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THE EARLY YEARS - ARTISTS, INVENTORS AND ECCENTRICS GO ELECTRONIC





Why is it that when we think of music, we don’t often think of how it was made, what circumstances brought about that noise, or that sound, and how the layers of this and that make something that we’ve never heard before? By its very nature the possibilities of music should be finite, but there are people – and we will name names in due course – apparently born to study and test every item under the sun to see if it could be music. Most people just aren’t conditioned and ready for that.


Music is now ubiquitous. CDs, the radio, TV, advertisements, the internet, file sharing, ringtones, blue-toothed tune-swapping, game soundtracks, film scores, DJs at sports events, music in restaurants, in the gym, in lifts, clothes shops et al – they’ve all become part of our everyday life. It’s everywhere. Music isn’t hard work any more - it doesn’t have to be. It doesn’t take effort for us to consume, so why should we consider what lengths people went to to make it?


These days, our ears act as a multi-tasking jukebox jury, vetoing things we don’t like and moving on rapidly, flicking the channel, locating the next tune, even if that sounds vaguely like something we’ve filtered away that may have been a version of a song that was sampled from the soundtrack of Pulp Fiction that sounds like something else when played at speaker-splitting volume from your daughter’s bedroom upstairs. It may then sound like a synthetic replica of a remote fragment of that when cranked out from her phone in all its tinny tackiness. But perhaps that experience is no different to the swirls of interference that underpinned Pink Floyd when they were played on pirate radio through your pillow decades ago, the sound re-arranged, mixed up with every day stuff, taking on a life of its own in your own personal mix.


Music hasn’t been simple for a long time. In the 1940s and ’50s, people’s established ideas of music became old fashioned. Technology marched on - the generation gap marched back from war and genius classical composers writing their symphonies and scores knew that nothing would be the same again. The confines of creativity had been lifted and technological breakthroughs from the war effort meant that electronic music could become a reality. People were sick of strings and woodwind, they just didn’t know that yet. But nobody really knew what electronic music was. People were confused. At the time music really stood for something. It was ordered. It was sensible. The idea of music, though, suddenly became an old fashioned concept. The world order had been revamped and everyday routine was about to be called into question.


After the Second World War, people had time on their hands and technology to conjure with. Long before the war, similarly off the wall approaches to music had been attempted, but by either artists, who were allowed to be eccentric, or inventors who were allowed to experiment as long as they wore white coats and wrote a paper about it at the end. People built things that looked like the inside of Dr Who’s TARDIS, which was fine, as long as they could carry a tune. Centuries of traditional classical composition was carefully filed away and newness for the sake of being different was given extended attention. Structure and order in music were brought into question. Many of these developments produced sounds that were similar to putting your head inside a washing machine. Some people liked that.


As the 1900s dawned, it seemed that any new device that could make a sound like no other would be accepted. In some cases these were used at face value to augment existing sounds, in others they were utilised to play the right music, “real music”, but with a sound that was just plain wrong. In 1912, Thaddeus Cahill launched the Telharmonium or Dynamophone after 15 years in the laboratory. Brow sweating, a slow organised perspiration, his monster machine arrived without Rolf Harris and a TV ad campaign, and fell on deaf ears. Its immense size and complex construction somewhat limited its potential as a post-dinner musical accompaniment. The Dynamophone was at the XX end of XXL.


Half a century later, in the swinging ’60s, a working computer would still fill a whole room with whirling tapes, flickering lights and clunking gears as neighbouring villages’ electricity stuttered as it had at the awakening of Frankenstein’s monster. But, somehow, amid this cod-futuristic set up, the arrival of the pocket-sized Stylophone changed everything. Again. It was a revolution.


Cahill must have whirred in his grave when Rolf first whizzed his pen across the synthetic keyboard that came to prominence in 1967. Sounding like a cross between Joe Meek’s ‘Telstar’ and a burst from the Dr Who theme on helium, the Stylophone was affordable science in your hand, promoted by a man famous for using a wobble board for percussion. But the roots of Rolf go further back than Thaddeus Cahill, and way beyond a time we can really comprehend, when cave paintings were the new Banksy and nature made music.


According to Dr Kristine H Burns, whose essay ‘History Of Electronic And Computer Music Including Automatic Instruments And Composition Machines’ lurks in cyberspace, it was as early as the second century BC that this all began:


“The Hydraulis was invented by Ktesibios sometime in the second century BC. Ktesibios, the son of a Greek barber, was fascinated by pneumatics and wrote an early treatise on the use of hydraulic systems for powering mechanical devices.”


Sadly, Ktesibios was centuries ahead of his time and no recordings of his piece exist, and it wouldn’t be until 1877, when Edison invented the phonograph, and 1898, when Poulson’s Telegraphone magnetic recording tape was perfected, that the hit 45rpm single began to loom closer and the concept of Jimmy Saville became a reality. Even five years before Cahill’s solder-heavy creation, people were locked into existing classical music and oblivious to the musical revolution that was beginning to unfold.


In 1907 when the Italian composer Ferruccio Bosoni published a series of ‘thoughts’ about the future of music, he questioned the status quo. What did it mean? What did music stand for? Surely it was sweet relief, not something to be pondered over by chin-stroking theorists. Bosoni’s ‘The Sketch Of A New Aesthetic Of Music’ bemoaned the fact that conventional keyboards were limiting music’s progress. He was distraught that the noises he heard in his head couldn’t be made available for mass consumption. He had a vision, something that, much later, his pupil Edgard Varese would recall:


“He was very much interested in the electrical instruments we began to hear about, and I remember particularly one he had read of called the Dynamophone. All through his writings one finds over and over again predictions about the music of the future, which have since come true. In fact, there is hardly a development that he did not foresee, as for instance in this extraordinary prophecy: ‘I almost think that in the new great music, machines will also be necessary and will be assigned a share in it. Perhaps industry, too, will bring forth her share in the artistic ascent’”.


If Bosoni was desperate for progress and Cahill was ham-fistedly providing an alternative, the Futurist art movement of the early 1900s acted as the catalyst for change by simply being bloody minded about everything. With a manifesto that desired to “present the musical soul of the masses, of the great factories, of the railways, of the transatlantic liners, of the battleships, of the automobiles and airplanes. To add to the great central themes of the musical poem the domain of the machines and the victorious kingdom of Electricity,” the Futurists threw down the gauntlet, and by 1913 they’d rewritten the rulebook on music.
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LUIGI RUSSOLO


The Art Of Noises


Originally published: 1913


Examples available on ‘Musica Futurista: The Art of Noises’


LTM Records


Luigi Russolo was an Italian painter who became a composer and theorist on music. Through his desire to augment what already existed, he prepared a reasoned evaluation of sound and a theoretical manifesto on how it could be changed. In his ‘Art Of Noises’ transcript, Russolo wrote: “In this inventory we have encapsulated the most characteristic of the fundamental noises; the others are merely the associations and combinations of these. The rhythmic movements of a noise are infinite: just as with tone there is always a predominant rhythm, but around this numerous other secondary rhythms can be felt.”


It wasn’t just words. Russolo and his Futurist contemporaries were looking for a reaction. They had a vision and had heard the rumblings, they thought everyone else should too. To prepare for their live actions, they created a list of “interesting” sounds and, much in the same way that latter day composers like John Cage, Stockhausen and their many imitators would, they then edited from the list of sounds to create something new, different and, in many cases, vaguely annoying.


Their live performances would mix poetry and prose, sound collages and material from their armoury of listed noises, whilst the listener would simply marvel at how murmurs and mumbles could replace the romantic classical stylings of Mahler and Sibelius which, at the time, ruled the day. Was it a musical joke? A set of extremes set out to flush out a reaction? The ‘Anarchy In The UK’ of its day? Of course it was.


Prior to 1910, the Impressionist music of Debussy and Ravel was rubbing shoulders with the free dissonance of Charles Ives and Edgard Varese, who would both directly influence Frank Zappa, but it was the Italian Futurist movement, founded in 1909 by Fillipo Marinetti and quickly embraced by the Russian avant garde, that led to Russolo’s manifesto which called for the incorporation of noises of every kind into music. Italian Futurists Silvio Mix, Nuccio Fiorda, Franco Casavola, and Pannigi (whose 1922 ‘Ballo Meccanico’ piece included two motorcycles - how cool does that sound?), took the idea to heart and in turn inspired Prokofiev, Ravel, Stravinsky, Varese and George Antheil.


In the early days of this new diversion they used many treated or affected instruments, but it was the arrival of electronic techniques that allowed them to impress, anger and confound audiences. This was electronic music – the hard stuff! The beginning of uneasy listening.


The initial palette of Luigi Russolo included:




1 Roars, thunderings, explosions, hissing roars, bangs, booms.


2 Whistling, hissing, puffing.


3 Whispers, murmurs, mumbling, muttering, gurgling.


4 Screeching, creaking, rustling, humming, crackling, rubbing.


5 Noises obtained by beating on metals, woods, skins, stones, pottery.


6 Voices of animals and people. Shouts, screams, shrieks, wails, hoots, howls, death rattles, sobs.





With that line up, how could his idealism of noise in music not succeed? When performed in 1913 and 1914, the majority of audiences were shocked and afraid, leaving just the super intellectuals to marvel at the out-there-ness of it all. Was it the emperor’s new music? Or the future?


Fragments of recordings of this nature still exist today, and the CD ‘Musica Futurista: The Art of Noises’ is an intriguing collection of music and spoken word from1909-1935, including vintage ‘free verse’ readings by Marinetti as well as sound pieces performed on the Intonarumori (noise intoners) created by Russolo. The set also features many piano pieces that show stark regard to melody, plus spoken pieces by Marinetti, often interrupted by noises of one description or another, the most striking of these being the thirteen minutes or more of ‘Cinque Sintesi Radiofoniche’, a slice of voyeuristic futurism that took their art to new extremes.


Also included are two early electronic sound pieces from Russolo, his evocative but very short journey through a city, ‘Risveglio Di Una Citto’, and the longer ‘Esempi Sonori Di’ with staccato gargling and humming with treated pitch shifting notes. The disc also includes an early cut-up piece from Russolo’s brother Antonio that transposes military and romantic orchestrations with bouts of noise.


These precious noises from the past are, and were, truly different, and Russolo’s thinking for his manifesto was elaborate and, importantly, carried through. He reasoned in a letter to fellow Futurist composer Balilla Pratella that “Musical evolution is paralleled by the multiplication of machines, which collaborate with man on every front. Not only in the roaring atmosphere of major cities, but in the country too, which until yesterday was totally silent, the machine today has created such a variety and rivalry of noises that pure sound, in its exiguity and monotony, no longer arouses any feeling”.


Russolo was fascinated by the juxtaposition of sound, reasoning that the “limited circle of pure sounds must be broken, and the infinite variety of “noise-sound” conquered”. Revolution was in the air and his disappointment at the very “acoustic” nature of modern orchestrations of the day further ostracised his concept. Like all good provocateurs, he wanted to go to extremes, but his concept did not require the simple addition of noise, tacked on for the sake of it. Instead, he declared that “It seems pointless to enumerate all the graceful and delicate noises that afford pleasant sensations”. Russolo’s manifesto openly demanded action. He described the noises in his head that he envisaged being performed with or without orchestra:


“Every five seconds, siege cannons gutting space with a chord ZANG-TUMB-TUUMB. Mutiny of five hundred echoes smashing, scattering it to infinity. In the centre of this hateful ZANG-TUMB-TUUMB area, fifty square kilometres of leaping bursts, lacerations, fists, rapid-fire batteries”.


He went on: ”Violence, ferocity, regularity, this deep bass scanning the strange shrill frantic crowds of the battle. Fury, breathless ears, eyes, nostrils open! Load! Fire! What a joy to hear, to smell completely the taratatata of the machine guns screaming breathless, under the stings, slaps, traak-traak, whips, pic-pac-pum-tumb weirdness leaps two hundred metres. Far, far in back of the orchestra pools, muddying, huffing goaded oxen wagons pluff-plaff horse action, flic flac zing zing shaaack, laughing whinnies, the tiiinkling, jiiingling tramping three Bulgarian battalions marching croooc-craaac [slowly]”.


Intriguing; and on it goes: “Shumi Maritza or Karvavena ZANG-TUMB-TUUUMB, toc-toc-toc-toc [fast], crooc-craac [slowly], cries of officers slamming about like brass plates pan here, paak there, BUUUM ching, chaak [very fast], cha-cha-cha-cha-chaak down there up around high up. Look out your head beautiful! Flashing flashing flashing flashing flashing flashing footlights of the forts down there behind that smoke Shukri Pasha communicates by phone with twenty seven forts in Turkish in German, “Allo! Ibrahim! Rudolf! Allo! Allo!” Actors parts, echoes of prompters, scenery of smoke forests, applause odour of hay mud dung. I no longer feel my frozen feet. Odour of gunsmoke, odour of rot Tympani, flutes, clarinets – everywhere, low-high birds chirping blessed shadows, cheep-cheep-cheep, green breezes, flocks, don-dan-don-din-baaah”.


