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Founding of the NYU Studio

During the 1960s and 1970s, the best-known site in
New York City for the development of new work by
electronic composers was the Columbia-Princeton
Electronic Music Center, founded in 1959 (Chadabe
1997; Gluck 2007a, 2007b; Holmes 2008). The
well-deserved prominence of this center, however,
obscures a second, highly non-institutional studio
loosely affiliated with New York University’s
(NYU’s) School of the Arts (later named the Tisch
School of the Arts). The studio was established as
composer Morton Subotnick’s (b. 1933) personal
workspace, but, through his generosity and his
practice of utilizing studio assistants, it provided
a nurturing environment for a cadre of important
young composers. Their work continued in a
successor studio at NYU, following Subotnick’s
departure to the newly founded California School
of the Arts (CalArts). Little documentation about
this studio exists, and few recordings have survived.
Thus, I have conducted interviews, collecting first-
hand accounts, reminiscences, and photographs,
with the intention of beginning to craft a missing
part of the history of electronic music in New York
City.

Morton Subotnick’s New York City studio was
established during a transitional period in the history
of electronic music (Chadabe 1997; Holmes 2008).
To offer the broadest overview, the composition of
tape music, originating in the late 1940s and early
1950s, continued in studios throughout the world.
Computer music, initiated in the mid 1950s, was a
growing field. One of the new horizons in the early
and mid 1960s was live electronic music, as John
Cage, Karlheinz Stockhausen, and others began to
explore what had been largely a discipline rooted in
studio composition. Tape music and live multimedia
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performance were the dual specialty areas of the
San Francisco Tape Music Studio, where Morton
Subotnick was a founding figure. Another emerging
area was the development of voltage-controlled
analog synthesizers, such as those designed by
Robert Moog and Donald Buchla (b. 1937). Buchla’s
Electronic Music Box was designed in response
to Subotnick’s and Tape Music Center colleague
Ramon Sender’s (b. 1934) desire for a compositional
instrument that generated electronic sounds, and
sequences of sounds, without the use of magnetic
tape.

The founding of Subotnick’s studio in New York
was the result of unanticipated events. He had
moved from San Francisco in 1966 to serve as
Music Director for Herbert Blau’s Lincoln Center
Repertory Theater at Vivian Beaumont Theater.
The company was based at the newly opened arts
complex, the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts.
Subotnick’s need for additional income resulted in
his decision to accept a supplementary position
as one of two Artists in Residence at NYU. The
arrangement was quite informal and offered him
tremendous freedom to compose as he wished in
a studio of his own design. Among the fruits of
this new arrangement would be Subotnick’s two
compositions commissioned by Nonesuch Records,
Silver Apples of the Moon (1967) and The Wild
Bull (1968; Subotnick 1994). Subotnick recalls the
circumstances of the studio’s founding:

I met with [School of the Arts Dean] Robert
Corrigan at Knickerbockers for dinner, and
I told him what my conditions would be.
He brought along the Ertegun Brothers from
Atlantic Records. Corrigan was supposed to
bring my contract to read, but what he brought
was a blank piece of paper on NYU stationary
with his signature at the bottom and he said:
“You write it, include whatever you want to
do.”

Gluck 65



Figure 1. Morton
Subotnick in his NYU
studio on Bleecker Street.
(Photograph from the
collection of Morton
Subotnick.)

NYU agreed to locate the studio off campus: “I
didn’t want to be on campus or part of a university,
so the idea was that they would give us each [there
were two resident artists] a studio above the Bleecker
Street Cinema, on the corner of LaGuardia Place,
across from The Bitter End” (see Figure 1). The main
space was just under 600 square feet in size, 24 × 24
feet. Among its furnishings were two Ampex tape
recorders (initially two-track, and by its third year,
four-track), and newly available Bose speakers. A
visual arts studio was located on another floor.

The Buchla and Subotnick’s Compositional
Method for Silver Apples of the Moon

At the core of the music studio was the Buchla Series
100 (Modular Electronic Music System or “Buchla
Box”), one of the first modular analog electronic
musical instruments (Darter and Armbruster 1984;
Pinch and Trocco 2002; Buchla and Associates 2010).
The Buchla Box was designed by Buchla as an answer
to an idea conceptualized between 1962 and 1963
by Subotnick and his peers at the San Francisco
Tape Music Center (Bernstein 2008). Subotnick
sought to overcome the limitations of composing
tape music and bridge the gap between composer,
performer, and listener. He recalled the process in
a conversation with Joel Chadabe (Chadabe 1993):

“We decided that this idea of cutting and splicing
was ridiculous, and we came up with the notion
from our reading of an optical synthesizer, where
you make up different sound waves and put them
together...” Subotnick explained to me how the
concept evolved:

I really loved working in my studio and not
having to go out on the stage and write for
musicians. I loved that. But the technology
was really ratty. It was horrible. So I came up
with this idea I called the ”Electronic Music
Easel.“ Must have been like 1961. It would
be to create sound as if you were painting. I
had a preliminary design. I got Ramon Sender
interested in this. But to this day, they all sort
of relinquish it over to me because I was the
driving force behind it. We put an ad in the paper
to find an engineer. It was prototyped on paper,
but neither Ramon nor I knew enough about
electronics to build anything. We got a group of
people who came in and then finally, I think it
was [after the] better part of a year, Don Buchla
arrived. He took the idea and twenty-four hours
later he came back with a [circuit] board; it used
light.

