesizers; being ignored at least enabled them to develop their work in an untrammelled, uncompromised, freely exploratory way. Meanwhile, Brian Eno was making his own forays into ambient, bringing among other things a visual art sensibility to bear on music-making.

         The late 1970s also saw an abrupt spike in activity thanks to the mass production of cheap synths, exported from Japan in particular, and a sudden proliferation of terse, spitting proto-electropop that was antithetical to the somewhat cathedral-like, ostentatious splendour of keyboard-driven 1970s prog. There was no stalling now, no touching back down on hippy earth. Kraftwerk, Robert Rental, Cabaret Voltaire, Giorgio Moroder and others represented between them the launch of the perma-electric.

         Japan’s role in determining the technological course of the remainder of the twentieth century was personified by the Yellow Magic Orchestra. Ryuichi Sakamoto declared that they ‘invented technopop’. They didn’t. However, on albums such as 1981’s Technodelic they did introduce a range of new electronic timbres and techniques, thanks to their ground-floor exposure to breakthroughs in synth technology in their own country. As Kraftwerk did with Germany, so YMO played with obliquely Western perceptions of Japan. Their origins were in kitsch, paying homage to the exotica soundtracks of Martin Denny and the like. Their expert use of new synths added a shimmering, modernistic sheen to their witty, cartoon, oriental otherness, implying that the new electronic age was bathed in the light of a sun rising in the East.

         One of the first groups to provide a jolting reminder in my fourth-form days that 1980 was imminent was the American group Devo, who with singles like ‘Jocko Homo’ burst in on the common-room tribes of punks, metalheads and Genesis-lovers like comedy jumpsuited aliens who had tumbled down from a wormhole. But theirs was a message born out of despair for mankind’s hopes, antithetical to Kraftwerk. As Devo’s Jerry Casale told me, the origins of the group were not in speculative dreams of life in the year 1983 but in actual events that took place in the year 1973, the year of the massacre of demonstrating students at Kent State University, to which Casale and fellow group member Mark Mothersbaugh had been witnesses.

         ‘That crystallised it for me in all seriousness,’ Casale said. ‘When the National Guard started shooting at people, I was in the middle of it. And those students they shot at were eighteen, maybe nineteen, just middle-class kids objecting to Nixon expanding the war into Cambodia. And they just sprayed that crowd with live 16mm bullets.

         ‘We were all just running – and I saw an exit wound come out of one student lying on the ground dead, the size of a coffee saucer. That snapped me – how brute force and power control the planet, control information, control spin.’

         ‘Snap’ is the word. Devo had about them a certain punitive urgency, particularly evidenced on ‘Whip It’ (1980), which, like Heaven 17’s ‘(We Don’t Need No) Fascist Groove Thang’, parodied the accelerated martial air that marked the sharp right political turn at the beginning of the decade. (It wasn’t an S&M song.) ‘We were being criminal with the synthesisers,’ agreed Casale. ‘We like the primal energy of rock’n’roll, we just disliked the artifice and convention of mid-1970s arena rock – we wanted to bring it back down to something like a paramilitary group.

         ‘We were trying to show teamwork and precision rather than the cult of individuality. There were other groups using synths in a way that was pretty, spacey and saccharine. We wanted to use them in a nasty way, mixing them in with guitar music.’

         ‘You Thought Devo Were Weird? Time You Met the Residents’, read a headline in Melody Maker in 1978. Only ‘meeting’ the Residents was apparently impossible. They took the depersonalisation of electronic music to extremes, refusing to divulge their identities, appearing in press photos in staged shots with giant eyeballs over their heads – the gaze of pop reversed. Their masterpiece was 1979’s Eskimo, made with the assistance of Don Preston, a former Mother of Invention, on synthesizers. Each track was accompanied by a text outlining a short story purportedly concerning the everyday lives or legends of the Inuit people of the Arctic. The tracks themselves, made using home-made instruments, chants and electronic effects, would represent an exact sonic transcription of each of these narratives. Take ‘Arctic Hysteria’, for example, in which (mostly) female Inuits are driven temporarily insane by their environment. In burgeoning, circling, whited-out tones, the synths vividly depict the cruelly overwhelming ambient conditions. Like the Hörspiel mooted by Delia Derbyshire and Barry Bermange on their 1960s collaborations, this was a whole new mode of electronic expression that was never fully explored subsequently.

