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“The Smoking Gun”: Evidence that Vladimir Ussachevsky used  

Chinese Timbres as the Basis for his Electronic Music 

Expanded Edition 

 by 

 Carl Rahkonen and Ralph Hartsock 

 

 Vladimir Ussachevsky is primarily remembered today as a pioneer in the development 

and proliferation of electronic music. As a composer he left 53 works in the electronic medium, 

including those in combination with conventional instruments and voices, and 39 works for 

conventional mediums, for a total of 92 works. Within the electronic works, Ussachevsky made 

use of his native Chinese bells. Evidence for this usage is derived from four principle sources: 1) 

archival materials, letters, and grant proposals written by the composer; 2) oral history; 3) an 

inventory of sounds used in his compositions, held at the Library of Congress; and 4) analysis of 

commercially issued sound recordings. 

 In addition to being a composer, he was also a successful administrator. As co-founder 

and for many years director of the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center, he was perhaps 

the most significant advocate for electronic music in the United States, earning dozens of grants, 

and giving hundreds of lectures to further its development.  He was also an outstanding teacher, 

who in 1947 became a professor of composition at Columbia University, and from 1970 to 1990 

simultaneously held the position of composer-in-residence at the University of Utah, commuting 

back and forth between New York City and Salt Lake City, Utah, sometimes on a weekly basis. 

At the University of Utah he also taught courses in composition, electronic music, and the 

graduate seminar in contemporary music history–a course with the fitting title “Composer 

Examines His Century,” since Ussachevsky knew virtually every important figure in twentieth 

century music. Ussachevsky exhibited great love, loyalty and encouragement to his students, 

evidenced by his interactions with them during the 1970s. 
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Archival Materials 

 When Ussachevsky died in 1990, he left his massive collection of personal and 

professional materials to the Library of Congress. This collection filled fifty-two moving boxes. 

Twenty boxes of sound recorded materials were inventoried and added to the collections of the 

Recorded Sound Division (Katz, 1992) and thirty-two boxes of paper materials became the 

property of the Music Division. These paper materials were initially stored at the Library of 

Congress warehouse in Landover, Maryland, and were not available to the public, but in July 

1995, two researchers received permission from Jon Newsom, Head of the Music Division, to 

examine the collection.  Newsom assigned a page to take them in a Library of Congress truck out 

to the Landover warehouse, where it took five hours for them just to open each box and write a 

brief description of its contents. 

 The collection contained a wealth of important materials. There were ten boxes of file 

folders with Ussachevsky’s personal papers, including grant applications, curriculum vitae from 

various points in his life, drafts of papers and publications, and, most importantly, his 

correspondence with every significant composer or musical organization of the century. There 

were eleven boxes of family correspondence, personal photographs, programs, newspaper 

clippings, teaching materials and memorabilia. There were eleven boxes of manuscript scores, 

parts, and sketches, including several previously unknown choral and piano works. 

 On that very first day in Landover, the authors learned some interesting facts about 

Ussachevsky. Vladimir was the youngest of four children, having an older brother and two older 

sisters, all of whom had musical abilities. His brother Leonid was the first to emigrate to the 

United States. Because the family owned some property in Manchuria, which they believed had 

mineral resources, he went to the University of California at Berkeley in the early 1920’s to 

study mining engineering. But his attraction to music was too strong and soon he left school to 

become a professional pianist. Leonid, who changed his name to Leon Stewart, possibly after the 

actor Jimmy Stewart, worked as an arranger and accompanist for a Russian-American ensemble 

called the Moscow Art Quartet, which provided Russian music for several films in Hollywood, 
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including David Lean’s Doctor Zhivago. 