It wasn’t voltage control; it was a light wheel.
As it spun, it would create different waveforms.
So you could introduce different pictures and
shapes and it would make a different sound on
the basis of that; and [also from] the speed of
the wheel and the intensity of the light and
that kind of stuff. And it worked. The Wurlitzer
electric piano was working on that idea, too. I
had one and I took it apart. That’s how I knew
what was going on in there. So, Don built one
and it worked. Twenty-four hours later. We
were really impressed! It did work! Amazing.
Then he said: “This isn’t the way to go.” He
explained transistors and integrated circuits; he
explained the whole thing to us. We said: “Well,
let’s do it.” I commissioned him to make the
Electronic Music Easel. [Music Easel became
the name of a 1973 version.] Don didn’t play
piano. He wanted an instrument that people
who didn’t play an instrument could play. And
I was not interested in musical instruments. I
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Figure 2. Morton
Subotnick with the Buchla
in his NYU studio.
(Photograph from the
collection of Morton
Subotnick.)

was interested in this easel in the home, which
was not designed to play a piece of music, but
to create art with sound.

The new instrument would be “based on modu-
larity, and everything was inter-connectable, so it
was like a giant computer” and was designed with
a $500 grant from the Rockefeller Foundation. Al-
though it was ready during the 1964–1965 season, it
received limited compositional use until Subotnick
moved to New York (see Figure 2).

The goal was a new instrument that could gen-
erate musical gestures that a composer/performer
could shape in real-time. Among the features of
the three-panel Buchla were a touch plate keyboard
that responded to finger pressure, and a sequencer
that allowed the composer/performer the ability to
set a series of stages of voltage levels that could
be applied as control voltages for any musical
attribute—for instance, frequency, filter parameters,
or amplitude. Silicon rectifiers and lights allowed
the composer/performer to use control voltages to
shape projected images and light.

Subotnick’s compositional method involved
creative, intuitive use of the modules. He would set
up an initial configuration of modules and settings,
a “patch,” making particular use of the sequencers.
Because it was impossible to store a specific patch
on an analog instrument, Subotnick and other
composers working with the Buchla kept notes or

Figure 3. Laurie Spiegel’s
list of Buchla modules at
the Composer’s Workshop
at NYU. (Photograph from
the collection of Laurie
Spiegel.)

“patch diagrams” to recall their initial settings.
Although Subotnick’s notebooks from his work in
the NYU studio no longer exist, Laurie Spiegel’s (b.
1945) diagrams from 1971 document how composers
at NYU patched the Buchla (see Figures 3–5).

Subotnick describes his distinct way of working
with the Buchla: “My approach was to put every-
thing in random motion, setting up random loops
and then picking what I wanted from this.” Silver
Apples was created in this manner.

I would generate music, listen to it, and continue
to edit the patch until I got exactly what I
wanted. What came from those hours could
turn into only two, three, or five minutes of
music. I had a lot of outtakes. I recorded a lot of
stuff, I guess because I didn’t trust getting the
patch back on the Buchla. I was working very
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Figure 4. Laurie Spiegel’s
Buchla input-to-output
chart, 30 November 1971.
(Photograph from the
collection of Laurie
Spiegel.)
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Figure 5. Laurie Spiegel’s
Buchla patch diagram, 21
October 1971. (Photograph
from the collection of
Laurie Spiegel.)

much like a remix artist today, except that it
was all my own material. I spewed out a lot,
putting the material together in various ways
until a final version came out.

Richard Friedman (b. 1944), one of Subotnick’s
assistants, recalls: “He worked at night and, when
I came over at lunchtime, he would play the parts
that he had just done. He would create these long
sequences, 10–15 minutes long. Mort would sit on
the couch and play one segment and then another
and he would figure out how to connect them.
I did some of the splicing.” Silver Apples of the

Moon was only his third work completed on the
Buchla, following a theater piece completed in San
Francisco, Play 4 (1966), and Prelude no. 3 (1966),
for piano and electronics.