         Cheap synths and post-punk electropop, the sudden toppling of assumptions about the superiority of white Anglo-American rock, Donna Summer, the rise of microchip technology, Kraftwerk’s The Man-Machine – all of this amounted to a spike for twentieth-century electronic music, a point at which it seemed both ubiquitous and strange. For me, its impact felt most severe when it cut diagonally through rock music – angular, abstract interventions. Faust had specialised in this: for example, the sudden analogue dental-drill shriek that erupts in their otherwise pastoral ‘It’s a Bit of a Pain’, from 1973’s Faust IV. Others followed. PiL, for example, who had their post-punk sensibility honed in 1978, while Joy Division were still in gestation as Warsaw. They frequently adopted a hostile stance towards their audiences, which often comprised lumpen punksters who expected lead singer John Lydon to carry on in Never Mind the Bollocks vein. They had other ideas, however, such as giant video screens erected at gigs, ideas intended to taunt and confound, deconstruct/reconstruct, (post) modernise rather than crudely ‘destroy’.

         Key to this was Keith Levene’s use of the Prophet 5 synthesizer. It’s most stark on the PiL live album Paris au Printemps, released in 1980 and comprising recordings made at Le Palace in Paris in January of that year, wheeling massively through the closing stages of ‘Theme’ and coming to earth with a jackhammer impact, grinding to a halt, then dying in a rippling, analogue detonation, its reverberations resounding around the room. Or on the live version of ‘Careering’, grinding and breaking tarmac, intervening with huge, zigzag sirens. The synths feel like deliberate, aggressive broadsides, intended to galvanise and challenge their audience, with whom it feels PiL are in a stand-off, bordering on hostility. Electric-shock treatment.

         Allen Ravenstine had a similar role in Pere Ubu, as evidenced on their great trio of late-1970s albums, The Modern Dance (1978), Dub Housing (1978) and New Picnic Time (1979). He had been a noisehead since 1971, when he was also a pothead, sitting around an apartment in Lakewood, Ohio, listening with an artist friend to the sounds generated by oscillators adapted from fuzztones plugged into a stereo. He then moved on to a four-track player and, later, flush from a trust fund left to him by his parents, who had died when he was in his teens, an EMS synthesizer.

         It was this instrument, beyond the means of most garage/punk groups starting out at the time, that he used in Pere Ubu. Tracking the wavering, gibbering emotions of vocalist David Thomas, the sliding contours of Tom Herman’s guitars and the rumbling, hollowed percussion of the rhythm section, Ravenstine’s role is to deploy his array of patches to supplement these songs in a variety of ways: as an escape valve for their inner energies, like the steam-kettle effect on ‘Non-Alignment Pact’; to sketch their neurological workings; to mirror them in the abstract; to render them in wave patterns. All of this he achieved through a series of shrieks, chatters, bubbles, rattles, bleeps and boosts that sound like what Russolo could only have wished to achieve when he applied the levers on his primitive intonarumori back in 1913.

         The likes of PiL and Ubu apart, however, electronics overhauled pop and rock in the 1980s in what was a serene and bloodless coup, as evidenced by the sheer pop efficiency with which, say, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark went about their work, led by the Kraftwerk-inspired Andy McCluskey. Far from being alien, quirky or novel, he and OMD showed that electronics were the natural language of new pop and, as if to prove his point, he later became a successful songwriter for Atomic Kitten, among others.

         The rewiring was complete by the 1980s. Even Bruce Springsteen and Leonard Cohen felt obliged to smatter their albums with synth effects, so as not to appear anachronistic. Devo, ironically, suffered as a result of this ubiquity and were dropped in 1985.

         ‘We were visual artists using music,’ said Casale. ‘We only used that stuff in the first place because it fit those ideas. We weren’t even trying to do what ended up being done, that candified Flock of Seagulls-style electropop. At one point we didn’t quite know where to go. It gets ugly. It gets weird. Business does you in. I wanted to make huge, primitive, frightening Led Zeppelin-style songs but with the same lyrical content. But we didn’t go there as a band. Some of the other guys weren’t comfy with it and the record company were saying, “Give us another ‘Whip It’!”’

