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Introduction: Just can’t get enough

Geoff Stahl, Nabeel Zuberi and Holly Kruse

The BBC 4 documentary Synth Britannia (2009) opens in earnest with this invocation:


Welcome to a time when there were no guitars and no drums. Just synthesizers. It was the 1970s, the place was Britain, and our heroes were a maverick bunch of young pioneers obsessed by Kraftwerk and science fiction. All across the country, these synthetic dreamers would imagine the very sound of the future yesterday. And by the 80s, their dreams would become a reality as Britain went synth-pop. Welcome to a time when machines ruled the world.

– Prologue to Synth Britannia


Released more than fifteen years ago, Synth Britannia still enjoys a healthy afterlife across several social media platforms, a testament to the cultural staying power of, and ongoing fascination with, synth-pop or, in this case, its British variant. As the prologue unfolds – intoned over a montage made up of footage of Brutalist tower blocks, Moog synthesizers, reel-to-reel machines, computer screens and floppy discs – a clip from the video for Depeche Mode’s second single 1981’s ‘New Life’ is inserted, an appropriate gloss on our narrator’s sentiments, a de facto theme song of sorts celebrating the efflorescence of synthesized pop at the turn of the 1980s. The documentary proceeds to offer up a catalogue of reference points, from the likes of Wendy Carlos, Delia Derbyshire and Kraftwerk, framed as key innovators, to those British artists and bands typically gathered under the loose umbrella of ‘synth-pop’: Cabaret Voltaire, Gary Numan, John Foxx, The Future (later The Human League and Heaven 17), Soft Cell, New Order, The Eurythmics, Yazoo, the Normal and Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark (OMD), among others.

Synth Britannia distils its version of synth-pop into an appealing ninety-minute reminisce, servicing a particular myth quite well. Our ‘heroes’, those ‘young pioneers’, are both distinctly ‘British’ and ‘canon’ here. They come to us through past and present interviews, a mix of charming naiveté, an enthusiastic embrace of new technology, DIY earnestness and post-punk pluck, playfully flitting between a cool archness and a sense of fun, avant-garde posturing and a love of disco. It is evidenced in clips of live and mimed gigs, or in scenes of band members awkwardly showing off gear for TV audiences of the time and in the grainy scenes from a wide-eyed past, contrasted with their gravelly, wizened voices as they reminisced nearly three decades later.

Synth Britannia makes a compelling case for the country as the epicentre of synth-forward pop. Other attempts to delineate genre and wed it to geography add weight to this framing, including documentaries such as Made in Sheffield (2001), as well as several journalistic and academic takes. In one, much-cited example of the latter, Stuart Borthwick and Ron Moy in their book Genre (2004) provide a capacious definition of ‘synthpop’:


It can cover the wide terrain between groups such as Adam and the Ants, who made little use of synthesiser technology but whose post-punk style was both resolutely pop and populist, and Cabaret Voltaire, who used synthesiser technology in an avant-garde ‘industrial’ style (and therefore achieved high credibility and low sales).

Somewhere between the two is New Order, who, despite massive success with their single Blue Monday, never fully capitalised on their popularity, at least partly due to the esoteric business practices of their label Factory Records. (120)


Notably, the chapter then goes on to catalogue a litany of British artists who populate this ‘wide terrain’, unfolding between 1979 and 1984, with no mention of artists outside the UK of the sort that would just as easily fit this brief of these proto-poptimists, populists, avant-gardists and those in between.


Synth-pop: Around the world

Several chapters in the following collection, some drawing from Borthwick and Moy, make clear that there is a distinctive British lineage within what we are referring to here, more broadly, as ‘synth-pop’. At the same time, this volume also aims to dislocate that hegemony by expanding beyond a narrowly defined sense of genre, geography and periodization. ‘Synth-pop’ is deliberately used as a more inclusive term, functioning as a metagenre (Shuker 2002), loosely encompassing several styles of musical practice from different times and places. These are sounds and sensibilities emanating from within and outside of the Anglosphere, anything from Japanese ‘techno-pop’, Spanish anarcho-punk electro-pop, Urdu electronic disco, to German Neue Deutsche Welle (New German Wave). Thought about in relation to musical styles such as these emphasizes the synth’s longstanding (and ongoing) role in underpinning a diversity of musical practices that in turn shaped, and continue to shape, a broad range of transcultural formations.