Subotnick Brings in Assistants, Creating
a De Facto Community Studio

NYU placed very limited institutional expectations
upon the two resident artists, Subotnick and kinetic
artist Len Lye (1901–1980), and Lye’s successor,
visual artist Anthony Martin (b. 1937), Subotnick’s
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former associate at the San Francisco Tape Music
Center. “[We] would each give a weekly two-hour
lecture at the School of Arts for the entire school. We
would also make ourselves available for students,
who would help us or just watch us at work.” In its
second year, the residency soon became the core of
a short-lived Intermedia Program, for which Boyd
Compton was hired as director and (unsuccessful)
fundraiser. Compton, a former staff member at the
Rockefeller Foundation, had been influential in the
funding of such projects as the San Francisco Tape
Music Center. Although few NYU students availed
themselves of the invitation to visit Subotnick’s
studio, others who were not affiliated with the
university did.

Subotnick’s studio at NYU was, by arrangement,
his personal studio, rather than a facility that served
an academic program. But his need for assistants,
combined with personal kindness and an interest in
young composers, led to the studio also functioning
as a quasi-communal space. “Charlemagne Palestine
[b. 1945] and Ingram Marshall [b. 1942] arrived and
became my assistants, just as I use student assistants
now.”

One of Subotnick’s assistants, Richard Friedman,
a 22-year-old recent graduate from Brooklyn Poly-
technic Institute, was at the time (1966) a computer
programmer at NYU’s newly opened Courant In-
stitute Computer Center on Mercer Street, run by
the by the Atomic Energy Commission (later called
the Department of Energy). As Friedman recalls, the
University appointed

a humanities representative; Henry Mullish,
I believe, interfaced between the humanities
people and the Computer Center. This is a hazy
memory, but I think that somebody came to
me and said: “You know, there are these people
in the music department [faculty] who want to
generate music.” So, he put me in touch with
Ben Boretz . . .

. . . who brought Friedman to visit Bell Labs and
suggested that Subotnick had an analog synthesizer
for which “we could write a computer program
to simulate what [the Music 3 program run at
Bell Labs] does.” Subotnick welcomed Friedman’s
interest in the studio, and told him (as Friedman

recalls): “Here’s the key! I work late at night, but if
you want to come in after work, you are welcome.”
Friedman became one of the musicians for whom
Subotnick’s studio was something of a second home.

Subotnick describes the reason for the interest
his studio generated among young composers:

Since there was no other electronic music studio
around where people could just work [without
formal affiliation or University matriculation],
I offered them some time in the studio in
exchange for doing work. They would help
me for a certain number of hours a week.
Each of the people who worked in the studio
contributed something, like cleaning the floor
or the equipment. We ended up with a schedule,
but nobody really cared about it. When I needed
to work, I could usurp anyone’s time, but
nobody ever complained. If nobody was using
it, the space was available. Several of the people
did some editing on the commercials I was
doing at the time. The studio functioned in a
loose way, like a kind of collective.

Friedman notes that “there was no formal ar-
rangement for how the studio ran. It was mostly a
group arrangement. No one was really in charge of
the studio, except Mort.” Ingram Marshall adds:

Everyone who used it had to pay a very small
amount of money for supplies, agree to keep
the place clean, and do housekeeping kinds of
things. It was a typical late 1960s communal
thing. There were no requirements and you
didn’t have to have any connection with NYU.
It was amazing. It was sponsored by NYU and
paid for by them. The wonderful thing about
it was it was open. If you wanted to work, you
could do that without too much hassle. It was a
welcoming kind of place.

The young composers working in the studio
included important early minimalists and drone
music composers, among them Charlemagne Pales-
tine, Rhys Chatham (b. 1952), Eliane Radigue (b.
1932), and Ingram Marshall. Maryanne Amacher
(1938–2009) engaged in early explorations into
sound and perception. Serge Tcherepnin (b. 1941)
began to develop circuitry that pointed towards

70 Computer Music Journal



his later work on the Serge synthesizer. Other
composers who cultivated their craft in Subot-
nick’s studio and its successor “Composer’s Work-
shop,” also at NYU, included Michael Czajkowski
(b. 1939), David Rosenboom (b. 1947), Brian Fennelly
(b. 1937), Laurie Spiegel, William Bolcom (b. 1938),
Bea Witkin, Robert Starer (1924–2001), and video
artists Woody (b. 1937) and Steina Vasulka (b. 1940),
founders of The Kitchen.

Columbia-Princeton Uptown, Subotnick’s
Studio Downtown

The NYU studio quickly became New York City’s
second important site for electronic music composi-
tion, described by Subotnick as:

the alternative to Columbia-Princeton, which
was pretty traditional in terms of their approach
to making music. Theirs was very well thought
through, but it was a very different, more
academic scene, which didn’t represent what
I was trying to do. The young composers
downtown felt more comfortable with me.
They didn’t fit in the Columbia-Princeton
setting. If I thought of the Columbia-Princeton
composers as pedigrees, my assistants were
mongrels, and they were sweet and wonderful
people. It was an immensely exciting moment
and we had a great time.

Charlemagne Palestine adds: “It was understood
that we were all part of an underground and
alternative society. But not Mort; Mort remained
sort of like a middleman. And that’s why he was
able to . . . connect between the musical and the
directorate. He was a real good middleman.”

