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1
            Prelude: Giocoso

         

         It was 2016, and after eleven years working as a rock journalist for BBC Radio 6 Music, I was asked to fill a sudden vacancy as host of BBC Radio 3’s Weekend Breakfast show. Radio 3 has been the home of classical music and high culture at the BBC since 1967, before which it was known as the Third Programme, established in 1946 as one of the leading intellectual forces in Britain. For three years I worked for both stations, which made for a wildly varied working life: one day I’d be reporting on rock and roll excess at the NME Awards, behind-the-scenes antics at Glastonbury or even something as frivolous as a new line of Scotch eggs developed by a hipster indie band; the next I’d be reading through pages and pages of pronunciations – the names of Russian conductors, Japanese pianists, Czech violinists and South American guitarists. I replaced some of my beaten-up old Converse trainers with polished high heels, and learnt not to talk over the ends of records during a broadcast.

         My parents are both classically trained pianists and music teachers, and I’d grown up playing the clarinet, saxophone, recorder and piano. In our house, you’d be as likely to hear a Chopin nocturne, a Satie Gnossienne, a symphony by William Walton or a violin concerto by Shostakovich as you would a record by Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell, Billie Holiday, Mike Oldfield or the Rolling Stones, and so it seemed natural to me to be able to hop between many genres of music in my professional broadcasting life too.

         In 2017, I went to one of the first public performances given by an exciting new ensemble, Manchester Collective. The concert was held in a grotty basement club in an old factory, with works by Henry Purcell, John Cage and Arnold Schoenberg on the programme. The atmosphere was electric – like a rock concert – and I started to consider the 2similarities between classical and more popular forms of music, instead of being so hung up on the very contrasting cultures that surround them. I began to realise how the spirit, the expertise and the cultivated soundworlds of the composers I was playing on Radio 3 had found their way into the rock, pop and electronic dance music with which I was so familiar. That same year, as part of the Hull City of Culture programme, I covered for Radio 3 and 6 Music a concert dedicated to the work of Basil Kirchin, a composer and mystic who used tape to create some of the earliest forms of ambient music. I started to look more and more into the roots of electronic music and how it progressed in the first half of the twentieth century, in part thanks to technological advancements during the First and Second World Wars. Machines used for espionage, propaganda broadcasting and communication on the battlefield were later left abandoned in European radio studios that had been set up for wartime reporting. Into these studios moved some of the most innovative characters in European classical music, and they quickly set about repurposing the gadgets they found to give contemporary composition an entirely new and electronic texture.

         In France, a process of manipulating tape-recorded sound became known as musique concrète. Fizzing with the trend in French art and philosophy towards surrealism, this practice became essential to psychedelia in music, going on to influence some of the most important rock and roll bands of the 1960s. In Poland, once liberated from the oppressive rule of the Nazis and, later, the Soviet regime, a generation of musicians emerged galvanised by their new-found freedom and eager to conceive a musical language that was illustrative of the horrors they’d witnessed during decades of conflict and occupation. It became known as Polish sonorism, and its blistering microtonality has been cited by Led Zeppelin, Radiohead and the Manic Street Preachers as an influence on their work. These bands all borrowed something of its sound to conjure a similar sense of anguish in their own recordings.

         At the Moog festival in Asheville, North Carolina, I learnt how the theremin was developed by a Bolshevik spy – Leon Theremin. He 3worked with electro-magnetic fields to invent listening devices used to collect intelligence on the Americans. Bob Moog and the avant-garde composer Herb Deutsch, both active during the post-war craze for home-built electronics (when all kinds of appliances could be found in high-street war-surplus shops), expanded on the work started by Theremin and, together, they masterminded the most iconic synthesiser of all time. Soon after, young musical revolutionaries in Germany and Japan, keen to reinvent themselves and their national images following disastrous defeat by the Allied forces, turned to these new electronic instruments to do so. It was these synth trailblazers who helped to give pop music its mechanical sheen.

         Eventually, my research for this book took me to New York, which, at the start of the twentieth century, was very much a land of opportunity for home-grown as well as pioneering immigrant composers fleeing war, revolution and conservatism in Europe. Free from age-old traditions and customs across the Atlantic, composers both in this city and over on the West Coast started to make work that reflected the extraordinary rate of economic and technological change happening around them. Edgard Varèse, John Cage, Steve Reich and Philip Glass found ways to reflect the energy and freneticism of the urban metropolis and the absurdities of modernity in their work. Their music acquired the atmosphere of the city, and the idea evolved of ‘ambience’ in music – a feeling of the place in which a piece of music is played or a sense of ‘space’ into which the listener can escape. This started the engine for so many forms of electronica, be it ambient, techno, ambient house or EDM (electronic dance music). As an antidote to the frenzied pace of modern life, the likes of Terry Riley, La Monte Young and Pauline Oliveros turned to drones, extended tones and recorded sounds from the natural world to make their work more meditative and healing. Thanks to these composers, we can hear the trippy sound of the drone amplified and searing through the snarly rock of the Velvet Underground and the white-hot distortion of post-rock, art rock, noise rock and shoegaze. 4

         Over the next twelve chapters, I will examine in more detail these points of confluence between classical conservatoires and club dance floors, between the concert hall and the sweaty rock venue, joining the dots between musique concrète and the Beatles, between Bootsy Collins and Bob Moog, between John Cage, Brian Eno and Nils Frahm, Stockhausen and Donna Summer, via Can and Kraftwerk, Polish sonorism and Radiohead, Chicago house and Pauline Oliveros, and Bruckner, No Wave and Riot Grrrl. The pages that follow are a celebration of music born out of collaboration and a curiosity about other cultures, music that challenges prejudice and carries a message of inclusivity. I believe that when artists reach out across genres, co-operating in spite of cultural and educational differences, they can produce work that is deeply affecting, that is reflective of all aspects of life and the human experience, and that, like all great art, is timeless and able to touch people of all ages and backgrounds.

         In the course of our conversation for this book, Steve Reich declared that ‘good music is good music!’ My aim is to remove some of the preconceptions pop fans might have about classical music, and vice versa. As I’ve come to firmly believe, thanks to my frequent darting between rock, pop, club music and orchestral concerts, it doesn’t matter what you wear, how you speak, where you’re from, how you listen or what you think you know or don’t know: Everything We Do Is Music.
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            1

            Yesterday, Fast-Forward, Click

            
               » » »

            

            LISTEN

            
               ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ – the Beatles (1966)

               
                  » » »

               

               I believe that the recording device is currently the best instrument of the composer who really wants to create by ear and for the ear.

               Pierre Henry1

            

         

         You never forget your first time at the BBC’s Maida Vale Studios. The building was sold in 2023, but when it belonged to the Beeb, those security doors swung open to reveal a long corridor that led to an endless tangle of offices and studios. You could pull back one door and find the vast Central Hall, with a BBC Symphony Orchestra rehearsal in full swing. Men with rubber boots and carabiners attached to their belt loops snoozed in stairwells between night shifts. There were empty offices with bureaucrat-grey carpet tiles, chipboard walls and piles of old typewriters, abandoned decades before. Elsewhere in the building, production staff with clipboards shouted to each other across rooms and recording desks. The delicious acoustic in every space bounced sound between wood-panelled screens: oak swallowing up voices, violins, the tapping of stopwatches, the scratching of pens and the sliding of microphone faders. Production here may have been slowly winding down by the time I joined the organisation in 2003, but the walls still hummed with the building’s history: the wartime news reports, the legendary live sessions with Led Zeppelin, the Beatles, Bing Crosby, David Bowie, Dusty Springfield and Nirvana. Maida Vale, like Doctor Who’s Tardis, was unremarkable on the outside and cavernous and complex on the 6inside. As in Alice’s Wonderland, behind every curtain, at the bottom of every stairwell and at the end of every passageway lay a muddle of antiquated processes and a confusion of characters and cultures. This place was the very essence of British eccentricity, encapsulating the quirkiness that characterises our nation – a quirkiness that the BBC has affirmed, amplified and broadcast back to us since its very first transmissions in 1922.