In making ‘synth-pop’ more fit for (our) purpose, we also consider the diversity of musical practices and experiences engendered by the synthesizer as a musical instrument, and instrumental in liberating certain ideals in culturally significant ways. In this capacity, the assorted sociotechnical milieux the synth sits within each go some way to determining its power as a catalyst for a multiplicity of significant consequences, musical and otherwise. Don Buchla alludes to this transformative power when first appeared, in the early 1960s, his groundbreaking modular ‘synthesizer’ (a term he was loath to use). He argued at the time that ‘our instruments are called synthesizers because they are used to assemble musical sounds from their component parts. That is what “to synthesize” means’ (cited in Glinsky 2022: 111). Riffing on Buchla, we deliberately use the hyphenated term ‘synth-pop’ to better capture the numerous ‘component parts’, how they are synthesized, when, where, by whom and to what effect. In this volume, these ‘parts’ include the instruments involved – not ‘just synthesizers’, but also guitars, drums (and drum machines), reel-to-reel tape machines and so on – as well as an array of ‘assembled’ techniques, ideologies, institutions, discourses, ethnicities, genders and sexualities, aesthetic sensibilities and cultural politics, as well as a panoply of styles and practices, musical and otherwise. The synthesizer is a tool for the synthesis of different forms of musical articulation, and for approaches to thinking about music.


Repercussions: Musique non-stop

Using the more expansive ‘synth-pop’ allows us to enlarge the frame of analysis, spatially and temporally. To that end, we open the volume by examining when the earliest synthesizers began to circulate the globe in the late 1960s and early 1970s, a period when they were settling in. First domesticated by experimental innovators, avant-garde artists, composers for television and radio, as well as rock and pop artists alike, it was at this point they began to acquire what Timothy D. Taylor (2001) calls a ‘social life’. From those early days onwards, synthesizers helped carve out new contours in musical imaginaries. Throughout the seventies and into the eighties, for music-makers and their listeners around the world, new sociomusical experiences materialized, creative ways of being took root in various scenes and subcultures forged through shared affinities that resonated in empowering ways. Refracted through local circumstances and inflected by the ongoing global migration of people, technologies and ideas, these distinct musical worlds offered up unique iterations of synth-pop, many aspects of which are discussed below.

As the thematic sections and chapters in this volume indicate, the aim is not to anchor synth-pop to a particular place or period. Instead, this collection highlights a selection of the many nodes and circuits through which synthesized sounds connected to pop over time, from the 1960s to the present, and across places, from east and west, north and south, from India, Pakistan, Japan, Poland, Italy, Australia, Spain, France, Sweden, East and West Germany, Soviet-era Czechoslovakia, the United States and, of course, the UK. Taken together, the numerous approaches and methodologies adopted by contributors, from the musicological to the historical, the ethnographic to the personal, map out the pluralism, porosity and possibilities of synth-pop and its multiple repercussions.


