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Abstract 

 

Gender, Timbre, and Metaphor in the Music of Wendy Carlos 

 

Sarah Marie Schoonhoven, M.Music 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

Supervisor:  Eric Drott 

 
 The music of Wendy Carlos has been examined in many arenas, her soundtrack 

for Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange being no exception. The polarizing film has 

been analyzed and dissected by numerous film critics, film scholars, music scholars, and 

journalists, with reviews ranging from glorifying to damning. Yet the musical 

compositions of Wendy Carlos often seem to be accompanied by another topic of 

discussion, a topic not often deemed necessary in discussions of Kubrick: Carlos’s 

gender identity. Simply put, Carlos’s gender has been a major part of the discourse 

surrounding her works in a manner unlike that of most composers. The critical response 

to which Carlos has been subject since publicly coming out in 1979 has largely revolved 

around ideological assumptions about her identity, as well as misconceptions and 

conflations of identity terms and nuances. As a result, her works are often not only 

(mis)gendered, but (mis)sexualized. 

      This thesis draws on critical and scholarly reception of synthesized works by 

Carlos ranging from the 1969 release of “Switched-On Bach” through the present day to 

explore and unpack the gendered implications of the timbral metaphors used to describe 
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her works. My analysis builds on the work of Tara Rodgers surrounding timbral metaphor 

and its use in electronic musics. Similarities in the metaphors used to describe her music 

over the past half century provide insight into not only the “tone color” of the sound but 

also the music’s cultural implications and the audience’s perceptions of the music’s 

creator. This paper will examine, compare, and analyze metaphors to characterize 

Carlos’s “March from Clockwork Orange” in order to analyze the ways that perceptions 

of Carlos and her perceived gender identity have fed into interpretations of her music. By 

way of contrast, this paper will then compare some of the critical reception of another 

influential electronic outfit, Kraftwerk, and the differences in critical reception relating to 

Kraftwerk’s masculine and male identities. The extensive body of literature on Kraftwerk 

and their inclusion in both the academic electroacoustic and popular electronic canons 

will allow for discussion centering on the gendering of electronic timbres across multiple 

artists and continents. 
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Introduction 

When Switched-On Bach was released in 1968, there was nothing on the 

musical market to which it could adequately be compared. It was only the second 

Classical album to go platinum in the USA, and sat atop the classical music charts from 

1969 to 1972. Switched-On Bach was not only a Grammy-winner,1 it was also a 

milestone in electronic music whose legacy still remains today. A complete list of the 

artists citing the album and its creator as influences on their compositional and 

performance styles would be nearly impossible, but it is safe to say that the album had a 

significant impact on the genres of classical, electronic, and popular music. 

An interesting dilemma arises, however, when one attempts to research this 

album. While it is mentioned in nearly every text related to histories of electronic music 

and synthesizers, very rarely is more than a paragraph dedicated to the role the album 

played in Western music.2 Further, much less is said about the album than its composer, 

Wendy Carlos. Carlos, an American composer and synthesizer pioneer, worked closely 

with Robert Moog in order to assemble her first album, Switched-On Bach, which was 

released to critical acclaim in 1968. While writers at that time were interested in the 

album’s contents, timbres, and cultural implications, later writers were noticeably more 

interested in her identity as a transgender woman. 

																																																								
1 “Col’s ‘Switched-On Bach’ Tops Mil Copies Sold,” Billboard Magazine, June 8, 1974, 32. 
2 Some exceptions include Pinch & Trocco, Analog Days: The Invention and Impact of the 
Moog Synthesizer (2003) and Peraino, “Synthesizing Difference: the queer circuits of early 
synthpop” in Music and Difference (2015). Both works have a full chapter which discusses 
Wendy Carlos and her works, yet both engage in problematic transphobic rhetoric, some of  
which will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Carlos openly came out as transgender in 1979, in an interview with Playboy 

Magazine. The magazine was chosen at the time because, “[It] has always been 

concerned with liberation, and I’m anxious to liberate myself.”3 This article as it was 

published was seen by Carlos as misleading, misguided, and ultimately a source of 

misinformation which she herself has named in her “Shortlist of the Cruel.” This list, as 

Carlos describes on her web page, consists of authors and publications listed that she 

has found misrepresentative on account of having attempted to “turn me into a cliché, 

treat me as an object for potential scorn, ridicule, or even physical violence by bigots.”4 

Since the release of this interview, the number of writers included on this scored list has 

increased steadily into the present day. 

With all of this information one must ask: why is so little written about Carlos’s 

music? Additionally, what can a musical analysis of her works contribute, beyond that 

which has already been said? At this point, there has been no extensive analysis of her 

works—likely in large part because of its electronic instrumentation, but critics’ 

perceptions of and anxiety over her gender identity would definitely seem to have played 

a part in this academic lacuna.  

It would be remiss to think of this lacuna as solely the response of twentieth and 

twenty-first century gender panics, and indeed there is definitely another aspect to be 

																																																								
3 Arthur Bell, “Wendy/Walter Carlos: A Candid Conversation with the “Switched-On 
Bach” Composer Who, for the First Time, Reveals her Sex-Change Operation and her 
Secret Life as a Woman,” Playboy, May 17, 1979. 
4 This can be found on her webpage, http://www.wendycarlos.com/ouch.html. Carlos 
calls her list “my one available way to yell ‘Ouch!’” It is worth noting that as of this writing 
at least seven Trans folks in the United States have been killed in 2017, with this year on 
track to be the deadliest for trans folks in US history and violence against the LGBTQA+ 
community continues to be a persistent problem in the US. For more information visit 
http://www.hrc.org/resources/. 



 

 
	

3 

noted. The majority of electronic music histories and narratives have been, and largely 

remain, surrounding a particular area of electronic music and sound: the experimental, 

avant-garde, non-tonal variety.5 This focus likely draws on the tendency of musical 

historians to emphasize, in particular, educated white men, and particularly those who 

remain engaged in academia. The studios at universities in America, Germany, and 

France were the perfect model for such authors, and as a result their students and 

educators have remained at the center of musical dialogue surrounding electronic 

composers. Artists such as Wendy Carlos, whose music was much more “tonal” than 

others at the time, are often left to the margins, regardless of their impacts on musics of 

multiple genres. 

This thesis draws on critical and scholarly reception of synthesized works by 

Carlos ranging from the 1969 release of “Switched-On Bach” through the present day to 

explore and unpack the gendered implications of the timbral metaphors used to describe 

her works. My analysis builds on the work of Tara Rodgers surrounding timbral metaphor 

and its use in electronic musics. Similarities in the metaphors used to describe her music 

over the past half century provide insight into not only the “tone color” of the sound but 

also the music’s cultural implications and the audience’s perceptions of the music’s 

creator. This paper will examine, compare, and analyze metaphors to characterize 

Carlos’s “March from Clockwork Orange” in order to analyze the ways that perceptions 

of Carlos and her perceived gender identity have fed into interpretations of her music. By 

																																																								
5 As explained in a 1979 Music Journal article, “These [synthesizers] may all be 
keyboard instruments, but the artistic deal is still, at this point, to transcend the 
limitations inherent in two or three octaves worth of black and white keys.” Robert 
Henschen, “Electronic Keyboards: The Rock Vanguard,” Music Journal, 37, no. 4 (May 
1979): 26-31. 
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way of contrast, this paper will then compare some of the critical reception of another 

influential electronic outfit, Kraftwerk, and the differences in critical reception relating to 

Kraftwerk’s masculine and male identities. The extensive body of literature on Kraftwerk 

and their inclusion in both the academic electroacoustic and popular electronic canons 

will allow for discussion centering on the gendering of electronic timbres across multiple 

artists and continents. 