         In 1958, the BBC Radiophonic Workshop was established at Maida Vale in (the now mythical) Room 13, under the watch of composer and engineer Daphne Oram and her fellow composer Desmond Briscoe. Their remit was to provide theme tunes, incidental music and effects for a new wave of radio dramas and documentaries that were being produced by the organisation. In 2023, the year of researching this book, the only living original member of the workshop is Dick Mills, who was born in 1936. We speak on a video call, and I ask Mills how, in this age of austerity, the Workshop secured funding for explorations into new and esoteric forms of composition and sound production methods. ‘It came about’, he tells me, ‘because producers had been borrowing small tape machines from studios, taking them down the pub at lunch and not putting them back afterwards.’ These were producers wishing to experiment with technology, outside of office hours. ‘And so’, Mills continues, ‘the BBC comes up with the technical equivalent of “get a room”, and banishes them to this madhouse in Maida Vale, with all the junk equipment they could wish for or get their hands on, and where they can continue their sound manipulation away from everyday studio broadcasting.’

         The manipulation that he refers to here is the production of electronic sound and musical effects, a process in its infancy during the late 1950s and early ’60s, as radio producers found equipment that had been developed during the First and Second World Wars and put it to new creative uses. This was a phenomenon of the era: recording devices and playback machines that had evolved quickly under pressure from wartime propagandists were repurposed for music and drama production at institutions like the BBC and other broadcasting corporations across Europe. 7

         
            » » »

         

         At the beginning of the 1940s, while Allied reporters on battlefields around the world were making their news reports on shellac-coated discs, the Germans – with their great history of engineering excellence and an efficacious Nazi propaganda machine – gained technological ground thanks to the invention of a much more portable broadcasting tool: the Magnetophon. This was one of the first recording machines to use magnetic tape, and its sound quality was so pristine that it was difficult to tell recorded and live sound apart. Hitler is known to have used a Magnetophon to fake a live broadcast from one city when, in fact, he was hiding in another.

         The Allied Intelligence Bureau was aware of the Germans’ superior recording system, but gained access to the technology only when working models of the Magnetophon were discovered in Frankfurt during the 1945 invasion of Germany. After British servicemen brought the machine home with them, the EMI company copied the German design to create the British Tape Recorder 1, or BTR/1. This was later modified to become the BTR/2, many of which remained in service at the BBC until the 1970s. Miniature valves made it possible for EMI’s later recorder, the TR/90, to fit into a rack or mobile trolley for even easier use and, in the hallowed Maida Vale Room 13, Radiophonic Workshop engineers got to work with these gadgets to change the face of British sound production.

         Dick Mills tells me that the transfer from 78 rpm discs to magnetic tape was the start of the radio industry’s radical rewiring, and happened, initially, because vinyl discs were limited in their playback options. Any producer wishing to add a sonic backdrop to a radio drama would have to hop between turntables to keep the soundscape playing continuously while the action unfolded – ‘to keep the blasted wind blowing on the blasted heath’, as Mills puts it. This meant ‘a lot of work for some poor devil, who’s got to gallop up and down between turntables, keeping all the sound effects going’. Studio engineers realised they could use the tape to record and loop much longer sequences of sound effects to 8prevent this ‘galloping’ around, and the tape machine became a substitute for vinyl discs. While the engineers figured out how these new machines worked, they stumbled across all kinds of novel ways to create new effects, as Mills reveals:

         
            If you leave the machine faded up while you’re recording onto it, you get this howlround sort of feedback for instance. The director says, ‘Oh, that’s good!’ And he says to the engineers, ‘Remember that scene where they’re thinking aloud and we need the listener to know what they’re thinking, but it’s not part of the action? If we feed their voice through that tape machine and give it a ghostly sort of effect, it sounds like your thought processes.’ So the tape machine is now becoming a tool of manipulation.

         

         The tape machine allowed the quality of a recorded sound to be changed much more easily, with engineers now able to play sounds backwards or at many altered tempos. Spooling noises or reverberation could be added, and the human voice could be sped up to indicate a leap between time zones or slowed right down so that every frequency was augmented to terrifying and spectral effect. Contrasting fragments of tape could be spliced and glued together to make new and unusual blends of sound. Technology was making the impossible seem possible, and unleashed the imaginations of drama producers and musical soundtrack composers, inspiring them to make work that both reflected and fed into popular preoccupations of the time: space travel, the supernatural and the subconscious. ‘As soon as this tape revolution came in,’ Mills remembers, ‘if you were a dramatic author, a playwright and a soundtrack composer, you suddenly realised you could write things for radio of an out-of-this-world nature.’ He refers to the surreal 1958 BBC radio drama series Under the Loofah Tree, the narrative of which centred around a man taking a bath. ‘While he’s in the bath, he daydreams,’ Mills recalls.

         
            And he has all these wild adventures until, right at the end, there’s a banging on the door and his wife says, ‘What are you doing in there?’ 9And he says, ‘Just washing!’ even though he’s had this epic internal flight of fancy. The ability to provide spectacular ambience and to reflect various mental states or different locations became much more possible with the increased ability to adapt sound.

         

         It was experimental dramatic productions such as this, lustrous with the sonic escapades of the Workshop, that helped the tape machine become a mainspring of electronic music. Its hiss, bump, wow and flutter were soon essential to the soundtracks and themes composed by Workshop engineers.

         Their most famous musical export is the electronic reimagining of Ron Grainer’s score for the TV series Doctor Who, produced by Delia Derbyshire, who was assisted by Dick Mills. In 1963, Grainer gave Derbyshire and Mills a single sheet of A4 manuscript paper, on which the melody and bassline of the theme were written. Annotations such as ‘wind bubble’ and ‘cloud’, corresponding to visuals already created for the show’s opening title sequence, were included by Grainer to help Derbyshire and Mills find the right musical textures to match the pictures on screen. The first ten seconds of the piece form one of the most recognisable openings in electronic music. The pulsing bassline rhythm is actually a recording of a single plucked string playing alternating note patterns. A recorded sample of the plucked string was then played at different speeds to vary the pitch. The rhythmic hissing sounds – the ‘bubbles’ and ‘clouds’ – were created using spliced tape recordings of filtered white noise. The eerie howling, whistling melody was made by manually adjusting the pitch of oscillator banks. In just a few bars, we travel through a sound production portal and into an entirely new musical dimension. It’s an extraordinary moment in music – an early and influential example of electronic effects used to suggest paranormal activity.