Subotnick was atypical of New York composers
in that he maintained connections between both the
“downtown” and the “uptown” Columbia scene.

When I arrived in New York, I didn’t know about
the concept of uptown/downtown. I didn’t grow
up here; I came from somewhere else and NYU
happened to be downtown. I was a close friend of
Mario Davidovsky and Vladimir Ussachevsky; I
went in and out of Columbia with no problem

and I was invited for two years at Princeton
with Milton Babbitt. I knew everybody and was
accepted by all these people. Contact between
the two studios was just between people, such as
with Jim Seawright, an early electronic sculptor.

Richard Friedman adds: “When Mort first came
to New York, the people at Columbia were very
supportive right away.” Friedman suggests one
reason for the cordial relations was the respect
and credibility Subotnick gained because of his
orchestral compositions. Subotnick and Davidovsky
did have their share of disagreements, however.

Maybe due to the growing fame of Silver Apples
of the Moon, “The Bleecker Street studio,” as David
Rosenboom recalls, “was its own sort of little hub
of activity. There were writers and theater people on
some of the floors there, too, as was Tony Martin.
Don Buchla would show up every once in a while.
Ultra Violet [Isabelle Collin Dufresne] walked in
one day. You know, all sorts of things like that
happened. And we were building things and making
pieces and so on.” Subotnick recalls that “visitors
included the Grateful Dead and the Mothers of
Invention, the Warhol people, and, from the Velvet
Underground, Angus MacLise and Maureen Tucker;
there was also an actress who came by a lot. Lothar
and the Hand People were playing at the theater
across the street from the Bitter End and they
came. I think the Grateful Dead or another group
has a coffee table book that mentions the studio.
Frank Zappa mentioned me in a lot of reviews and
interviews and a Time Magazine article.” Richard
Friedman remembers that among the “continuous
flow of people in and out of the studio” were Toshi
Ichiyanagi and Steve Reich. Subotnick adds: “Tom
Tadlock, a visual artist [who did creative video work]
from the Rhode Island School of Design also hung
out a lot.”

Composers’ Memories of the Subotnick Studio

Young composers using the studio have abiding
memories of their days working on Bleecker Street.
Subotnick’s assistants Charlemagne Palestine and
Ingram Marshall met while working as salesmen
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Figure 6. Charlemagne
Palestine in the early
1970s. (Photograph from
Palestine’s collection, used
on the cover of the CD
Holy 1 & Holy 2.)

at the store Record Hunter on Fifth Avenue and
Forty-Third Street. They both became acquainted
with a customer at the store, Columbia-Princeton
composer Ilhan Mimaroglu (b. 1926) who, like
Marshall, was a graduate student in musicology
at Columbia. Mimaroglu was also a producer of
recordings by jazz greats Charles Mingus, Ornette
Coleman, and others at Atlantic Records. After
a year’s hiatus in Europe, Subotnick welcomed
Marshall to make use of his studio at NYU. Marshall
recalls working in the studio after finishing his
Record Hunter work shift at midnight. “I pretty
much worked in the studio until dawn, and then
collapsed. There was a bar right around the corner,
so I spent a lot of time there, too. When I left
New York in 1970, I was ready to leave because
I was burning the fuse at both ends for sure. It
was a wonderful place, but it was kind of very
intense and not very good for one’s health.” After
moving to the West Coast to complete his studies
at CalArts, Marshall became a celebrated composer
of instrumental music and works using electronic
processing.

Palestine (see Figure 6) began his musical career
as a young cantorial singer in the Jewish-immigrant
Brooklyn neighborhood of East New York. He
moved to upper Manhattan to attend Music and
Art High School, and “met Stravinsky, Lukas Foss,
and Varèse, and became the carillonneur [carillon
player] at St. Thomas Church and I began to do very

advanced, crazy bell music, like Quasimodo, who
was my hero. . .”

When I was a kid, I liked to hang out in
the Village, playing conga drum at a coffee
house, the Fat Black Pussy Cat, a beatnik place
frequented by choreographer Alwin Nikolais,
playing for poets. From the age of twelve, I
wore a beret, sunglasses and a scarf. I discovered
electronic music through Nikolais, who created
his own electronic tape music to use with his
dances using sound sources stored in his garage
filled with old springs, piano sound boards, and
the like. I had already heard Tod Dockstader,
Pierre Henry, and Pierre Schaeffer, through
records from the St. George [Public] Library.

Palestine has remained an active composer,
currently living in Belgium.

Subotnick carved out a small but separate space
in the building that housed the studio for “Serge
Tcherepnin, the steward’s room, and he lived in
there with Maryanne Amacher, who also worked
in the studio.” Palestine remembers: “I used to like
to work at night from about one in the morning
until about five in the morning. It was my thing
to work when the noisy neighborhood began to
quiet down, especially on the weekend. Serge and
Maryanne were also night owls. They were up all
the night and became sort of the mice. We became
very good friends.” Amacher’s time in the studio
represented early stages in her exploration of human
perception. Her subsequent work, until her death in
2009, examined how people experience sound and
images in space and time. Among her compositions
were immersive sound installations, psychoacoustic
works, and sound sculptures.