He carries on at some length, for, as any great artist should, Russolo spoke with coloured steam, expressing emotion and breaking boundaries. He sensed the enormous possibilities of creativity whilst also, of course, pre-naming Trevor Horn and Paul Morley’s record label ZTT (ZANG-TUMB-TUUUMB) and their first creative vehicle, The Art Of Noise, who debuted in 1983. Was it Horn and co who expressed their intentions so graphically when they said “We want to attune and regulate this tremendous variety of noises harmonically and rhythmically”? Actually, it was Russolo, but the sentiment, seventy years after the Futurists demanded that acoustic music was not enough, still resonated.
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TRISTAN TZARA, MARCEL JANCO AND RICHARD HUELSENBECK


L’Amiral Cherche Une Maison A Louer


Original recording: 1916


Available on ‘Futurism And Dada Reviewed’


SUB ROSA RECORDS


‘L’Amiral Cherche Une Maison A Louer’ didn’t further the cause of electronic music like the Futurist’s ‘Art Of Noise’ manifesto – in fact, it didn’t provide a scientific breakthrough in any way - but it was undoubtedly the inspiration for the freedom that the development of new technology would embrace. As the Futurists had looked towards sound to seek tomorrow’s art, the Dadaists looked there to send their ideas even further left of the leftfield they were already camping in.


Tristan Tzara was a Romanian artist who found his way to Zurich, where he established the Dada movement and opened the notorious club Cabaret Voltaire (whose name would be adopted as a moniker for the experimental recordings of Richard Kirk, Stephen Mallinder and Christopher Watson in the early ‘70s). Here Tzara met with fellow Romanian painter and engraver Marcel Janco and German literary and poetic innovator Richard Huelsenbeck. They all frequented the club, where minds would wander and stand-up experimentalism was the order of the day, and would perform ‘L’Amiral Cherche Une Maison A Louer’, a tonal Dada poem. People would wince agreeably.


Sadly, the club is no longer there but, in the alleyways of Zurich, there is an inscribed toilet seat hung on the wall where it used to be. Somewhat fittingly, this symbolic plaque displays the club’s contempt for normality.


In the history of electronic music, the concept of the tonal poem seems to fit well, due to the creative mixture of sounds and how they were overlaid. In the instance of “L’Amiral…”, the trio of performers seem intent on performing different pieces, with whistles, duck calls and explosions interrupting their spoken or sung parts. Like a primal four track recording of unrelated events, it’s a live version of the anarchy that Russolo and the Futurists predicted; a multi-layered sound bed that allows the listener either to hear snatches or moments of sound or take the whole episode as an engaging whole, much like the “jazz” or avant garde moments that were to invade the work of Can in full jam mode on their ‘Monster Movie’ LP many decades later. It was challenging stuff, the living embodiment of Russolo’s diatribe, and was a complete statement that would never be the same twice. It was “proper” art.


However, both the Futurists and the Dadaists were given short shrift by Phil Sutcliffe in Q magazine in 1994, when the ‘Futurism And Dada Revisited’ album was dismissed as “Cacophonous experimental music”, a “historical document (unlistenable) from when the wheels fell off art and Hitler got a flying start”.


GEORGE ANTHEIL


Ballet Mécanique


Original performance: 1924


If Dada tone poems delivered the idea of multi-tracking and the Futurists destroyed romantic classical music with their war on acoustic sound and the addition of noise, George Antheil’s 1924 soundtrack to Fernand Léger’s experimental, Dadaist, film Ballet Mécanique, with its shape shifting forms, blurred edges and kaleidoscope effects, took film - and its accompanying soundtrack - to a whole new dimension.


Léger’s film was looped and repetitive and Antheil’s soundtrack employed similar techniques, with regimented piano pieces augmented by airplane propellers, sirens and electric bells. The modal sounds and intruding noises are like nothing that had happened before, being so wild and different. But it had some order, unlike the Futurists and Dadaists. There was some discernable structure, a form that resonated through the work of Stockhausen, Terry Riley, Steve Reich and of course Philip Glass and Michael Nyman many years later. It was music bent out of shape to accompany images bent further, and Antheil became legendary as a self-styled “bad boy of music”, taunting audiences in his native USA and in Europe during the 1920s with wild sounds and writing provocative music columns, and even a novel, as well as his work on Léger’s film. It was extreme stuff done in extreme situations.


The truth is, though, the two parts of the ‘Ballet Mécanique’ were created totally separately - the soundtrack and the visuals were never even married together until the 1990s, where Antheil’s offbeat approach became bizarrely at home with Léger’s similarly madcap visions. The music alone is analysed in frightening detail on Wikipedia, where the following statement acts as a foreword to some complex probing: “The Ballet is hard to surmise from just looking at the score - one must hear it to get a real sense of its chaos. It moves frighteningly quickly, up to 32nd notes at tempo (quarter = 152). It sounds like an onslaught of confusing chords, punctuated by random rings, wails, or pauses. The meter rarely stays the same for more than three measures, distracting from the larger form of the music and instead highlighting the driving rhythms”. Scary, indeed.


‘Ballet Mécanique’ was created to illustrate a modern dance carried out by machines rather than people, the frenetic sound acting as a foil for the footage of rotating machinery and moving parts. Long after Antheil’s original soundtrack was created, he revisited the piece in 1953, shortening and toning down the concept using four pianos, four xylophones, two electric bells, two propellers, timpani, glockenspiel and other percussion. The result was more approachable, more ordered, more Pink Floyd.


Intriguingly, before Antheil and Léger’s work were reunited, film composer Michael Nyman rescored the film in 1986 and, in 2005, a robotic orchestra named The League Of Electronic Musical Urban Robots was created to deliver an even more bizarre version of the piece. Great name.


The Léger movie with Antheil’s original score is easily found on the internet, and various versions of the piece can be found on CD. ‘Ballet Mecanique’ is a truly oddball experience, a very scary thing as Antheil would later recall: “It had various performances in Paris during 1925 and 1926, and was performed in Carnegie Hall on April 10, 1927, for the first time in the United States. All the concerts were riotous in some way, the Paris performances having fistfights in the audience. The New York performance less so, but nevertheless it is said that the concert was as scandalous as the city has witnessed. It became a very notorious piece, much talked about but little played”.


People were engaged and confused by the piece. They asked why Antheil used propellers, to which he replied they are part of modern day life. He compared the piece to architecture, to abstract art. He wasn’t helping any, insisting that, “If one has a mind to understand it, let him listen with new ears”. The method of construction, the everyday objects littering the sound and the intrigue with technological developments were all part of music’s blossoming and the early development of electronic sound. Initially, it took artists and extremists to challenge the norm, but in 1920 the string quartet or classically trained pianist was further eroded when Leon Theremin developed the Theremin.


After demonstrating his device to fascinated audiences in Europe, Leon Theremin arrived in the United States in 1927 where his invention was put into production by RCA. Working with fellow Russian émigré Clara Rockmore, a child prodigy violinist, Theremin refined the instrument whilst Rockmore became a respected virtuoso.


CLARA ROCKMORE


The Art Of The Theremin


Original release: 1977


DELOS RECORDS


Tracklisting:


Rachmaninoff - Vocalise, Rachmaninoff - Song of Grusit, Saint-Saens - The Swan, De Falla – Pantomime, Achron - Hebrew Melody, Wieniawski – Romance, Stravinsky – Berceuse, Ravel - Piece en forme de Habanera, Tchaikovsky – Berceuse, Tchaikovsky - Valse sentimentale, Tchaikovsky - Sérénade mélancolique, Glazunov - Chant du ménestrel.


Although Clara Rockmore became a key part in the development of the Theremin, her recorded output was never considered until she was tempted out if retirement in the 1970s. Her live performances and radio appearances with the instruments’ inventor were hugely popular throughout Europe and the United States during the ‘30s and ‘40s, where her customised instrument allowed her to deliver the classical works of many of the great composers with a sound that was truly like nothing else.


‘The Art Of The Theremin’ was commissioned and released in the ‘70s at the request of Moog inventor Robert Moog, who’d originally worked to develop the Theremin. His sleevenotes praised Rockmore and the instrument itself: “She has shown the Theremin to be a valuable musical resource, capable of producing beautiful music and worthy of the dedication of talented performers. No other artist has ever come close to Ms Rockmore’s level of achievement; no other Thereminist has ever produced music of such beauty and aural appeal”.


Later, Moog would turn up in a 1998 documentary about Rockmore, where he shared a dinner party with her, her sister, pianist Nadia Reisenberg, and other members of her family. Set in the suitably surreal setting of the Rockmore family home, with a particularly distracting space age table as its centrepiece, the footage is nothing short of bizarre. Dinner abandoned, and after briefly discussing her first meeting with Louis Theremin, Rockmore performs, with her sister on piano, and the amazing control she has over what is deemed to be a truly difficult instrument to master is amazing. Looking like a B movie out-take, accentuated by a bad hair day, she makes no contact with the machine, and her intense hand movements create the illusion she is playing air violin. The sound too is staggering, containing as it does all the melancholy of a suicidal Chaplin set piece. It’s reminiscent of vintage saw players in parts, surely another instrument where the haziness of a precise note adds to the charm of the sound. It is filled with classical romanticism and remains an artefact of an instrument and an era long gone.


While ‘The Art Of The Theremin’ remains true to Rockmore’s tone and sound circa the ‘30s and ‘40s, there has been, more recently, the discovery of her ‘Lost Theremin Album’ (Bridge Records), which was released in 2006.
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The mood is inevitably sombre, but the Theremin is set against violin and guitar in places, creating new and fresh dimensions in sound. In fact, the guitar interplay proves amazingly poetic on a truly moving version of ‘Esterellita’, which, along with her version of ‘Humoresque’ (accompanied by piano), has the Theremin sounding like a mutant opera singer with a fantastic range. The stand out track on ‘The Lost Theremin Album’ is a glorious version of Billie Holiday’s ‘Summertime’, where the down chords of the piano allow the Theremin’s melody line to reach new heights of moribund desolation.


At the end of the 1930s, a host of new inventions were being unveiled. The Sonorous Cross was a version on the Theremin, while electro-acoustic keyboards like the Electrochord and the Novachord were beginning to emerge. And while the Theremin was being developed further in the States, in France the Ondes Martenot had become the electronic instrument of choice, especially for composer Olivier Messiaen.
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OLIVIER MESSIAEN


Trois petites Liturgies de la Présence Divine


Original release: 1943


ELEKTRA (1993, conducted by Marcel Couraud)


Tracklisting:


Antienne de la Conversation Interieure, Sequence du Verbe, Cantique Divin, Psalmodie de l’Ubiquité par Amour.


Olivier Messiaen was a much-admired French composer of the 1930s, a man obsessed with sound and the structure of music. An ornithologist, he would incorporate birdsongs into his pieces and the construction of his work, including a penchant for serialism, became an influence for minimalists like Philip Glass and Terry Riley, while many of his pieces have been acclaimed as touchstones for both Boulez and Stockhausen.


“In 1937,” according to an online resource, “in response to a commission for a piece to accompany light and water shows on the Seine during the Paris Exposition, Messiaen demonstrated his interest in using the Ondes Martenot, an electronic instrument”. This early move into electronic sound was to stay in his thinking for years to come, and, although the original commissioned piece ‘Fêtes Des Belles Eaux’ remains unpublished, ‘Oraison’ a seven minute piece from the same year is available on both ‘An Anthology Of Noise And Electronic Music, Fourth A-Chronology 1937-2005’ on Sub Rosa and the excellent ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’ on Ellipsis Arts.


Both of these versions were recorded by The Ensemble D’Ondes De Montreal in 1998 and feature the instrument with all its melancholy allure. However, a Portuguese student recently unearthed a reported 60 CD set owned by her university which traces the history of electronic / acoustic music from 1937 onwards and includes a 1937 Ondes Martenot version of ‘Oraison’ by Messiaen himself. Richer and deeper in tone, the piece has more of a haunting Hollywood feel, with the rumbling of the Martenot’s machinery adding to the tension.


The sleevenotes of the ‘Ohm’ set include a note from John Schaeffer, the host of ‘New Sounds’ on the New York radio station WNYC-FM, who notes that the addition of the Ondes Martenot to the orchestral palette in the 1920s and ‘30s was “exactly as its inventor Maurice Martenot intended it to be”. It was a supplementary sound rather than an alternative to existing instruments. Schaeffer continues: “It was Messiean, the mystic and organist, who heard something unique in the instrument and decided to write a piece for a whole ensemble of Ondes Martenots, without trying to meld it to pre-existing acoustic instruments”. The result is amazing, and ‘Oraison’ floats with spectral beauty.


Six years later, in 1943, Messiaen employed the instrument again on ‘Three Short Liturgies’, a religious concert work that he wanted to be able to play in places that weren’t traditionally religious but were still able to create a sense of spiritualism. The instrumental passages see piano and solo violin set against the Ondes Martenot, the first movement including an electronic sound swirling behind the proceedings, whilst the second passage has the Martenot churning above the choir. But it’s the lengthy tone poem of the third part, which has a pulsing Glasslike repetitiveness in places, where the “metallic timbre” that Messiaen loved about the Ondes Martenot is allowed to dictate.


Jean Hughes, who wrote the sleevenotes to the copy of the album I have, concluded that Messiaen “respects tradition but sees nothing in it that inhibits innovation. He mixes notions of the profane and sacred love. There are times when he seems to have the perfect expression of his ideas; for him the Ondes Martenot is an instrument remarkably suited to his melodic ideal, which can produce loud terrifying effects and contrary-wise, halos of sweet unreality”.


Much like the Theremin, the Ondes Martenot carried unique melody possibilities that were quite unlike traditional instrumentation, and it wouldn’t be long before both of them filtered into contemporary music. The Theremin was perfect for anything with a hint of the inexplicable, and Dr Samuel J Hoffman was the master of capturing such things.