         
            » » »

         

         It was Delia Derbyshire’s destiny to work with sound and technology. Her interest in these things was fostered during early years spent in 10Coventry at the start of the Second World War. Derbyshire’s father was a sheet-metal worker in the city’s thriving automotive and aerospace businesses, and her childhood played out to the mechanical whirring of air-raid sirens and the sound of heavy industry. She graduated from Cambridge University in 1959 with a degree in Mathematics and Music and applied for a position at Decca Records, only to find that her gender was going to be a stumbling block on the road towards a career in music. In a 1999 interview, Derbyshire claimed that ‘the [Decca] boss was at Lords watching cricket’ the day she had her appointment. ‘His deputy told me they didn’t employ women in the recording studio.’2 After a short stint working at the UN in Geneva, and then for the music publishers Boosey & Hawkes in London, Derbyshire joined the BBC in 1960, and is now remembered as a key composer of the Radiophonic Workshop during its golden era. Throughout her career, illustrious associates from the world of contemporary music such as Peter Maxwell Davies, Roberto Gerhard and Luciano Berio (to whom Derbyshire was an assistant at the prestigious Dartington Summer School in 1962) sought out her talent and helped sharpen her ear for new and technologically sophisticated music.

         Derbyshire’s achievements are now, finally, being celebrated as they should be, and her name is firmly etched into the metaphorical mausoleum of musical greats. But she didn’t receive the recognition she deserved while she was still alive. Radiophonic Workshop composers were seen as cogs in the BBC machine, there to provide a production job, and so they were credited collectively as ‘Composers of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop’. Mills shares with me his theory that the Workshop engineers’ anonymity may have allowed female members to operate under the radar, away from prejudice: ‘The people at home didn’t know whether it was a man or a woman controlling things. So nobody said, “You can’t do this,” or “We don’t like that because you’re a woman.”’ He believes this allowed the female Workshop composers – Maddalena Fagandini, Glynis Jones and Elizabeth Parker also made a significant contribution to its output, alongside Derbyshire and Daphne Oram – to work 11more freely and without scrutiny. Mills also suggests that the work they produced had perhaps a more ‘female’ signature. ‘Probably a feminine approach would differ quite a bit to the same solution provided by a man,’ he says. ‘I mean, there’s all sorts of connotations you can put on it. But, you know, it might seem obvious for a man to use a trumpet, whereas a woman would experiment with a lampshade and a bone.’

         Mills is being mischievous, but he is also giving credit to the female workshop composers for taking a less obvious, more subtle, savvy and therefore more interesting route into their work. And, as it turns out, one of Delia Derbyshire’s favourite instruments to play was a Coolicon green enamel lampshade. Tape recordings of its haunting metallic ring, stretched out and enriched with echo effects, can be heard throughout her work, not least in her outstanding theme for a documentary about the Tuareg people of the Sahara desert, part of the series The World About Us. Derbyshire also used her own voice in the theme, recorded onto tape, which was then cut up to produce rhythmic phrases evocative of the clippity-clop of a horse’s hooves. However, it’s her Inventions for Radio, a collaboration with actor and dramatist Barry Bermange, that represents, in many ways, the peak of her more abstract soundscaping. Each piece or ‘Invention’ was based around a different theme – dreams, the nature and existence of God, life after death and ageing – and written for a series of four radio broadcasts that first aired on the BBC’s Third Programme in 1964 and 1965. Fragments of recorded interviews with members of the public were mixed together to produce a montage of their thoughts, fears, memories and feelings, set against a droning, buzzing and slowly pulsing musical backdrop. The entire piece was built from recorded and manipulated found sounds, and makes for a mesmeric, unsettling and trippy listening experience.

         Eventually Derbyshire’s creations were considered too challenging for mainstream programming, and she left the BBC in 1973, saying that she was ‘fed up’ with having her work overlooked ‘because it was too sophisticated’. She criticised BBC management for being ‘wary’ and ‘dead scared of anything unusual’, and felt they didn’t understand her 12desire ‘to make original, abstract electronic sounds and organise them in a very appealing, acceptable way, to any intelligent person’.3 In pursuit of this, Derbyshire had established Unit Delta Plus in 1966, followed by Kaleidophon and Electrophon: private electronic music studios in which she worked with composers and engineers such as Peter Zinovieff, David Vorhaus and Brian Hodgson to explore the possibilities of new synthesiser technology. Their intention was to extend the frontiers of classical composition, but they would soon also rouse the interest of the most significant people in ’60s pop and rock and roll.

         
            » » »

         

         In 1966, Unit Delta Plus were involved in an electronic music ‘happening’ at the Watermill Theatre near Newbury. It was attended by John Betjeman and billed, perhaps audaciously, as the first-ever concert of British electronic music. A year later, the collective also participated in the ‘Million Volt Light and Sound Rave’ at London’s Roundhouse on Chalk Farm Road. This event took place over two nights (28 January and 4 February 1967) and included a performance of tape music by Unit Delta Plus, as well as a playback of the Beatles’ legendary ‘Carnival of Light’, a fourteen-minute-long sound collage that is still unavailable to the public. ‘Carnival of Light’ came about thanks to an invitation from Paul McCartney’s friend and ‘cultural guide’ Barry Miles for the Beatles to participate in the Roundhouse show, and the music was taped in one evening during their sessions for ‘Penny Lane’.

         ‘I went into the studio when I knew the guys were all going to be there and I said, “Just before we start on our next song, can we do this little experiment?”’ Sir Paul McCartney is speaking to me on a velvet sofa in his London office, with the same irrepressible energy and enthusiasm that has driven his matchless contribution to pop music for over fifty years. I’m here to ask how such extracurricular pursuits informed the Beatles’ sound and the way they worked, and he is more than happy to oblige, teasing the fans who are still eager to 13hear this long-concealed piece with a little bit more information as to how it was written:

         
            I said, ‘I’d just like us to wander around the studio and whenever you see any instrument or anything, hit it or just do something on it, but not a song, just kinda random noises.’ So that’s what we did for fifteen minutes. And that became ‘Carnival of Light’. We played it at the Roundhouse. And the sound engineers would get in on the fun too, because I’d say to them, ‘Just do anything.’ They’d put echoes on the recording, so, for instance, the drumbeat would go boom booom boooom booooom.

         

         McCartney has an incredibly endearing and quite playful habit of never assuming knowledge and very politely checks, for instance, that I’ve heard of his friend, ‘John, you know, John Lennon?’ (I have.) And did I know the Beatles had ‘this song called “Yesterday”?’ (I did.) So we’re off to a good start, and he seems delighted to talk less about his own achievements than about those who helped broaden his scope as an artist. Most of these he encountered in London in the mid-to-late ’60s, when the Beatles were in residence at the famous Abbey Road studios – less than a mile from Maida Vale – questioning and capturing in their music the same joys, anxieties and peculiarities of contemporary English life that were animating BBC programmes transmitted from just down the road. The Beatles were experimenting with the same technology as the BBC Radiophonic Workshop, too, and the production of ‘Carnival of Light’ – with tape-recorded sounds altered in speed and given extra ‘echo’ effects – is just one example of their forays into this way of making music.

         ‘I knew there was a woman doing radiophonic stuff. Anything kind of modern in the BBC seemed to be by her. You know, suddenly you’d keep hearing her name.’ McCartney is telling me about his first meeting with Delia Derbyshire, which came about after he managed to find her phone number. ‘And I rang her up and asked, “Can I come and see you?” She said, “Yes.” So I went to the address and was told, “Oh, she’s 14down at the bottom of the garden.” And there she was, in a shed with all her machines.’

