
        
 
Electronic Music Studios in musical, commercial and international 
perspective – Collaborative Doctoral Award  
 
The Critical Writing in Art & Design programme at the Royal College of Art 
(RCA) and the Science Museum in London seek to appoint a student to 
undertake a PhD by thesis on the history of Electronic Music Studios 
(EMS), a pioneering organisation in the history experimental and 
electronic music. This studentship is funded by the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council Collaborative Doctoral Award scheme. The student will 
be supervised by Professor David Crowley of the RCA, and Dr Tim Boon, 
Head of Research and Public History at the Science Museum. 
 
Founded by Peter Zinovieff in London in 1965, EMS was one of the first 
recording studios in the world to employ computers to create music. It 
also became the manufacturer of pioneering electronic instruments 
including the first commercially available synthesiser in the UK. Its 
products were purchased by experimental recording studios around the 
world, as well as leading rock groups in the course of the 1970s. Focusing 
on the design of EMS instruments, this Collaborative Doctoral Award 
student will consider questions of innovation and creativity on the part of 
EMS engineers; research the development, production, marketing / sales 
of EMS products; and assess their impact on the course of music, not just 
in the UK but also abroad.  
 
EMS: An Overview 
 
Electronic Music Studios (EMS / 1965–79) was an important node in an 
international network of experimental recording studios which formed 
around the world in the 1960s. Its place in this network was atypical – 
perhaps even unique – in that it was both a recording studio in London 
where leading international figures in contemporary music came to work, 
and, from 1969, a manufacturer of a range of pioneering electronic 
instruments. Peter Zinovieff, the founder of EMS, equipped the Putney-
based studio with the kind of computing equipment which was only then 
found in academic and military establishments. Using this equipment to 



compose new music required considerable invention, not least in terms of 
programming. Zinovieff – with programmer Peter Grogono – developed 
software known as MUSYS to allow the Studio’s two PDP8S 
microcomputers to control a bank of 64 filter-oscillators that could 
analyse sounds and resynthesise them. In this way, compositions, 
complete with sound shaping parameters, could be stored and replayed. 
MUSYS was used, for instance, by Harrison Birtwistle to compose 
‘Medusa’ (1970). Effectively a low resolution frequency sampler, MUSYS 
(in conjunction with the Studio’s audio hardware) was an important 
precursor of the MIDI interface developed more than a decade later.  
 
Although MUSYS remained one of Zinovieff’s primary intellectual 
preoccupations in the 1970s, undergoing various improvements and 
attracting considerable international attention, it proved difficult to 
commercialise. Moreover, running the Studio was costly. The decision to 
manufacture and sell electronic instruments was probably motivated by 
these financial pressures. Established in 1969, EMS Ltd. developed a 
remarkable number of pioneering products including the first 
commercially available synthesiser, VCS1, in the UK. Many of these early 
devices had a kind of improvised character (somewhat belied by the 
design of their casings), with designer / engineer David Cockerell sourcing 
cheap army surplus electronic components. But the company seems to 
have undergone a rapid expansion, employing 31 people, including 24 at its 
production facility in Wareham by 1972. Increasingly, in the course of the 
1970s EMS invested energy in developing what Zinovieff calls ‘commercial 
synthesisers’ and vocoders which were matched to the private market 
associated with the emergence of progressive rock. Devices like the Synthi 
A / Portebella were, it seems, designed for performance (Who, Hawkwind, 
Roxy Music, etc.), as were the Synthi HiFli guitar synthesiser (1973); and a 
video synthesiser, the Spectre (aka Spectron), 1973. EMS also developed a 
number of innovative electronic devices which did not go into production 
(such as the ‘Squeeze-me’, ten octave pressure sensitive keyboard). 
 
The Synthi 100, EMS’s large-scale modular synthesiser, was a particularly 
significant product despite only being produced in small numbers after 
1971 (perhaps 40). Originally based on three VC3s, it grew to encompass 
12 oscillators and associated envelopes, filters, and so on, as well as a 
three-track monophonic digital sequencer and two patch matrices. It was 
made on commission and some degree of customization was offered by 
EMS to clients. Despite low production numbers, the Synthi 100 appears 
to have had a considerable impact on the course of contemporary music: 



it was acquired by national radio broadcasters and universities around the 
world. To give two of many examples, the recording studios attached to 
the Melodia record label in Moscow (major figures worked with it including 
Grunberg, Martynov and Artemyev) and the Studio für elektronische 
Musik des Westdeutschen Rundfunks in Cologne (Stockhausen) acquired 
Synthi 100s. This spread is truly remarkable if, as yet, unexplained. In 1976 
Zinovieff remarked ‘soon every country in Eastern Europe will have a 
Synthi 100 whilst there is only one in the USA’ (Bull. of the Computer Art 
Soc., May 1977).  
 
The Doctoral Project 
 
The doctoral student will research the design, manufacture and use of 
EMS’s electronic instruments. This would by no means be a narrowly 
technical history only focusing on the company’s undeniable 
achievements in the sphere of electronic engineering and programming. 
By focusing on the design of the instruments which were manufactured by 
EMS, the student will have to consider questions of research and 
development, production, marketing/sales. Moreover, understanding the 
form and use of its products could extend to broader matters of musical 
performance and composition, as well as cultural exchange and 
international trade.   
 