 In 1996, the authors received faculty research grants from their respective institutions, 

Indiana University of Pennsylvania, and the University of North Texas, to examine the materials 

in more detail. The Music Division was kind enough to move the entire thirty-two box collection 

to the Madison Building, where they examined it one box at a time. They prepared a detailed 

inventory of the collection for the Music Division and at the same time enjoyed the opportunity 

of studying these primary source materials in detail. (Hartsock and Rahkonen,1998. Inventory) 

Because of its sheer size, complexity, and budgetary restrictions, it may take years before the 

collection is completely processed by the Music Division and made available to the public. 

 After studying the collection many interesting historical and philosophical insights came 

to light. One of the most interesting questions is how and why Ussachevsky became a pioneer in 

the development of electronic music in the United States. 

Biography 

 Ussachevsky was born in 1911 in Hailar, Manchuria of Russian parents. Today Hailar is 

located in Inner Mongolia, an autonomous part of China. Vladimir’s mother, Maria Mihailovna 

Panoff, was a professionally trained pianist and piano teacher, who taught all her children to play 

the instrument. 

 His Father, Alexei Ivanovich Ussachevsky, was an officer in the Russian Army. Shortly 

after the Russo-Japanese War ended in 1905, the Russian Army assigned him to an 

administrative post in Northern Manchuria to protect Russian interests, especially the last leg of 

Trans-Siberian railroad. Alexei had a life-long love for choral folk music and for organizing 

theatrical events.  His friendship with Mongolian officials led them to grant him the title of 

“Honorary Prince.” In the late 1920’s, Ussachevsky’s father was arrested and eventually sent 

back to the Soviet Union and the family never saw him again.  

 This was a time of great military upheaval in the region. Manchuria has also had some of 

the world’s harshest winter weather. In a personal conversation with Ussachevsky, the composer 

showed the Carl Rahkonen a long scar on his forearm. Ussachevsky said that he had returned 
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home from school one day and had found his parents missing and all the windows of his home 

blown out.  He stoked up the stove to keep warm and had fallen asleep on it, burning his arm. 

His brother, Leonid, was able to bring their mother to California in 1929, and Vladimir, still 

being considered a dependent at the age of 17 at the time of the application, was able to join 

them in 1930.  His mother worked as a cleaning lady and piano teacher while Vladimir earned 

money tuning pianos and concentrated on preparing for college. 

 Before coming to the United States, Ussachevsky spoke only Russian and Mandarin 

Chinese.  In about a year, he learned English well enough to attend college. To learn English as 

thoroughly and quickly as he did meant that he must have been gifted in languages. 

Ussachevsky’s writing in any language was very articulate. Prior to his arrival in the United 

States, Ussachevsky knew Russian choral music, particularly that of the Orthodox Church, and 

piano music from his mother. As a youth in Manchuria, he improvised music on the piano for 

silent movies, and played so-called “Russian Gypsy” music in restaurants. It was only after 

residing in the United States that Ussachevsky was exposed to the main stream of Western 

classical music, such as symphonies and chamber music. 

 He seriously considered studying electronics at the California Institute of Technology, 

but finally decided to major in music, first at Pasadena Junior College and then at Pomona 

College for his undergraduate degree. During this time he became seriously interested in 

composition, and wrote student pieces of such quality that he received a Music Department 

scholarship at Pomona, and later a scholarship to the Eastman School of Music to complete his 

graduate degrees in composition (M.A. 1936, Ph.D. 1939). His teachers at Eastman included 

Edward Royce, Bernard Rogers, and Howard Hanson. 

 In 1940 Ussachevsky returned to California to care for his mother, who had become 

critically ill with cancer. He earned a teaching certificate from Claremont College and became a 

music teacher in the Los Angeles public schools, as well as teaching evening classes at Pasadena 

Junior College. He also became a U.S. Citizen. Due to his mother’s illness, he received a 

hardship deferment from the draft. After his mother died in 1941, he wrote several letters to the 
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War Department about the possibility of becoming a translator or interpreter in the Army. After 

all, where would the Army find an draftee who was fluent in Russian, Chinese and English, who 

had earned a Ph.D. degree?  

