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Early Electronic Music


Electronic music was initiated as a distinct and exceptional style of music during the late 1940’s, which has persevered thus far.  This form of music has become the source of popular music today.  Electronic music’s public acceptance embarked through the works of three major composers: Pierre Schaeffer, Pierre Henry, and John Cage.  Three specific pieces, Pierre Schaeffer’s “Etude aux chemins de fer”, Schaeffer and Pierre Henry’s “Symphonie Pour Un Homme Seul”, and John Cage’s “Williams Mix”, epitomize both the historical and aesthetic elements of early electronic music. 


The late 1940’s and early 1950’s experienced many drastic historical transformations.  World War II caused an enormous amount of “human and physical destruction” entailing an estimated fifteen million military deaths, as well as twenty-five million civilian deaths (Morgan, 1).  This war impacted a drastic change in Western culture.  The overall attitude of Western societies became pessimistic embodying a “subdued tone” (Morgan, 1). The aftermath brought forth ideals that constituted “a radical break with what had gone before… a new start” (Morgan, 1).  Not only did culture break from old routines, but it became “as independent of previous Western models as possible” (Morgan, 1).  Obviously, these new cultural elements affected the direction composers conveyed their music.  The young composers of this era began producing drastically altered musical styles.  Composers began constructing mathematical, or a mode manipulation style of music.  This music took a “step back” and produced an abstract form of music versus the previous involved compositions of periods 

Page 1 of 7

Burns 705391360

before the war, such as neo-classicism. Also, many composers sought to “reject the entire idea of a fixed and unchangeable musical structure” and create a radical classification of new music such as chance (Morgan, 2) Ultimately, electronic music was invented during this time period, which augmented the distinctness of this particular era of music.  


Electronic music is “music in which electronic technology…is used to access, generate, explore, and configure sound materials, and in which loudspeakers are the prime medium of transmission” (Emmerson, 1). This type of music has an absolutely fixed form, and cannot be interpreted by any human performer. The birth of electronic music was produced by many different historical elements of the time period.  The origins of electronic music come from many evolving elements such as the extreme use of percussion instruments, ordinary instruments used to produce worldly sounds, extending the limitations of instruments, and lastly, the influence of the Industrial Revolution (Phillips, 14).  Due to these combined elements, electronic music emerged due to the development of the following techniques: the looping of magnetic tape strips, tape cutting and splicing, and the ability to change their speed and direction.  In 1948, the first studio of electronic music was founded by Pierre Schaeffer named the Club d’Essai, Radiodiffusion-Television Francais (Class lecture).  Until 1951, wax cylinders were used as recording devices, when the magnetic tape took over.  The early electronic equipment consisted of wave generators, filters, ring modulators, amplitude control, editing equipment, and tape loop players(Phillips, 21).  Another key element of early electronics, were the electro-acoustic instruments.  Specific instruments include: the telharmonium 
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which was an enormous and expensive instrument invented in 1902, the theremin which produced sonic sound waves invented in 1919, as well as the ones martenot which was a monophonic keyboard invented in 1928 (Phillips, 20).  The remaining element of devising electronic music is the group of primary composers.  Notable composers include Pierre Schaeffer, Pierre Henry, John Cage, and Bebe and Louis Barron.  These composers created and expanded the use of electronic music with their aesthetic and astute innovations.    


Pierre Schaeffer was a primary pioneer in composing electronic music.  Schaeffer was born in Nancy, France in 1910 (Schaeffer, 1).  His compositional skills were influenced by both the media of radio, as well as film soundtracks.  He began studying electronic music while employed at the Radiodiffusion- Television Francais as an engineer and broadcaster, as well as a writer and biographer (Class lecture).  While employed at RTF, he strove to persuade his employers to “initiate the science of musical acoustics”, and succeeded (Schaeffer, 1).  Shortly thereafter, Schaeffer initiated the musical form called musique concrete which is defined as “the sounds based on natural sounds recorded and played back in a musical context” (Schaeffer, 1).  This new term “became identified with natural, real world sounds, even though concrete did not exclude the use of recorded electronic sounds” (Emmerson, 2).  Schaeffer produced a variety of diversified electronic works, increasing in caliber as his studies advanced.  He began by recording real life sounds, and manipulating them on a magnetic tape.  He then began to 
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record objects at different speeds, manipulating them as well.  As he continued, his compositions became more extensive and developed.  His life ended in 1995 from Alzheimer disease, but “was remembered as the ‘musician of sounds’” (Schaeffer, 4).  