         The ubiquity of electronics also affected Kraftwerk, who, their foundational work done, duly withdrew from recording further albums, though they have carried on as an increasingly successful live operation since. With rave, the emphasis shifted from electropop bands to a stream of vinyl, from the urbane to the peripheral – a revisitation of the hippy fields again, as raves took place beyond the M25 and tripping clubbers rediscovered the intoxicating joy, in abeyance for years, of gathering en masse.

         The 1990s saw the rise of techno and drum ’n’ bass. This seized the imagination of a group of Warwick University-based academics, led by Sadie Plant and Nick Land, self-described cyberpunks who, with almost mystical fervour, saw in the new electronically driven dance movements the possibility of ‘accelerationism’ – the soundtrack to capitalism hastening its own demise. Forget those fusty old bearded college Marxists sitting around waiting for capitalism to die of its own contradictions; rather, let it crash and burn as a result of its own turbo-charged momentum. Drum ’n’ bass’s fast-cut, hyperspeed backbeats felt like accelerationism embodied. Vocals were tweaked once more, à la Joe Meek, to Pinky & Perky-style falsettos, as if to suggest the sudden fast-forward pace of things.

         Cyberpunk got it wrong. So bent were its leaders on defying leftist orthodoxy that some of them, including Plant, embraced aspects of Thatcherite ideology, such as opposition to the welfare system, which, Plant felt, maintained an inertia among the lower classes. In the early 1990s, cyberpunk must have felt like a theoretical way forward, a wormhole to a post-capitalist idyll. However, the future did not pan out that way. Drum ’n’ bass, far from opening up a new expanse of techno-rhythmical options, rapidly became codified, its tropes surprisingly easy to assimilate. Before long, even gardening programmes seeking to add an injection of hipness reached for the simple option of incorporating a snatch of drum ’n’ bass into their theme tunes. Nor did cyberpunk anticipate the dampening, ubiquitous effects of the Internet, which has been a dominant cultural force since the switch from dial-up to broadband in most homes around the turn of the millennium.

         The current century – the post-rock and post-pop century – is harder to read. There has been a mushrooming of activity, a rhizome-like effect of underground interconnections, a proliferation that can only be done justice through mixed metaphors. Microsounds and disintegration, 50 million shades of ambient, retro-futurism, minimalism, maximalism; conversely, a superstar elite of DJs and EDM artists like Skrillex who have created a heavy-metal-style, major language out of electronic music, cranking up the decibels, blackening every pixel, accentuating the directness and the simplicity, filling arenas and stadia; though even EDM, cranked perpetually to the max, may be on the wane, having allowed itself no further place to go.

         Where now? A million pathways to the future. Or maybe no future. A super-saturation, or maybe a sense that nothing is happening, or likely to happen. This sense of paradoxical cultural malaise has been with us for a while; maybe it’s the permanent condition. But there have never quite been times like 2017 – so scarily unpredictable, yet pregnant with possibilities. The far right seems to be on the rise; polemical Canadian hip-hoppers Consolidated’s crunching 1992 anthem ‘This Is Fascism’ suddenly feels less like dystopian hyperbole, more a horribly apt précis of the state of play at the time of writing.

         What is certain, however, is that as the long echo of the twentieth century continues to resound, electronic music has built up a heritage, one that pre-dates rock and even jazz; a musical one whose implications, indeed whose very existence has only recently become clearer. It’s a history of daft fears and lost hopes, cul-de-sacs and vistas, of taboos and transcendence; it is the ultimate means whereby music makes it, exceeds itself in previously untold ways, and those who play it exceed themselves. Pierre Boulez, the postwar composer and conductor, and founder of IRCAM in Paris, described the classical world of tonal music and thought as reflecting pre-twentieth-century science, in which the forces of gravity and attraction played a defining role. He described twentieth-century serial music as a system defined by a universe in ‘perpetual expansion’. The same could be said for electronic music, which used serial music as a jumping-off point.