Serge Tcherepnin often served as Subotnick’s
technical assistant on a series of outside projects.
Among these was a work for seven elevators in a
New York City building. When the elevator doors
opened, visitors would hear gradually changing
sounds recorded on tape loops of different lengths,
played through speakers that emphasized different
frequencies. A second collaboration was a multi-
channel piece in which an audience, sitting around
an amplified harpsichord, played what Subotnick
describes as “cymbals and gongs, which served
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as controllers that sent the sounds to the various
groups of speakers” surrounding the audience. After
joining Subotnick at CalArts, the two continued to
work together, developing musical toys marketed
at a New York store, as well as game rooms (col-
laborating also with architect Frank Gehry) shown
at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, and the
commission of a new synthesizer, the Serge, that
students could build and take home after their
graduation.

David Rosenboom remembers his time working
with Subotnick in New York:

Mort Subotnick was very generous in opening
his studio to me in 1967–68. I was twenty and
it was an incredible year. I worked a lot in the
Bleecker Street studio. And we got to be very
close. I had previously seen Mort and Tony’s
work in San Francisco at the Fillmore West,
during a trip I took while I was an undergraduate
student at the University of Illinois Champaign-
Urbana [where he was the drummer in a rock
group that eventually traveled to New York]. I
came there by way of the Center for Creative
and Performing Arts at the State University
of New York at Buffalo, where Lukas Foss had
offered me a position. I wanted to be in New
York City because I was a Midwestern kid; I
went to the Interlochen summer program as a
youngster, so I had real, high-level professional
experience in high school. But I wanted to
get out of the cornfields and get to the big
city. New York was a magnet [for] a lot of the
real experimental work going on. When I got
to New York, I met a lot of people through
the ones I got to know—Nam June Paik, La
Monte Young, Mort Subotnick, David Behrman,
Yuji Takahashi, Terry Riley, John Cale, Mort
Feldman, John Cage, and so many others.

For Rosenboom, the studio was a home base
for his technical work at the Electric Circus, a
multimedia discotheque for which Subotnick was
founding artistic director (Stickney 1967; Lobenthal
1990; Gluck 2009, 2012a, 2012b). Rosenboom served
as artistic coordinator. “It was my job to help with
the technology side. . . . It was necessary to try
out electronic ideas or systems for some of the

performances before bringing them into the Circus.
And I do recall doing that a few times in the studio,
not so much for other people’s work as for our own
work, including Mort’s, Tony’s, my own, and the
things we would do together. We would build and
test these out in the studio and then they would
end up in a performance at the Electric Circus.”
Rosenboom’s career developed as a multifaceted
composer, educator, and pioneer of musical inter-
faces extending the human nervous system. He is
currently Richard Seaver Distinguished Chair in
Music at California Institute of the Arts and Dean
of its Herb Alpert School of Music.

Rhys Chatham (see Figure 7) was the youngest of
the composers to develop their craft at the NYU stu-
dio. This came about because, as Subotnick recalls:
“I felt so guilty for earning so much money between
NYU and New York Repertory Theater that I do-
nated my time to teach a class for [teenage] students
at the Third Street Settlement Music School. They
sent four kids to take my class; one of them was
Rhys Chatham.” Chatham picks up the narrative:

I grew up in a musical home. My father was a
serious amateur harpsichordist and my mother
was a violist. I grew up with early music,
hearing composers like Giles Farnaby and John
Bull, primarily composers from the Elizabethan
period. But we also had modern music; we
listened to Stravinsky and things like that. And
I listened to electric music back then like the
way a 15 or 16 year old listens to rock and roll
. . . my real passion was contemporary music of
all kinds, post-serial music, like Stockhausen’s
Piano Pieces I–IV and Sonata I and II by Boulez,
and so on, and of course everything Cage ever
did. I used to go to the library at Lincoln Center
all the time, where I discovered Cage’s books
Silence and A Year From Monday.

Having recently heard Silver Apples of the Moon,
Chatham was ecstatic about the opportunity to
study with Subotnick.