The Collaborative Doctoral Award has some broad objectives which can be 
summarised as follows 
• To write a history of the EMS and the design of its electronic 

instruments 
• To examine the effects of EMS instruments on the development and 

performance of contemporary classical and pop/rock music in the 
1960s and 1970s 

• To conduct a systematic oral history of activities of the key figures in 
EMS 

• And, in particular, to analyse the role played by the engineers employed 
by EMS in the development and design of its products 

• To examine and test current explanations for the commercial ‘failure’ 
of EMS 

• To examine the intellectual, technical and artistic effects of EMS’s 
electronic instruments. 
 

Despite the fact that this Collaborative Doctoral Award has already been 
shaped by the supervisory team, there are many potential different ways 



to approach this subject. The doctoral student recruited to undertake this 
research will have ample opportunity to immerse him/herself in the 
material and determine the best questions to pursue within the broad 
objectives outlined above. 
 
Some key sources and methods have been identified by the supervisory 
team including oral history interviews with key figures, archives, 
collections of electronic instruments and media reports of EMS activities. 
Nevertheless, there will be considerable scope for the doctoral student to 
identify and research other suitable research materials. The broader 
international picture might, for instance, necessitate travel and research 
abroad. With the funds provided by the RCA (£1,000 pa in year 1 and 2), 
the doctoral student could travel to those institutions which acquired EMS 
instruments as well as those who used them.  
 
Applicants should provide a statement indicating how they would 
approach the research, outlining what they consider to be key themes and 
questions. Please bear in mind that there are relatively few published 
sources outlining the history of EMS. Perhaps the best accounts are a 
single chapter in Pinch and Trocco’s Analog Days :  The Invention and 
Impact of the Moog Synthesizer  ( Harvard University Press ,  2004 ) and 
Manning’s Electronic and Computer Music (CUP, 2013). Otherwise, EMS 
features, albeit briefly, in various studies on the history of the synthesizer 
such as Mark Jenkins Analog Synthesizers ( CRC Press , 2009 ). No 
sustained history of the company and its products has been written.                         
 
The Partnership 
The doctoral student will benefit from joining a community of researchers 
and curators at both the Science Museum and at the RCA.  
 
The relations of science and music have been identified as an intellectual 
priority for the Science Museum. It is working with a team of international 
scholars to investigate possible ways of developing an exhibition which will 
explore the co-development of music, science and technology. Within this 
scope, the role of specifically musical technologies, including electronic 
technologies, will have great significance. Developing an expert 
understanding of EMS, the doctoral student will have an opportunity to 
take part in activities related to the broad development of the exhibition, 
including concerts, conferences, presentations at Science Museum Lates, 
and blogs. Moreover, the student will be given a formal status paralleling 
that of staff, with access passes and use of facilities. The student will be 



provided with office space and a workstation during their time there. At 
the outset of the project, the student will be given the standard induction 
for new curators including: appropriate health and safety training; 
briefings from the lead supervisor and other curators about the history of 
the museum, the development of the collections and the museum's 
current holdings; introduction to the museum's stores, including safe 
handling of objects and security issues.  
 
The successful applicant will be registered as a student at the RCA and will 
follow the college’s Research Methods Course during the first year (one 
day per week). Based in the Critical Writing in Art & Design programme, he 
or she will join a community of c. 40 research students in the School of 
Humanities.   
 
Prior academic experience 
The applicant should have completed or be nearing completion of a 
Master’s level degree in a related field (History of Music / Musicology, 
History of Science and Technology, Cultural Studies Cultural Studies, 
History of Design, etc). Applicants must also be UK or EU citizens and be 
ordinarily resident in the United Kingdom. Further information on eligibility 
requirements is available from the AHRC website: http://www.ahrc.ac.uk. 
 
Funding 
The studentship funding is subject to final confirmation by the AHRC but 
will be fully funded for three years full-time (or five years part-time) and 
will begin in October 2015. It will cover tuition fees at home/EU rate and 
provide a maintenance award at RCUK rates (currently £16,413 p.a.). In 
addition the AHRC provides an extra £550 per annum for Collaborative 
Doctoral Award students, while the RCA provides additional financial 
support (up to £1,000 a year for two years) to the student towards 
authorised travel and related research costs. EU applicants without UK 
residency status can apply for this award but, if successful, will only be 
entitled to a bursary covering the fees. 
 
How to Apply 
To apply, complete the online application, available here: 
https://applications.rca.ac.uk/  
 
Please note that you should select ‘Electronic Music Studios in musical, 
commercial and international perspective’ from the menu in the 
programme section. 



 
* Important information Applicants do not need to provide a full 
‘programme of study’ or to provide a detailed statement in the Resources 
and Supervision as requested on admissions pages on the RCA website. 
Instead, you should provide a statement indicating why you are applying 
for this opportunity, indicating how you think your academic interests, 
skills and/or prior experience qualify you for this award. This statement 
should also indicate how you would approach the research, outlining key 
themes and questions. In addition, you should upload one or more relevant 
writing samples (e.g. MA essay or dissertation or published articles). In the 
case of any queries, please contact cwad@rca.ac.uk  
 
Further details are found under: 
www.rca.ac.uk/admissions  
 
The closing date for applications is 21 April 2015, and it is anticipated that 
interviews will take place at the Royal College of Art on 5 May 2015. 