DR SAMUEL J HOFFMAN


Music Out Of The Moon


Original release: 1947


CAPITOL RECORDS
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Tracklisting:


Lunar Rhapsody, Moon Moods, Lunette, Celestial Nocturne, Mist O’ The Moon,


Radar Blues


According to the sleeve of the 1947 album ‘Music Out Of The Moon’, which features Dr Samuel J Hoffman on Theremin, backed by an orchestra conducted by easy listening guru Les Baxter, the whole album is “in reality, an exploration using exotic harmonies, timbre and composition to play upon the more remote realm of human emotions. It is music that has been outstandingly successful as a mood-creating background for motion pictures dealing with the macabre, the fantastic”.


Hoffman would go on to release ‘Perfume Set To Music’ a year later, then ‘Music For Peace Of Mind’ in 1950, having already lent his sound-bending techniques to movies like 1945’s Spellbound (among others), all of which feature the eerie, otherworldly vibrato that the Theremin delivered at the flick of a wrist. Hoffman would later contribute Theremin to the 1951 film The Day The Earth Stood Still.


The Theremin sound of Hoffman is different to Rockmore’s classical approach. It sounds like nothing else. The two protruding antennae from the instrument are controlled by moving each hand, one controlling the volume, the other the pitch of the sound and is considered “easy to learn but notoriously difficult to master, Theremin performance presenting two challenges: reliable control of the instrument’s pitch with no guidance (no keys, valves, frets, or finger-board positions), and minimizing undesired portamento that is inherent in the instrument’s microtonal design”.


Hoffman, like Rockmore, became synonymous with the instrument, and the re-issue of his three themed studio albums came with an explanatory booklet that compares the Theremin to “the phenomenon related to the squeals old radios gave off when the hand approached the tuning dial and interfered with the antenna’s electrical field”. The resultant audio from such a device was always going to be shaky and, perhaps because of these problems, the Theremin’s use remains minimal on ‘Music Out Of The Moon’. The mood is, of course, otherworldly, but that’s really down to the multiple harmonies and lush strings. The Theremin slots into the easy groove quite comfortably.


The Theremin’s place as an electronic innovation that influenced and changed music is unquestionable, but, in truth, most bent and eerie waveforms that we think are Theremin-created are variations or developments. The Beach Boys’ life-changing ‘Good Vibrations’, for example, doesn’t feature an original Theremin, but rather a mechanical development, The Electro-Theremin, built by Paul Tanner. More recently, the Theremin led track ‘Mysterons’, on Portishead’s ‘Dummy’ album, turns out to have been created by a monophonic synthesiser.


So, apart from adding drama to movies, is this almost uncontrollable dream weaver able to command emotions and carry a tune? ‘Music Out Of The Moon’, with its half dozen tracks suggests it can. Remaining within the realms of melodic music, the Theremin was the development in contemporary electronic sound that was acceptable and accessible. But while America was being treated to melody, lush strings and emotional wallpaper, the European’s experiments with sound were about to enter a whole new phase. Musique Concrète couldn’t have been further from Les Baxter’s silky orchestrations, Rockmore’s classical variations and Hoffman’s swirling soundtracks.


PIERRE SCHAEFFER


Etude aux Chemins de Fer, Original recording: 1948


INA-GRM (France) EMF (US)


Available as part of the three CD set ‘L’Oeuvre Musical’ featuring Schaeffer’s 1948 recordings plus his collaborations with Pierre Henry from 1949 to 1958.


Clocking in at just under three minutes, ‘Etude aux Chemins de Fer’ is a monumental moment in audio history. It sounds like nothing else that had come before, but a hell of a lot that came after.


Pierre Schaeffer was a radio engineer responsible for field recordings at Radiodiffusion Française. Having taken a recording truck out to Batignolles, near Paris, to record the sound of a railway yard, he returned to the studio and began editing the recordings to make a semi-rhythmic piece which used moving trucks, train whistles and various sounds that he had captured to make a short symphony of “found sounds”. Why he did this, no one is particularly sure. But thank God he did! It was the first of several recordings he would create that year and call ‘Musique Concrète’ (real music) - a symbolic title that’s constantly back referenced today. Was it ‘music’? Was it any different from what we might have heard if we’d travelled to those same railway yards on the same day?


‘Etude aux Chemins de Fer’ became an inspiration for composers from Stockhausen, Cage and Varese through to Zappa, Nurse With Wound and way beyond. The concept of Musique Concrète insured that music didn’t have to retain any sense of order or shape; a quantum leap in thinking that led to the development of the mixing desk, reverb units, octave filters, sound loops, and sampling. Its arguable too that its sense of juxtaposition and disorder inadvertently foresaw the dance revolution of the 80s and 90s, not to mention triggering numerous lawsuits and a whole lot more. Schaeffer, having discovered that a ‘normal’ audio experience could be recorded and manipulated, opened the floodgates for creativity. Melody was still sought after, but its creation became complicated.


After he’d completed ‘Etude’, Schaeffer adapted other everyday objects in his quest to create further super real sounds. Using thin-metal instruments, wooden percussion, and whirligigs, he delivered ‘Etude aux Tourniquets’ which sounds like the invented instruments of Harry Partch or an acoustic version of The Residents. That was followed by the shocking but strangely understated ‘Cinq Études de bruits: Étude Violette’ and ‘Etude Noir’, which sound like out-takes from a dubstep album.


All five compositions from 1948 were broadcast from Paris on October 5, billed as a ‘Concert Of Noises’, and people were stunned. Following the broadcast, Schaeffer was lauded as a visionary and given an assistant, namely one Pierre Henry. The duo were to work for almost a decade extending the boundaries of the genre. These were serious guys, and their first collaboration, ‘Symphonie Pour Un Homme Seul’, an exploration of a “lonely’ man told in 22 sound pieces, was staggering. It was cut-up and challenging. A real murder one.


At the same time that Schaeffer’s sound experiments were destroying conventional song construction, one John Scott Turner was building a composition machine for popular music, whilst Hugh Le Caine was perfecting the electronic Sackbutt, which sounded very much like an electronic cello, and the mysterious H Bode was inventing the Melochord. Innovation and experimentation was rife, and the first computed sounds were just a heavy-handed click away.


THE CSIRAC COMPUTER


First computed music


Original performance: 1949


Over the first half of the Twentieth Century, music had been forcibly re-ordered. Simplicity was replaced by cerebral thinking, traditional shape was questioned and nothing was at it had been as the 1940s drew to a close. What better time than to completely simplify everything again and to use so many whizzing parts to attain minimalism that the irony of it all was lost for the sake of the most naïve song.


Late in 1949, the CSIRAC computer, an enormous forty square metres of technology, was developed by Dr Trevor Pearcey and his colleagues Maston Beard and Geoff Hill. Looking like something out of a sci-fi movie, It performed rather rudimentary functions and was also able to synthesise monophonic music which, when heard now, sounds amazingly like a Stylophone played by a hungover stooge rife with the DTs. Weird.


“These were the electronics of the time and they weren’t terribly reliable.” declared Melbourne University many moons later. “Indeed, compared to computers available today, CSIRAC’s grunt seems laughable” comments their website dedicated to ‘The Machine That Changed The World’ (visit it at www.abc.net.au/science/slab/csirac/default.htm and listen at www.abc.net.au/science/slab/csirac/csirac2.ram). “It ran at 0.001 megahertz, with 2000 bytes of memory and a mere 2500 bytes of storage. By comparison, a typical desktop PC today has a processing speed of 500 megahertz, with 64 megabytes of memory and a hard disk containing 10 gigabytes (10,000 million bytes) of storage.”


“CSIRAC’s first programmer, Geoff Hill, came from a musical family and programmed the computer to play popular musical melodies which could be heard through a loudspeaker originally installed for a quite different purpose - to indicate with audible “beeps” when particular points of interest in the program had been reached”.


Such is the stuff of accidental legend. An obscure precursor to the electronic bleeps that became music, the CSIRAC’s brief tenure at the Top Of Tomorrow’s Pops was nevertheless short-lived, and, only two years later, all things futuristic were summed up on the soundtrack to the Hollywood sci-fi epic The Day The Earth Stood Still.
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BERNARD HERMANN


The Day The Earth Stood Still


Original release: 1951


ARISTA


Tracklisting:


Twentieth Century Fox Fanfare, Prelude Outer Space Radar, Danger, Klaatu, Gort The Visor The Telescope, Escape, Solar Diamonds, Arlington, Lincoln Memorial, Nocturne The Flashlight The Robot Space Control, The Elevator Magnetic Pull The Study The Conference The Jewellery Store, Panic, The Glowing Alone Gort’s Rage Nikto The Captive Terror, The Prison, Rebirth, Departure, Farewell, Finale.


You’ve got to love Tyler Bates’ soundtrack for the 2008 remake of The Day The Earth Stood Still, Whatever you think of the movie with Keanu Reeves, Bates’ echoey booms and enormous melody lines are something else. Back in 1951, the Bernard Hermann soundtrack for the Robert Wise directed original, which came with the tag line ‘A robot and a man hold the world spellbound with new and startling powers from another planet’ and a plotline that involved world peace or death, had everything the state of art studio could offer. And two Theremins!


Hermann was an advocate of composer Charles Ives, who’d worked with Wise on both Citizen Kane and The Magnificent Ambersons, both Orson Welles movies from the ‘40s where Wise had been head of editing (indeed, he won an award for the former). In 1950, he was brought in to provide the ethereal sounds for one of the earliest big screen science fiction epics, a film so out there that, like the Futurists’ early musical experiments, it had audiences fleeing from cinemas.


Hermann’s score predates his work with Alfred Hitchcock, but much of the tension he was to capture in that work was already evident, as was the haunting use of reverb he was to master. The Theremins, alongside electric violin, cello and bass, vibraphone, glockenspiel, Hammond organ and some lush strings, add an element of the unknown. But Hermann’s inventiveness didn’t stop there - tape dubbing and reversed playback provided moods of isolation, loneliness and despair, as well as the kind of ambience that would become omnipresent in the trail of sci-fi exploitation films that followed.


HERBERT EIMERT


Klangstudie I


Original recording: 1951


Available on ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’


ELIPSIS


Bernard Hermann may have been dabbling with changing and reversing tapes, but Herbert Eimert, a founder of the WDR studio in Cologne in the early 1950s, had other goals in mind. According to notes by composer Konrad Boehmer in Ohm, Eimert wanted to “synthetically continue the musical achievements of the late Anton Webern”.


Working with Robert Beyer, Eimert spent months creating two short pieces, namely ‘Klangstudie I’. and, a year later, ‘Klangstudie II’. They sounded like orchestral compositions delivered with purely electronic sounds. There was traditional composition in these pieces, and little in the way of effects. The sound, which came from miles of edited tape, was unique.


Boehmer, interviewed on the Perfect Sound Forever website in 2000, noted of the Beyer/Eimert partnership that they were very different in their approach, Beyer being more dreamlike, while Eimert was more ordered. Even though they worked together, there were definite leaders in each piece.


“There was a piece called ‘Sound in Indefinite Space’, which shows more the impact of Beyer, while ‘Klangstudie’ shows more the impact of Herbert Eimert. It is a little bit more rigid, orientated on models of instrumental composition, not on compositions. It has a more rigid structure than certain of their other early pieces”.


Amazingly, the primitive WDR Studio were able to produce such versatile and grand music. Eimert was testing the boundaries of composition and sound seemingly travelling wherever their creation propelled them.


“In the beginning they had the melochord, designed in the 1940s. This could produce sounds nearly as clear and clean as sine waves”, Boehmer recalls. “This was an instrument with a keyboard, so they had to take every sound from the keyboard, put it on a tape and then start the synchronisation and the montage work. That was mainly what, and just about all, they had. Even when I came to the studio seven or eight years later, they only had two primitive sine wave generators, not even a noise generator, and some very primitive filters. All these instruments were loaned to them from the technical department at Cologne radio. These instruments were not built for the purpose of composing music, but for measuring and things like that”.


Even a brief listen to ‘Klangstudie’ explains why Eimert and Beyer are so influential. This was music like no one else was producing, and 1952’s collaboration ‘Klang Im Unbegrenzten Raum’, a ten minute plus creation that features an unearthly synthetic rhythm throbbing beneath its floating, disjointed “melody” line, plenty of space age bleeps and an almost down-home, spiritual keyboard flourish, really is the strangest of sounds.


As Boehmer pointed out, “The interesting thing is that these people made very fascinating compositions with very primitive tools. Every step they took, every button they turned, they had to think about what they were doing”.


MICHEL PHILIPOTT


Etude Number One


Original recording: 1951


Like Eimert, French composer Michel Philipott was ensconced in more traditional work with orchestras and chamber music composition. Later, at the end of the ‘50s, he would work with Pierre Schaeffer. but in 1951 he was fascinated by the potential of tape editing and the sounds that could be created and re-ordered.


Philpot’s ‘Etude Number One’ was an early exploratory work with tape manipulation. A pulsing, almost serial, composition that has real spirit of menace, with sounds arriving from nowhere and echoes and sustain hanging in the air and ringing like the internal workings of some ancient grandfather clock. It’s almost as if you’re stuck within the sound and, all the while, some madman is occasionally thumping as he moves around outside.


While Philipott managed to keep a constantly evolving structure to the five minutes of ‘Etude Number One’, there’s a sense of echoed reverence. A religious experience of sounds from, well, almost nowhere. But, If Philpot was putting order into things, then John Cage had decided that the very opposite was the best way forward.


JOHN CAGE


The Williams Mix, Original performance: 1952


Available on ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’


ELIPSIS


In 1950, John Cage had decided to dispense with traditional structure altogether. By chance, he’d stumbled upon indeterminate music, that is sound created almost by accident. Cage and fellow members of the New York School, Morton Feldman and Christian Wolff, were expressing their desire for a lack of considered order, an idea which they’d fallen into after Cage had been overwhelmed by a performance of Webern’s ‘Symphony, Opus 21’. The story goes that he hurriedly left the auditorium, where a chance meeting with Feldman - also fleeing the scene - resulted in a decade of unscripted explorations.