         McCartney had an idea that, had it materialised, would have become an interesting subplot in the story of the Beatles’ career: ‘I saw her set-up and I said, “I’ve got this song called ‘Yesterday’ and I’d like to hear an electronic backing instead of the string quartet, or as well as.” So she was quite fascinated.’

         Sadly the pair ‘never got round to’ producing such a version of ‘Yesterday’, but McCartney was impressed by what he saw in Derbyshire’s shed and he started to play around with his own home tape machine set-up, which included two devices manufactured by the British firm Brenell:

         
            I was living in a top-floor flat at the time with my girlfriend, Jane Asher, the actress. And I had these two tape machines set up. So I would make a little tape loop by physically cutting a piece of tape and then joining it with glue. Say you’d recorded a guitar riff, it would go dum dum dum dum dum, then come back round on the tape loop. So the second time you could add to it, dum dum dum dum dum ding ding ding. On this machine there were three speeds. It had 7½, on which you would normally work, and 3⅓, which would be an octave down. So now instead of dum dum dum, you had duuum duuum duuum. So you could play with that if you wanted that kind of slowed-down effect. Or if you wanted it sped up, you’d get diddle diddle dum dum dum dum. A mandolin sped up might even sound like a violin tremolo. When you played all these loops together you could make chords. My big ambition, although it would have taken forever, was to do a loop symphony. Just to really make people go ‘wooooahhh’. But there would be so much involved in doing that. So a lot of these ideas just stayed in my head because my day job was with the Beatles.

         

         These attic experiments, while they did not take McCartney fully away from the ‘day job’, did start to change the way the Beatles worked in the studio. By twisting the ‘frequency correction switch’ on the Brenells, the band were able to speed guitar solos up to a pace at which they couldn’t 15physically play them. This was first the case with ‘A Hard Day’s Night’, McCartney tells me. George Harrison was struggling with the guitar part, so George Martin recommended he record it more slowly, at a manageable pace, and then speed it up to the desired pitch with the machine.

         This set the band’s minds ablaze with technical ways to replace the guitar solo completely. ‘The aim was always to find something new to put in its place,’ McCartney says, and eventually the perfect opportunity to do this arrived: ‘There was a Beatles song called “Tomorrow Never Knows”, which was shaping up to be kind of a far-out song.’ McCartney remembers carrying a plastic bag full of tape loops (on which he’d recorded various sounds at home) to Abbey Road for the band’s sessions on the album Revolver:

         
            I set up the tape machines to create popping, whirring and dissolving sounds all being mixed together. There could have been a guitar solo in ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ – straightforward or wacky – but when you put the tape loops in they take it to another place because when they play, you get all these kinda happy accidents. They’re unpredictable, and that suited that track. We used those tricks to get the effect we wanted.

         

         These ‘happy accidents’ McCartney refers to are the glitches in the tape or the workings of the tape machine: how the tape fades or erases bits as it continues to feed through the machine; the fabulous and fortuitous results that occur when speeding up or slowing down a tape loop; sounds that you didn’t expect appearing and enhancing the original material. The loops that are most recognisable in the final mix of ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ include a recording of McCartney’s laughter sped up to resemble the sound of seagulls, an orchestral chord, a mellotron played on its ‘flute’ setting, another mellotron on its ‘string’ setting, a sitar playing a rising scale but recorded with heavy saturation and sped up, and some of McCartney’s scuzzy, distorted guitar solo from the song ‘Taxman’, which is slowed down and reversed.

         Our ears are engaged immediately, and then, flanked by the seagull sounds, Lennon’s vocals fly towards us, mesmeric and makutu-like. 16‘Turn off your mind, relax and float downstream,’ he sings, words taken from Timothy Leary, Ralph Metzner and Richard Alpert’s book The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead and here made into one of the most alluring lyrics of all time. A chugging C chord – the song’s rhythmic drive – and the trance-inducing hums and buzzing of Indian classical music – introduced by George Harrison – make for a heady mix. The listener is coaxed into a transcendent state through meditative drones and a myriad of strange musical textures – a sonic vacuum into which all our troubled thoughts and feelings are swallowed up and disappear.

         
            
[image: ]Paul McCartney attends a lecture by Luciano Berio in London, 23 February 1966

            

         

         In addition to his encounter with Delia Derbyshire, McCartney was swimming in a scintillating swirl of countercultural ideas that were helping make London the swinging place it was at this time. He attended a lecture by the Italian composer and electronic experimentalist Luciano Berio, Derbyshire’s one-time collaborator, at the Italian Cultural Institute in London. The two later met, and Berio even arranged a series of songs by the Beatles for his first wife, the mezzo-soprano Cathy 17Berberian, as well as for the French group Les Swingle Singers (later the British Swingle Singers). In 1967, he published an article praising the Beatles in the Italian academic music journal Nuova rivista musicale italiana. McCartney also watched the communist and free improviser Cornelius Cardew play the prepared piano at the Royal College of Art in London. And, he tells me, another famous Beatles song took its cue from the 1956 piece Radio Music by John Cage:

         
            One of Cage’s pieces started at one end of the radio, and he just turned the knob and went through to the end, scrolling randomly through all the radio stations. So I brought that idea to ‘I Am the Walrus’. I said, ‘It’s got to be random.’ We ended up landing on some Shakespeare, King Lear, but it was lovely having that spoken word at that moment. And that came from Cage.

         

         A plunge even deeper into the use of magnetic tape to construct sound collages was prompted by Karlheinz Stockhausen, whom McCartney also saw deliver a lecture in London. McCartney bought a recording of Stockhausen’s pioneering 1956 work Gesang der Jünglinge, in which the recorded voice of a boy chorister is set against a backdrop of electronic bleeps, rattles, whistles and whooshes. The humanity of the boy’s voice contrasted with the mechanical quality of the accompaniment make it a profoundly disorientating and affecting work, and McCartney was hooked. He tells me he played it over and over and invited friends round to just sit and enjoy the strangeness of it.

         Gesang der Jünglinge is now considered one of the world’s first electronic music masterpieces, significant for its bringing together of German elektronische Musik – sounds engineered entirely by machines – and montages of manipulated tape-recorded sound. Undeterred by its complexity, McCartney sought to weave something of Gesang’s style into the Beatles’ music:

         
            I thought to myself, ‘Well, just like Stockhausen, I’ll play with these tape effects myself.’ Because he [Stockhausen] is, in my view, just playing with it, maybe with more serious intent, but it’s still just playing 18with it. We don’t work music, we play music. So my thing with music was just, well, ‘I’ll play around.’ So I did, on these Brenell machines.

         

         George Martin was, of course, key in facilitating the Beatles’ studio adventures, and when it came to meddling with tape, the ease with which a tape machine could play material backwards made it one of Martin’s favourite gadgets.4 ‘It was George who would say, “You’ve got to think backwards,”’ McCartney recalls, revealing that Martin’s lodestar for this idea was Mozart, who would sometimes hold his music up to a mirror to inspire a change of creative direction. The Beatles took Martin’s advice, and soon ‘think backwards’ – an intrinsically subversive idea – became a recurring part of their process:

         
            If a thing was getting a bit boring, I’d say to the engineer, ‘Play it backwards,’ because once you get into that, the possibilities are endless. George would educate us and teach us that, if you’re doing a guitar solo, you generally want to climax at the end of the solo. But of course, if it’s going to be reversed, you have to start with the climax and run out of steam at the end of it.