Part 1: Prototypes and Precursors

Synth-pop’s genealogy can be traced in large part to what Taylor (2001) refers to as the ‘post-war techno-scientific imaginary’, an atomic-age phenomenon shaped by Cold War ideologies and the consequences, and ongoing threat, of nuclear annihilation. It helped construct visions, dystopic and utopic, of a technologically advanced world. In the world of music, this was a period after the Second World War marked, in part, by new approaches to composition, many of which were derived from the introduction of new musical technologies. In the first years after the war, these included such things as magnetic tape (in France, central to the musique concrète of composers like Pierre Schaeffer and Pierre Henry) and electronic devices (inspiring the likes of Karl-Heinz Stockhausen and his Elektronische Musik in Germany) (for more, see Stubbs 2018). Usually found in the more sequestered, elite spaces such as the musical conservatory or in places established for new music innovation, such as Groupe de Recherche de Musique Concrète (GRMC, set up as part of Radiodiffusion Nationale in 1951) in Paris, Ahmedabad’s National Institute of Design (NID, est. 1969) or the Studio for Electro-Instrumental Music (STEIM, est. 1969) in Amsterdam, among others, many of these musical tools engendered new compositional techniques, such as splicing magnetic tape into percussive or melodic loops, for example, or twisting oscillators to generate otherworldly sounds. By the mid-to-late 1960s, Bob Moog’s keyboard-based synthesizer and Buchla’s modular system had been added to many musical toolkits around the world. The Moog itself gained a great deal of its legitimacy following the worldwide success of Wendy Carlos’ Switched-On Bach (1968), still one of the best-selling classical albums of all time.

Beyond the world of avant-garde and classical composition, several of these new tools and techniques also found their way to state broadcasters, such as Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai (NHK), the Society of Japanese Broadcasting, which opened its electronic music studio in 1955, or the BBC Radiophonic Workshop in the UK (est. 1958). Institutionalized within mass media apparatuses as such, musical innovation took a different, more populist path when it came to experimental compositions. The results entered the popular imagination in the form of theme songs and incidental music for children’s shows, documentaries, news programmes, commercials and anime, all broadcast nationwide via radio and TV. At the BBC, for example, Daphne Oram, Delia Derbyshire, Ron Grainer and others were key figures behind the iconic music for programmes such as Doctor Who and Tomorrow’s World. In this fashion, as Mark Brend argues, electronic music was ‘smuggled’ into mass consciousness whereby ‘hundreds of science fiction movie soundtracks, washing machine adverts, children’s television themes and radio jingles made [it] palatable’ (Brend 2012: x).

As Elodie Roy suggests in her chapter, building on Brend’s contention, many of the sounds that found their way to listeners and viewers through these programmes drew from library music. Roy explores how much of this music, composed anonymously for TV, film and advertising, and not meant for public sale, shaped how early electronic music found itself domesticated. Roy details KPM’s mandate to produce the ‘music of tomorrow’, pointing to the quirky proto synth-pop of Piero Umiliani in Italy, or the pop electronique of Cecil Leuter (née Roger Roger), as well as Jean-Jacques Perrey and Gershon Kingsley, among others. She also considers how experimental electronic music once deemed ‘otherworldly’ in an earlier era was, over the course of the 1960s into the 1970s, ‘grounded’ and made familiar through more mundane mass media such as television and advertising. These early pop experiments form an essential part of the continuum of synth-pop, sounds often cited by the likes of The Human League and others as inspiration.

Geoff Stahl considers how the Moog synthesizer was ingratiated into the history of electronic pop through the global hit ‘Popcorn’. Originally recorded by Gershon Kingsley and his First Moog Quartet, the Hot Butter version of 1972 spawned nearly a thousand cover versions. The chapter focuses on the plasticity of pop and how the song’s promiscuity is tied to both its malleability and its historical significance as an early synth-pop hit, and how its recycling through different electronic genres keeps its retro-futurism resonant.