‘The Williams Mix’, from 1952, was a masterpiece of unplanned excursion. The result of nine months of experiments with Forbidden Planet soundtrack pioneers Louis and Bebe Barron, it remains a challenging listen, but in 2008, in an effort to help people understand the work, the exceptional website Diagonal Thoughts (www.diagonalthoughts.com) analysed the piece and looked at its complex construction.


“The raw recordings, collected by the Barrons, were manipulated by Cage, who mixed categorised areas of sound; city sounds, country sounds, electronic sounds, manually-produced sounds, wind-produced sounds and small sounds which required amplification in order to be heard with the others. These groups were further split up into controlled and uncontrolled noise and again into even more segregated groups”.


The razor blades were out. Cage took it all apart and reconstructed it in a process that “involved the precise cutting and splicing of recorded sounds to create eight separate reel-to-reel, monaural, 15-ips magnetic tape masters for the 4-minute 15-second, octophonic tape piece. The 192-page score is, as Cage referred to it, a kind of “dressmaker’s pattern - it literally shows where the tape shall be cut, and you lay the tape on the score itself”.


This was a man who suggested recording something / anything, getting the recorded tape, cutting it into strips and re-ordering it. A DIY symphony, where even the length of the edits was predetermined. Only the actual audio on the tape was not.


In an interview with author Richard Kostelanetz in 1985, Cage revealed that “someone else could follow that recipe, so to speak, with other sources than I had, to make another mix”. It was all about random construction, although there was actually a plan to follow in order to be ‘random’. The ‘Williams Mix’ was created after Cage received a grant in the early ‘50s to examine the relationship between music and sound. It led him to expand on his 1937 statement: “If this word ‘music’ is sacred and reserved for eighteenth and nineteenth-century instruments, we can substitute a more meaningful term: organisation of sound”.


Cage’s experiments harked back to the ‘Sonic Taxonomies’ which were performed by Futurist Luigi Russolo, who organised sounds in six families of noises. It’s something which Stockhausen would also study in 1966 when he made an even more complex classification of sixty eight sound types for the thirty three “moments” that comprise his piece ‘Mikrophonie I’. These included groaning, creaking, grunting, clinking, jingling, crashing, screeching, choking (rattling in the throat), whining, whimpering and many, many more. Armoury comparable to Cage’s ‘William’s Mix’ material.


As Diagonal Thoughts revealed, Holger Czukay, who was once a student of Stockhausen and later a member of Can, wrote in detail about his teacher’s piece: “Four musicians were standing at a huge tam-tam with some ‘creation tools’ and a microphone in their hand. The tam-tam was prepared at different parts with chalk or colophony (the resin which a violinist applies to his bow before he starts playing so that he is able to create a tone) so that a hard paper bucket, for example, could scratch upon the chalk or colophony field. An electric razor was another device which created a rich world of sounds when it was touching the surface of the tam-tam. Two microphones were scanning the different sound areas of the tam-tam, connected to two Maihak W49 radio play EQs, passive filters with a strong cutting characteristics. Stockhausen was sitting in the audience at a little mixer and created something like a ‘tam-tam live dub mix’.”


Stockhausen, like Cage before him, was rewriting the rules. But back to Cage. The question is, was, and is, the ‘William’s Mix’ any good?


The jury is still out. In 2005, the JohnCageblog, a site which was created by “Nonmusician” Zac for the purpose of listening to Cage’s entire (almost) recorded output, opined that “This is pretty much the most depressing work in the entirety of Cage’s career. I say it’s depressing simply because a huge amount of effort (Cage apparently gave instructions on how to complete if he died working on it) went into something that could now be replicated in a tiny fraction of the time.


“My experience in listening to it is pretty wild,” continues Zac. “It’s almost like some sort of incredibly fast out-of-body experience, as if you are rushing through all of human civilisation, with rapid blasts of highly distorted speech, rumbling noises of electronics, tiny snippets of music…. all that and a seemingly omnipresent frog. When I heard ‘Revolution 9’ by The Beatles, I thought it was a wild idea. Then I heard this from well over a decade before and the poor Beatles just weren’t interesting anymore”.


The ‘Williams Mix’ is a real oddity. As Chris Cutler of Recommended Records reports in Ohm’s sleevenotes, “A piece making the same demands could be programmed now in less than a day. In 1953 this was groundbreaking and well as backbreaking”.


So what does it sound like nearly 60 years later? The ‘William’s Mix’ sounds like a pivotal moment caught in time - a turning point. An advance on the Dadaist multi-layers, and a prequel to scalpel happy fast edits from the avant-garde. It’s not easy listening, or comfortable. It’s hard work, but evocative, and easy to lose yourself in it. It feels random and threatening.


Following Cage’s death in 1982, Q acclaimed him as “one of the century’s maestros of avant-garde musical obscurity”. Perhaps the ‘Williams Mix’, and certainly its legendary antidote ‘4’33”’, show the two extremes of his art. Cage remains infamous for the silent piece from 1952, which has been copied and parodied over the years, resulting in many a lawsuit, but that ironic moment of solitude and clarity came as something of a respite amid many experiments with sound that employed radio receivers, taped music, found sounds and various treated instruments“.It has three movements,” Cage commented, “any number of players can perform on it, but at no point are they intentionally to produce a sound”.
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On the album ‘Electronic Music’, from the 1960s, there is further evidence of Cage’s chance recordings. ‘Fontana Mix’ features on the release, and the sleevenotes include an interview with Cage where the “logic and cohesion” of indeterminate music is championed by the interviewer, to which Cage replies, “This logic was not put there by me, but was the result of chance operations”.


As Brian Eno would much later confess, “Avant-garde music is sort of research music. You’re glad someone’s done it but you don’t necessarily want to listen to it”. However, if you do make it through the eleven minutes and thirty nine seconds of ‘Fontana Mix’, the truncated speech, the shaky, blurred noise and rumblings and the half-heard radio waves - interjected with clips of choirs, ancient rhythms and electronic sounds – make for a truly disconcerting experience. It’s a natural, if synthetic by its creation, descendent of ‘Williams Mix’ with an even more cohesive hook. Everywhere, there are snatches of things which sound familiar, straining to get out.


So, is it genius or rubbish? Apparently Cage didn’t care what people thought of it – from the sleevenotes for ‘Electronic Music’: “I consider my music, once it has left my desk, to be what in Buddhism would be called a non-sentient being… If someone kicked me – not my music, but me – then I might complain. But if they kicked my music, or cut it out, or don’t play it enough, or too much, or something like that, then who am I to complain?”


Much earlier, in 1939, before the chance meeting with his NY School partners, Cage was already toying with unnatural instrumentation. The staggering ‘Imaginary Landscape’ revealed his skill for multi-layered sounds - a harrowing multi-level, multi-volume piece, it revolves around a swirling electronic pulse which is punctuated by piano crashes and occasional cymbal swirls that sound like they were recorded from within a mighty grand piano, while a plucked lead line sounds not unlike the hokey synthetic banjo that Silver Apples would much later use on ‘Ruby’ in the mid-‘60s.


Unlike the random concept of ‘Williams Mix’, ‘Imaginary Landscape’ has an order and unity that predates Cage’s search for the irregular. Nonetheless, it also has a strange charm. Cage continued the ‘Landscape’ series and, in 1951, ‘Imaginary Landscape Number Four’ was recorded. A staggering piece of chance recording, it catches snippets from talk radio, a piece of music here, and a crescendo there. It’s a cohesive piece, almost accessible, and hardly hints at what was to come.


The following year, as ‘The Williams Mix’ was in preparation, ‘Imaginary Landscape Number Five’ took its lead from be bop and avant-garde jazz. The edits and retrospective loops, the strident piano behind the wild saxophone, the temporary silences, the gaps and the déjà vu of it all make for spectacular theatre. Cage was producing real visionary stuff by this point, and in doing so taking the theory of free jazz and releasing it into the wild. Something that his continued experiments made possible for all musicians going forward.


VLADIMIR USSACHEVSKY


Sonic Contours


Original release: 1952


Available on: ‘Pioneers Of Electronic Music’


CRI


Tracklisting:


Vladimir Ussachevsky - Sonic Contours (1952), Otto Luening - Low Speed (1952), Invention in Twelve Tones (1952), Fantasy in Space (1952), Otto Luening/Vladimir Ussachevsky - Incantation (1953), Otto Luening - Moonflight (1968), Vladimir Ussachevsky - Piece for a Tape Recorder (1956), Pril Smiley - Kolyosa (1970), Bulent Arel - Stereo Electronic Music #2 (1970), Vladimir Ussachevsky - Computer Piece #1 (1968), Vladimir Ussachevsky - Two Sketches for a Computer Piece #1 (1971), Vladimir Ussachevsky - Two Sketches for a Computer Piece #2 (1971), Mario Davidovsky - Synchronisms #5 (1969), Alice Shields - The Transformation of Ani (1970)


In the early 1950s everything seemed to be ready for dismantling and reconstruction. The postwar years had conditioned people to reshape and re-use, and music was no different. John Cage had caused a stir, and there was talk of Stockhausen in Europe and stuff going on in Cologne. At Columbia University the arrival of an early reel-to-reel tape recorder was the catalyst for yet more invention.


In 2008, the blog Bravi Juju (bravojuju.blogspot.com) posted the story of the Columbia University Music Department. It told of how the team at Columbia “requisitioned a tape recorder to use in teaching and for recording concerts. In 1951, the first tape recorder arrived, an Ampex 400, and Vladimir Ussachevsky, then a junior faculty member, was assigned a job that no-one else wanted: the care of the tape recorder. This job was to have important consequences, both for Ussachevsky and the medium he developed.”


By 1952, Ussachevsky was producing his own sound manipulations, which blossomed into the formation of the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center. There his many collaborators became key in the development of electronic music - legendary composers were invited to use the facility, and the arrival of Luciano Berio, Bulent Arel and Edgard Varèse made it a hotbed of creativity. Ussachevsky’s students at the Center included Jon Appleton, Alice Shields, Walter/ Wendy Carlos, Charles Dodge and Robert Moog, all key innovators as the movement began to gain momentum.


The ‘Pioneers Of Electronic Music’ album features contributions from Ussachevsky circa 1952, along with recordings from the next two decades from Otto Luening, Ussachevsky, Alice Shileds and Oril Smiley. Between them they tackle a wide variety of sound experiments on an album that must have seemed startling when first released. Ussachevsky‘s ‘Sonic Contours’ features reverbed piano patterns, echoed effects and almost modal construction. It sounds like disturbed nursery music. His later works, like the awesome ‘Incantation For Tape’, with its ghostly ambience, and 1960’s ‘Wireless Fantasy’, with its surging modular sound, are also suitably intense, the latter sounding like Radio Luxembourg’s unfathomable tuning in peaks and troughs, tracing the ebb and flow of sound, the boom and bust of noise.


Also featured on ‘Sonic Contours’ are three pieces by Otto Luening, a contemporary of Ussachevsky whose snappily-titled ‘A Poem in Cycles And Bells, Gargoyles For Violin And Synthesised Sound’ and the revered ‘Low Speed’, which was commissioned for the opening of The Museum Of Modern Art in New York in 1952, are both startling pieces constructed by taping, re-taping and editing. ‘Low Speed’ especially, with its brooding echoey spaciousness, is a grumbling monster, scary, unnerving and jarring. You can easily imagine its premiere in the wide-open spaces of the Museum Of Modern Art. This was music as art; sound that didn’t have to be explained.


“The sound source for this piece is the flute,” Luening recorded in his notes from Columbia and Princeton Universities. It “used acoustic relationships and the tape recorder to modify the sound and to highlight certain overtones. This treatment brings out new characteristics from the instrument”.


Electronic Music at this point was clearly about to change. Luneing, like Ussachevsky, had explored the possibility of editing, using the flute as his tonal starting place. It was the same starting place used for Bruno Maderna’s ‘Musica Su Due Dimensioni’, but the outcome for Maderna was much different.


BRUNO MADERNA


Musica Su Due Dimensioni


First played: 1952


With so much happening in 1952, the barriers to creativity were quickly being destroyed. In Italy, composer Bruno Maderna had fallen in with the likes of Stockhausen, Boulez and Messiaen, the most important performers of the new music. His ‘Musica Su Due Dimensioni’ began with a gripping flute exploration holding the attention in an offbeat arrangement which at first grates, before succumbing to soothing melody.


The listening experience is calm and comforting, and, at around seven minutes, ‘Musica Su Due Dimensioni’ appears to be an expressive, flowing tapestry of sound – perfect for one of Dali’s surreal movies, perhaps. But Maderna has lulled us into a false sense of security - all seems harmless enough and quite unchallenging until, around two minutes before its conclusion, the mood completely changes. Suddenly Maderna’s vision is invaded by electronic dissonance, a puttering rhythm and synthetic melody line coming from nowhere, the flute discarded and the time signatures going haywire.


Roughly translated as ‘music from two dimensions’, ‘Musica Su Due Dimensioni’ made a huge impact on the audiences it confronted. Maderna shook them out of their daydream and forced them into uncharted territory. These were sounds from another planet, never mind sounds from another dimension.


Maderna went on to produce movie soundtracks, but not before more experimentation with the possibilities of electronic music. The sharp edits of ‘Notturno’, from 1956. showed that in his struggle to make sense of the possibilities of the genre he was also dealing with personal demons. Ridding himself of their evil, if you will.