In the introduction to the infamous Playboy interview author Arthur Bell describes 

his interview transcripts as such: “Eight hundred pages of manuscript sat in two folders 

on a table in my living room, waiting to be edited.”6 Edit he most certainly did, as the final 

article contained but sixteen of the original 800, boiling two months of interviews about 

her life and art into something which was “concise … without the weighty explanations 

that usually surrounded her music.”7 If nothing else, this paper will attempt to give some 

of that agency, some “weight,” back. 

 

  

																																																								
6 Bell, 76. 
7 Ibid. 
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Wendy Carlos and Gendered Timbral Metaphor 

 
“It’s hard to imagine how different the world of music would be without her 
work. Because of Carlos we have Stevie Wonder’s electric soul odysseys, 

Brian Eno’s experiments in ambience, Kraftwerk’s Teutonic pop and 
everything that followed them…”8 

 
The music of Wendy Carlos has been examined in many arenas, her soundtrack 

for Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange being no exception. The polarizing film has 

itself been analyzed and dissected by numerous film critics, film scholars, music 

scholars, and journalists, with reviews ranging from glorifying to damning. Yet the 

musical compositions of Wendy Carlos often seem to be accompanied by another topic 

of discussion, a topic not often deemed necessary in discussions of Kubrick: Carlos’s 

gender identity. Simply put, Carlos’s gender has been a major part of the discourse 

surrounding her works in a manner unlike that of most composers.9 The following section 

explores some of the reasons for this by examining critical reception and scholarship 

surrounding her works, both those in A Clockwork Orange and those created as 

independent works, before examining the metaphors Carlos uses to describe her own 

sounds. 

The tone and language of many of Carlos’s post-public-transition reviews are 

indicative of the critical climate to which Carlos has been subjected since coming out. 

Articles making problematic comparisons between Carlos’s music and her gender 

identity are easy to find, and display the myriad cultural assumptions laden upon 

transgender Americans through the twentieth century and even today. One review refers 

																																																								
8 Scott Wright, “A Love Letter to Wendy Carlos,” Dummy Magazine, August 17, 2010. 
9 See Karl Dallas, Susan Reed, Paul Johnson, & Judith Peraino (all cited later in this 
chapter). 
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to Carlos as a “human synthesizer” in 1979, the same year the Playboy interview was 

published, drawing some sort of connection between life and art.10 In 1985, in a review 

for Carlos’s new album Digital Moonscapes in People Magazine, author Susan Reed 

reproduces the contrived correlation between Carlos’s gender identity and her 

compositional style. In the article she calls the album a “creative resolution of personal 

misery,” referring to “his hybrid sexuality” as an unfortunate event in Carlos’s life, 

suggesting that she “may have finally found peace” in the composition of digitally 

synthesized music.11 This habit of correlating synthesized music with Carlos’s gender 

identity continued on into the next decade, with the re-release of her works in a Box Set 

in 1999. A review for the Austin Chronicle notes that Carlos “castigates those who would 

mention” the name change on her albums, then in the same sentence questions the 

relationship between her gender identity and her critical success.12 Then in 2000 Uncut 

Magazine’s brief, one paragraph review had enough space to allude to her gender as a 

motivator for her “virtuoso performances.”13 

Contemporary writings about Carlos are far and few between, but in one notable 

example from 2016 the conflation between art and life is more noticeable than ever. In 

Judith Peraino’s recent essay “Synthesizing difference: the queer circuits of early 

synthpop,” she discusses Carlos’s Clockwork soundtrack and some of the interactions 

between film and score. She describes the soundtrack as “an association of 

																																																								
10 Karl Dallas, “Human Synthesizer Changes Sex,” Melody Maker, June 1979.  
11 Susan Reed, “After a Sex Change and Several Eclipses, Wendy Carlos Treads a New 
Digital Moonscape,” People Magazine Archive, July 1, 1985. 
12 Margaret Moser, “Record Reviews: Switched-On Boxed Set (East Side Digital),” The 
Austin Chronicle, December 17, 1999. 
13 Paul Johnson, “Synthpop Transsexual Reinterprets Bach,” Uncut, February 1, 2000, 
93. 
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synthesizers with social and sexual deviance, specifically a futuristic world of sadistic 

hyper-masculinity,”14 comparing the “grotesquely, even mockingly feminized” eye of the 

main character Alex with the “gothic, synthesized rendition” of Purcell.15 Peraino 

specifically refers to “March from Clockwork Orange” when she addresses Carlos’s use 

of the vocoder, calling it “an electronic sound that resembles the human voice, but with 

its humanity removed.”16 In suggesting here that the presence of the vocoder in the 

March is at once alluding to the human voice and doing away with the presence of 

humanity, Peraino reiterates the same “man versus machine” dichotomy remarked upon 

in the 1970s. Turning her attention to Carlos’s debut album, Switched-On Bach, Peraino 

uses it as a framework for discussing some of the fears and misconceptions of mid-

twentieth century musical listeners about the possibility that synthesizers “could 

ultimately come to replace human performers and live performance altogether.”17 

However, in doing so she refers to Carlos’s perceived gender at the time of the album’s 

release, referring to Wendy Carlos as “he” and confusing her gender identity with her 

“current sexuality.”18  

																																																								
14 Judith Peraino, “Synthesizing Difference: The Queer Circuits of Early Synthpop,” in 
Rethinking Difference in Music Scholarship, ed. Olivia Bloechl, Melanie Lowe, and 
Jeffrey Kallberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 302. 
15 Ibid., 303. 
16 Ibid., 304. 
17 Ibid., 297. 
18 Ibid., 298. The term “gender identity” refers to someone’s gender as they experience 
it, while “sexuality” refers to the gender identity/gender expression of the people to whom 
the person is attracted. Therefore Carlos’s sexuality is independent of her gender 
identity. 
A phrase like “current sexuality” is problematic coming from an outside source in that it 
assumes the person’s sexuality (or in this case, their gender, as it seems that is to what 
the author is referring) has been changed over time. While some describe their gender 
identities or sexualities as fluid, many others, particularly in the Trans community, are 
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Aside from the problematic language Peraino uses—for instance, conflating 

sexuality with gender identity—there is a larger problem: Peraino completely removes 

Carlos’s agency from the discussion of her works. In her essay, Peraino cites Carlos’s 

interview with Playboy in 1979, in which interviewers ask if there is a correlation between 

her music and her “transsexuality.”19 Carlos emphatically says no in the interview, but 

Peraino disagrees. On this basis, she refers to synthesizing the March as “the radical 

reassignment surgery of her synthesized orchestrations,”20 and then refers to 

transgender identities as the “third sex” in order to force a correlation onto the artist and 

her works.21 In this statement Peraino removes Carlos’s agency from the equation 

entirely—her gender identity is not, according to Peraino, an identity that she can name 

for herself, but rather a contrived correlation to be made to her works. 