Part 2: Synthesizing Sounds

Synth-pop as a style of music endures for a number of reasons. Simon Reynolds (2011) would read many of these as symptomatic of ‘retromania’, a cultural malaise characterized by a fascination with, fetish for, or in his words, ‘addiction’ to pop culture’s own past. Synth-pop, and perhaps more so its evocations of a retro-future past, remains resonant courtesy several sites and circuits of remediation. There are reissue labels, such as Minimal Wave, Cold Waves, Medical Records, Finders Keepers, Walhalla, Light in the Attic, Naya Beat and Dark Entries, all digging deep in the vernacular archives of DIY cassettes, self-produced lo-fi home-recordings and the more polished studio-produced editions of unreleased, neglected or obscure songs from all corners of the globe. Some of these labels also release new variations on synth-pop, underpinning the continuum between then and now, keeping the ‘retro’ ever present as musical style and sensibility. Remediation manifests also in periodical magazines such as Electronic Sound, brimming with interviews and reviews that cut across different eras and geographies. It plays out on blogs, like Systems of Romance, the now-defunct Crispy Nuggets, which share obscure, hard-to-find releases ripped as MP3s. Reinforced through Reddit threads, Instagram posts and reels, and TikTok streams, dedicated to all species of synth-pop, old and new, it is also ratified through thousands of curated YouTube playlists and reaction videos, all of which have garnered millions of views. This sort of persistence, as this section suggests, takes affective, psychological, material and sociotechnical forms. Synth-pop’s staying power is due as much to its manifold remediations, but also, our authors suggest, as it is to manifesting as niggling earworms, stretched and remixed over the sides of a 12-inch single, synced to the electronic beats of a drum machine, or coded into software presets you can use in a digital audio workstation to mimic the sounds of favourite synths from the past.

If one is to map the ongoing appeal of synth-pop, perhaps a no more intimate point to begin would be with the music itself and how it ‘grabs’ us. Jadey O’Regan and Tim Bryon demonstrate the appeal of the synth-pop ‘hook’. Taking a musicological approach, they consider three synth-pop hits: Gary Numan’s ‘Cars’ (1979), Yazoo’s ‘Only You’ (1982) and The Human League’s ‘Don’t You Want Me’ (1981) and some of the musical mechanics behind their staying power. Establishing a taxonomy of ‘hooks’, their analysis focuses on how each of these songs build their memorability through a catchy combination of timbre, performance, rhythm and melody.

The endurance of synth-pop takes a different form when considering remixes and extended mixes played out over a 12-inch single. Drawing from Simon Frith’s contention that before a musical style coalesces into a distinct genre it is often at its most ‘confused’, Adrian Renzo argues there is a moment where things are more ‘inchoate’. Looking at a sample of synth-pop songs reworked to play out over the course of a 12-inch, Renzo explores through a musicological lens how remix norms, many of which were inspired by disco remixes, were unevenly and idiosyncratically mapped out and only really ‘settled’ by the early 1990s. These ‘ambiguous structures’, he suggests, provide insight into a moment when synth-pop was still not yet well defined. This led to frustrations for both the listener and DJs who sought in the 12-inch a chance to literally and figuratively extend their musical experience at home and on the dancefloor.

Synth-pop has often been dismissed for its artificial qualities, its simplistic melodies and its supposed overreliance upon machine technologies, like the synthesizer, rather than the supposedly more ‘human’ technologies, such as guitar and drums. On the latter, Robert Michler explores the appearance of drum machines in synth-pop, outlining how the appearance of yet another new technology raised the spectre of authenticity. Rockist notions of talent and technique, the valorization of the artist or band whose creative labour is manifest in sweat, being undone by the ‘cool’ detached performances of some artists who dressed up in suits and appeared only to twiddle knobs, play single notes, press play on the drum machine and affect an affectless stage presence. As Michler argues, there is something democratic at work in the drum machine, where a different skill set comes into play, less about talent and virtuosity and more about creativity and play, and how the machines redistribute the labour to free up musicians to do more with other musical instruments. This includes exploring all sorts of innovative machinic ‘grooves’ that these devices made possible (New Order’s ‘Blue Monday’ being the most well known).

Pat O’Grady also takes on the rockists, this time by examining how the sounds of the 1980s evolved into simulacra in the form of synth presets for contemporary musicians. These are designed, he suggests, for those who, through their digital audio workstations (DAWs), wish to evoke the sound of certain synths associated with 1980s synth-pop. Detached from their point of origin, their signifying powers are recalibrated in new digital domains with a discernible discursive shift. Framing this revival as a form of synthestalgia, O’Grady notes the characterization of early synth-pop as ‘artificial’, exemplified, he notes, by the slogan ‘no synthesisers’ used, for example, on many early Queen albums. Nowadays, synth presets are marketed and discussed as sounding ‘authentic’, rewiring that earlier characterization courtesy rockist tropes.