Maderna journeyed yet further in 1958, when he revisited ‘Musica Su Due Dimensioni’ and made a clearer, better defined edit with state of the art equipment. At the same time, he also produced the Poltergeist-like ‘Continuo’, a harrowing, layered piece wherein the listener feels like he’s being sucked into the white light, with pulsing noise puncturing a floating, reverb-drenched blanket of sound every bit like the used music to accompany an arrival into an underground lair in any B-Movie of the decade.


KARLHEINZ STOCKHAUSEN


‘Electronic Musiche (1952-60)’


Original release: 1952


Available from Stockhausen Verlag www.stockhausen.org/cd_catalog


Tracklisting


Etude (1952), Studie I (1953), Studie II (1954), Gesang der Juenglinge (1955-56), Kontakte (1959-60): Struktur I – XVI


If Cage, Maderna, Ussachevsky and co were re-inventing music and leaving the ends bare, then Karlheinz Stockhausen put the proceedings into reverse and put back some semblance of order. During the key period of the late 1950s, while American rock ‘n’ roll was destroying light orchestral dance music and John Cage’s New York School were destroying the structure and natural rhythm of song itself, Stockhausen was manipulating sounds, first in Pierre Schaeffer’s studio in Paris, then in his native Cologne, a setting and culture that would add discipline and order. His work was complex, as Erich Boehm reported in Q magazine in February 1995 after a rare meeting with the man. “Understanding Stockhausen,” mused Boehm, “isn’t easy, and he’s not overtly bothered in being understood”.


Stockhausen’s early experiments in the Western German Radio Studios in Cologne, where he worked as a technician, were paramount to scientific studies. He would loop and splice tapes, and made use of an early sine wave generator. The sound was electronic in places, and incredibly sharp. But the edits made it rhythmical and compulsive. While Cage’s free form avant-garde composition style was truly determined by chance, Stockhausen’s electronic experiments had simple structure using manipulated sounds to create whole new pieces.


“I spent most of the year in the studio for electronic music at a radio station in Cologne or in other studios where I produced new works with all kinds of electronic apparatus,” he recalled. “In particular, what is most important to me is the transformation of a sound by slowing it down, sometimes extremely, so that the inner sound becomes a conceivable rhythm”.


Both 1952’s ‘Etude’ and the ten minutes of the following year’s ‘Studie 1’, as well as the shorter, more ambient ‘Studie 2’ from 1954, have an unreal feel; a repetitive sound, rhythmic, but almost impossible to place. Footage from the ‘50s of spinning cabinets and Stockhausen with his head almost submerged in the washing machine-like vortex, positioned for maximum sonic effect, gave a sense of the extremes he would go to for the right sound, and indeed the perfection he would seek to get the perfect tone. In explaining the importance of position in the receipt of audio, he explained, “I have projected the sound in a cube of loudspeakers. The sound can move vertically and diagonally at all speeds around the public”.


Next came the editing. “I compress longer sections of composed music, either found or made by myself, to such an extent that the rhythm becomes a timbre, and formal subdivisions become rhythm,” he explained to one magazine. The hypnotic ‘Gesang Der Juengline’, which was completed in 1956 as Bill Haley was rocking around a clock somewhere, set the template for the kind of experimentalism that came from the Dada and Futurist movements and so carried on through to disparate bed partners The Beach Boys, The Beatles, Can and Nurse With Wound.


With music being produced by people who were trained technicians as well as musicians, the results seemed like ‘Which?’ reports on technique rather than the beauty of sound. Stockhausen’s role as overseer, coupled with his sense of order, became key to his compositions, and from there an electronic revolution began. “I was free to make my music - or a new music which I didn’t know myself,” he told Q. “It was a revolution from mechanical performance practice to electronic sounds”.


After Stockhausen, the beauty of music was replaced by the art of music. This became most apparent on the sixteen part ‘Kontakte’, where the cut and paste technique was given added muscle through the deconstruction of electronic as well as natural sounds. With reverb and echo giving further presence amid the ambience, ‘Kontakte’s range of tones, sound levels and semi-silence, plus the unorthodox nature of some of the electronic blips, acted as a precursor to the psychedelic bubble which would inflate in the ‘60s.


On visiting the States, Stockhausen’s music became the cause celebré of the ‘60s counter culture. The Grateful Dead and Jefferson Airplane attended his lectures in California and both John Lennon’s ‘Revolution Number Nine’ and Brian Wilson’s experiments in sound showed traces of Stockhausen.


But already, Stockhausen himself had moved on, and his initial experiments became larger and more consuming. 1966’s ‘Telemusik’, which was based on tape recordings from South America, Eastern Europe and Asia mixed with his own electronic sounds in a unique metacollage, moved even further ‘out there’. The pieces featured shortwave radio solos and strange opera arrangements set to electronic music, and inspired a phalanx of followers including Can, Kraftwerk and Amon Duul to ignite their own creative flairs.


Stockhausen created possibilities and opened doors. He underlined that different was good. Chance meetings and casual acquaintances led to further tangents. No one went away empty-handed.


KAREL GOEYVAERTS 


Komposition Nr. 5


Original recording: 1953


Violin concertos and chamber music was the stuff of Belgian composer Karel Goeyvaerts during the 1940s, and sonatas for piano much later. But in the early 1950s he met Karlheinz Stockhausen, with whom he shared a devout belief in Catholicism that led to a spiritual influence on both of their works. The two met at the Darmstadt New Music Summer School, where they found methods of integrating religious numerology into their serial compositions. Goeyvaerts is often acclaimed to be the first serial composer, but the disputes on that particular argument could lead to a whole other book!


The fact is that, during 1952, Stockhausen had access in Paris to a generator of sine waves. Goeyvaerts’ developments in composition and his interest in sound and its possibilities had led him to the conclusion that sine waves were the most important discovery in music. He was convinced that they created the purest sound possible. Stockhausen listened intently.


By 1953, Goeyvaerts made manifestations of his theory with ‘Komposition No. 5’ and ‘Komposition No. 7’, two varispeed manipulations of sound featuring slowly simmering bleeps that lived as much on expectancy as actual substance. They were a stripping away of all previous knowledge. A rebirth. Featuring a portamento keyboard blurring into nothing then returning with a more continuous wobbling focus, they are an early kind of disorientated drone music, a stuttering wall of sound that had a strangely hypnotic spirituality to them.


PIERRE HENRY


Le Voile d’Orphée


Original release: 1953


PHILIPS


While Goeyvaerts’ drones captured a kind of pure, minimal sound, Pierre Henry emerged in his own right, following his collaborations with Pierre Schaeffer, with a more complex electronic sound. In 1953 he recorded ‘Le Voile d’Orphée’, a remarkable mix of electronic sound, looped samples, dialogue and effects. Often acclaimed as the first symphony of Musique Concrète, the original piece runs for a staggering 27 minutes plus and makes for a claustrophobic and unnerving epic. Eventually, a second, more widely heard fifteen minute version was created by Henry as the original was felt to be just too much for people to take in. But, for the dedicated listener, the Avant Garde Project website features the lengthy version of ‘d’Orphee’ in its complete form, as was released on Philips in the 1960s (www.avantgardeproject.org/agp43).


In that original piece, vocal tracks of whispered dialogue are mixed with reverberated pulses and throbbing, shuddering sounds whilst, amid the chaos lay melodic interludes, wayward lullabies made by seemingly dismantled grandfather clocks. The whole piece never relaxes, with varispeed tampering and distant conversations blended into one sonic landscape.


“These two versions are difficult to choose between,” commented Jacques Lonchampt on the sleeve of the late ‘60s release of both pieces. “The shorter version conserves all the essential elements of the longer and sounds as perfectly unified as if it had originally been written in this form. But the first version breathes more easily, and the feeling of mystery is more poignant, more profound, for the slowness of tempo corresponds to an essential characteristic of the composer’s personality”.


The sleevenotes also offer some explanation as to the mindset in which Henry created it; “At the time it stood out from among the many experiments as finished and significant; it sounds as valid today despite the great progress made by the technical evolution upon which electro-acoustical music so closely depends. Pierre Henry profoundly individualises instruments and instrumental (or choral) ensembles, as would classical composers, without adopting classical moulds. What is astonishing is that here in the infancy of concrete music he had already reinvented everything: a mysterious quality in the orchestral fabric, a large, complex rhythmic structure, a polyphony of rhythms and sound planes obeying no known rules and nevertheless achieving a unity, an internal logic, that cannot be gainsaid.


“The point is that this music is dominated, organized and drawn onwards by a vision that does not show itself until the final stage of its development. All of Pierre Henry’s major compositions are attuned to his personality. In the ‘Veil of Orpheus’ we already recognise his two main ‘ideas’, in fact two aspects of the same problem: the mystery of religion and the mystery of death”.


As with all great artists, Pierre Henry, like his mentor and working partner Pierre Schaeffer, didn’t shirk from the challenge of the new electronic opportunity. ‘Le Voile d’Orphée’, like so many soundtracks to imaginary films during the 1970s, changes tack and moves through musical themes abruptly. There was seemingly no need to explain how each part fitted together. Like listening to cartoon music for Tom And Jerry without the visuals, the impact of each audio action becomes a terrifying leap into the unknown.


“From the outset,” the sleevenotes continue, ”Pierre Henry establishes an atmosphere both lyrical and tragic by the use of wide, slow-moving, rich-textured brush strokes upon which he embroiders violent percussive effects and evil-sounding motifs. This grandiose tumult is followed by a liturgy of distant voices above an enigmatic pulsation like the beating of a heart; then the orchestration of the noises becomes less harsh, lighter, and the work builds up extremely slowly, with out-of- focus images, to an Elysian height where the voices and ‘instruments’ finally fade away, as if passing into a paradise of ultra-sounds”.


Remember, these sleevenotes, with their talk of “ultra sound”, were written in the 1960s and, as they also refer back to the simplistic rhythms of the heart, they marry the vision of the future with the common understanding of natural rhythm. Nevertheless, ‘Le Voile d’Orphée’ sounds like the soundtrack to the Dada and Futurist experiments that littered the early beginnings of electronic music.


HUGH LE CAINE


Dripsody


Original release: 1955


Available on ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’


ELIPSIS


One of the unsung heroes of electronic music, Le Caine hailed from Ontario in Canada and, during the 1940’s and ‘50s, studied atomic physics and nuclear physics, which somehow allowed him to continue his life-long interest in electronic music. In the 1940s he developed the Electronic Sackbutt, often perceived as the first synthesiser, and composed numerous experimental pieces to accompany his forehead scratching day job.


“By the end of 1955, I had produced ‘Dripsody’ on my variable-speed multiple tape recorder,” Le Caine recalled on the sleeve of Ohm. “I had been working for months on a composition using three sounds: the breaking of a pane of glass, the sound of a ping pong ball on a paddle, and the sound of a single drop of water”.


The question of why such disparate sounds should have been chosen remains unanswered. The result of extensive editing is, however, absolutely bizarre. Le Caine allows the drips of water to become a synthetic lead melody played over a lower, deeper sound that acts as a bass part. The two inter-mingle perfectly, and against them the crash of breaking glass and the rhythm of a ping-pong ball provided an unnatural rhythm. ‘Dripsody’ was about the rhythm and melody created by the synthetic dripping of the tap. Sped up, slowed down, taken down and octave or up into a melody line, the whole thing took on a shape of its own. A shape that shifted structure before heading off to some far-flung water-free galaxy.


Le Caine remains a footnote in the electronic story, but he sits among a wealth of lesser-known experimentalists whose stunning revelations, and in many cases oddball recordings, straddle art and the avant-garde. Each of them had their place in the mid-‘50s. One experiment wonders, destined to change people’s perceptions, then never to be heard from again.


Collecting our thoughts, at this stage, in the developing story, the thing that strikes you most is that the genre of electronic music was embracing not only scientists, nuclear physicists, artists and eccentrics but also classically trained composers, conductors of chamber music, cerebral thinkers, film composers, well-educated collegians and a host of radio engineers. Crucially, electronic music was still in the hands of the outsiders.


MICHAEL KOENIG


Klangfiguren I


Original release: 1955


Having studied church music, composition, piano, acoustics, music representation techniques and computer technique, Michael Koenig was in the right frame of mind at the right time. He was destined to pull everything together into something that was going to challenge the boundaries of music.


From 1954 to 1964, Koenig worked in the electronic music studio of WDR in Cologne with Stockhausen and Gyorgy Ligeti. Quite early in that period he started producing electronic works of his own including the short and almost ambient ‘Klangfiguren I’ in 1955 and ‘Klangfiguren II’ during the following 12 months. The latter piece follows a similar route to its predecessor but demonstrates a more aggressive, panoramic use of sound that adds depth and a thundering echoey presence, along with what sounds like the very earliest use of glitch sound effects that became so prominent during the 1990s and 2000s via Aphex Twin, Autechre and the emerging dub step scene.


ERNST KRENEK


Pfigstoratorium (Spiritus Intelligentiae Sanctus) soprano, tenor e tape


Original recording: 1955


Like Koenig, Krenek was part of the WDR set up in Cologne from 1955. Having previously written works for solo vocalists, choral pieces and scores for ballets, as well as several symphonies, Krenek was intrigued by the possibility of electronic music and recorded ‘Pfigstoratorium (Spiritus Intelligentiae Sanctus)’ a long piece for soprano and tenor voices and tape. ‘Pfigstoratorium’ also featured spoken word, rising oscillations and plenty of reverb.