After all of this, one is left with an analytical conundrum: why are analysts and 

critics stuck on Carlos’s gender identity? It would be easy to wager that contemporary 

society’s discomfort with sexuality and gender identity is the root of the problem (and it is 

likely a facet of it), but there also appears to be other issues at hand. Theo Cateforis 

cites Carlos as a key player in the development of New Wave, and in his book says her 

																																																																																																																																																																					
assumed to have “changed” when in reality the only change has been in public 
knowledge.  
19 Today many Trans folks prefer the term “Transgender,” something Carlos herself 
advocates for in the interview, despite it being largely ignored in this interview and others 
following. 
20 Peraino, 300. 
21 The term “third sex” conflates gender (which one claims for oneself) with sex (which 
one is assigned at birth), and also assumes that Trans people are not, in fact, 
experiencing the gender they have identified as theirs. It is generally considered a 
derogatory term, as it explicitly others Trans folks instead of including them in the 
genders they identify for themselves. 
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works’ use of synthesizers “signaled the instrument’s versatility and legitimacy.”22 

Cateforis is hinting at what Peraino originally suggested before her sidetrack into 

agential politics: that obsessions with Carlos’s gender is both reflected and reinforced by 

the practice in which listeners ascribe to the synthesizer a gender identity.  

Peraino suggests that when computers were still in beginning stages of 

development, a clear gender binary was established between software and hardware 

technologies; where women working with early computers worked mainly with software, 

the projects concerning hardware were left to men prior to World War II.23 This followed 

from the stereotypical relationship between technology and the patriarchy’s power and 

control; the “detailed work more appropriate for women” sharply contrasted the 

“masculine mechanical know-how” of building machinery.24 As machines developed in 

popular culture, however, the displacement of labor that came with technological 

innovations took on a particularly masculine edge—the prototypical masculine labor 

force was being replaced, and thus emasculated.25 When the synthesizer became an 

instrument for popular music, the highly gendered fears of a machine takeover 

surrounded its use; Peraino notes that many bands avoided, and to an extent still avoid, 

the synthesizer due to “gender panic” and a desire to avoid feminization.26 As a result a 

sort of re-appropriation occurred within the electronic music community, in which the 

synthesizer was effectively co-opted and re-coded as masculine, especially within 

																																																								
22 Theo Cateforis, Are We Not New Wave? (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2014), 155. 
23 Peraino, 294. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Judy Wajcman, “The Feminization of Work in the Information Age,” Women, Gender, 
and Technology (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2006), 84.   
26 Ibid., 305-306. 
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classical or “high art” style circles, where incredible musical skill has long been a more or 

less appropriate display of masculinity. This shift in gendering allowed for the 

synthesizer to become a part of the larger masculinization of technology and co-opting of 

electronic spaces by men. The synthesizer was no longer only coded as feminine, but 

was widely read as a sign of societal change driven by technological development, and 

as furthering this technological annexation; that is, the synthesizer was appropriated by 

culturally masculine identities. As in the Post-World War II American workforce, the labor 

and production of “works” was co-opted as masculine by the dominant culture, relegating 

femininity to the domestic sphere. If the once fully human task of making music were 

given to machines, what would be left for humans, specifically men?  

This suggests a way of understanding critics’ fixation on gender. When identified 

as “Walter” by her record label, Carlos aided in the elimination of such gender tensions—

if a man controls the machine, manipulates and dominates it, then the gendered status 

quo is able to remain in balance. Therefore the revelation of Wendy to the public eye had 

the opposite effect—now the machine was dominated by a woman. The “gender panic” 

Peraino cites enters the scenario here, removing the synthesizer from its masculinized 

space into a neutral or feminine one.27 In a society that still clearly has much to learn 

about gender identities, Carlos’s femininity might feel threatening to those still desiring to 

paint the synthesizer as masculine—despite the fact that her identity, to her, has never 

changed. 

At this point it becomes clear that many authors have been problematically 

fixated on Carlos’s gender identity, despite the fact that analyses focused on such do not 

																																																								
27 Ibid. 
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ultimately explain the musical innovations and timbral depth of her creations. How, then, 

should one approach “March from Clockwork Orange?” Tara Rodgers suggests in her 

dissertation, “Synthesizing Sound: Metaphor in Audio-Technical Discourse and 

Synthesis History,” that a feminist analysis of a musical work would reject the 

“fundamental parameters of sound” such as pitch, meter, and harmony, and examine 

timbre through metaphor.28 Using metaphor to describe music is something that theorists 

have already been doing, according to her, whether or not the field has been completely 

aware of such.29 Consciously studying timbral metaphor, then, involves an awareness of 

the metaphoric framework, bringing to light the relations between a musical example and 

the power structures surrounding it.30 She considers the study of metaphor and timbre in 

synthesized music to ultimately be feminist approach, insofar as timbre has been a long-

suppressed element of Western music; the elevation of timbre as a measurable musical 

parameter is in itself an act of reclaiming, and metaphoric language is a powerful tool for 

doing this work.31 A study of an electronic work, then, would do well to examine 

metaphors used to describe the work, both contemporary to its release and from the 

present day, to unpack some of the elements of its timbre. 

Metaphors used to describe Carlos’s music can be divided into a number of 

categories, each of which connects with one another to describe some of the traits 

ascribed to Carlos’s music, her compositional style, or Carlos herself. For the purposes 

of this study metaphors describing all three characteristics have been included, in large 
																																																								
28 Tara Rodgers, “Synthesizing Sound: Metaphor in Audio-Technical Discourse and 
Synthesis History,” (PhD diss., McGill University, 2010), 15. 
29 Ibid., 41. 
30 Ibid. See also Guck, “Two Types of Metaphoric Transference” (1997), Spitzer, 
“Metaphor and Musical Thought” (2004), and Zbikowski, “Metaphor and Music” (2008). 
31Rodgers, 27.  
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part because her identity and personal characteristics were near universally considered 

worthy of comment in the reviews examined and cited. Within each of the following 

sections each metaphor found has been categorized, and some appear in multiple 

categories.  

 

Classical Music Associations 

One of the most obvious categories of metaphor is that which compares Carlos’s 

timbres with those of acoustic classical music. When listening to Carlos’s “March from A 

Clockwork Orange,” an abridged version of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, Fourth 

Movement, in three sections, it is hard to completely dissociate the traces of the German 

composer’s orchestration from the electronic elements. Indeed, since Carlos’s first album 

Switched-On Bach, the fuzzy divide between composer and performers of the work has 

been extensively noted. Most of these metaphors come from early reviews, dating from 

her first album’s debut in 1969. Ivan Berger, in an issue of the Saturday Review, 

describes the synthesizer’s timbres as well-matched analogues for Baroque and 

Classical music, noting the characteristics of “crisp, bright sonorities, terraced dynamics, 

and high relief of voices.”32 Berger’s description is similar to descriptions of acoustic 

Baroque music, making the connection he has created markedly noticeable. In the same 

year Hubert S. Howe refers in Perspectives of New Music to music that is “extremely 

conventional in terms of pitch and rhythmic structure.”33 In this case, “conventional” can 

imply that Carlos’s works were tonal and within typical expectations of pitch and rhythm; 
																																																								
32 Benjamin Folkman, quoted in Ivan Berger, “The Switched-On Bach Story,” The 
Saturday Review, January 25, 1969, 46. 
33 Hubert S. Howe, Jr., “Recent Recordings of Electronic Music,” Perspectives of New 
Music 7, no. 2 (S/S 1969): 180. 
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however, “conventional” also implies a closeness with acoustic instruments and 

traditional interpretations, the standard for playing compositions from the Baroque era. 

