the ondes martenot
an early milestone

in the develop

ment

of electronic keyboards

By Tom Rhea

LTHOUGH electronic music has
beenidentified almost exclu-
sively with the synthesizer for more
than a decade, most readers of Key-
board will be aware that the history
of electronic music is long and var-
ied, extending back as least as far as
the beginning of the century. Of
course, histary is a great leveller, The
exciting new invention of one year
quite often winds up as no more than
afootnote, once the dust of time has
settled. The history of electronic
instruments is filled with devices that
have come and gone, remaining little
more than musical curiosities. Occa-
sionally an instrument appearsthat
makes a significant impact, either
commercially or artistically. The
Theremin, because of its use in such
widely varied music as the film score
to Spellboundand The Beach Boys'
“Good Vibrations,” is obviouslya
successful pre-synthesizerinstru-
ment. Is it the only one?

No, thereis at least one other:
The Ondes Musicales (which means
“musical waves"'). This instrument,
mast commonly known as the Ondes
Martenot after its inventor, is a suc-
cess—both commercially and artisti-
cally. Its repertoire includes some 600
works, including both orchestral and
chamber compositions written by
such composers as Olivier Messiaen,
Darius Milhaud, Arthur Honegger,
Jacques Ibert, Andre Jolivet, Maurice
Jarre, and Edgard Varese. The instru-
ment has been heard around the
world invirtually every imaginable
musical context.

Maurice Martenot (born in 1898)
first conceived the idea for his instru-
ment in 1918, while working as a
“wireless” (radio) instructor. He
came by his musical intuition legiti-
mately, having devoted himself to
music from his earliest years. He was
barely nine years old when he under-
took long concert tours as a pianist
with hissister Ginette. He also studied
composition at the Paris Conserva-
tory. Despite his multiple activities as
pianist, cellist, orchestral conductor,
and teacher, he devoted long hours
at night to giving form to his instru-
ment. During its inaugural year, 1928,
the instrument was hailed as the new
voice of the orchestra, and its inven-
tor was lionized by society. In April,
he unveiled his Ondes Musicales be-
fore an elite group of scientists and
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artists; and in May, at the Paris Opera
and the Salle Pleyel, he and his instru-
mentscored a triumph before the
general public. Extensive European
tours followed.

Martenotand his creation made
their American debutin December,
1930, with Leopold Stowkowskiand
the Philadelphia Orchestra. A pro-
gram announcement of the day gives
us an idea of the instrument’s capa-
bilities:

The instrument to which he
gives the name Ondes Musicalesis
notmerely a curiosity. The aim of
the inventor of the Martenot In-
strument of Musical Waves is not
primarily to imitate the sounds of
otherinstruments, but to provide
new resources of expression for
composers —sanorities hitherio
unknown — and novel color effects
to enrich the orchestral palette. The
instrument is not automatic, em-
ploying no such means as records or
perforated rolls. Lamps [vacuum
tubes], analogousto those used in
radio, initiate electric vibrations
with the aid of appropriate circuits.
Maodified by the playing of the
executant, those vibrations become
acoustic through the medium of a
“diffuser” [speaker].

Various methods of perform-
anceareused, inaccordance with
the character of the music to be
interpreted. With the aid of a ring
affixed to the index finger, it is pos-
sible by simple displacement of the
hand through space to modify
sound.

The inventor also employs a
keyboardinstrument, which may
be played with extreme ease. . ..
The performer is enabled to make
his instrument sing like a superhu-
man voice witharange exceeding
that of the deepest bass and the
highest soprano, and covering eight
octaves. Thevarieties of effectand
of timbre attainable are unlimited
trills of semi-tones, quarter-tones,
eighth-tones, sustained notes, stac-
cati, glissandi, sounds resembling
those of the flute oroboe in their
highest register or those of the Eng-
lish horn, bassoon, double bassoon,
horn, trumpet, saxophone, strings.

The Ondes Martenot, a mono-
phonicinstrument, uses the same
heterodyning tone generation meth-
od as the Theremin: Two ultra-high
oscillators produce an audible differ-
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ence tone. Onthefirstinstruments,
pitch was controlled eontinuously
using an endless wire or band ar-
ranged on pulleys to rotate a variable
capacitor within the instrument. A
small plasticring for the performer’s
forefinger was attached to this band.
Tohelpinthe location of pitches, a
painted “dummy”’ keyboard was
placed under the pitch band. The
instrument was keyed by the left
hand, which controlled a small but-
ton that provided articulation. Sev-
eral stops governed the loudness
envelope. The left hand also con-
trolled other stops which gave a
choice of eight tone qualities. Timbre
was controlled by switching on filter
circuits. Later improvements included
the addition of more timbre stops,
an acoustic resonator to improve the
tone quality, a true keyboard, making
non-gliding playing possible,anda
moresophisticated variable-pitch
scheme in place of the original pul-
ley-contraolled version. The newer
pitch band can be used in conjunc-
tion with the keyboard to create
portamento.

The second wave of success for
the Martenot came during the "40s
and '50s, a time during which Marte-
not's sister Ginette made a reputation
asan Ondes Martenot virtuoso. At
the first International Congress of
Electronic Music and Musique Con-
crete in Basel, Switzerland, a reviewer
noted that “with remarkable tech-
nique, she coaxed from the instru-
ment asynthetic cascade of notes,
often shrill, occasionally pleasant,
accompanied by a wildly modernistic
orchestral background. She got a big
hand from the audience.”

Commercial success for a musical
instrument is often a matter of defini-
tion. Obviously, for an instrument to
have generated sufficient enthusiasm
from composers to generate such a
repertaire, there must have been a
number of instruments built. But it is
perhaps not the number of instru-
ments built — a manufacturer’s suc-
cess—but their peculiar (and con-
tinued) use that qualifies the Ondes
Martenot as a commercial success.

My first personal contact with this

A six-octave Ondes Martenot once
owned by the late Paul Beaver and
now the property of the Berkeley
[California] Symphony. The pitch band
and ring are below the keyboard
(center). Note the left hand control
section, with articulation, envelope,
and timbre controls.

instrumentwasduring a visit to the
home of the late Eric Siday in New
York City around 1970. Eric was a
pioneer in the use of electronic mus-
icalinstruments to create radic and
TV commercialsand jingles, having
done so from the '50s. Born in Eng-
land, he had come into contact with
the Ondes Martenotin Europe and
realized both its musical and com-
mercial potential. His most memaora-
ble use of thisinstrumentwasin the
old sound logo for ABC Television.
For this work he was reportedly paid
the tidy sum of $25,000! Another
piece of Siday's work that comes to
mind is the “pocka-pocka-pop-pop”
Maxwell House coffee ad, realized
on a special rhythm unit built by Bob
Maoog.

Another pioneer was the late Paul
Beaver, who will be remembered for
his ground-breaking studio work,
and for his collaborations with Bernie
Krause. Paul's Ondes Martenot (pic-
tured here) has an interesting recent
history. On his passing, his will stipu-
lated that whoevershould acquire
his instrument must make it available
toasymphony orchestra to be used
in performances. It was purchased by
guitarist Ronnie Montrose, another
experimenter/innovator. Montrose
found theinstrument fascinating for
the same musical reasons thatim-
pelled so many others. He used it for
some time and eventually donated it
to the Berkeley Symphony as stipu-
lated by Beaver.

The one thing commaon among
the people who have had commer-
cial success using thisinstrument is
their profound appreciation of its
artistic potential, regardless of which
generation they belong to. Com-
merce with artistry is always a possi-
bility — both forinstrument designers
and for the musicians who use their
creations. E