During the piece, the melodies remain intact but searing sound and snatches of sampled songs acts as odd sonic punctuations, wandering between the simple structure, adding ever more levels of seeming madness, transposing barber shop harmonies with the sound of someone letting their fingers do the walking over endless blips and scattered dew drops of noise. At times it feels like the action is taking place just out of earshot, and there’s a great sense of the random. The overall effect is that of a church organist having been drugged and the resultant pipe organ solo being performed whilst people talk among themselves in the aisles and a transistor radio plays opera next door.


Three quarters of the way through this sixteen minute piece, the joyful play off between tenor and soprano are melded into an echo-laden vibrato that sounds like the audio used in ‘60s movies to soundtrack characters succumbing to drugs. There’s more than a hint of wanton psychedelia and, without doubt, when these kind of sounds were revisited by the lysergically-challenged a decade later they were allowed visionary status.
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JOHN PRESTON (NARRATION)


The Sounds And Music Of The RCA Electronic Music Synthesizer


Original release: 1955


RCA VICTOR


Tracklisting:


The Synthesis Of Music - The Physical Characteristics Of Musical Sounds, The Synthesis Of Music - Synthesis By Parts (Part 1 and 2), The Synthesis Of Music - Excerpts From Musical Selections (Part 1 and 2), Music Produced By The RCA Synthesizer - Bach Fugue No. 2, Brahms Hungarian Dance No. 1, Oh Holy Night (Adam), Home Sweet Home (Bishop), Stephen Foster Medley, Nola (Arndt), Blue Skies (Berlin)


Whilst tape manipulation and sound collages were hinting at the possibilities of electronic music, it took two engineers to move the genre into a more traditional direction with the invention of an early synthesiser. In 1955, Olson and Belar, both working for RCA, invented the Electronic Music Synthesizer, aka the Olson-Belar Sound Synthesizer.


“This synth uses sawtooth waves that are filtered for other types of timbres. The user programs the synthesizer with a typewriter-like keyboard that punches commands into a 40-channel paper tape using binary code,” claimed the sleeve of their demonstration record set. It was the perfect accompaniment for an instrument that RCA hoped would eventually arrive in every parlour across America.


What better way to tell people about this ground-breaking development than to release recordings where it was put through the motions. ‘The Sounds And Music Of The RCA Electronic Music Synthesizer’ is the stuff of record collector’s dreams, a beautifully packaged set with four seven-inch singles explaining the whys, wherefores and what have you of The RCA Electronic Music Synthesizer as very dryly recited by John Preston.


“How has it become possible for us to create all musical sounds by electronic means?” asks Preston, “The answer lies in the nature of sound as a combination of clearly defined physical characteristics which are shared by all tones of effects”.


The subject of this monologue laboriously switches to random frequencies, the proper envelope, rapid growth and slow decay, very high frequencies and other such terminology, all of which is punctuated by various bleeps before a selection of music is played on the thing, always getting its full title in reference.


Unlike the electronic artisans and inventors, RCA had decided that this machine would replace all of your instruments that were littering the lounge, and the recordings featured a synthesised set of sounds, from piano to a “low sounding effect”, which Preston claims has been “created by various RCA engineers”.


“In the future, synthesis can bring us a totally new experience,” Preston sums up on side one of disc three, before hammy fugues and well tempered claviers are brought into action. But, even before the fourth disc had spun to a fitting climax, competitive inventions were sneaking out of their laboratories, Martin Klein and Douglas Bolitho were using a Datatron computer called ‘Push-Button Bertha’ to compose music, and David Seville showed that tape manipulation couldn’t merely stay in the hands of the artists and deep thinkers by using varispeed and various other electronic techniques to create The Chipmunks. Yeah, thanks for that.


OSKAR SALA


‘Concertando Rubato’


Original release: 1955


from ‘Elektronische Tanzsuite’


Available on ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’


ELIPSIS


If the Chipmunks were a side product of the electronic revolution, then so were the soundtracks for Hitchcock’s early movies and the tension created by their electronic construction. Oskar Sala’s scary keyboard flurries were part of Hitchcock’s off kilter vision, and his earlier ‘Concertando Rubato’ still has a direct lineage to today’s electronic sounds.


In fact, the intriguing website Pretty Goes With Pretty even spotted the influence of Sala on the superb 2009 album ‘Merriweather Post Pavilion’ by Animal Collective. “Something about the intro to ‘Daily Routine’ — maybe it’s just those first tentative, random hits of the keyboard, not to mention the tonal similarity”, and with one listen to ‘Concertando Rubato’ you get their drift.


There are versions of ‘Concertando Rubato’ produced as early as the late 1940s, but as part of the German composer’s ‘Elektronische Tanzsuite’ from 1955, the piece has a sound base that’s every bit the exploitation synth sound of a decade later, as performed by the likes of Jean Jacques Perrey and Gershon Kingsley.


There was a chirpiness and upbeat style to Sala’s sounds on a keyboard that he’d developed himself. His Trautonium, and the later Mixtur-Trautonium, had a huge impact when it was used on the soundtrack for Hitchcock’s The Birds.


“’Elektrinische Tanzsuite’,” Sala told Ohm for the sleevenotes of ‘The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’, “is still one of my most important works. When I look at the electronic scene today I am proud to be one of the first ones who worked with this ‘simple’ technology”.
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LOUIS AND BEBE BARRON


Forbidden Planet


ORIGINAL RELEASE: 1956


MGM


In the mid ‘50s, electronic music still remained outside of the mainstream. But as the need for creative sound in the movies grew, Sala’s contribution to The Birds, the soundtrack to The Day The Earth Stood Still and Louis and Bebe Barron’s effects and tape manipulation for the 1956 film Forbidden Planet began to spark interest in who and what made that sound.


Some years ago, the RE/Search book Incredibly Strange Music Volume One interviewed the curator of the strangely titled Unknown Museum, Mickey McGovan. There, in his strange wonderland where lost TV monitors, plastic squirrels, storefront Santas and 15,000 records congregate in an alternative Smithsonian scenario, the Barrons took their rightful place.


“Another major influence was science fiction film soundtracks, especially the ones featuring Theremin. I was addicted to ‘Forbidden Planet’ which has a great soundtrack by the electronic pioneers, Louis And Bebe Barron,” Mickey enthused when quizzed about why he’d collected so much ‘stuff’. “I have a 1948 recording of them in San Francisco performing background music for a lecture by Anais Nin at the SF Art Institute”. Now that would be something to hear. “I was fascinated by the tonalities the Barrons generated – the Forbidden Planet soundtrack is still one of the most imaginative electronic music creations of all time. They did tape manipulations, generated tones of their own, and basically wrote the book on what outer space sounded like”.


The Barrons also worked closely with John Cage. According to filmmaker and electronic composer Dean Santomeieri, in the second volume of Incredibly Strange Music, “They made hundreds of recordings of raw sound and, in a nine month splicing marathon, helped John Cage edit them into the hurricane of sound known as ‘The Williams Mix’”.


Pre-Cage, the Barron’s recording relationship began when Bebe married Louis Barron’s brother and received one of the earliest tape recorders as a wedding present. At the time, Louis was deciding whether to pursue a career in electronics and Bebe and him began to experiment with the new machine.


“Immediately we became aware of the possibilities,” Bebe recalled when interviewed for Incredibly Strange Music Volume Two. “We did the usual experiments, slowing the tapes down, running them backwards and adding echo. Louis started building circuits to make sound – ohmigod, every move took forever, but it was so exciting!”


When John Cage and David Tudor were given a grant to explore the links between music and sound in the early 1950s, they called on the Barrons to come and work with them. As Louis told Keyboard magazine in 1986, “You realise you don’t have to be restricted by the traditions or the so-called ‘laws’ of music”. The new partnership certainly wasn’t.


Around the same time, the Barrons were involved in creating unique soundtracks for the films The Very Eye Of Night and Crystals, before embarking on the groundbreaking soundtrack for Forbidden Planet. After meeting MGM film supremo Dore Schary, they were invited to LA to show what they could do, and, after much to-ing and fro-ing, ended up scoring 20 minutes of the film.


“For Forbidden Planet,” Bebe told Incredibly Strange Music, “we just tossed convention aside, forgot about all that, and just did what we wanted to do. And it worked”.


The Forbidden Planet soundtrack was developed on the most basic of equipment. Tapes were slowed and slowed again. Then again. Love songs were requested with lush strings, sound effects were asked for. And the low-tech machinery meant that everything took forever to finish.


“I thought what we achieved was remarkable, considering the technology of the day,” Bebe recalled, “Those circuits really could express a full range of emotions, and we treated each little theme like a character rather than a musical theme, because that was how we liked to work”.


TOM DISSEVELT AND KID BALTAN (The Elektrosoniks)


Song Of The Second Moon: The Sonic Vibrations Of…


Original release: 1957


LIMELIGHT


Tracklisting:


Song of the Second Moon, Moon Maid, The Visitor From Inner Space, Sonik Re-Entry, Orbit Aurora, Pianoforte, The Ray Makers


The possibilities of space exploration seemed to be at the heart of much of electronic music as the ‘50s drew to a close. Forbidden Planet had set the benchmark, but over in the NATLAB in Eindhoven, Holland, several similarly skyward gazing enthusiasts were at work.


The NATLAB was beginning to experiment with electronic sound in much the same way as WDR in Cologne and Columbia University in the States were. The first fruits of their recorded output arrived in 1957 under the name ‘Electrosoniks’, who consisted of Tom Dissevelt and Kid Baltan and proved that some form of regular melody could be introduced to swirling synthesised sound, and that people might also like it.


The duo, along with Henk Badings and Roelof Vermeulen, recorded between 1956 and 1968 at the Philips funded research laboratory, where Baltan (real name Dick Raaijmakers) and Dissevelt completed the ‘Song Of The Second Moon’ set and garnered great reviews for their forward looking use of technology. The fact was, they didn’t even have a keyboard to use - they did everything with tone generators, oscillators and spliced and manipulated tapes. This was a labour of love that, like the Barrons before them, took months to complete. Interestingly, during this same period of technical and commercial breakthrough, the Philips NATLAB (Natuurkundig Laboratorium) was also involved in the development of effects such as chorus, delay, echo, reverb, surround sound and Dolby noise reduction. It was a hotbed of futuristic solder.


Once complete, the title track, composed by Raaijmakers, was even released on seven inch vinyl, becoming a cult item – you can even see it being spun on YouTube, it’s that rare. The album was also re-issued in 1968 under the duo’s name, and ‘Song Of The Second Moon: The Sonic Vibrations Of…’ was subsequently slowed to half its normal speed and used as a soundtrack for Boris Karloff to read over on the album ‘Tales Of The Frightened’.


Amazingly for 1957, ‘Song Of The Second Moon’ managed to capture that inter-planetary vibe perfectly. You’d be forgiven, when looking at their meagre armoury of sound sources, for thinking that there would be a lack of melodic intent, but the album had it all there. It’s a spectacular album, a thought-provoking set that was way ahead of its time and still sounds relevant today.
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VARIOUS ARTISTS


The Sounds Of New Music


Original release: 1957


FOLKWAYS


Tracklisting:


Bahnfahrt, Symphony of Machines - A (Aleksandr) Mossolov, Dnieprostrot - Julius Meytuss, Dance - John Cage, Ionization - Edgard Varèse, Aeolian Harp - Henry Cowell, Banshee - Henry Cowell, Sonic Contours - Vladimir Ussachevsky, Fantasy In Space - Otto Luening, Symphonies In Sonic Vibration -Spectrum No 1 - Halim El-Dabh, Transposition - Vladimir Ussachevsky, Reverberation - Vladimir Ussachevsky, Compositionion - Vladimir Ussachevsky, Underwater Waltz - Vladimir Ussachevsky, Natural Pipes - Roger Marin and Fredric Ramsey, Jr, Natural Pipes - Roger Marin and Fredric Ramsey, Jr, Natural Pipes - Roger Marin and Fredric Ramsey, Jr, Sonata For Loudspeakers


Taking their lead from the manifesto for Folkways, the same team travelled the world in search of new music sourced from different cultures and environments. Their mission was to collect unique electronic sounds that they felt people needed to be introduced to, and their move into this arena created this, one of the maddest albums I’ve ever heard.


The closing track, ‘Sonata For Loudspeakers’ is in fact a dialogue from Henry Jacobs at Radio Station KPFA-FM. Its an “experiment in synthetic rhythm”, wherein he introduces manipulated sounds, that included the looping and slowing of tabla rhythms to make a completely new piece of music. Jacobs’ deadpan tone was much later replicated by Todd Rundgren on his classic ‘Something/Anything’ album, when he runs through all the distortions that can happen in the recording and pressing process, right down to the vital scratch in the vinyl.


Jacobs’ actual pieces were recorded in ‘53 and ‘54 for the Folkways’ set and include a great cutup vocal rhythm that’s rife for sampling. The nine-minute recording provided an awkward but illuminating insight into what had been happening in experimental spaces everywhere during the 1950s. The album itself, in true Folkways style, also laid down a variety of techniques alongside an array of the most celebrated perpetrators of the time.


Opening with the unaccredited ‘Bahnfahrt’, a collage of sounds and effects over a jazz tune in the style of the legendary Spike Jones, which the sleeve underlines the piece pre-dates, ‘The Sounds Of New Music’ was an amazing trip which showed how this emerging genre was growing all over the globe. Alexander Mossolov’s recordings came from a steel foundry in 1928, his ‘Symphony Of Machines’ featuring a host of rattling rhythms like latter day industrial music percussionist Z’ev. The heady mix of John Cage’s treated piano, Edgard Varese on siren, Henry Cowell’s “tone clusters”, plus scratching and plucking techniques, tape manipulation of piano pieces by Ussachevsky and tonal music from his contemporary Otto Luening positioned the album between frightening and incendiary.