 Upon his induction on September 28, 1942,  the U.S. Army initially detached 

Ussachevsky to special services, due to his poor eyesight. The Army then assigned him to Camp 

Roberts, California, as a chaplain’s assistant and organist, where he also played piano in a 

musical revue to entertain the troops. In May 1943 he was transferred to the University of 

Washington in Seattle, for the Army Specialized Training Program in Chinese Area and 

Language Studies, which he completed on April 1, 1944.   

  In Seattle, he met the poet Elizabeth Denison Kray, whom he married on February 26, 

1944. Kray subsequently served for many years as the executive director of the Academy of 

American Poets in New York. In August 1944, the Army assigned Ussachevsky to the Office of 

Strategic Services in Washington D.C. as a research analyst on the Far East. After his honorable 

discharge on November 7, 1945, he continued in the same capacity at the State Department. He 

conducted political, sociological and ethnographic research primarily on Manchuria, of such high 

quality that he could have pursued it as a career, but finally decided to return to music. 

Ussachevsky took a position at the Putney School in Vermont for the 1946-1947 school year, 

teaching piano, music appreciation, politics of the Far East, and Russian. His wife taught English 

there as well. 

 In fall of 1947 Ussachevsky went to Columbia University as an instructor and 

postdoctoral student of Otto Luening. During his early years at Columbia he taught the standard 

“service” courses in music theory and composition, and continued to write music in the style of 

his earlier compositions. As the junior faculty member, he was placed in charge of the Music 

Department’s tape recorder. That early AMPEX recorder was big and heavy, and it was 

Ussachevsky’s job to lug it to various concerts and recitals which needed to be recorded. While it 

was not being used for concerts, the tape recorder was stored at his home or office. 

 In an interview with Joan Thomson in 1977 for an oral history (Ussachevsky 1978), 
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Ussachevsky tells the story that since the tape recorder was readily available, he began to 

experiment with various transformations that were possible with recorded sounds. An engineer at 

the Columbia University radio station, Peter Mauzey, showed him how to produce a kind of 

mechanical reverberation called “feedback” by running a tape loop over two playback heads. 

Mauzey soon created a device for producing and controlling feedback. By experimenting with 

the various ways that recorded sound could be transformed and manipulated, through speed 

changes, reversal of direction, and feedback, Ussachevsky soon realized the potential of the tape 

recorder as an instrument for composing a new kind of music. 

 A Columbia University Composer’s Forum concert on May 8, 1952, featured several of 

Ussachevsky’s conventional works, together with the first public presentation of his experiments 

with the tape recorder. Folkways Records released these early experiments under the titles 

Transposition, Reverberation, Composition, Experiment and Underwater Valse. The exact date 

of the concert has long been in dispute, but Richard Taruskin (Taruskin 2005) has adopted the 

date as determined by Ralph Hartsock, in an article for SEAMUS (Hartsock 2008).   

 At the time when Ussachevsky give this first public performance of tape music, there 

were already many active experiments in the electronic medium in Europe. He became aware of 

the experiments in “Musique concrete” of Pierre Schaffer in Paris and that of “electronic music” 

in Cologne, and was soon in contact with the Europeans with active correspondence and 

exchanges. During his work at the Library of Congress, the Rahkonen found an envelope full of 

receipts from rail trips across Europe and hotels in Cologne, Paris, Baden-Baden and other 

places. On first impression, one might construe this as trash – that Ussachevsky never threw 

anything away. But Ussachevsky retained all documents that could later be of historical value. 