         Electronic music has been dogged by fascist connotations. Luigi Russolo, author of the founding manifesto of electronic, noise and futurist music, was a fascist. The accusation has reared up again in the era of industrial/dance music, with some artists and listeners dangerously seduced by the tyranny of the beat. And yet electronic music at its most open-ended and experimental, conceptually ambitious and paradigmatic is the ideal soundtrack for the anti-fascist liberation mindset – a liberator of gender and race from dull-earth dogma, offering imaginary alternatives to every sort of stifling, oppressive orthodoxy and prejudice, scrambling the signals and imperatives bombarded at us on a daily basis, subtly seeking to influence our behaviour in the ongoing war between us and the increasingly elusive, almost abstract powers that be. The music of infinite colour and free choice. A music of the twentieth century that could yet provide the architecture for the imagination of the twenty-first. A music whose long past speaks about a future that might not be as forfeited as postmodern despair can make it seem.
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            ELECTRONICS: A PREHISTORY

         

         
            We have also sound-houses, where we practise and demonstrate all sounds and their generation. We have harmonies, which you have not, of quarter-sounds and lesser slides of sounds. Divers instruments of music likewise to you unknown, some sweeter than any you have, together with bells and rings that are dainty and sweet. We represent small sounds as great and deep, likewise great sounds extenuate and sharp; we make divers tremblings and warblings of sounds, which in their original are entire. We represent and imitate all articulate sounds and letters, and the voices and notes of beasts and birds. We have certain helps which set to the ear do further the hearing greatly. We also have divers strange and artificial echoes, reflecting the voice many times, and as it were tossing it, and some that give back the voice louder than it came, some shriller and some deeper; yea, some rendering the voice differing in the letters or articulate sound from that they receive. We have also means to convey sounds in trunks and pipes, in strange lines and distances.

         

         This passage, a copy of which Daphne Oram nailed to the wall in her workplace, is the founding stone of electronic music practice, its first articulation. It’s by Francis Bacon, written in his utopian text New Atlantis, published posthumously in 1626 and set on the fictional island of Bensalem, which is peopled by a society of devotional inhabitants whose days are spent in praise to God and in futuristic research towards a new enlightenment. Bacon may not have written the works of Shakespeare, but he did experience and set down this fleeting mental illumination, which anticipates the musical element that we at times take drearily for granted today. It’s a passage which shows that the dreams and desires ingrained in electronic music, derided in its time as flat, automated and emotionless, aren’t merely the product of the mechanical age that made the music possible; that they have glowed faintly, repressed and unrealised, in the mind of humanity for centuries. Bacon’s passage is a rare foretelling of the shape of sound to come, anticipating loop pedals, samplers, synthesizers, studios and the primacy of instruments even in an era when instruments of any kind were considered lowly, man-made, peasantly contraptions and choral music the highest and nearest-to-Godly mode of expression.

         ‘Music is the electrical soil in which the soul lives, thinks and invents. I myself am of an electrical nature. Everything electric stimulates the spirit to fluent, precipitous, musical creation.’ This quote has been attributed to Beethoven, though it may in fact have come from his friend Bettina von Armin, corresponding to Goethe’s mother. In Beethoven’s time, the word ‘electricity’ had gained traction following Michael Faraday’s bold experiments around 1752 with a wet kite to demonstrate the electrical nature of lightning, electricity’s most spectacular manifestation in the pre-technological world. Certainly, some of the jolting, tempestuous phrases that punctuate Beethoven’s most famous works sound lightning-like in their thunderous, luminous brevity, breaking like epiphanies across the troubled skies of the Romantic era. The eighteenth century also brought us Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, which involved galvanism, whereby a muscle contracts when stimulated by an electrical current. Beethoven tried galvanism in a vain attempt to cure his deafness; the use of electricity as a means of physical therapy was very much in vogue at the time, with rumours of miracle cures rife. For the composer, however, the treatment amounted to a series of unpleasant shocks. What he suffered feels like a metaphor for later generations’ exposure to the first bracing assaults of electronic music.

         Proto-electronic instruments began to appear tentatively at this time. There was the Denis d’or, invented by Václav Prokop Diviš (1698–1765), an ‘electro-acoustic’ instrument where the piano strings are vibrated using electromagnets, and a prototype of the later orchestrion. However, it is suspected that the qualities of this instrument were attributed retrospectively and that in fact it was merely a prank device whereby the inventor could administer electric shocks to anyone who tried to play it. Later came the clavecin électrique, constructed by Jesuit priest Jean-Baptiste Delaborde in Paris in 1759, a keyboard instrument that used a static electrical charge to make metal bells vibrate, creating an organ-like effect. Drawings show an elaborate loom-like device. Despite its prescience and aeolian pretensions, it seems that its effects were more trouble to create than they were worth – the instrument wasn’t developed further. The Swiss inventor Matthäus Hipp was credited in 1867 with an ‘electromechanical piano’, possibly based on the workings of a tuning fork, but never bothered to develop the instrument commercially.

