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Rediscovered: tapes of the woman who
was godmother to electronic dance music
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Dy Butler descnbed Derbyshire's
WOrk as sonic aichemy , She expiont
o Nher mathematical skills when
creating muss¢ but bebieved that the
way Lthe ear or bramn T erved sound
sHoulk] have domInancoe over any
theory. Yet there was a “strong sen
sual quality to her music’

I'he famous bass line was made up
of individual sounds which she would
¢l together and that tape SeQuUence
manipulated to Create the competitive
bassline. Each individual note was
effectively sculpted, Dr Butier sand

The musical collection was in poor
condition when Mancheter Universi
ty recetved it The tapes had to be
iil.u.ul on a 19608 Studer ABD tape
machine et by the BBC s Manchester
studhos belore they could be digitised

Among the tapes is one of the earls
st electronic dance music composi
tions that Derbyshire had composed
for radio more than two decades
before It became a popular cultural
phenomenon ”n-v_ rnurdlng features
the actor Nicol Williamson's famous
]!}ﬂﬂi}'ﬂl of Hamlet at the London
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Della Derbyshire's ploneer work for the BBC Radiophonic Workshop included recording the Doctor Who theme

Roundhouse. Others include electroni
Cal man ;'.:'.LT.II'H_':'-. ol her own vyouee

to create heér celebrated composition

Blue Vierls and Golden Sands
'he composer, who always kept a
hook of loganthms in her back pocket
used a combinat of musigque
Crete tecni IS, SUCh as tape mani
ind electromic gadeetry. Her
Lavountic instinumaent was a green Lamp

shade. which she would stnke and
then manipulate the sound

| derbvshire was A0 4 woman ol hert
times and a lixture at the partwes of
Sswinging London, where she was
known for her chaolic love hile. She
et the BBC a dsillusioned woman

She struggled with dnnk. depress

Listen to the work
of Delia Derbyshire

timesonlineg.co.uk/uknews

and a senes of unsautable jobs. She
eventually settled in the Midlands
where she hived in relative obscunty
before dving aged 64

Ricardo Chiment, of Manchester
University s Novars Research Centre
sand “The tragedy 15 that alter leaving
the BBC in 1973, she withdrew from
composition until 199 That can be
attnbuted to her struggle for accept
ance but also the nse of the synthe
sizet 1n edectronic music. She was nol
comfortable with that as she felt the
off-the-peg sounds removed the crea-
tivity of her compositional techmigques
but at long last her pioneening sounds
can b¢ heéard again.

Pete Paphides Analysis

ne work to which
Delia Derbyshire
somelimes liked to
refer was Mava
r‘“ﬂ‘rkm'i -l H"'I.Hr'

Why The Caged Bird Sings. On the

face of it, Angelou’s theme
couldn’t be farther removed rom

Derbyshire’s abstract sound workd,

Yet the point was that “you need
to have discipline in order lo be
truly creative”, For Delia

Derbyshire, mathematics provided

all the creative discipline she
needed in her musical activity.
She wasn't exactly the first
Pythagoras heard the sound of
hammers on anvils and produced
a formula connecting their mass
to the sound they made. In the
17th century, Goltfried Leibniz
wrote that “music is the pleasure
the human mind expenences

counting without being aware thal

it is counting”™,

Like George Gershwin before
her, and the design of the Eden
Project in her lalter years,
Derbyshire derived much of her
own inspiration from the
Fibonacci sequence, which is well
known for matching growth
patterns in nature.

In the 1980s, when bands such
as Tears for Fears spent six weeks

time using the freedom
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The music of mathematics

the sound of a single snare drum,
it looked as though the world she
had tried to pre-empl deemed her
methods surplus to requirements.
It was only with the aggressively
cerebral microclimate of
“intelligent techno™ labels such as
Warp, and groups such as the
Aphex Twin and Autechre, where
her methods and tation found
a new generation of admirers.
But Derbyshire’s ideas haven't
restricted themselves 1o the synth
boflins to whom she has long
acquired Joan of Arc status.
ey - rS::i.ﬁnedl;rw
Apples in Stereo,
he set about wriling Ilm'."hItlr
instrumental pieces on |
Kentucky band's New Mmd:fh
with a
12-tone scale based on the natural
logarithm function that |
experimented with. The notes on
the kevboard get closer logether
according to the difference
between the sequence of the
logarithms of natural numbers.”
Does anyone know what that
means? nol, bul as a
from the usual creative
catalysts used by musicians —
spending two months at The
with an acoustic guitar or
out an old Beatles song

| .ndph,inglthinmm

— it's got 10 be welcome,
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