Ussachevsky had saved those receipts to document his first Guggenheim funded trip, taken to 

find out what composers were doing with electronic music in Europe. By mutual agreement, 

Ussachevsky’s and Luening’s pieces were called “tape music,” when included in a festival 

hosted by Radiodiffusion Française in April 1953. 
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Smoking Gun 

 Why was Ussachevsky one of the first in the United States to experiment in the electronic 

medium? A study of his papers at the Library of Congress suggests it was because of his unique 

background and experience among American composers. Two documents from this collection 

seem to give the answer, what one might call “smoking gun” documents.  The first was a rough-

rough draft, and the second a rough draft of a book or grant proposal, written out on yellow lined 

paper.  The texts of the documents read as follows: 

 

What V. wants: 

Time off to consolidate & review. Outcome of meditation called indeed re 2 books – each one as 

different as could be from the other.  Their origins would be from the two different poles 

of my life – the life I lived in China before coming to this county; The specific branch of 

music (electronic music) I discovered is compatible with my Asian-Russian origins + my 

American College education + subsequent performing life. Until that discovery, the 

varied music experiences had seemed hostile and mutually neutralizing.  He search for a 

way of reconciling these two life experiences led me to experiment with sounds – a 

means of finding a channel between the action in the 40’s and early 50’s. ... that to follow 

would implicate me in a kind of slavish imitation, + between the art of 19th cent. Russian 

music in which my early musical training was immersed.  An alternative way had to be 

found -- & while my colleagues were turning to serialism as [a means] the engine of 

contemporary musical expression, for me that way wasn’t inviting.  I wanted to explore 

sound resources --  perhaps because early in life other sounds were reminiscent [of] the 

sounds of Chinese – a strict Western European affinity could not satisfy me.  

I’m hoping to go to Mongolia and Manchuria if the Chinese will let us. (Ussachevsky 1984a) 
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Doc. #2  (the rough draft) 

What V. wants 

Time off to consolidate.  The outcome of a process of reviewing & meditation could indeed be 

two books, each one as different as can be imag[ined.] Their differences would reflect 

two different poles in my life – the life I lived in China before coming to this country; + 

the American College education that integrated + prepared me for the subsequent life in 

Los Angeles + New York City. I have lived longer in the United States than in China, and 

I usually react, especially politically, as an American.  But the deep imprint of my early 

life in a Russian community in Northern Manchuria has produced an underlying cross-

grain to my American acculturation. After the war when I returning to regular life, I find 

myself resisting the currents of American  musical idiom, not wanting to go along with 

the prevailing experiences, feeling to do so would implicate me in mere imitation; but 

neither did I want to return to my musical roots – Russian 19th century music, in which 

my musical family had trained me. An alternative way had to be found that integrated 

these mutually hostile ambiences. 

Serialism was too far removed from the reminiscences of my Asian background to be of interest. 

I turned to the explorations of sound resources, experimenting in my living room with a 

tape recorder, & discovered the alternatives in electronic music. (Ussachevsky 1984b) 

 

 One can be reasonably certain that Ussachevsky composed these documents, but not sure 

if they are in his own hand.  Document #1 looks like his handwriting, but it is very weak and 

shaky.  Document #2, which is a revision of Doc. #1, is written in a stronger hand, but looks less 

typical of Ussachevsky’s handwriting.  Since the documents have no date, the handwriting may 

offer us a clue. 

 These documents were likely written in the spring or summer of 1984. During that time 

Ussachevsky was in an automobile accident in which he injured his left arm.  He convalesced 

several weeks after the accident and wrote a series of short piano pieces, including two studies 
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for the right hand alone, and four left hand rehabilitation pieces.  It is likely he also wrote these 

draft documents at that time.  A letter dated November 3, 1984, mentions that he and his wife, 

the poet Elizabeth Kray, were working on a book together, the topic of which was Manchuria 

and Mongolia in the years 1920 and 1921.  He hoped to get a residency at the Mont Alvo Center 

for the Arts in Saratoga, California, to continue their research. 

 Ussachevsky and his wife actually organized a trip to China and Mongolia, which was to 

begin August 31, 1987. The cover letter for the visa applications indicates that Ussachevsky 

wanted to present some archival materials and photographs pertaining to his father to the Mongol 

officials. No evidence of this trip exists, and it is doubtful that they made the voyage. 