         

         McCartney believes it was their unique working relationship with Martin, being open to his ideas and willing to try out-of-the-ordinary things, that made the Beatles special. ‘Because most other producers and bands would say, “Oh come on, get it on, play it real, we haven’t got time.” But we could go, “Wow! That’s something!” And we would latch on to it and experiment with it and say, “Can we put that on the record, George?”’

         The redirection of the Beatles’ efforts, away from playing live and towards studio production, starting with the Revolver album, is now considered the reason they became a truly serious and world-conquering compositional force. But at the time of Revolver’s release in 1966, not everyone was happy to relax, turn off their minds and follow in the band’s psychedelic slipstream. Ray Davies from the Kinks, in his infamous 1966 review of Revolver for Disc and Music Echo magazine, wrote that the Beatles must have ‘had George Martin tied to a totem pole 19when they did this’, and fanzines were flooded with complaints from the band’s more conservative followers.5 I ask McCartney if the Beatles ever felt restricted by the fans who wanted non-stop sugary hits, when all they wanted to do was cut loose from the constraints of the conventional pop song. He tells me that by the mid-’60s he felt a real sense of freedom to engage with the open-minded atmosphere of the time, largely thanks to his late wife Linda. ‘She used to say, “It’s allowed.” And that lit up the skies for me. I’d think, “Yeah, it’s allowed.”’

         So the Beatles continued to loop and spool their way towards an entirely new era for pop music, and eventually John Lennon purchased his own pair of Brenell machines. McCartney was certainly the first of the Beatles to make inroads into the avant-garde, but while ‘John was fascinated … he loved the craziness of it’, McCartney’s aim was always to pull at the seams of pop’s fabric rather than to rip up the rule book entirely. ‘I never wanted to make an album of avant-garde ideas, I always wanted to put this stuff on a bed of something that I liked and that was perhaps more musical. That was the ultimate sound that I wanted to hear.’

         Lennon, as we know, employed new studio techniques to their most extreme effects, producing tracks such as the bewildering and hypnotic eight-and-a-half-minute-long ‘Revolution 9’. McCartney preferred to use his Brenell machines, and other new gadgets he found in the mixing rooms at Abbey Road, ‘in a controlled way’, working within the pop song format, cherry-picking interesting stylistic elements and twisting them into the Beatles’ established songwriting template. Together the pair fashioned a new, intelligent and avant-garde-informed kind of pop music. It’s a reminder, as if we need it, of the magic of the Lennon– McCartney partnership: the push and pull of McCartney’s tireless commitment to the creation of new music and the possibilities offered by new studio technology, and Lennon’s conceptual approach and interest in artistic hinterlands and fringe ideas. Two genius creatives united in their mission to overturn the status quo. ‘You can get so boxed in,’ says McCartney. 20

         
            You think, ‘Oh well, our audience wants a pop song.’ And then you might read about William Burroughs using the cut-up technique and you think, ‘Well, he had an audience, and his audience liked what he did.’ And eventually we decided that our audiences would come along with us, rather than it being down to us to feed them a conventional diet.

         

         There are plenty of parallels to be drawn between Burroughs’s cut-up technique and the cutting, splicing and mixing of tape loops in the Beatles’ music. Both result in the collision, juxtaposition and parody of established ideas. In the Beatles’ music we hear recordings removed from their original context and intended meaning, and subsequently upended and often lampooned in their new musical setting. McCartney tells me he was aware of the aesthetic similarities between what he was doing with tape and recorded sound and the ways in which other countercultural artists of the era were working with collages of words and pictures. He points to a Willem de Kooning painting next to us on the wall in his office, and compares the Beatles’ compositional approach to de Kooning’s abstraction of shapes and objects. However, when it comes to the more philosophical and subversive ideas behind the Beatles’ song-writing and production methods, McCartney says, very modestly, ‘That was more John,’ although it’s clear he was also entirely mindful of the band’s ability to access, through sound, those corners of our subconscious that are rarely explored; the truths hidden beneath the surface; the untethered creative parts of ourselves that are often left dormant.

         
            Not everything we see is clear and figurative. Sometimes when you’re asleep or you rub your eye, you see an abstract. Your mind knows about it. We know about this stuff. It was the same with music. We were messing around, but our minds could still accept it because it was something that we already kind of knew anyway. Even though we were in another lane to more classical composers, we were kind of equal in that we also wanted freedom.

         

         The Beatles led audiences in their droves towards the edges of the avant-garde and the establishment-unsettling art music conceived by 21some of the twentieth century’s greatest classical musicians. The work of these composers and the ideas of the pre-eminent thinkers, philosophers, engineers, writers and artists of the day were then packaged up in pop form. ‘We brought it to the attention of the public,’ McCartney agrees, ‘and then we hoped people would be inspired by that and go out and do their own thing.’
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         To rewind right to the beginning of the revolution in tape composition, to the wellspring from which the likes of Paul McCartney, Delia Derbyshire, Daphne Oram, John Cage and other prominent tape experimentalists drew: it was the French musique concrète adventurers Pierre Henry (composer) and Pierre Schaeffer (composer, engineer, novelist and theorist) who first set a reel-to-reel in motion to produce completely original compositions. Schaeffer had been born into a musical family in 1910 but, because his parents forbade him to study music, he 22trained in electronics and broadcasting at Paris’s École polytechnique, eventually winding up as an engineer in radio broadcasting. During the Second World War, he was an operator for the French Resistance radio network and later a technician at the public radio and television channel RTF (Radiodiffusion-télévision française). RTF had grown out of Radiodiffusion française nationale, a station established in July 1939 by the then prime minister, Édouard Daladier, as part of his attempt to coordinate propaganda and censorship as political tensions in Europe continued to rise. The new channel opened in 1949 while France made efforts to rebuild itself after the war, and its premises included an experimental studio where artists, composers and producers could create new work using the kind of transmissions technology that had seen exponential improvement during two international conflicts.

         In 1952, Schaeffer published what is now considered his manifesto, À la Recherche d’une musique concrète (In Search of a Concrete Music). It’s a part-diary, part-essay and part-compositional manual that is essential reading for anyone wishing to trace the history of musique concrète back to the germ of an idea. It starts with a journal entry from January 1948 which records Schaeffer’s longing for music that ‘does not mean anything’.6 In his quest to become a true innovator, he sought to make work that bore no relation to anything that had come before. In March that same year, Schaeffer writes about his idea for a ‘symphony of noises’, and describes visiting the sound-effects department of the French radio service to find klaxons, gongs, bicycle horns and other objects.7 He imagines a ‘scale of bicycle horns’ but then laments the fact that these sounds are still too ‘explicit’. They may not be musical, but they do still mean something – they’re not the ‘noise without text or context’ that he hoped to use in his new compositional work. Over the following months, diary jottings detail various attempts (or ‘laborious trials’, as he also calls them) to change the way acoustic instruments sound. Large pipes, pianos and bells are hit or plucked, and non-musical objects like cardboard and pieces of metal and wood are also ‘played’. By 15 April, Schaeffer complains that these sounds are 23also still identifiable and declares, rather petulantly, that he is ‘giving up on music’ altogether.8

         There is considerable emotion in the first few pages of this book, as we see its author wrestle with new technology, new sounds, new engineers and assistants (‘I can hardly tolerate the deference that surrounds me’) to realise his vision. But the tone switches to one of relief when, only days after being convinced he is ‘going down a blind alley’, he finds himself in a studio ‘among the turntables’. Schaeffer records a series of sounds onto disc and finds that ‘By arranging these discs on record players’, he can, ‘using the controls, play these notes as I wish, one after the other or simultaneously … the manipulation is unwieldy, unsuited to any virtuosity; but I have a musical instrument. A new instrument?’9 Once non-musical ‘found’ sounds as well as musical ones were pressed onto shellac records, it was possible for Schaeffer to make them into something altogether different. He did this by playing them on repeat and layering them on top of each other to create a new blend of sounds. Eventually, he was able to achieve ‘transformations’ of these sounds by playing the records backwards or at varying speeds.