Relating Carlos’s music to acoustic performances strategically relates Carlos to 

the classical canon, in effect legitimizing her works as worthy of study in the academic 

realm. Alluding to Carlos’s works as conventional or traditional give her album the sort of 

gravitas necessary for serious critique and analysis. Carlos’s status as closeted in this 

moment reflects the classical nod further—classical music has long been dominated by 

masculine figures, so Carlos’s perceived maleness aligned her with critics’ assumptions 

of who a classical musician and composer should be. 

There is also an alternative interpretation to be found, one which focuses less on 

classical music at large and more on the electronic realm. In such a critical community, 

more experimental and non-tonal styles were considered innovative and effective; 

Carlos’s Bach concerti were neither experimental nor non-tonal, and therefore could be 

seen as outliers in the electronic world. Perhaps a comment such as “completely 

conventional in pitch and rhythmic structure”34 was meant as a critique to Carlos’s works, 

connecting her with past, “traditional” compositional styles instead of contemporary and 

avant-garde ones. In either case, however, connections to acoustic classical music are 

metaphors that ground Carlos’s music in the classical domain, for better or worse. 

 

Weight, Complexity, Seriousness 

Another aspect of the musical “realness” assigned to synthesized timbres arises 

from metaphors of weight. In Kyle Gann’s 1992 review, he dubs the timbres of Switched-

																																																								
34 Ibid. 
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On Bach 2000 “thick” and “smooth.”35 The concept of a “heavy” or “full” timbre seems to 

imply another version of realness, one where the individual timbres are not only sounds 

but physical objects, like a vinyl record or musical instrument. This connection can also 

be seen when Haskins describes Carlos’s soundtrack to A Clockwork Orange as 

“sumptuous…full of complex electronic structures.”36 Here Haskins draws the connection 

clearly for the reader: a “sumptuous,” perhaps delightfully full sound can be created 

through electronic complexities. Finally, in one of the most recent reviews to date, 

Nathan Carson in 2005 praises Carlos’s previously unreleased score to The Shining as 

“a heavy atmospheric body of work,”37 directly linking Carlos’s sound to metaphoric 

weight. 

 

The Simple and Unserious 

In an opposite vein, Carlos’s timbres are also signified as unserious through 

several descriptors which all imply an improvised or experimental tendency. Jon 

Appleton writes in 1998 that her album Sonic Seasonings is mislabeled by Carlos as 

minimalist and is, indeed, “simply a sonic background.”38 A year later Margaret Moser 

discusses the annoying qualities of “the constant electronic noodling,”39 and a 2005 

																																																								
35 Kyle Gann, “Wendy Carlos: Switched-On Bach 2000,” The Village Voice, Sept. 1, 
1992. 
36 Haskins, “Carlos,” American Record Guide, September-October 1999,130-131. 
37 Nathan Carson, “Wendy Carlos, Rediscovering Lost Scores Vol. 1,” The Stranger 
[Seattle], July 21, 2005, 45. 
38 Jon Appleton, “Carlos: Clockwork Orange; Sonic Seasonings; Tales of Heaven and 
Hell,” Computer Music Journal 24, no. 1 (Spring 2000), 97-98. 
39 Moser. 
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Oxford Encyclopedia finds Carlos herself “confined to the experimental fringes.”40 These 

three interactions all describe Carlos’s synthesis almost flippantly, portraying Carlos’s 

body of timbres as lacking in musical rigor.  

It is likely no coincidence that each of these reviews was written long after her 

public coming out. While this phenomenon is largely discussed later in this chapter, it is 

important to note here that her public identity as a woman seemed to drastically affect 

the ways in which critics and scholars discussed her works. In this example, it is 

interesting to note that unlike the 1969 review calling her album “extremely conventional 

in terms of pitch and rhythmic structures,” she has somehow become “confined to the 

experimental fringes” by the quoted encyclopedia’s fourth edition in 2009. 

 

Connections to Nature 

Carlos’s music was also often described in terms relative to nature and the 

natural early in her career. In Berger’s 1969 review some of the terms used to describe 

Carlos’s synthesized timbres include “a wild, swooping electronic cry,” “quasi-subliminal 

liquid gurglings,” and “chirps.”41 Terms such as “swooping,” “gurgling,” and “chirp[ing]” all 

describe actions that natural beings and things can perform—images of a babbling brook 

or a soaring eagle come to mind. The “realness” associated with nature firmly ties Carlos 

																																																								
40 Encyclopedia of Popular Music, 4th ed., s.v. “Carlos, Wendy (Walter),” accessed 
October 12, 2016. It is important to note here that this comment comes from the 
Encyclopedia of Popular Music rather than a source whose subject is the classical 
canon. Within a popular music context Carlos appeared experimental and cutting-edge, 
but within the academic electronic music circles her works would have seemed rather 
conventional. 
41 Berger, 47. 
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to the “natural” element of acoustic instruments, once again relating her to the 

acceptability of the Classical tradition.  

However, one can further extend the metaphor of nature to a perceived 

connection to Carlos’s gender identity. Terms such as “wild” and “quasi-subliminal” refer 

not simply to nature, but to nature as a sort of pre-linguistic state; furthermore, these 

critical metaphors hint at sounds that are animate, but not human. The inarticulateness 

lives at one end of a broad range of sonic possibilities, where “human” is the center and 

peak and “animal” is but one tangential pole.  

 

Synthetic and Artificial 

At the other end of the spectrum lie sounds that are controlled by humans but 

ultimately made by machines; these two negations of perceived humanness come to 

similar conclusions. Several comparisons were drawn between that which is synthesized 

and that which is synthetic, manufactured, or artificial. Howe calls Carlos’s timbres a 

“dazzling, slick, plastic-coated Madison Avenue commercial product,” conveying the 

manufactured sheen of the popular post-WWII plastics.42 “Dazzling” in this context also 

specifically connotes a sort of falsehood, conjuring images of flashiness that are 

ultimately empty.  

Another example shows Carlos’s own language reinterpreted towards the 

artificial. Referring to her album Digital Moonscapes, Carlos identifies her timbral range 

as a “digitally synthesized orchestra,”43 a stark contrast from the analog synthesis used 

in previous works up to that point. In 1987, however, following the release of her album 
																																																								
42 Howe,180. 
43 As quoted in Reed, 3. 
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Beauty in the Beast, Dave DiMartino refers to her timbral profile as “a synthetic 

orchestra” (emphasis added).44 This subtle change from “synthesized” to “synthetic” 

shifts the rhetoric surrounding Carlos’s instrument, from a digital instrument which 

creates a plethora of timbres for the artist to use into a musician’s attempt to 

manufacture an orchestra when a “real one” is not available. 