I was in heaven. So we all met at [Third Street
Settlement Music] School, right up the street
from the Hell’s Angels, and they put us on a
bus to Morton’s studio at NYU. The weekly
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Figure 7. Rhys Chatham in
the early 1970s.
(Photograph from the
collection of Laurie
Spiegel.)

classes were absolutely fabulous. He did his
Bachelor’s degree in English literature and he
can tell a story in such a warm way. Each
week he focused on a different parameter of
music. One week he focused on amplitude, and
we looked at gates. Other weeks it was about
frequency and then duration. He also played
musical examples, like Poème électronique by
Varèse. By the end of the course we had a very,
very good introduction to electronic music and
we finished by doing five-minute pieces on
Morton’s original Buchla 100 series synthesizer.
I fell in love with the synthesizer, so [after
the final class], I went up to him and asked
whether it might be possible to study privately,
and he graciously allowed me to do this on
weekends, after the workshop was over. Soon,
I knew every single thing about the Buchla, as

only a teenager could. The friendships I made
at NYU have lasted me for a lifetime. The first
piece that I made was heavily oriented towards
the sequencer. It was specifically playing with
polymetric rhythms, . . . working with two
sequencers in which one was set to five, the
other set to seven. Maybe a number of things
like that going on. And it kind of goes like this:
“boop-boop-boop-boop-boop-bop . . . .” When I
first started working with the Buchla, I was, I
suppose, a post-serialist. I was essentially an
“uptown” composer by orientation.

Soon after his NYU time, Chatham became
founding music director of the experimental arts
venue The Kitchen, and built a reputation as a
composer/performer of a minimalist/punk rock
musical hybrid, beginning with the work Guitar
Trio (1977) and continuing through this day with
music for massive electric guitar ensembles.

Another young composer who composed and
subsequently played an organizational role with
the studio was Michael Czajkowski, an NYU
musicology PhD candidate and teaching assistant.
He had inherited a job from Peter Schickele teaching
night school at Julliard, where he completed his
Master’s degree. Czajkowski was assigned to grade
papers and assist students (few of whom knew the
rudiments of music) in the only NYU lecture course
taught by Subotnick, titled “The Nature of Sound.”

As an electronic composer, Czajkowski under-
stood his

aesthetic in working with the synthesizer as
to do as little tape editing as possible in post-
production. I couldn’t avoid it entirely, but I
wanted to be able to generate gestures from the
equipment itself rather than do a lot of splicing
and over-dubbing. I would think of how I could
generate a section from the Buchla boxes; that
was my aesthetic, and that is what I do best.
But there are some things that we just had to
sit down with a razor blade and chop. Mort’s
approach definitely had to be an influence on
me. We were probably pretty similar in that
Mort was also classically trained. And that was
his world, in addition to the experimental part.
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Figure 8. The album cover
of People the Sky.

Czajkowski crafted short interconnecting pieces
for a Vanguard recording, Illuminations (1969), by
folk singer Buffy Sainte-Marie, for whom Schick-
ele had written arrangements. The process was to
manipulate and process recorded material from the
original recording, using “the Buchla as a sound
processor for the tape, using its filters, ring modu-
lators, gates, and devices.” This was followed by a
full-length solo album, People the Sky (1969) (see
Figure 8), also released by Vanguard. One side was
“a compilation of previously generated material,”
including music for dance choreographed by Jean
Erdman, and the other, a through-composed work
inspired by a section of Handel’s oratorio Solomon
that depicts Solomon being visited by the Queen
of Sheba. He calls upon the muses “to rouse us to
draw a tear from hopeless love, rouse us to martial
deeds . . .”

The music composed by many of the younger
composers was quite different from Subotnick’s
work. About a colleague, Marshall said, “my friend
Charlemagne Palestine’s attitude was not so much
making sequencer music, but doing live kinds
of performance art things. He built a chime, an
instrument that was basically aluminum chimes.

He used the studio to record them.” Palestine notes
that in works such as Holy 1 & Holy 2 (Palestine
2000):

I didn’t use sounds much like most others in
the studio did and I never used a sequencer.
Mort’s music and some of the people who used
the Buchla in those days were into voltage
control for filters and things like that, not for
drones, like “mmmm-oooo, oooo. . . ” In those
days, the Buchla and Moog oscillators drifted
a lot because of changes in temperature and
humidity. I like to play my oscillators for a
whole day and they would drift a whole lot. I
wanted to build my own drone machine and I
was searching for a stable oscillator to use for
my drones.

Chatham had recently become acquainted with
the music of La Monte Young at a performance of one
of Young’s Drift Studies for sopranino saxophone,

. . . one of those high ones with very close
intervals, where, if you turned your head, the
differences in air pressure meant that you’d hear
different pieces. . . . Soon after that, I started
getting into long durational electronic music
pieces. Since the Buchla oscillators would drift
a little bit, I used ring modulators and made
the drifting of the oscillators part of the piece.
Instead of using the Buchla sequencer, I started
using the sine wave generators and I did lots of
pieces with ring modulation.

Palestine’s evening studio time often followed
Chatham’s hours. The two became fast friends,
sharing interests in sonority. Of his own work in the
studio, Chatham comments: “There were two pieces
I did at the NYU studio that I’m sure I would still
like today. These came before Two Gongs, which
I did in 1971 [Chatham 2002]. Like most of the
pieces I did at the time, both were purely electronic,
music of long duration. They were made with ring
modulators and sine wave generators and focused
on overtones and sonority. Unfortunately, both of
these pieces got lost in one of my moves. The work I
did in that studio really laid the foundation for how
I became a minimalist.” Chatham also recalls, “We
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had two Ampex tape recorders, so it was possible to
do tape pieces.”