Part 3: Politics

‘Synth-pop’ has been a rich site for cultural politics as commentary and praxis. In this section, our contributors discuss musicians’ labour in music industries responding to new technologies. They engage with how political thought, social movements and geopolitics inform and interact with synth-pop.

Hussein Boon focuses on Gary Numan as a ‘crisis figure’ for anxieties and moral panic about synthesizers, drum machines and sequencers in music making. Boon explores the discourses that fuelled the hostility of the UK Musicians’ Union to Numan. He faced broadcasting boycotts, critical insults and even death threats as the face of commercially successful synth-pop. Ironically, as Boon argues, Numan and other synth-pop artists were still at some remove from the spectre of ‘automated music’ as they played their synths and sequencers live in concert rather than just pressing buttons. Boon points to the class dimension of the antipathy towards Numan and other synthesists. Musicians that may have lacked the resources for access to expensive instruments, conventional music training and recording studios were now increasingly able to use cheaper synths and home studios.

DIY ethics and aesthetics were a key part of the Sydney scene in the 1980s described by G. J. Breyley in a co-written chapter with Karen Ansel, a member of one of its bands, The Reels, whose ‘Quasimodo’s Dream’ (1981) was an early synth-pop hit. Breyley includes new interviews with musicians from a scene that included bands such as Wimmin & Boys, Tactics, The Particles, The Cannanes, The Limp and pel mel, and explores the social conditions and political ideas that enabled their work. The ‘dole’ (social welfare) and affordable housing made creative co-habitation and cooperative organization possible for many bands, who worked with or were embedded in feminist and socialist ideas and campaigns for Aboriginal and refugee rights, housing and legal aid, and against government cuts to social programmes. Women in these groups spoke out about sexual harassment and the male-dominated music industry, and resisted the expectation they be vocalists rather than instrumentalists. These groups may not have described themselves as ‘synth-pop’ but had playful and experimental approaches to mixing pop, indie, art-rock and dance music genres, in response to the dominant Oz Rock. Karen Ansel’s vivid personal account adds to our understanding of the habitus that shaped these musicians, with her family history of music listening, economic precarity of bands, and misogyny on the road, on stage, and in legacy.

Antonio Pineda and Jorge David Fernández Gómez’s chapter examines the long career of Spanish group El Aviador Dro y sus Obreros Especializados (Aviator Dro and his Specialised Workers AKA Aviador Dro) who as ‘scientific punks’ since 1979 have incorporated a techno-anarchist and anti-clerical philosophy and approach influenced by the ideas of Bakunin, anarchist group Crass, as well as synth acts such as Devo, Joy Division, Kraftwerk, The Residents and Soft Cell. Aviador Dro’s leader Servando Carballar (AKA Biovac N) coined the term ‘tecno-pop’ in 1979 and established the first independent label in Spain, DRO (Discos Radiactivos Organizados). Pineda and Fernández Gómez argue that in comparison to many international synth-pop artists, the band is a rare example of sustained ‘ideological radicalism’.

Two chapters discuss synth music ‘behind the Iron Curtain’ in the 1980s. Padraig Parkhurst explores how established and aspiring musicians using synthesizers were unevenly professionalized and integrated into the East German music system and the operations of its cultural bureaucracy. The emergent ‘synth-pop’ influenced by West German Neue Deutsche Welle/NDW (New German Wave) and developments in synthesizer music further afield witnessed a shift from ‘metaphor-laden great works’ to a more ironic tone and DIY approach pursued by younger musicians relatively cynical about an ‘already dead’ nation-state. Some of these bands remained under the surveillance of the Stasi (secret police). In discussing artists such as Reinhard Lakomy, Scheselong, Jessica, Juckreiz and M. Jones Band, Parkhurst details the difficulties of access to synthesizers, music media
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