 

Commercialized, Commoditized 

A subset of the previous category would be that of the commercial or 

materialistic. When Howe describes Carlos’s sound as a “dazzling, slick, plastic-coated 

Madison Avenue commercial product,”45 or when Kyle Gann in 1992 calls the timbres 

“glitzy,”46 they are not only referring to the synthetic nature of electronic timbres, but 

connecting the electronic medium with the commercialization and commoditization of art. 

The “Madison Avenue commercial product” was meant to symbolize the epitome of 

capitalist America in the mid-twentieth century: “dazzling” and “slick” on the surface level, 

but ultimately no more intrinsically valuable than the once-popular Bakelite housewares, 

figuratively covering one’s home in plastic. This surely was not meant as a compliment to 

Carlos—in the same way that comments about the artificial nature of synthesizers serve 

to separate the work from the more “serious” elements of the canon. 

 

 

 
																																																								
44 Dave DiMartino, “Wendy Carlos Invents New Sounds: Material is Digitally Generated,” 
Billboard, February 21, 1987, 23. 
45 Howe, 180. 
46 Gann. 
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Unearthly and New 

Most of the timbres described to this point have been portrayed as of the material 

world, whether natural or synthetic, serious or otherwise. Yet some reviewers ascribe the 

timbres Carlos creates as if of a different world entirely. DiMartino describes Beauty in 

the Beast as having “no real-world counterpart” and “positively unearthly.”47 Moser 

describes her as “standing on the avant-garde of electronic music,”48 an attribution that 

does not directly name Carlos’s otherworldliness but instead alludes to it, placing Carlos 

on the proverbial edge of an already progressive and futuristic movement. In ascribing 

the timbres with unearthly qualities, the listener charges Carlos’s works with 

characteristics that are impossible for someone of this world to imagine, and points 

towards a final concept that figures in discussions of her works: the contradictory. 

 

Contradictory 

The last and largest category is less a metaphor and more a figure of thought, 

but it still merits discussion: the contradiction. A vast number of the reviews and studies 

examined here include a metaphor that functions as or describes a contradictory state of 

affairs. The earliest of these discusses the music of A Clockwork Orange, describing the 

film and its soundtrack as “a brilliant nightmare,” and asking, “does one laugh, or cry, or 

both?”49 More than two decades later Susan Nunziata describes “the marriage of artistry 

and technology that plagues Carlos,”50 implying that such a marriage is not a 

																																																								
47 DiMartino, 23. 
48 Moser. 
49 “A Clockwork Orange,” Variety, December 15, 1971, 14. 
50 Susan Nunziata, “Wendy Carlos Goes ‘Bach’ And Forward All At Once With New 
Reading Of Old Set,” Billboard, August 15, 1992, 67-68. 
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sympathetic one. Haskins more generously considers Carlos’s sound a “mixture of old 

and new,” and “a reasonable alternative to the one we already know.”51 As late as 2005 

this metaphor continues, as Carson dubs Carlos’s Clockwork soundtrack “a dark 

carnival,”52 juxtaposing the light-heartedness and playfulness of a carnival with an 

ominous twist. 

 

Metaphor and Perceptions of Gender 

The figure of contradiction also appears to invite the use of problematic 

language. The metaphor of musical contradiction lends itself to descriptions like “human 

synthesizer” and “hybrid sexuality” discussed earlier in the chapter, in which gender 

panic surrounding Carlos’s identity rises directly to the surface. However, this category 

could more generally be considered a manifestation of that panic, as the reviewers’ 

struggles to reconcile their worldviews with the synthesized works to which they are 

listening come to a head. Indeed, the critic’s perception of Carlos’s gender seems to hold 

influence over the spectrum of timbral metaphors used; some of the possibilities will now 

be explored. 

The earliest reviews and articles examined here connect Carlos’s timbres to 

acoustic music, nature, and to the artificial or commoditized. The reviews uniformly 

address Carlos’s works as material and “real,” whether that realness comes to be as 

traditional and natural or as new and materialistic. In either case, the reviews discuss the 

musical timbres for qualities seemingly unrelated to Carlos’s gender, perhaps because of 

the normative nature of discussing masculine bodies in the classical music world. To 
																																																								
51 Haskins, 131. 
52 Carson, 45. 
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summarize these reviews, the focus of the timbral metaphors used were seemingly 

undisturbed by prevailing cultural attitudes relating to gender within the realm of classical 

music production. 

Post-transition reviews, however, are significantly more focused on the oddities 

and paradoxes in Carlos’s work, echoing these reviews’ same focus on Carlos’s identity 

and self. Reviews dating past 1980 focus on those paradoxes: heaviness or seriousness 

versus unseriousness, old versus new, otherworldly versus familiar. It would be unfair to 

say that all of the reviewers discussed in this paper were influenced by Carlos’s coming 

out, but it would also be naïve to ignore the effects that perception of gender has had 

upon the musical audience following Carlos’s public transition.  

How, then, do we go about exploring metaphor and timbre without throwing 

Carlos’s gender into the mix? Or perhaps the question is, how would someone who has 

no vested interest in discussing Carlos’s gender describe her music? For this 

complicated question, a relatively straightforward answer beckons: return to the primary 

source. Carlos’s liner notes for each album are extensive, and in some cases written 

twice—once for the record release and once for the re-release on box set. Within these 

dozens of essays Carlos, along with her producer Rachel Elkind and others, outline the 

purpose, process, and result of her synthesized performances and compositions. From 

these liner notes one can observe myriad descriptions of her works by Carlos herself, 

and the timbral metaphors she uses to describe her own sound. The following is a 

discussion of some of the types of metaphors she uses.  

 

 



 

 
	

21 

Natural or Like Nature 

The first category discussed here comes first because it also can be found within 

the repertoire of metaphors used by critics. It would seem that Carlos’s extensive liner 

notes accompanying her first albums were somewhat influential for reviewers, as many 

similarities arise between the two. It is possible and likely that both Carlos and her critics 

used the following metaphors to validate the status of her albums as “real” and befitting 

the otherwise acoustic, Classical canon.   

Carlos often refers to her timbres in terms of nature, calling her timbres “raw” and 

“fresh.”53 In describing the first four charts on her album Sonic Seasonings, she uses 

extensive nature metaphors to describe a sort of sonic program for each piece. For 

example, she explains “Spring” as “a dawn chorus of sparrows and city birds waking at 

first light…blend[ing] with the natural songs of feathered beasts heralding a new day.”54 

She later refers to her track “Summer” as “night sounds”55 and “Winter” as “the howl of 

the beast.”56 Sonic Seasonings was her first published album to contain only original 

compositions, all of which were themed after the four seasons, so the connections to 

nature and wildlife are logical, if not a bit obvious. For other albums, the connections to 

the “natural” continue, though in comparison to other natural subjects rather than nature 

itself. 