         On 15 May 1948, Schaeffer announces in his diary: ‘I have coined the term Musique Concrète,’ a moniker for composition which has a ‘dependence, no longer on preconceived sound abstractions, but on sound fragments that exist in reality and that are considered as discrete and complete sound objects’.10 Until this moment, Schaeffer goes on to explain, music had not had any ‘concrete’ qualities. A work formed in a composer’s mind was then notated on paper and handed over to musicians to perform and interpret in their own way. Now, sound could be recorded electronically and pieced together to make musical compositions using entirely electronic means – it could be a product of its constituent recorded (‘concrete’) elements, and these elements could be manipulated until they became exactly how the composer imagined and desired.

         A year later, in 1949, a catalyst for Schaeffer’s creative fire arrived in the form of Pierre Henry, his collaborator for the next eleven years. Henry 24had trained in classical music at the Paris Conservatoire with Nadia Boulanger and Olivier Messiaen but had already declared in 1947, in a belligerent essay entitled ‘Pour penser à une nouvelle musique’ (‘To Think of a New Music’), that ‘It is necessary to destroy music!’ He went on to outline his belief that, in place of traditional compositional means, the [tape] recorder was now ‘currently the best instrument for the composer who really wants to create by ear for the ear’.11

         In Henry, Schaeffer had found a willing accomplice in his iconoclasm and, as he wrote of their relationship in In Search of a Concrete Music: ‘Pierre Henry came into the studio as so many others had done. This, as I had assumed ephemeral, passing presence was not to leave it again.’12 The pair co-founded the Groupe de Recherche de Musique Concrète (GRMC, later GRM), the first studio designed specifically for ‘electroacoustic music’, and soon after transferred their practice from shellac discs to magnetic tape. They were quick to realise the efficiency and portability of this newer invention and also the ease with which tape could be cut, spliced and therefore also looped. The sound tapestries the duo wanted to make using snippets of recorded material could now be constructed much more efficiently using tape loops. The culture of weaving a single recording into a bigger work – a precursor of digital sampling – had begun, with reel-to-reel machines spinning in a whole new way to force this pivotal moment in the history of music.

         Over the following decade, Schaeffer and Henry merged art with science and composition with engineering to invert the traditional classical compositional process. Texture and the striking effect of different sounds juxtaposed with one another were given precedence over melody and harmony. Composition was an amalgamation of pre-recorded parts, without the need for players or acoustic instruments to actualise them. Sound was now divorced from the impermanence of performance and the personality and interpretation of human musicians.

         Musique concrète was not just the creation of electronic music-making systems or a new electronic means of making music, however. The abstraction of sound – its subversion – was key to the concrète style. 25‘The “concrete” aspect of music is clear enough for us to be able to insist on the processes of abstraction that it requires,’ Schaeffer asserts, before explaining that his aims are entirely conceptual – if a recognised sound is changed or placed in a new context it takes on a new meaning. The original material has been debunked or parodied, and there’s something implicitly subversive – political even – about that.13 Schaeffer was concerned with entirely reshaping music as an art form, not just with the way it was produced through the development of new instruments. (‘German electronic music illustrates this quite well,’ he concludes, taking a slight swipe at German musicians and engineers who were advancing quickly into the realms of synthesiser technology.)14

         Between 1949 and 1950, Henry and Schaeffer wrote their game-changing piece Symphonie pour un homme seul (Symphony for a Lone Man), the composers’ evocation of new technological realities in the modern age. We hear and feel the protagonist’s intense state of agitation thanks to jarring mechanical sounds. The Lone Man cries out from his isolation, and his fear is palpable as wailing vocal samples are cut together with whistles, footsteps, slamming doors and metallic clanging. Recorded samples are played forwards and backwards, accelerated, repeated and made to collide in a surreal and theatrical rejection of accepted ideas about music. Symphonie pour un homme seul premiered in 1950 and was the first major work in the musique concrète style, laying the technical and aesthetic foundations for all concrete music composition that followed.

         With such a psychologically vexing work, Henry and Schaeffer aimed to restore raw emotional impact to music. Composition, they believed, had become too oblique and academic at the turn of the twentieth century. Schaeffer, in particular, developed a fascination with the sounds of trains and other large feats of engineering, and in an illuminating interview published in 1986, he told the journalist John Diliberto that, for him, these sounds create ‘an emotional experience … Because the sound of the railroad, for example, carries many memories, many psychological and psychosomatic feelings. Sometimes these feelings can be very violent, deeply rooted in your childhood.’15 Recordings of such 26industrial, machine-like noises started to form the basis of the pair’s early work. But both men continued in their quest to extract these sounds from their original context, distorting their original associations and causing them to become disembodied sonic entities. This, they thought, would trigger an even deeper psychological response in the listener. In works such as Schaeffer’s Étude aux chemins de fer (Railroad Study) from 1948 – constructed entirely using sounds recorded at a train station – and Henry’s later piece Variations pour une porte et un soupir (Variations for a Door and a Sigh) from 1963, the ear is lured by that which is familiar, and also confused by its abstraction. The pervading sense in the music is: all is not what it seems.

         ‘Well, that is the essence of psychedelia!’ laughs the French music writer and Pierre Henry expert Yves Bigot when I call him at his office in Paris. Bigot draws a direct line between the ways Henry and Schaeffer bamboozled their audiences by bending recorded sound slightly out of recognisable shape and the musique concrète-inspired practices of the Beatles and other psychedelic bands of the ’60s who followed suit. Pink Floyd, notably, made up chords from recordings of beer bottles being tapped and pieces of newspaper being torn, then looped these recordings for rhythmic purposes.

         Returning to Henry and Schaeffer as the source of this kind of surreal sonic tableau, I ask Bigot what he thinks motivated these two men at the beginning of their careers. ‘It was very much in line with the philosophical and intellectual currents at the time. And mostly in France,’ Bigot explains. ‘We had Deconstructivism, and so creatives thought, “We are going to take something that is an art form, like music for instance, but we are going to take it apart piece by piece and we are going to build it again from the bottom up.” This was not a top-down approach.’