Ussachevsky’s wife was seriously ill with cancer, and Elizabeth Kray died just two months after 

the time of the planned trip, in November 1987. Copies of the photographs that Ussachevsky 

intended to take to Mongolia were found in the same folder as the tour documents. Ussachevsky 

himself was diagnosed with a brain tumor and died just over two years later, on January 4, 1990. 

(Hartsock and Rahkonen 2000) 

 

Empirical Evidence from Oral History, Commercial Recordings, 

and the LC Tape Library 

 Further evidence is provided by the compositions of Ussachevsky. In Transposition, the 

first of four sections of Transposition, Reverberation, Experiment, Composition (1952), the 

composer tested the hypothesis that if you record a sound at one speed, you can manipulate the 

timbre when played back at another (Ussachevsky, 1990). Sonic Contours (1952) uses piano 

sounds as its basis, although the manipulation of the lowest notes on the instrument exhibits a 

tendency towards Chinese bells. Reverberations, heard between 2:00 and 4:00 are also 

reminiscent of bells. (Ussachevsky, Vladimir 1991a) 

 A clang, located from :30 to :45 in Incantation (1953), exudes sounds similar to bell 

sonorities (Ussachevsky, Vladimir 1991b).  A Poem in Cycles and Bells (1954) (Luening 2009) 

is partially derived from Sonic Contours; during an oral history interview with Joan Thomson, 
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the composer states that the bell-like sounds were made from Chinese dinner plates. When 

Ussachevsky tested the plates acoustically, he discovered they contained the musical interval of a 

sixth. He found that thin plates were most capable of producing sounds. He tested these plates 

with his knuckles or a soft timpani mallet. Ussachevsky identified the sound at the end of A 

Poem in Cycles and Bells as the same as that used in “The Spell of Creation,” a portion of his 

larger work for chorus, orchestra and electronics, Creation (1960-1973) (Ussachevsky 1978:195-

198) 

 A Piece for Tape Recorder (1956) displays an upward glissando of a gong-like sound. 

(Ussachevsky, Vladimir 1991c)  In Wireless Fantasy (1960), Ussachevsky begins this with low 

notes sonorous like bells. Of Wood and Brass (1964-1965) begins with a sequence of five 

descending xylophone sounds; later, some pitch-less bells sound like gongs; a cheerful sounding 

section displays harmonies as well. 

 The sound recordings materials of Ussachevsky’s library that were added to the 

collections of the Recorded Sound Division (Katz, 1992) further verify Ussachevsky’s interest in 

and usage of Asian instruments. It included seven and ten inch reels, cassettes, tape loops, 

microcassettes, recording wire, and commercially issued long playing records. Compositions 

represented by gongs (Colloquy, Concerted Piece, Piece for Tape Recorder) included bells. 

Korean gongs are labeled for Of Wood and Brass, as are gongs and xylophone. In Ussachevsky’s 

experiments, many of his tape included percussion instruments. Two other tapes, labeled 

“Mongolian Music” (Katz 1992:47) may provide clues about the Ussachevsky’s planned trips. 

 Ussachevsky’s planned research about his early years in Manchuria provides us with a 

unique perspective on his role in the development of electronic music in the United States. He 

was immersed in the contemporary music scene of New York City in the 1940s and 1950s, 

attending many concerts and meeting significant composers of the time. He developed a sincere 

desire to expand the sonic medium, but did not want to imitate the prevailing trends of the time, 

such as serialism. Neither did he want to continue writing compositions which were rooted in the 

nineteenth century Russian idiom. His early years in Manchuria exposed him to a variety of non-
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Western sounds, and perhaps this led to his interest in the manipulation of timbre. As he said in a 

1977 article, “I have always been a timbre oriented composer.” (Ussachevsky 1977:4) In 

addition, he had a lifelong fascination with electronics. This unique background and experience, 

along with empirical evidence from recordings, came together to make Vladimir Ussachevsky a 

pioneer in electronic music, and provide evidence that he utilized sounds of his native 

Manchuria. 
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