Carlos also compares her timbres to acoustic instruments; this tendency perhaps 

comes from the connection to the original compositions’ instrumentation, although the 

descriptions she gives are not always direct analogies to the original works. In her liner 
																																																								
53 Wendy Carlos, Liner Notes, Sonic Seasonings, 1972: East Side Digital, 1-2. 
54 Ibid., 5. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid., 6. 
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notes for Well-Tempered Synthesizer, she describes a “piano-like expressivity” in one of 

her tracks,57 and in the notes for Switched-On Brandenburgs she describes a “bouncy 

harpsichordlike continuo”58 and “violinlike” timbres.59 She describes this acoustic 

imitation further when detailing one of her later albums, Switched-On Bach 2000. She 

describes the overall sound as “somewhat acoustic;”60 specific tracks feature what she 

calls “a blast of ensemble sound,” “western-style percussion,” “the most orchestral,” and 

“big pipe organ timbres.”61 These descriptions connect her tracks to their acoustic 

counterparts, helping to firmly position her albums in the realm of “serious” classical 

music. 

It is also worth noting several comparisons to what is perhaps the ultimate 

“natural” instrument, the human voice. She compares her sound to humans across 

multiple albums, starting on Well-Tempered Synthesizer when she calls some of her 

sounds “voice-like.”62 Producer Rachel Elkind in the same album calls the synthesizer 

“nothing more than an embryo,” concluding that Carlos and Elkind’s work is what brings 

it to life.63 “Winter” from Sonic Seasonings has what Carlos describes as a “modal 

vocalize [sic],” implying a voice on the track.64 The final moments of voice metaphors 

arrive on Switched on Bach 2000 when Carlos describes some of her tracks as “human” 

																																																								
57 Wendy Carlos, Original Liner Notes, Well-Tempered Synthesizer, 1999 (re-release): 
East Side Digital, 15. 
58 Ibid., 38. 
59 Ibid., 40. 
60 Wendy Carlos, Liner Notes, Switched-On Bach 2000, 1992: TELARC, 13. 
61 Ibid., 17-18, 22. 
62 Well-Tempered Synthesizer, 14. 
63 Ibid., Elkind, 12. 
64 Sonic Seasonings, 6. 
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and featuring “hints of human voices.”65 Similarly to the previous category, connections 

to the human voice, just as with connections to human musical instruments, give 

Carlos’s music a direct connection with the original compositions on which some of her 

works are based.  

 

Movement/Motion 

Another recurring metaphor with which she engages is that of musical movement 

or motion. She is hardly the first writer to associate music with motion,66 and draws 

extensive connections across her discography. In 1969 Ben Folkman writes of phrases 

which are “long, flowing, and pleasantly ambiguous” in Switched-On Bach’s liner notes, 

calling to mind graceful, balletic movements.67 Later, in her Brandenburgs, Carlos herself 

describes “bouncy harpsichord continuo,” connecting the synthesized sound with the 

physical motion of a keyboardist’s hands.68 Bounciness is replaced with smoothness on 

Sonic Seasonings, when Carlos describes designing timbres “so the sound could flow 

over you.”69 Her track “Summer” features “swirling plastic shapes that slide and soar all 

around the stereo space during this movement,”70 building a timbral metaphor that has 

its own imagined physical space and temporality. While this metaphor does not connect 

directly with human movement, the timbre has a “realness” of an actual object in space 

and time that one can not only see, but experience. Similarly, Carlos describes one 
																																																								
65 Switched-On Bach 2000, 16, 22. 
66 See Steve Larson’s Musical Forces: Motion, Metaphor, and Meaning in Music (2012). 
67 Wendy Carlos, Original liner notes, Switched-On Bach, 1968, 1999 (re-release): East 
Side Digital, 6. 
68 Wendy Carlos, Original liner notes, Switched-On Brandenburgs, 1979, 1999 (re-
release): East Side Digital, 38. 
69 Sonic Seasonings, 2. 
70 Ibid., 5. 
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moment in Switched-On Bach 2000 as “swirling consonant shifts of timbre and 

perspective.”71 This metaphor also uses motion, this time “swirling,” to connect the 

timbre with an experiential dimension, which she describes here as perspective. The 

listener is metaphorically moved along with the shifts in timbre, swirling along with the 

music. 

 

Synesthesia 

Carlos also uses visual descriptors to explain her sounds on multiple albums. On 

Well-Tempered Synthesizer she describes some sounds as “imitative colors” and 

another section as “colorful.”72 Later she no longer specifically ascribes color as a 

descriptor but still associates other images with her timbres. On Switched-On 

Brandenburgs she describes one section as “brighter,”73 alluding to a shift in colored 

hue. She continues to play with color tones when on Switched-On Bach 2000 she calls a 

percussive section “bright and complex,” and later explains her sounds as “carefully-

shaped brightness.”74 In these she accompanies bright with modifiers that codify the 

brightness as controlled; perhaps in response to prevalent criticisms of the synthesizer’s 

bright sound. 

She uses other visual descriptions to make similar points. On the same album 

her timbre transforms from “smooth” to “wiry and elastic,” descriptions which add texture 

and a perception of depth to the sounds.75 She employs the same effect on Sonic 

																																																								
71 Switched-On Bach 2000, 15. 
72 Well-Tempered Synthesizer, 14, 16. 
73 Switched-On Brandenburgs, 44. 
74 Switched-On Bach 2000, 14, 16. 
75 Ibid., 11, 17. 



 

 
	

25 

Seasonings when she describes “Winter” as “glistening, spiky tingles” and “sparkles.”76 

In both cases she gives timbres visual characteristics that are also textural, and in the 

latter case allude to brightness but in a nuanced way. She ascribes some of the timbres 

with a visceral, “real” quality, moving from sound objects to physical objects that the 

listener can touch and feel.  

Ultimately, then, Carlos’s metaphoric categories seem to focus upon the physical 

and material qualities of her sounds. All three main categories describe the timbres in 

relation to physical experiences humans have, within music and within life. Nature, 

motion, and appearance are material and tangible metaphors that relate Carlos’s 

musical timbres to the listeners’ experiences. Her critics, on the other hand, both before 

and after her coming out, seem much more focused on sociocultural associations, both 

associations with electronic music culture and associations with the gendering of 

technology. Connecting her works with the material, then, could be a way for Carlos to 

reassociate her musical timbres with the listener’s experience rather than the critic’s 

fears and assumptions. 

 

  

																																																								
76 Sonic Seasonings, 6. 
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Analysis: “March from A Clockwork Orange” 

How, then, does one proceed? The previous pages contain any number of 

metaphors describing the timbres of Carlos’s body of works, yet none of the sources 

made an attempt to analyze a particular track, either with metaphors or by utilizing other 

methods. Since Carlos’s performances rarely differ greatly in the primary parameters of 

the original scores, timbre is definitely a place to start; yet past descriptions of her 

timbres have ultimately proved more problematic than useful. So the question remains: 

what would an analysis of one of Carlos’s works look like? In the following section I will 

attempt to find out by analyzing Carlos’s “March from A Clockwork Orange” using 

Carlos’s own metaphors and metaphorical categories from her writings.  

The “March from A Clockwork Orange” is a 7:08 minute track on the film’s 

soundtrack, which was released in 1972 shortly after the Stanley Kubrick-directed film. 