         The decades following the Second World War were certainly a time for artists to regroup, ‘deconstruct’ and rebuild. Suspicion towards the systems of power that had repeatedly failed the public during two major international conflicts prevailed. Europeans had witnessed atrocities on 27a scale never seen before: trench warfare, genocide and heavy civilian casualties during air raids on major cities across the continent. The fields and beaches of northern France were still stained with the blood of millions who had died in the name of freedom. Now was the chance to revel in the peace and liberty for which previous generations had paid such a huge price. Artists of this period were keen to build a new future, forget the past, and challenge, deconstruct and poke fun at the things of the old world. ‘This is what the Americans called the “French Theories”,’ Bigot continues. ‘They were ideas that, especially in the 1950s and 1960s, were prominent in leading art institutions such as the College de France,’ he adds, referring also to the writings of cultural theorists such as Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, who believed that there is no single intrinsic meaning to be found in a work; rather, there are many. Often these meanings can be conflicting, and so the job of the artist is to dismantle the work to fully reveal the tensions within it. Deconstruction requires an existing construction, however, as there has to be a set norm to reconfigure. In Henry’s and Schaeffer’s work, classical forms are dismantled and re-established, and natural, everyday sounds are mercilessly pulled apart and placed alongside other contrasting and disparate recordings.

         
            » » »

         

         In 2023, Jean-Michel Jarre, one of European dance music’s leading progenitors, released Oxymore, a full studio album inspired and using material provided by Pierre Henry, and a record he called ‘his most ambitious to date’. Jarre and Henry had been working towards a collaboration for some time, but Henry sadly died before it was completed. After Henry’s death, his wife Isabelle Warnier gave Jarre the stems that her husband had prepared, and Oxymore was the result.

         ‘“Oxymore” or “oxymoron” means to put two totally different opposite elements together to create something unexpected,’ Jarre tells me, also on the phone from an office in Paris. ‘And that is exactly what they’ve 28done,’ he continues, referring to the music of Henry and Schaeffer, and underlining Bigot’s assertion that these two men were working with and adding to disruptive ideas in early-twentieth-century French art.

         
            It’s coming from another French movement called surrealism, the Marcel Duchamp approach. And it’s really in French culture, or even the French attitude, to morph or mix things which are apparently contradictory … This, in my opinion, is directly influenced by the surrealist movement, which is political but also very, very artistic and creative. More than political, actually, it’s subversive.

         

         Jarre is speaking as an artist who, since the release of his 1976 album Oxygène, has been at the nexus of French art music and stadium-filling European electronica. He is keenly aware of the way in which British guitar music in the 1960s looked across the Channel to give a French ‘concrete’ flavour to the bluesy guitar sound that UK rock-and-rollers inherited from America. As a curious and ambitious teenager at the beginning of his career, Jarre was keen to start a movement that would be as influential as British and American rock, but that had its roots in something much closer to home.

         
            I would go to the Olympia in Paris, where you had a lot of rock bands coming from the UK, and I thought, ‘This is the revolution of our generation, because it is the music of our generation and the generation to come.’ And I said, ‘Okay, I love this music, but it’s not my revolution.’ And when I really was involved in electroacoustic music, and musique concrète, I said, ‘This is my roots. This big heritage from classical music. We are not trapped here by the pop format of three minutes and the American format.’

         

         Jarre trained with Pierre Schaeffer and went on to produce electronic music that is wholly in the French tradition: playful in its tone; expansive in its layering of multiple samples, motifs, sustained tones and beats; and unrestricted in its format, with songs lasting up to ten minutes, without lyrics, and showing little adherence to any verse–chorus structure. It’s a formula that certainly resonates with audiences. Oxygène 29has sold over eighteen million copies worldwide, and Jarre now counts French acts such as Daft Punk and Air and British and American acts including Orbital, Moby and the Chemical Brothers among his many protégés. ‘This is an approach to sound and to music which is something really coming from continental Europe,’ he tells me. ‘And then, of course, it has also influenced the whole world.’

         
            » » »

         

         The École normale supérieure, where Derrida studied, still stands on the rue d’Ulm, going south from the Panthéon, and on a very bright, crisp and cold day in November, I pass by in a taxi on my way to meet Isabelle Warnier. Isabelle has kindly invited me to visit the studio space in the 12th arrondissement where she and Henry’s assistant of thirty-five years, Bernadette Mangin, have been cataloguing his works, digitising his sound library, archiving his books and preserving his paintings since his death at the age of eighty-nine in 2017. I really want to get a sense of Henry’s character, what shaped him and what led to him making this work, which brought about such an epochal change in culture. Bernadette signals for my translator Noémie and me to sit in front of a state-of-the-art sound system and listen to a selection of Henry’s works. It gets the afternoon off to quite an emotional start, as the music assumes even greater poignancy in a room full of Henry’s belongings, and in the presence of two women who knew him so well and loved him so much.

         Over lunch, Isabelle and Bernadette describe Henry’s lonely childhood, telling me that he was raised by strict parents who educated him at home. His father was a military doctor who loved music and took Henry to the opera. He learnt the piano from the age of seven, but it was during endless hours alone that he cultivated an obsession with sound. ‘He would speak of “escaping” into these soundworlds,’ says Bernadette, ‘maybe noises that existed in the garden or imagined sounds. He thought of his garden as a giant park. There was a rooster in 30the garden. He spent a lot of time outside, in nature, and he used to talk about finding new sounds by banging on objects in the garden.’

         Henry’s fixation with both real and imagined sounds continued into adulthood, with Isabelle telling me that ‘Sometimes, he would wake up in the night with a new sound in his head!’ She and Bernadette describe how, if Henry imagined or dreamt of a sound that didn’t already exist in the world, then he would try and create it by transforming – through analogue processing – an existing recording from his library.

         In the studio where the pair are working on Henry’s archive, there are huge artworks hanging from the walls, Dadaist in their style, with bits of studio detritus – tape reels, giant cogs, piano innards, wires and circuit boards – all glued onto huge canvases. ‘They’re his “Concrete Paintings”,’ Isabelle explains, remembering that in the 1990s Henry was worried that the old-fashioned analogue and manual tape-splicing, spooling and glueing techniques were becoming obsolete with the rise of digital technologies. The paintings were Henry’s homage to old electronic devices and methods. ‘It was important for him to be able to see it,’ Isabelle tells me, and I ask if Henry embraced new developments in technology at any stage in his career. There is some chuckling before Bernadette reveals that Henry never, ever used a computer. ‘Eventually it made sense for his collection of sound effects to be catalogued digitally rather than existing on tape,’ she says. ‘He kept every single sound he ever recorded and even though these were saved digitally, his method of composition remained analogue and manual.’

         Both Isabelle and Bernadette roll their eyes when they remember how Henry also kept a mental account of every single noise in his library. Bernadette tells of one occasion when Henry wanted her to find a very specific recording of a dog barking: ‘After hours of searching, Isabelle came home, and Pierre was still ranting, “I don’t know what is wrong with Bernadette, she can’t find this dog bark!”’ Bernadette laughs, gently imitating Henry, but she’s quick to assure me there was very little bite behind his bark. Both women agree that the histrionics were only ever short-lived. Yes, Henry was passionate about his work, but he 31was also generous, loyal and altruistic. ‘And was he a rebel?’ I ask. ‘Oh absolutely!’ says Bernadette. ‘But he also wanted to touch people. He wanted a spiritual connection with the audience. He didn’t just want to make work that would shock!’
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         32This leads me to ask about Henry’s 1967 work Messe de Liverpool (The Liverpool Mass) and the extraordinary tale behind its commission and creation. In 2017, just two months before Henry’s death, I had been lucky enough to catch a performance of the Mass in Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral, the space for which it was originally written. It took place in the main rotunda hall of this brutalist building, which, due to its colourful pyramid shape, is known affectionately by locals as Paddy’s Wigwam. Liverpool’s contemporary arts centre, the Bluecoat, organised the event for the cathedral’s fiftieth anniversary, Jarvis Cocker introduced the music and Bill Harpe, the man responsible for organising the original opening celebrations in ’67, also gave a speech. With long white hair falling about his shoulders in truly seraphic style, Harpe told the audience that it was thanks to a statement made by Pope John XXIII during the course of the Second Vatican Council of 1962–5 – ‘It is time to open the windows [of the church] and let in the fresh air!’16 – that he felt it appropriate to invite one of Europe’s most forward-thinking composers to write the world’s first entirely electronic Mass for the cathedral’s inaugural service. The Mass was to be accompanied by a new contemporary dance piece with choreography to fit the music.