 Pierre Schaeffer’s first composition, “Etude aux chemins de fer” was produced in 1948.  This pioneer electronic work was a mixture of sounds recorded from a train station in Paris.  The sounds included the whistle of the train, the train accelerating, as well as the sound of the train passing over its rails.  The historical significance of this piece is obvious; it is the first of its kind.  Although it is a fundamental experiment rather than a serious composition, this work launches the beginning of electronic studio realization, as well as the comprehension of musique concrete.  Additionally, this piece produced the knowledge of unlimited reproduction; one could produce exactly the same sounds twice over.    The last realization this piece initiated was that replay, or performance did not depend on a human performer.  Once again, the aesthetic significance of this work is clear.  This era of music desired to take music to another level, and Schaeffer succeeds in those particular aesthetic demands. Each of these musical elements were dissimilar to any previous form of music, and were founded by this specific composition.  

A further significant electronic work is Schaeffer and Pierre Henry’s “Symphonie Pour Un Homme Seul”, composed in 1950.  The first concerts in electronic music were of this piece, by transmission of loudspeakers.  This work uses pre-recorded instruments and sounds combined into twelve movements.  The pre-recorded sounds include human voices (humming, shouting, and speaking), daily noises (breathing, whistling, footsteps, 
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knocking), prepared instruments (prepared piano), as well as conventional instruments (orchestral instruments).  These pre-recorded sounds are combined into repeated patterns of each sound.  The overall effect is a montage of familiar sounds.  This piece is historically and aesthetically significant due to its advanced composition.  Schaeffer and Henry’s new compositional elements include the use of new electronic sources which expand the possibilities of instrument utilization, as well as incorporating human sounds with non-human sounds in one work.  Additionally, the composers actually group the differing sounds separately, which produce a rhythmic quality throughout the work.  These groupings are original in electronic musical ideas through this particular work.  Obviously, Schaeffer and Henry’s composition is a notable work when articulating the importance of early electronic music.  


Correspondingly, John Cage greatly contributed to the foundations of early electronic music.  He was born in the United States, but the majority of his studies were experienced in Europe (Class lecture).   Prior to composing electronic music, Cage led a movement that “sought to broaden the scope of music to include every imaginable sound…” (Morgan, 2).  He experimented with prepared instruments and abstract instrumentation such as bake drums and thunder sheets (Morgan, 2).   He produced different forms of music including chance forms, mathematical forms, and the integration of sound and silence.  Cage desired to allow performers the “decisions as to precisely what should be played” and composed pieces of basic instructions without any actual notation (Morgan, 2).  An interesting example of his integration of sound and silence is 
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detected in his piece 4’33” which is an entirely “tacit” composition so that the “actual 

music could be heard” (Morgan, 3).   His early compositional elements produce a basic desire for the music to “exist purely for their own sake and that any attempt to impose an external order or structure on them would deprive them of their own inherent beauty” (Morgan, 2).  Cage’s approach to music is abstract to the prior methods, which steers him to consequently composing electronic music.


Thus, the last example of impertinent electronic music is John Cage’s “Williams Mix” composed in 1952.  This work was composed in an early studio in the United States, founded by Louis and Bebe Barron.  “Williams Mix” produces a medley of sounds which resonate similar to radio waves.   This piece is historically significant due to many new compositional elements.  It was composed on eight different magnetic tapes which were to be performed simultaneously.  This piece was the first known surround sound, electronic composition which used an octophonic form (Music Space, 3).   Additionally, the piece introduces algorithmic composition to electronic music (when random numbers are utilized to make composing decisions) (Music Space, 3).  The aesthetic issues encountered in this work are quite vague.  There are no specific patterns, or rhythms, just a repetition of continuous sounds for four minutes and twenty-five seconds.  It is apparent that Cage’s experiment with this piece is to further the advancement of electronic music.  He refers to this work as a “dressmaker’s pattern—it literally shows where the tape shall be cut, and you lay the tape on the score 
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itself…someone else could follow that recipe, so to speak, with other sources than I had to make another mix” (Music Space, 3).  Obviously, this piece is a momentous work when discussing early electronic music.  


In conclusion, the three works by Schaeffer, Henry, and Cage epitomize the primary elements used in early electronic music.  Each piece and composer brought major stylistic features to electronic music by their experiments and studies.  Schaeffer’s “Etude aux chemins de fer” pioneered the realm of electronic music.   Schaeffer and Henry’s “Symphonie Pour Un Homme Seul” advanced electronic formation by combining human and non-human elements into recordings. Finally, Cage’s “Williams Mix” augmented the improvement of electronic music by increasing the number of magnetic tapes used at one specific time. These three composer’s clever notions pertaining to electronic music has proceeded as far as today’s popular music.  Without their specific innovations, electronic music may not be as accomplished as it is in our current society.  
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