The track closely follows the original score of Beethoven’s chorale section of Symphony 

No. 9, Mvmt. IV. This famous section of Beethoven’s final symphony utilizes a variety of 

timbres in many combinations to form a complex, nuanced performance of Beethoven’s 

work. The analysis here will use Beethoven’s original orchestration as published in the 

full score as an example for comparison. 

Before delving into Carlos’s work, it is important to first discuss the original piece 

and its orchestration. The final movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony is notable for 

a number of reasons, one in particular being Beethoven’s use of the “Turkish March” 

topic as an abrupt interruption of the operatic, sacred chorus. Robert Hatten defines 

topics as “patches of music that trigger clear associations with styles, genres, and 
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expressive meanings.”77 With this definition in mind, the “Turkish march” topic is one 

that, especially to nineteenth century ears, calls to mind a number of cultural 

associations connected to the combination of fear and fascination in the Ottoman Empire 

as its threat as a military power loomed. Hatten sees the passage in question from the 

Ninth Symphony as involving a trope, or a musical “disruption” which is “the juncture 

between two incompatible ideas, for which an overarching relationship may nevertheless 

be found.”78 This troping of the Turkish march topic against the sacred chorus is, 

according to Hatten, “an enlargement of the realm of brotherhood—embracing everyone, 

regardless of station or nationality.”79 Hatten sees the entrance of the Turkish march as a 

call for unity among cultures, as the chorus’s text describes. 

While a beautiful image, others have interpreted the moment quite differently. 

Lale Babaoǧlu Balkiş explains in her 2010 article that the Turk in Western music is a 

symbol of all that is non-Western or non-European.80 According to Balkiş, the figure of 

the Turk has appeared in Western music since the Crusades, although at that time their 

main role was as an enemy, defending the ongoing wars between Christian nations and 

Muslim ones. By the era of Beethoven’s ninth, however, “Turkish” music and customs 

were a growing trend that sprung from necessary trade alliances between the Viennese 

Habsburgs and the Ottoman Empire.81 The alla turca or Turkish march, then, is an 

																																																								
77 Robert Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes: Mozart, Beethoven, 
Schubert (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2004), 2. 
78 Hatten, 270. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Lale Babaoǧlu Balkiş, “Defining the Turk: Constructing Meaning in Operatic 
Orientalism,” International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 41, no.2 
(December 2010), Croatian Musicological Society, 185-193. For further discussion see 
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Austrian derivation of Turkish janissary (military) music, which became for eighteenth 

and nineteenth century audiences a musical aesthetic of “a shared enthusiasm for a 

mystified, timeless Orient.”82 In terms of the Ninth Symphony’s fourth movement, the 

juxtaposition of the grand chorus with the Turkish march implies a sort of mixed 

message. The chorale section is largely seen as a call for brotherhood and national 

identity, which is evident in the sweeping motion, luxuriously thick instrumentation, and 

wide span register within the chorus texture. When this is interrupted by a Turkish 

march, there is a sort of trivialization of the movement’s bravado, bravado which does 

not return until the very end of the work, at which time the piece ends on a final grand 

chorus moment. 

With this context in mind, there are several moments that stick out among the 

many parts of Carlos’s realization. The first of these is the opening of the track, for which 

Carlos’s use of the word “fresh” comes to mind. Clear, individual voices weave through 

one another, while the “voice-like” baritone solo alludes to the human voice while still 

sounding distinctly artificial, what Carlos calls “replicas of natural sound.”83 The full, 

round textures of the different instrumental timbres allude to the grand orchestral nature 

of Beethoven’s original orchestration. Next, 0:47 brings the entrance of the quartet. The 

bass voice can be described in Carlos’s terms as “bouncy harpsichordlike continuo,” as 

the lowest voice’s pinging, staccato running lines are reminiscent of an acoustic 

harpsichord. The upper voices, no longer in the thicker choral texture, feature “imitative 

colors,” an effect achieved through four separate vocoder “soloists” who, in mimicking 

the human voice, end up effectively mimicking each other.  
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At the end of the theme comes a choral unison that is the first major unison of the 

piece and a powerful transition to the second major section of the movement. This 

moment, at 1:51, brings the listener to their first definite signal of “the natural”—these 

measures come alive with “hints of human voices and especially big pipe organ timbres.” 

This moment is the first of several distinctly “orchestral” timbres in the movement, 

foreshadowing the instrumental nature of the closing section to come. The layering of 

multiple vocoder tracks lends a fullness and roundness to the vocal texture that is 

missing elsewhere, drawing the closest connection to Beethoven’s orchestration yet and 

lending the chorus a distinctly human-like quality. The listener is aurally surrounded by 

the chorus before it is abruptly paused. 

Following the pause, 2:31 brings a distinct shift from the previous theme’s 

closing. The second section of the work begins with a “deliberately minimal”84 bass 

timbre which echoes the “bouncy” effect of the previous section, but in a more staid and 

serious manner. The section opens up into what can be described as “bright and 

complex” and “percussive,” both for the literal cymbal- and timpani-esque percussive 

elements and for the brightness in the upper voices which is a departure from the control 

of the previous section, but whose layers slowly add to become a significantly complex 

sound texture. The electronic instrumentation in this section is strikingly different from 

Beethoven’s score: where Beethoven’s specified orchestra sounds classically alla turca, 

Carlos’s interpretation amplifies the turn towards the ridiculous, successfully capturing 

the effect initially called for by Beethoven’s instrumentation while simultaneously 

expanding upon it. The “string” voice begins to sound more akin to a child’s toy 
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accordion, and what was once a flute has become a sort of mocking whistle. The vocal 

line in this section differs timbrally as well, as after the grand chorus of the previous 

section, the singular “tenor soloist” at 3:15 now sounds noticeably thin and boxy—the 

perceived fullness has been pulled away to expose the ridiculousness of the voice, so 

that when the chorus returns at 3:48 the “humanlike” effect has lost its luster. The drastic 

timbral change signifies a heightened difference between the two contrasting sections. 

For Carlos’s interpretation, the march section is not only different, but outright absurd.  

This absurdity continues into the following fugal section. The texture builds into 

the extended “instrumental” section at 4:10, which features some of the “swirling shifts of 

timbre” Carlos mentions in Switched-On Bach 2000. Throughout the section as different 

orchestral lines enter, the timbres shift slightly, so that every few measures the overall 

timbre shifts slightly, building up until 5:40, when “the most orchestral” section enters. 

This section, foreshadowed by the previous orchestral and choral unison, is now 

introduced as Carlos says, “just like a good brass ensemble would do it.” The “horn” solo 

does sound quite like an acoustic horn, which calls in at 5:51 “pipe organ timbres,” both 

of which build into the closing theme where all of Carlos’s previous timbres come 

together. The fresh, round, full timbres have finally returned to end the movement with 

the solemnity with which it began. 