The first side closes with El-Dabh, an Indian percussionist relocated to the US, who straps bongos to a piano to produce vibration within the piano’s strings – almost the perfect cultural crossover for a true Folkways experience. Side two of the original album offers different musical tape techniques from Ussachevsky, along with three gamelan-style explorations of pipe work from Roger Marin and Fredric Ramsey Jr, all of which is presented for the user to use in future compositional pieces, a concept that was revolutionary at that time.


The sleevenotes conclude with an essay by Marin, where he talks about the revolution of “Concrete Music” in France that had, in 1957, not yet troubled the general public in the States. During the lengthy explanation, he reveals that “the concrete experiment discovers that within the ear is a sense having almost no connection with the musical ear – a sort of sonorous eye, sensitive to the forms and colours of sounds and to the effect of relief”. Something that this Folkways album tries to stimulate with its extraordinary track listing.


IANNIS XENAKIS


Diamorphoses


Original recording: 1957


Originally available on ‘Electronic Music’ (Electronic Music Foundation)


Also on ‘Anthology Of Noise And Electronic Music First A-Chronology 1921-2001’ (Sub Rosa)


Iannis Xenakis was an old school renaissance man, a Greek-born French mathematician, architect and experimental music pioneer. He was also an old fashioned artist, seeking a moral and social statement for his work, which was more than evident in his music. If Marin’s ‘sonorous eye’ analogy on the Folkways’ album sleevenotes suggested that the electronic storm of Musique Concrete was the space for true creativity then Xenakis was right there, holding aloft a tape recorder.


Working with abstract percussion and strings, he had fallen into using recordings of natural events, re-arranging them, adding effects and completely changing the sound and structure of the original recordings, creating a music-based piece in its own right. In 1957, he worked alongside Pierre Schaeffer and others at the Groupe de Recherches Musicales in Paris, where he composed various electronic tape pieces, including ‘Diamorphoses’ which features the sounds of earthquakes and car crashes. The edit’s complexity created an unnerving soundbed that flowed like an ethereal orchestral piece, hanging in the air at times or thrusting upward like an uncontrollable, untraceable source of noise. At one point it actually sounds like he’s holding a microphone inside a jet engine as it took off.


His ‘Concret PH’ from the following year used the sounds of burning charcoal to create the impression of a million shards of glass tinkling into the atmosphere, every one seemingly en route to a different part of the listener’s audio spectrum. It’s an intense sound that completely freaked my fourteen year old out when she heard it, forcing her to flee the room as the music intensified! The piece was performed at the Brussels World Fair in an environment designed by Xenakis, where Varese’s ‘Poème Electronique’ was also performed through hundreds of strategically positioned speakers. The system inevitably gave both pieces even more impact, and undoubtedly people ran for cover when the piece fully exploded.


Xenakis continued to deliver intense musical scores into the ‘90s, most notably with ‘Hibiki-Hana-Ma’, which was designed for The Osaka World’s Fair in 1970. Using recordings of a Western orchestra and Eastern traditional instruments, including a biwa and a snare drum, the piece acted as a bridge between cultures, and a statement on the Japanese worldview post World War II. The result is strangely reminiscent of the beginning of The Beatles’ ‘A Day In The Life’ from ‘Sgt Pepper’.


“Xenakis explores how sound can portray the emotive qualities of an absurd world where racism, ethic strife, and the betrayal of compassion have created conditions of horror,” noted musician and producer DJ Spooky in the sleevenotes to ‘Ohm’. Talking about ‘Hibiki-Hana-Ma’, Xenakis himself added, “These sounds have been co-ordinated in an electric studio in space so they whirl around and around or follow a labyrinth in a plaintive glass box”. That really nails it, I think.


LUCIANO BERIO


Perspectives


Original performance: 1957


As ever, the progress of electronic music was taking place in decidedly different situations during the late 1950s. While Xenakis was destroying the template, Luciano Berio was intent on using his previously gained compositional skills to head down another route. Unlike Xenakis, the Italian composer had been working with string orchestras, wind quintets and various other configurations since the late 1930’s and, renowned for his experimental approach to writing, he embraced electronic techniques.


After studying with Luigi Dallapiccola in the early ‘50s in America, Berio had developed an interest in serialism – a form of music composition that, like so many things, has many interpretations by the various people who are singled out as being part of such a genre. In simple terms, serialism is a form of composition wherein pre-determined, fixed values are used to dictate the elements of a composition. Berio was fascinated by such limitations, and the emerging interest in taped music and the possibilities of electronic sound further influenced his opinion that, without doubt, the most exciting and innovative ideas were happening in such spheres.


Attending the Internationale Ferienkurse für Neue Musik at Darmstadt, he met other challenged and challenging idealists including Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz Stockhausen, György Ligeti and Mauricio Kagel, following which he co-founded the Studio di Fonologia, an electronic music studio in Milan, with Bruno Maderna. He also began to meet Henri Pousseur, John Cage and many others and, in the style of underground movements that have existed ever since, created his own fanzine (as it were), Incontri Musicali, which translates as “Musical Encounters”, to tell people about what they were doing.


The mood soon became decidedly experimental. Electronic sounds had endless possibilities, and in 1957 Berio’s ‘Perspectives’ was one of many bleep and swirl-friendly pieces that set chins stroking the world over.


Already, Studio di Fonologia had been the stamping ground of Pousser’s ‘Seismogrammes I+II’ (1955), which challenged the boundaries of new music, and the intelligent thought that went with it. But not everyone was convinced by the emperor’s new music. Franco Evangelisti, another Italian composer, was aghast at what the studio created. Part of the respected school of successes from the studio, along with Boulez, Stockhausen, Maderna, and Luigi Nono, Evangelista accused some of their followers and copyists as being “dodecaphonic police”. He was shocked at how their struggle to master new techniques and ideas, and the chance of extending music, had been simply imitated. Undoubtedly, he would be apoplectic at some of the criminal acts that have taken place in the last 50 years in the name of electronic music.


Evangelisti’s ‘Incontri di Fasce Sonore’ followed similar patterns as Pousser and Berio, but the work was more abrasive, deeper. The impression given is that the notes have been displaced by the echo, reverb or sustain that they leave in their wake, and these sounds have been suitably treated to add even more menacing presence in all their rumbling glory – akin to the soundtrack of Evil Dead, but even scarier!


EDGARD VARESE


Poeme Electronique


Original performance: 1958


Available on ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’


ELIPSIS


By the late ‘50s, “Electronic Music” had become a broad and seemingly boundary defying title. The experimentalists rubbed shoulders with those in search of additions to existing orchestral possibilities, and those who were in search of music from a far off galaxy. Namechecked by Frank Zappa, whos love of the man’s music reached almost stalker-like proportions, Edgard Varese was an intriguing character.


So the story goes, Zappa, at the tender age of thirteen, was inspired by an article in Look magazine that claimed that the Sam Goody’s chain store was such a great place to buy records that it could even sell copies of ‘Ionization’ by Edgard Varese. Zappa reasoned that, if such a record was so obscure and challenging to chain store mentality, he had to have it. When he eventually located a copy he played it three times a day to anyone who’d listen.


“I didn’t know what timbre was,” he’s quoted as saying in the book No Commercial Potential, “I never heard of polyphony. I just liked the music because it sounded good to me”.


Aged fifteen, and armed with a $5 gift from his mom, he decided to invest it all in a long distance call to Varese. Zappa noted in Stereo Review magazine: “His wife answered. She was very nice and told me he was in Europe and to call back in a few weeks. I did. I don’t remember what I said to him exactly, but it was something like: “I really dig your music”. He told me he was working on a new piece called ‘Deserts’ - this thrilled me quite a bit since I was living in Lancaster, California then. When you’re fifteen and living in the Mojave Desert and find out that the world’s greatest composer, somewhere in a secret Greenwich Village laboratory, is working on a song about your “home town” you can get pretty excited. It seemed a great tragedy that nobody in Palmdale or Rosamond would care if they ever heard it. I still think ‘Deserts’ is about Lancaster, even if the liner notes on the Columbia LP say it’s something more philosophical”.


By 1957, Zappa was heading to New York where Varese was resident. He called ahead and demanded an audience, receiving this note on his arrival:


Dear Mr Zappa,


I am sorry not to be able to grant you your request. I am leaving for Europe and will be gone until next Spring. I am hoping however to see you on my return.


With best wishes


Sincerely,


Edgard Varese


Zappa had the handwritten note framed, and remained a fan. Indeed, his last album, before he succumbed to cancer was ‘The Rage And The Fury’, inspired by and dedicated to Varese.


“I never got to meet Mr Varese. But I kept looking for records of his music. When he got to be about eighty I guess a few companies gave in and recorded some of his stuff. Sort of a gesture, I imagine. I always wondered who bought them besides me. It was about seven years from the time I first heard his music ‘til I met someone else who even knew he existed. That person was a film student at USC. He had the Columbia LP with ‘Poeme Electronique’ on it. He thought it would make groovy sound effects”.


A French-born composer who relocated to the US, Varese had a dalliance with the Dadaists and was acclaimed the “Father of Electronic Music”, while author Henry Miller described him as “The stratospheric Colossus of Sound”. His ‘Poeme Electronique’ certainly confirmed both nom de plumes.


“‘Poeme Electronique’ is so visceral it’s almost vulgar,” opines David Toop, musician and writer. “It’s fantastic. It’s an extension of what he was trying to do with the orchestra – great chunks of physical sound, undiluted by using electronics”.


Professor Chou Wen-Chung, composer and Varese collaborator: “‘Poeme Electronique’ was one of Varese’s only purely electronic pieces, and it represents the culmination of years of work in trying to capture sounds and ideas that couldn’t be communicated with traditional instruments. He imagined the sound being set free in space and was concerned with how sound can move, interact, collide, and integrate with other sound”.


At just over eight minutes ‘Poeme Electronique’ is a strangely alluring rhythmic piece with bells, sirens, piercing and grating noises making way for chirps, honks and low, rumbling electronic sounds. There is rhythm in places, along with chimes and the rumbling of an aeroplane, an organ, snatched speeches, slowed tapes, varispeed sounds and distant voices. Pop music it is not. More a brooding stew of sound; a filmic, visionary moment that scratches at the psyche. There’s a nod to the Futurists’ list of sounds, but this is forty five years on and perfected for a more developed ear.


The original piece was commissioned for the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair and was played through four hundred and twenty five loud speakers in a space with architecture and lighting under the direction of Le Corbusier. By the nature of the number of speakers, the piece sounded different depending on where the listener was standing, allowing them to perform their own mix of the mix. As an opportunity for inclusion in a magnificent piece of art. electronic music was becoming everybody’s. This was more than evident in the UK, where the BBC had established the Radiophonic Workshop and infiltrated TV and radio with sounds that seemed to emanate from nowhere. The electronic experience was coming to the radio, and even TV.
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BBC RADIOPHONIC WORKSHOP


Quatermass And The Pit


Original recording: 1958


From The BBC Radiophonic Workshop (1958-1997) – A Retrospective


MUTE/GREY AREA 2009


The haunting sound effects for Quatermass And The Pit, a BBC television series from the end of the 1950s, were spectacular and, indeed, scary. The electronic squawk of sound created by Desmond Briscoe for the scenes where the “thing” did its evil mind-manipulating were suitably abrasive, but their grating simplicity only really came to my attention when the thirty second piece was used as part of The Goon Show’s classic ‘Scarlet Capsule’ episode, which made up one side of ‘Best Of The Goon Show Volume 2’. The Goons were way ahead of their time - their half hour shows were filled with effects, tape manipulation, orchestral interludes and even the sound of Major Bloodknock’s stomach, which was also created by the Radiophonic Workshop.


In the 1950’s, Dick Mills, along with Desmond Briscoe and studio manager Daphne Oram, were given license to produce interesting sounds that radio and TV producers could use. The Goons were immediately inundated with effects, but the workshop also set about supplying other programmes with effects and signature tunes. The department also created electronic sounds which would fill space between programmes, and one such piece, ‘Time Beat’ by Maddalena Fagandini, would later become a groovy instrumental 45 by Ray Cathode – a pseudonym for Parlophone’s comedy producer, the George Martin.


“In 1963 came Dr Who,” composer and BBC Radiophonic Workshop archivist Mark Ayres wrote in the sleevenotes to Mute’s 2009 retrospective, “with a theme written by Ron Grainer and realised by Delia Derbyshire”. It was that hugely memorable tune that put the Workshop on the map, and the subsequent series of the science fiction drama allowed the team to further experiment.


While the realms of outer space were being channelled weekly, the team were also creating electronic-based melodies for other signature tunes, including the pulsing ‘Choice’ and ‘Hard Luck Hall’ by John Baker, the overlayed vocals and melody of ‘Talk Out’ by Delia Derbyshire and the almost Rococo ambience of ‘Science And Health’, an electronically-created metallic harpsichord melody that was neglected by the show’s producer for being “too lascivious”.


The dusted off recordings on the Mute release are mainly taken from a couple of vinyl albums that emerged over the years, and Mark Ayres’ efforts to deliver some unheard gems and give full versions of some pieces that have gone neglected have created a wondrous journey into electronic sound. John Baker interprets traditional songs, as well as delivering futuristic weirdness, which is set alongside Delia Derbyshire’s short, strange and fanciful introductions to programmes that may now, in many cases, have lived up to their musical prompt.