Changes and Transitions

Morton Subotnick’s time in New York, and thus his
involvement with the NYU studio, lasted only until
1969. During the second year of the program, NYU
had broadened the concept of the studio into an
Intermedia Program, which as Subotnick describes,
was short-lived.

We were given three years of money. Boyd
Compton, having talked himself into becom-
ing director of the Intermedia program, was
supposed to raise money beyond our three-year
budget and do something bigger with us and
with the program. He was brilliant, but spaced
out on concepts and ideas and not in touch with
reality, and he never raised the money. Then
[NYU School of the Arts Dean] Bob Corrigan
left for CalArts and brought me with him. 1969
was the planning year; we started CalArts in
1970.

Thanks to the efforts of Michael Czajkowski, an
NYU Buchla studio continued to function in a new
location, at NYU’s Film School on Seventh Street,
between First and Second Avenues, and under new
terms. Czajkowski adds:

Since the Intermedia Program didn’t [officially]
have any students, there was no income from
NYU to keep it funded internally. When Mort
left the program, David Oppenheim, Dean of
the School of the Arts, told me: “You can set up
a little Composers’ Workshop.” And so I set up
a small studio in a basement room. For a couple
of years, student composers could pay a nominal
fee and get access to the Buchla boxes and tape
recorders. During the summers, I dismantled it
and took it out to Aspen where I ran a small
summer electronic music workshop.

Palestine and Marshall continued their work
at this new location. Thinking back upon the
organization of the Composers Workshop, Palestine
considers Czajkowski to have been “a good choice,

Figure 9. Laurie Spiegel in
the early 1970s.
(Photograph by Stan
Bratman, from the
collection of Laurie
Spiegel.)

because all the rest of us were kind of flaky in one
way or other and he was reliable. NYU probably
wanted someone there who was not prone to do
something outrageous or unusual.” Chatham, still
a teenager, “started out as a junior member of the
Composer’s Workshop, so I got ten hours of studio
time each week. Once I was no longer in high
school, Michael graciously let me become a full-
fledged member. I was so proud to be a full member
with a full twenty hours, like every one else.”

Czajkowski also introduced Laurie Spiegel to
the studio (see Figure 9). The two had become
acquainted at Julliard. As Spiegel remembers,

[he] invited me to visit Mort’s Bleecker Street
studio, the place where I first saw a synthesizer.
I visited maybe a couple of times before I started
working with the Buchla [at its new location].
When he introduced me to the Buchla for the
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first time it completely changed the course of
my life. Rhys Chatham, Eliane Radigue, and I
all spent a lot of time together figuring out what
to do with the system before we each diverged
into our own paths. Rhys and I and Jesse Miller
were all working in the Buchla studio. Woody
and Steina Vasulka were very occasionally in
the studio. They got their own EMS synthesizer
pretty fast.

Spiegel composed numerous works on the Buchla
and then Electrocomp synthesizers, and became a
computer music pioneer, first at Bell Labs, working
on the computer-controlled analog synthesis system
GROOVE (Generated Real-time Output Operations
on Voltage-controlled Equipment), and subsequently
on early Apple computers. Her software for the
Apple Macintosh, MusicMouse, was one of the first
interactive compositional applications.

French composer Eliane Radigue discovered the
studio while she was spending a year in New York
City, living in a loft on the Bowery. She had been
“educated by Pierre Schaeffer and by Pierre Henry,
at Studio Apsom in Paris. This was in 1957–1958.
There was no formal instruction at the time and
so I learned about tape editing, looping, and mixing
techniques by doing actual work.” She worked
as an assistant to Henry for a year, in 1967, and
then shifted to working “using electronic sounds
produced by the relatively primitive means of the
time and recording them. This musical vocabulary
led me to a new type of work. My appreciation of
beats and other natural effects grew” (Gluck 2010).

While in New York, Steve Reich introduced
Radigue to Czajkowki. Although Radigue ultimately
chose the ARP 2600 as her preferred compositional
instrument, due to the simpler user interface using
knobs and sliders in place of patch cords (the latter
being optional), she

liked the way the Buchla sounds; it was a
really beautiful instrument of that generation.
Meeting the Buchla was the beginning of a great
love affair. Oh my God! Sound was easier to
produce with the Buchla than it was with tape.
My goal at the time was to work and tame
the synthesizer. My first piece on synthesizer
was first played on April 6, 1971 at the New

York Cultural Center, on Fifty-Ninth Street and
Central Park South. It was called Chry-ptus.