         Messe de Liverpool wasn’t performed in full in 1967, but I think it says a lot about the Catholic faithful of Liverpool, and the city at the time, that minds and ears were open to such new and challenging music. There is also a beautiful symmetry to Henry making headlines in the Beatles’ home town, just as they were introducing his remarkable compositional methods to the rest of the world.

         The Mass is a strange but extremely moving work, and a perfect fit, in many ways, for the angular and imposing architecture of the cathedral. The text of the traditional Catholic Mass – the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus and Benedictus, Agnus Dei and Communion – is intoned in 33the style of Gregorian chant and the recitations and meditations of Buddhist monks. Voices are layered on top of each other to create dramatic, deep and devilish drones, as Henry wrings every supernatural and otherworldly implication out of the words. Meanwhile, other vocal motifs are looped and repeated at increased speeds to resemble an eerie and frenzied, cackling incantation. This is set against the twang of traditional string instruments, a chilling rattle, the clash of cymbals, the whoosh of a piston and an atonal humming chorus. Every corner of the space was filled with sound, making for a very moving and immersive experience. I remember walking back to the car afterwards feeling exhilarated and somewhat changed.

         ‘For him it was all about the emotion,’ says Bernadette when I relay my experience, and Isabelle informs me that, while Pierre Henry was by no means a devout Roman Catholic, and had quite serious reservations about organised religion, he was certainly spiritual and interested in those things that we don’t understand and that are bigger than ourselves. ‘A friend gave him some books about surrealism that his father threw into the fire,’ Isabelle says, implying that this event served only to increase Henry’s interest. Bernadette remembers that Henry enjoyed the great myths and the heroes of Greek mythology, in particular the musician Orpheus, who was the subject of his and Maurice Béjart’s 1958 ballet Orphée. Henry also studied the Tibetan Book of the Dead for his 1962 work Le Voyage, digging deep into its teachings about consciousness and the afterlife shortly before John Lennon drew on its directives for waking, sleeping, dreaming and transcending oneself in the lyrics for ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’.

         ‘If you’re interested in spirituality, then you’re going to be interested in everything that takes you to the unknown, to expand your consciousness,’ says Yves Bigot when I ask him about the way Eastern philosophy fuelled the practice of musique concrète. Many of its later devotees believed that they could use tape to open up new realities, or even new physical dimensions, as sound and frequencies were compressed, expanded and squeezed into different shapes. For example, we 34hear a knock on a door in a single second. But when you stretch out a recording of that short, sharp sound, slow it down and open it up, there is a whole other universe of vibrations and resonance within it. What we thought we knew about the sound of that knock is revealed to be completely superficial. Schaeffer and Henry knew this when, during their earliest musique concrète experiments, they found that our subconscious recognises and responds in unique ways to those previously hidden frequencies. To quote Paul McCartney again: ‘Your mind knows about it!’

         Another significant tape experimenter and spiritual philosopher, Basil Kirchin, cut, spliced, augmented and sped up tape recordings of insects, children’s voices and machinery to create his World Within Worlds album of 1974, all from his bungalow in Hull. The album was made in obscurity and has largely remained there insofar as the public are concerned. Brian Eno wrote the liner notes for it and discusses Kirchin’s importance in the development of the ambient music genre. The title refers to the many hidden worlds within each recorded sound – alternative realities that we can escape into.

         ‘That’s getting back to the unknown,’ says Bigot again, laughing now as we return once again to this idea. I wonder if the feeling of accessing another universe of sound as its frequencies are exposed in new ways – like stepping into another reality, one which was there all along, just less apparent to the ear – is what makes the experience of musique concrète so transcendent, so mind-altering. It’s perhaps why it chimed so sweetly with Swinging Sixties acts who had found, in music, a way to mirror the effects of recreational drugs and the feelings induced by transcendental meditation. It’s maybe why my encounter with Henry’s Mass in Liverpool felt so spiritually rousing, even though so much of the liturgy was obscured. Were the sounds resonating with and waking up a latent part of my consciousness?

         Henry and Schaeffer parted company in 1958, by which time both had become cult icons of considerable influence. In the 1950s, Daphne Oram travelled to the RTF studios in Paris to witness Henry and Schaeffer at work and, when she returned, began her campaign to 35build a similar studio at the BBC. The Radiophonic Workshop helped introduce other British acts to this eccentric and very French practice. Its combination with Anglo-American rock and roll resulted in a quintessentially British style of pop that bridged the US and continental Europe, accorded perfectly with the time, and impacted popular culture in ways that haven’t been seen since.

         Pierre Henry became something of a rock star himself thanks to his 1967 track ‘Psyche Rock’ and later collaborations with groups such as the ’70s act Spooky Tooth and the American folk punk band Violent Femmes.17 In 1959, he opened the first private recording studio in France, which moved, in 1982, to his home in the 12th arrondissement on the rue de Toul, and was renamed Studio Son/Ré. Isabelle and Bernadette take me to see the house, which has since been sold, and show me pictures of its extraordinary interior: living quarters, a library, a recording facility and exhibition space. It’s a white, ivy-covered building next to a cobblestone courtyard, with spiral staircases, and, when it was occupied by Henry, its rooms were full of sculptures, tape recorders and a network of speakers on different floors. The house was almost an instrument in itself, I say, and they agree, describing how Henry would host concerts there for small groups of visitors. Music played in the various rooms through speakers wired into a central playout system.

         In 1997, the premium French art and culture magazine CitizenK named Henry ‘The World’s First Ever DJ’, and an album called Métamorphose: Messe pour le temps present, released that same year by Decca Records, saw contemporary pop acts such as Coldcut, William Orbit and Fatboy Slim remix Henry works in tribute to the man and his contribution to the pop canon. His lifelong commitment to working with tape loops and his methodology, which triggered the birth of sample culture, also earned him another widely used nickname: ‘Godfather of Techno’. Sampling became fundamental to the way hip-hop was produced, before traversing out of that genre and looping its way into house, jungle, IDM and drum and bass. Now, it is impossible to imagine pretty much any style of pop music without it. 36

         ‘Creativity now is harvesting from your own memory, from your environment and picking some random elements. Stealing from here and stealing from there. This is a principle of creativity,’ Jean-Michel Jarre says shortly before we say our goodbyes. He is making a connection between the process of sampling and something very common, foundational even, in contemporary art – the construction and questioning of our identity and reality through an assemblage of borrowed artefacts – sounds, pictures, objects and written documents.

         In recent decades this practice has been helped along in music by new studio inventions: purpose-built machines such as the Akai and Roland samplers or the legendary Fairlight CMI. But as Yves Bigot says finally, smiling: ‘Henry and Schaeffer invented the Fairlight with a pair of scissors, a one-track tape machine and an echo chamber. They were the first.’
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