         It was in America, alongside the invention of player pianos, that the commercial possibilities of electrically driven instruments first made significant headway, thanks to the prodigal talent and prodigious energy of one Thaddeus Cahill, a Washington-based, 115-pound hyper-metabolic human dynamo whose business instincts matched his scientific acumen. It was 1893, and Cahill, a child prodigy, had been working on various inventions since his late teens, specialising in keyboards (he was in the process of developing an electric typewriter). It occurred to him that the tones produced by conventional musical instruments could be produced with electrical dynamos, tones generated from some central device that could simulate all of the qualities of instruments such as violins and pianos but mechanically iron out their defects. He was influenced in his thinking by the German scientist Hermann von Helmholtz, whose 1862 book On the Sensations of Tone had been translated into English in 1877. Essentially, von Helmholtz showed that there was more to a musical note than was suggested by the seemingly irreducible black symbol written on a piece of paper; that it was made of component parts – harmonics – that created distinguishable ‘tone colours’, which were what distinguished different instruments playing the same note. This was vital knowledge to those, like Cahill, who were in the business of devising machines to synthesize sound. It brought music into the realms of science and engineering, opened it up as a potential palette rather than a mere notational system. The technicolour twentieth century was at hand. Von Helmholtz himself even constructed a simple ‘synthesizer’ to help illustrate his point. Moreover, with the invention of Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone, Cahill envisaged that his instrument would have the power to replace entire orchestras and be broadcast telephonically across the country, bringing classical music and opera to the masses.

         The name of Cahill’s instrument would be the Telharmonium, which would go through various versions, with its inner workings ensuring it weighed in at 200 tons. As Reynold Weidenaar wrote in his 1995 study Magic Music from the Telharmonium:

         
            His guiding vision was twofold: a machine that could produce scientifically perfect tones, and absolute control of these tones to a mathematical certainty by mechanical means. Such fine control should allow the player to express all his spellbinding emotion with the surging power and intensity of a violinist – with as little mechanical impediment as possible. The tone should be sustained indefinitely, like an organ, but should yield willingly to the musician’s touch with absolute sympathy and sensitivity. The instrument must of course retain the chord capacity of the piano or organ. Thus could the defects of the three great domesticated musical instruments – piano, organ, and violin – be consigned to oblivion.

         

         All of this would come at a cost, however – $200,000. And so Cahill and his business partners put on a demonstration for a group of businessmen in Baltimore. He arranged for them to hear a performance of ‘Handel’s Largo’, played in Washington and broadcast by phone via a horn attached to the receiver. The gambit was successful and they agreed to put up $100,000 as a first instalment for the licence to distribute Telharmonic performances and construct the first commercial version of the instrument.

         News of the Telharmonium spread, even across the Atlantic to Britain’s Lord Kelvin, whose scientific endeavours included an early attempt to determine the age of the planet earth. He invited Cahill to deliver a paper on the subject of the Telharmonium in London. Meanwhile, work began on the huge rotor mechanisms required to develop the instrument and create ‘tonal pigments’ to simulate the sounds of orchestral instruments. Finally, in 1905, the Telharmonium was up and ready to be installed in New York, and for its sounds to be broadcast to thousands of hotels, theatres and restaurants across the country. These establishments were only too keen for a musical broadcast system, having had to work with large human orchestras to supply discreet music to their patrons, not always very discreetly or inconspicuously.

         The initial feedback in response to the Telharmonium was mixed. There were complaints that its broadcasts were interfering with the telephone wires used for domestic calls. One man, it was said, had phoned his wife one evening to say he was working late at the office, only for the interfering Telharmonium strains of ‘William Tell’ to strike up on a crossed wire, convincing his angry spouse that he was making whoopee at some good-time joint. There were complaints too from the musicians about the immense difficulty of playing the instrument’s complex rig of keyboards, despite their supposed labour-saving properties. Meanwhile, orchestral musicians themselves naturally viewed the new machine with great suspicion, regarding it not unreasonably as a device to catapult them onto the breadline. Others found the sounds generated by the Telharmonium a touch … synthetic. They missed the authentic rasp of traditional instruments, whose ‘defects’ they regarded as integral to their character.