Chatham remembers that “it had a pulse to
it that was very, very interesting, and I started
incorporating that into my own work.” For Radigue,

the instability of synthesizer oscillators was
not a problem for me in the way that it was for
others who were doing drones . . . I loved the
ambiguity, which was a goal of my work. Of
course, you can always define a frequency range
for the oscillators, but the resulting pitch could
be ambiguous: maybe its in G or F#, or maybe
it’s an A. The music was floating and very slowly
changing. And this requires time, patience, and
great accuracy of listening and perception. I
have always been very fascinated by changing
mode or tune, sometimes by accident. You
can guess where you are, but maybe you are
no longer in the preceding tonality. By now it
could be another one. I was also fascinated by
the immense power of the partials, the natural
harmonic series within a tone.

Radigue influenced the work of Chatham, who,
in turn, helped provide a venue for her early New
York City performances when he started the Music
Program at The Kitchen.

But even the relocated NYU studio was not to last
more than a year. Czajkowski notes: “Eventually
NYU decided they needed that space, and so in late
1970 the Composer’s Workshop fell apart.” NYU
kept the tape recorders, but, as Subotnick recalls:
“After I left, the School of the Arts wasn’t really
interested in the Buchla. They had no idea what they
had. It was given to the School of Education, and then
to Czajkowski. They realized later that electronic
music was something worth pursuing.” Two years
later, in 1972, NYU hired Sergio Cervetti (b. 1940) to
teach electronic music in the School of Education,
later named the Steinhardt School of Education. For
that purpose, they purchased a new, smaller Buchla,
albeit one manufactured, Subotnick believes, “when
the company was owned by CBS. Buchla sold his
name to CBS in 1970 and thus couldn’t sell his
own equipment starting around 1969 until 1972
or 1973.” The original Buchla system from the
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Intermedia Program and Composer’s Workshop
was recently donated to the Library of Congress.
Subotnick used it in a live performance in 2010, on
loan from that collection (Battaglia 2011). Cervetti
continued to teach at NYU, but the focus, as he
says, shifted away from the Buchla:

When I became full-time in 1975 I expanded
the studio with more recording devices and
a Moog Synthesizer. I created a course in the
Theater Program teaching basic synthesis and
composing using both concrete technique and
electronic synthesis. It was quite successful and
attracted quite a lot of students. The studio
didn’t have a name and only served Theatre
and Dance students [the disciplines, along with
Cinema, offered at the School] who wanted to
make their own scores. There was no one else
at the time teaching anything like this at the
School of Arts (Gluck 2006).

New York University’s Steinhardt School of Edu-
cation would later become the home of substantial
degree programs in recording and engineering, as
well as composition and interactivity.

A Continued Legacy and a Bridge to New Venues
for New Music and Multimedia Art

Subotnick’s NYU studio was first and foremost his
personal studio. Its primary legacy is thus its status
as the site where he composed the first electronic
works commissioned for release on recordings. As
his assistants and others began to utilize and, in at
least one case, inhabit the studio, it became a notably
informal and open setting for young composers to
explore their early work in electronic music. For
some, it became an opportunity to engage in studio
work that would have otherwise not been available.
The lack of structure may have been emblematic
of the late 1960s, but it also reflected Subotnick’s
personal openness and flexibility.

After Subotnick returned to California in 1969,
its successor studio, the Composer’s Workshop,
continued this tradition of openness to whomever
sought the opportunity to compose with a Buchla

system. Thus, Subotnick’s presence in New York
City helped blossom creative work in electronic
music by a cluster of young composers. As Ingram
Marshall observes, “[The studio provided] a wonder-
ful opportunity for me. I think it was an important
place for everyone who was there, even though it
didn’t last very long.”

Their work was quite eclectic. On one end of
the spectrum was Michael Czajkowski’s focus on
the transformation of sequences over time, which
reflected Subotnick’s approach. On the other end
were the interests in drones and minimalism of Rhys
Chatham and Charlemagne Palestine. Some of them
availed themselves of the opportunity to experience
or engage in live performances. Many of these took
place in the new venues for which Subotnick was
a catalyst. These began with Subotnick’s artistic
direction of the Electric Circus and his inspiration
for its Monday night concert series, Electric Ear,
and continued with others that followed. For NYU
Professor (now emeritus) Brian Fennelly, working at
the NYU studio was his primary experience working
in electronic music composition.

The creative careers of young composers who first
worked in the NYU studios continued to blossom
in New York, California, and France. To offer a few
representative examples, Serge Tcherepnin, Ingram
Marshall, Charlemagne Palestine, and (after years
at York University in Toronto) David Rosenboom
joined Subotnick at CalArts. Eliane Radigue, who
returned to France, visited and later appeared briefly
at CalArts as a composer-in-residence. Others,
among them Rhys Chatham, Laurie Spiegel, and
Michael Czajkowski, remained in New York.
Ironically, the story travels full circle, as Subotnick’s
current creative life is once again centered in New
York City.
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80 Computer Music Journal