There were groundbreaking firsts too, with Delia Derbyshire employing the EMS VCS3 synthesiser on ‘Dance From Noah’, a drama workshop production. Dick Mills’ surreal ‘Martian March Past’ and Paddy Kingsland’s dabbling with the EMS Synthi 100 and sitar also create fantastic psychedelic moments. Without doubt, the Workshops non-commercial brief allowed them to create beautiful and imaginative scores - ‘The Comet Is Coming’, from a 1980 programme on Halley’s Comet, is truly gorgeous, while Dick Mills’ ‘Macrocosm’, recorded for a play on Radio 4 from the following year, is spacious and enveloping.


Ironically, technical developments overtook the Workshop, and some of the later pieces seem quite pale by comparison to the inventiveness of their earlier work, which was brazenly different and hugely influential. Throughout, the Workshop’s understanding of melody and song construction allowed their use of the latest equipment to retain an accessible edge, and Q magazine, in May 1997, acclaimed the Workshop as ‘Unsung Heroes Of Rock ‘n’ Roll’ as the team fell victim to the BBC’s cost-cutting (sound familiar?). The feature explained that as, with all early electronic material, much of their work had to be recorded one note at a time, something you’d think might stunt any fluidity. But as new technology was unveiled the BBC was one of the few places that could afford it during the 1950’s.


“We admired rock musicians,” stated Peter Howell from the Workshop. “We admired Rick Wakeman, but some of us felt that he never quite mastered the tuning before he started playing”.


The feature concludes with the department’s Elizabeth Parker, on the verge of redundancy, wistfully saying that, “Anyone can have access to the technology, but it’s not just technology, it’s how you use it that counts”.


GYORGY LIGETI


Artikulation


Original release: 1958


While the BBC’s Radiophonic Workshop made everything easy on the ear, it might be said that Gyorgy Ligeti didn’t suffer listeners gladly. His work is not easy listening, and he uses music in ways that, well, you might not imagine possible. Or sensible. Take a look at footage of any of his piano concertos hosted on YouTube. It’s almost as if he wanted the intensity of the piece to be reflected in the difficulty level and subsequent damage to the pianist.


It’s all about timing, and the force applied to create the notes. It’s a kind of demand on the senses that few have the ability to master and in some cases even fewer have the desire to understand. Whereas John Cage and The New York School craved the results of chance happenings, of directions found by the almost irrational, Ligeti’s work is pinprick sharp. Absolute. There are no half measures - “He means it, man!”


Ligeti’s work is something of a mystery to most, but enthusiastic support from the late Stanley Kubrick ensured that his pieces were heard, from 2001: A Space Odyssey and The Shining through to Eyes Wide Shut. Anyone who’s seen the hovering menace of The Shining will get a reasonable idea of where Ligeti’s oeuvre resides.


His 1962 piece ‘Poeme Symphonique For 100 Metronomes’ gives some idea to the eccentric boundary-pushing nature of his ideas, and in the late ‘50s his brief dalliance with electronic music produced two similarly succinctly choreographed pieces, ‘Glissandi’, from 1957, and the explosive echofest of ‘Artikulation’ from a year later. Like one of his orchestral or piano pieces, ‘Artikulation’ is precise, abrasive and deep. Sounds overlap, and noises explode, implode and rumble. Cauldrons bubble and the fast edits move you from reverberation to glitches that move through the air, drop out, then re-appear in a split second.


Within the electronic genre of the 1950s there are a lot of constructed collages of this style, but ‘Artikulation’ is a truly magnetic experience. It’s uncompromising and demands attention. Somehow the structure makes it truly emotional, like a scurrying set of clicks and whirls that could be experienced on numerous occasions, spinning off into many possibilities. Somehow it made sense in its structure, and the underlying slight melodies seem to have some kind of rhythmic tradition. It scratches, it glitches and, as I sit listening to its conclusion spinning off into Lightnin’ Hopkins’ 1948 recording ‘Baby Please Don’t Go’ – purely by the mechanism that is my iTunes library – there seems to be a strange correlation between natural sounds of the time and this seemingly unnatural creation.


THE IBM 7090 COMPUTER AND DIGITAL TO SOUND TRANSDUCER


Music From Mathematics


Original release: Late ‘50s


DECCA RECORDS


Tracklisting:


Frère Jacques, Fantasia, Variations in Timbre and Attack, Beat Canon, Bicycle Built for Two, Molto Amoroso, Stochatta, Five Against Seven - Random Canon, Melodie, Numerology, The Second Law, Theme and Variations, May Carol, Study No 1, Study No 2, Pitch Variations, Noise Study, Joy to the World.
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It’s quite frightening to think what Gyorgy Ligeti would have done if he’d been able to compose music using a computer. At the end of the 1950s, they were basic to say the least. But, given a screwdriver – or probably a sledgehammer….


And so we move on to the IBM 7090. In Ted Hering’s article ‘A brief history of Electronic Music’ published in a 1997 issue of Cool And Strange Music magazine, he revealed that “Bell Telephone Laboratories experimented with synthesised sounds in the late ‘50s, using IBM punch-cards for data input. Their 7090 computer and digital sound transducer singing ‘Bicycle Built For Two’ is quite clear”.


Prior to the arrival of the Moog Synthesiser, ‘Music For Mathematics’ was released on Decca and presented something quite alarming. Mixing traditional songs with musical exercises, the synthetic sounds that the IBM made was something completely different. The album has a futuristic strangeness, but mostly revolves around tunes you know, done in a very strange way.


But there were some different strokes. The track ‘Numerology’ synthesised the Theremin and sounds like Pink Floyd or Tonto’s Expanding Headband, while ‘Bicycle Built For Two’s voice simulation is straight out of the movies, a precursor to Robbie The Robot mixed with a touch of Cher’s synthesised ‘Do You Believe?’. Part of ‘Music From Mathematics’ is about putting the machine through its paces - ‘Themes And Variations’ throws together melody lines, effects and modulation quite nicely, whilst the enigmatic ‘Pitch Variations’ sounds like it could have come out of rehearsals for an analogue Prodigy session, and ‘Noise Study’ is straight from Tangerine Dream’s moodier spacescape. The music was always out there.
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RAYMOND SCOTT


BC 1675


Original release: 1957


Available on ‘Manhattan Research, Inc.’


BASTA


While, the IBM 7090’s vinyl debut with ‘Music For Mathematics’ was more about the process than the finished result, Raymond Scott was embroiled in the development of new sounds and the hardware to make them with the goal of using these sounds as the soundtrack for all manner of new innovations at a time when post-War America was beginning to look to space and its mysteries as a national goal. Scott was the king of jingles and he saw the developing technology as the perfect way to make sounds to make money.


Scott met Robert Moog in the 1950s when both were busy developing instruments and techniques for performing electronic music, and Moog was suitably inspired to further his work upon seeing the success that Scott was having recording electronic pieces mainly for use in ‘futuristic’ ad campaigns. One such piece was ‘BC1675’, which was also known as the Gillette conga drum jingle. Popular Mechanics magazine reported in 1959 on the techniques used in its creation: “Among the instruments which Scott has developed is a device that automatically finds a selection in a particular recording tape and continues to repeat it as long as he wants (US Patent 2998939)”.


This primal form of sampling and looping was used by Scott in the early ‘60s as his chirpy upbeat jingles were employed by the Baltimore Gas Company, Vim, Bendix, Sprite and many more. The Basta released album gathers together a fine selection of Scott’s material, including excerpts from his soundtracks to early Jim Henson movies The Organized Mind and Ripple, along with adverts for Nescafe, Twinkies and Ford. The release also features insights into Scott, and the music’s creation, as well as details on his many inventions, including the Clavivox, Circle Machine, Bass Line Generator, the Rhythm Modulator, Karloff, the synthetic bongo creation Bandito The Bongo Artist and the Electronium, as well as his revolutionary ‘60s LP series ‘Soothing Sounds For Baby’ that utilised electronic melodies to lull infants to sleep.


“Astoundingly ahead-of-their-time,” was the Billboard reaction to the ‘Soothing Sounds’ albums’ re-issue in the late ‘90s, “Predating by a decade such innovators as Brain Eno and Kraftwerk, Scott’s work exhibits impressive sophistication”.


“These minimalist electronic discs,” added the CMJ New Music Monthly, “are at once instructive historical documents (pre-figuring similarly minimalist works by Fripp, Eno, Glass and Riley) and eerily sanguine lullabies that might turn the sweetest babe into a little Damien”.


As the ‘50s were about to become the “swinging” ‘60s, Scott was hard at work developing his ideas and inventing the sequencer, which would revolutionise electronic music and, in turn, everything we listened to as that decade rolled on.


“The concept for my musical pitch sequencer,” Scott recalled in the ‘80s, “was triggered by the introduction in 1959 of a Wurlitzer Drum Machine called The Sideman – a rotating mechanical disc switching device that produced an electronically generated sequence of drum sounds. It immediately occurred to me, “Why not build a device that would automatically sequence through a string of musical pitches’”.


Scott began inventing studio equipment following the Second World War, when he would pick up discarded electronic equipment on Canal Street in Manhattan. There he acquired an early tape recorder and began developing various electronic pieces of machinery. By 1957 he had set himself up as ‘The Jingle Workshop’ and produced an audio album to advertise his availability to create musical soundtracks for any kind of product. The accompanying photograph with the album features Scott and wife Dorothy Collins swamped by a bank of electronic dials and spools, lounging in front of a room-size computer.


Robert Moog, who was at the time developing the Theremin, visited the Scott’s house with his father in the late ‘50s and saw the first very early keyboard that Scott had created.


“He showed us a prototype of a keyboard instrument,” Moog recalled in the sleevenotes of Basta’s ‘Manhattan’ release, “There was a very light vane, an inch wide and about a foot and a half long, positioned across the backs of the key levers. The vane was pivoted at the high, right hand, end of the keyboard. When you pressed a key, the vane went up. The higher the key, the more the vane would rise. He’d attached a small metal electrode to the free end of the vane, and had wired in our Theremin so that the vane electrode would ‘play’ the Theremin”.


Scott’s invention also added vibrato to the sound, and with this new development and his existing creations he was quickly carving out a career as a commercial composer while funding his exploration into new instruments and futuristic sounds.


“The house where Raymond Scott and Dorothy Collins and their two children live is not a home,” reported Alan D Hass in Popular Electronics in 1959, “it is a thirty two room electronic labyrinth”.


As the ‘60s unwrapped, Scott released a series of ‘Fascination’ machines, a “group of sound happening devices” that would provide a new kind of “chic background sound”, including “the sound of bongo drums, softly playing, softly swinging”, or “puzzlingly beautiful sounds – strangely confusing yet lovely harmonies, slowly mixing and emerging from each other”, plus a version that delivered “nature-like ‘sound happenings’, water, birds, wind, insects”.


Scott was nothing if not prolific, and from series like the Fascination machine he seems to have been a gifted marketer too, although some of his other concepts – electronic jewellery for ladies, vending machines that play the product’s jingle, an electronic desk set for men – were perhaps less grounded. The ‘Fascination’ machines sound no different to today’s ‘Buddha Box’, and are just as essential.


There was more. The much-touted and long worked on Electronium was seen by Scott as a versatile machine that could be miniaturised and used in all environments, but rivals were beating him to the production line as the decade rolled on. Alan Entenman, an engineer who worked with Scott on the project, recalled in the sleevenotes for Basta’s release that, “The Electronium would never be finished. He was always changing and modifying it. What it did one day was not necessarily what it would do the next”.


The end of the ‘50s was in sight and electronic music seemed to be ripe for exploitation. The developments were coming thick and fast, the possibilities, away from the wildcard artists and composers, matched the need of an emerging consumer-friendly generation who’d never had it so good. Scott’s commercialism was infectious but there were still people at the close of the decade who sought a simple purity in Sound. Richard Maxfield was one such…..


RICHARD MAXFIELD


Sine Music (A Swarm Of Butterflies Encountered Over The Ocean)


Original recording: 1959


Available on ‘Ohm: The Early Gurus Of Electronic Music’


ELIPSIS


Richard Maxfield originally worked in a neoclassical style, but after studying with Ernst Krenek and being exposed to the experimentation of John Cage he began to develop an interest in electronic music and to compose unique pieces of his own. One such was ‘Sine Music’, a recording of sine waves re-edited to capture the rhythmic wings of the song’s title.


In Maxfield’s work, there’s more than a hint of the emerging hippie worldview, and as he entered the ‘60s he became involved in the Fluxus art movement, curating live music events and happenings with Yoko Ono. He also became one of the first teachers of electronic music, and his editing prowess became the stuff of legend.


‘Sine Music (A Swarm Of Butterflies Encountered Over The Ocean)’ is one of the earliest surviving electronic compositions by Maxfield. Its simple patterns and resonating humming sounds making it hugely different from some of the extreme cut ups that the decade had witnessed from the likes of Berio, Cage and Stockhausen, and it has a comforting, ambient feel.


“It was always very beautiful,” commented La Monte Young, a student of Maxfield’s, in the notes for ‘Early Electronic Gurus’. “The piece features a constellation of sounds that are treated to time fields of different organisation,” Young continues, comparing the structure to that of Webern, a composer whose work has been inspiration and a jumping off point throughout this chapter. “I can imagine this static pitch constellation,” he concludes, “to represent a swarm of butterflies in which each sine tone corresponds to a single butterfly”. Electronic music and the emerging music scene of San Francisco were about to collide.


As the 1950s drew to a close, electronic music was in the hands of a wide variety of people. Purely experimental sounds were beginning to make way for more ordered compositions, and electronic effects and taped pieces were beginning to be used in conjunction with more traditional instruments. From the early Futurists’ wild ideas, through aeroplane propellers, sirens and the whirring tapes and blinking lights of gigantic early computers, the stage was set for the electronic revolution.
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