         Others, however, appreciated the unnaturally sweet, sonorous sounds produced by the Telharmonium, as well as being astonished by the sheer fact that they were attending to live sounds broadcast from many miles away. Mark Twain, on hearing the Telharmonium, declared, ‘The trouble about these beautiful, novel things is that they interfere so with one’s arrangements. Every time I see or hear a new wonder like this I have to postpone my death right off. I couldn’t possibly leave the world until I have heard this again and again.’ The writer Ray Stannard Baker was an early enthusiast for the machine, especially its ability to bring music, once the sole province of the wealthy, to everyday people, thereby ‘democratising’ music the way libraries had with books and galleries with art. He acknowledged the effect this would have on working musicians but noted as a positive that this would mean fewer strikes; furthermore, those specimens of antiquity who had to scrape a living sawing on bowstrings and parping into wind instruments would in the future have a niche appeal to those who appreciated their olde worlde charm, persisting as candelabras and horses did in the electric light and automobile age.

         By 1907, however, the Telharmonium was in desperate trouble. In terms of revenue Cahill and co. weren’t reaping anything like enough to cover their maintenance costs and salaries. ‘The times are hard, applicant is poor, the expense is burdensome,’ groaned Cahill. The arrival of other technologies, such as player pianos and Wurlitzers, with wireless radio also heaving in from the horizon, made the Telharmonium, for which dispensation had been granted to lay its own cable system just a short while earlier, seem very old, obsolete and unwieldy hat. The Telharmonium was a harbinger of the future, but its own future was shadowed by a mountain of debt. Bankruptcy followed. The Telharmonium was a dinosaur of the pre-Futurist age, laid low by its 200-ton ambitions, high maintenance, immobility and inability to adapt.

         Cahill persisted passionately with the Telharmonium long after the game was clearly up; it was his life’s passion, one which superseded his cooler business instincts. And yet it is not easy to root for him. He seems to have lived and died by the sword of obsolescence. One of the deeply ambivalent motifs of the history of electronic music is the impact it has had on the livelihood of musicians. Cahill was untroubled by this. Furthermore, Cahill himself does not seem to have been overly interested in the possibilities represented by his invention for the expansion of music as an art form. His interests were technical niceties, patents, mass broadcast and production. As for the stuff produced by the Telharmonium, he was quite happy for it to consist of no more than the long-established popular classics, merely disseminated with an electrical component.

         When news of the instrument reached Europe, however, its Futurist aesthetic possibilities were immediately seized upon. In his Sketch of a New Esthetic of Music, written in 1906, the same year that Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon effectively inaugurated modern visual art, the Italian composer Ferruccio Busoni embraced the concept of the Telharmonium, which he’d read about in Ray Stannard Baker’s recent article. He rhapsodised on its possibilities for liberating the composer from traditional systems:

         
            Who has not dreamt that he could float on air? And believed his dream to be reality? Let us take thought, how music may be restored to its primitive, natural essence; let us free it from architectural, acoustic and aesthetic dogmas; let it be pure invention and sentiment, in harmonies, in form, in tone-colours (for invention and sentiment are not the prerogative of melody alone); let it follow the line of the rainbow and vie with the clouds in breaking sunbeams; let Music be naught else than Nature mirrored by and reflected from the human breast; for it is sounding air and floats above and beyond the air …

         

         Florid and orotund as his prose was, it expressed the possibility of instruments like the Telharmonium enabling music to take flight from the elaborate classical apparatus that had built up by the late nineteenth century and realise a Promethean liberation first posited in the early part of that century.

         In 1916, Edgard Varèse fetched up in America. A future inspiration to Frank Zappa, among others, he spent most of his career as a composer awaiting the instruments that would truly articulate the ‘noise’ of the twentieth century and the deeper, elemental forces their unleashing signified. He was naturally keen to hear the Telharmonium and made directly for West 56th Street, where the latest version of the instrument was stationed. By this time, however, it was effectively a museum piece. The composer whose music anticipated technologies yet to be invented had the misfortune to arrive in New York in the post-Telharmonium age. He was disappointed by the machine, and perhaps little wonder: sound-wise, its most direct bequest has been the humble Hammond organ. In principle, though, it represented something quite new, quite else and quite vast to come.
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