At 5:53 the previously introduced voices culminate in the “blast of ensemble 

sound” that comes with the re-entry of the chorus in unison. The voices, accompanied 

now by the fullest texture in the movement, sound both “human” and, as producer 

Rachel Elkind said, “an amalgam of the natural and the synthetic.”85 The “bouncy 
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harpsichordlike” bass weaves between “spiky tingles” of brasslike timbres and 

“especially big pipe organ timbres,” in closed out by a “glistening” and “sparkling” 

instrumental finish, where the instruments “imitative” nature mirrors the quartet section. 

In this section the majestic, grand chorus finally returns after long last, it what seems to 

be shaping up to be a powerful, inspiring ending. Yet at 6:38, Carlos once again 

interrupts the grand chorale with a rapid-fire closing section. The final twenty-one 

measures of the work are, in Beethoven’s original orchestration, a final closing section 

with hints of the alla turca style. But in Carlos’s reimagining, the tempo gradually 

increases as the ridiculous, toylike timbres re-enter to close out the piece with the return 

of the absurd. 

Carlos’s realization of this landmark work uses synthesized timbres to draw 

connections between sections and bring out voices which might have otherwise been 

hidden in the fuller orchestration of the original transcription. Her metaphors tap into the 

“human” element of the performance, both in its allusions to acoustic instruments and its 

motion-focused metaphors, which draw the listener into a special and temporal sound 

event. At a larger level, however, Carlos utilizes the timbres available on her synths and 

vocoder to exaggerate the troping of the “Turkish march” and “grand chorale” topics 

beyond the capabilities of normative Western classical instruments. The grand becomes 

grander, and the markedly different becomes outright ridiculous and absurd. 
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Kraftwerk and the Merge of Man and Machine 

“Why don’t these dressed up, elitist closet queens just send their instruments to the gig 
and not even bother leaving home to perform? Sure, synths are cheap, convenient, and 
easy to play—but whatever happened to love, passion, skill and sweat in the creation of 

modern music? These white, middle-class, get-rich-quick trendies playing mindless, 
regurgitated disco licks can kiss my ass.”86 

 
Theo Cateforis describes Carlos’s Switched-On phenomenon as a highly 

influential compositional turn, a sort of bridge between the classical and popular music 

worlds via classically-trained rock musicians such as Keith Emmerson of Emmerson, 

Lake, and Palmer.87 Switched-On Bach and its use of keyboard synthesizers had set a 

new course for electronic and synthesized sounds, a legacy that would reach across the 

global North and enter into the European market as well. As electronic musics evolved 

another name grew to match the influential status of Wendy Carlos, this time from 

Germany in the 1970s and 1980s: Kraftwerk. An ever-changing quartet of musicians 

playing almost exclusively electronic and often self-built instruments, Kraftwerk helped to 

shape the New Wave genre through “an exclusively synthesized texture [which] could 

provide the structural groundwork for a new generation of keyboard musicians.”88  

Both Carlos and Kraftwerk are today considered highly influential across multiple 

musical genres, and both utilized keyboard synthesizers more fully than others had 

before them. Yet Kraftwerk’s music has become a sort of household name, giving sold-

out performances on international tours as late as 2016; Carlos, meanwhile, has all but 

disappeared from the public eye, her works not even available on popular websites such 

																																																								
86 Anonymous letter to the editor, “Hello It’s Me,” Trouser Press, August 1982, 6, quoted 
in Cateforis, 152. 
87 Cateforis, 155. 
88 Ibid., 163. 
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as iTunes or Spotify.89 These two artists are both written about in nearly every text 

discussing synthesized sound, often in the same chapter90—why, then, has the latter 

had such a stronger lasting memory to the public than the former? Have people simply 

forgotten about Wendy Carlos, and furthermore, does that simply make her music 

forgettable? 

Certainly there were a number of reasons why Kraftwerk’s body of works has 

remained so influential. On one hand, their beat-driven, percussive tracks have lent 

themselves to sampling by a wide range of artists, anywhere from Hip-Hop DJ Afrika 

Bambaataa to New Wave songwriter David Bowie and rock band U2. Perhaps, however, 

the lasting cultural memory of Kraftwerk can, in part, is connected to critics’ gendered 

perceptions of the quartet. Carlos’s music saw a notable difference in reception as her 

audience learned of her gender identity; the public perception of Kraftwerk, that of a 

cisgender male quartet, could shed some light on the different treatment of artists with 

different gender identities. That Kraftwerk has not sought to dispel such public 

perceptions, and in many ways plays into them, highlights the cultural currency of 

perceived masculinity that is at the basis of this difference. This vein is particularly 

effective in that, like Carlos, Kraftwerk were often compared to computers, machines, 

and robots. Yet while Carlos battled against the removal of her humanity, Kraftwerk 

encouraged it and used it to their advantage.  

Kraftwerk invited comparisons between themselves and technology in a variety of 

ways, the most obvious being their performances on stage. The four men would stand 
																																																								
89 It is very much a possibility that Carlos does not desire to have her music available to 
stream or download, but at this time she has said little to nothing on the subject. 
90 Examples of this include Cateforis, Peraino, Pinch and Trocco, cited above, and 
others. 
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on stage in a row, in simple, matching dark-colored outfits, each in front of a set-up of 

several keyboards or electronic percussion machines. They would not engage with the 

audience or with one another, and barely seemed to be doing anything at all.91 In some 

performances and promotional materials they would not even appear at all, instead using 

mannequins dressed like them to stand in their place.92 All in all, a Kraftwerk 

performance likely felt mechanical to its audience, because it was mechanical, which 

was precisely the point.  

Further, the lyrics of many of their songs, especially from the albums Man 

Machine and Computer World, deal with the automation of society and the future of 

computers. Several of their earlier albums, such as Autobahn and Trans-Europe 

Express, address growing interest in and concern with late twentieth century travel and 

communication, but these later albums released in 1978 and 1981 illustrate a future 

world in which all is automated. Despite some anxiety over this technological takeover, 

the members of Kraftwerk did not seem particularly alarmed by this tech takeover, and 

instead seemed to embrace it. For example, in “Pocket Calculator,” the vocalist sings, “I 

am adding and subtracting/ I’m controlling and composing/ By pressing down a special 

key/ it plays a little melody.”93 Here they are not subsumed by the technology, but 

instead easily (and perhaps satirically) controlling it.  

These two albums appeared just before and just after the publishing of Carlos’s 

Playboy interview, which should be no surprise—the discourse surrounding developing 

																																																								
91 Pascal Bussy, Kraftwerk: Man, Machine and Music (London: SAF Publishing, 2006), 
119-120. 
92 Ibid., 113. These mannequins have become a sort of fan favorite, making 
appearances at their performances even today. 
93 Kraftwerk, “Pocket Calculator,” Computer World, 1981. 
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technologies is similar. Anxiety over new biotechnologies, such as the ability for a Trans 

person to medically transition, lines up with anxiety over other growing technologies, like 

Kraftwerk’s performing mannequins. Yet for Kraftwerk, their masculine dominance over 

the synthesizer and its sounds seems to have left a more positive mark on their legacy, 

or for that matter, little mention of a gendered legacy at all. Peraino describes the voices 

on the track “Autobahn” as “ineptly human, but absolutely emotionless,” which implies a 

certain underlying humanity that is permanent and irrevocable; this humanity was in no 

way granted to Carlos after she came out. Kraftwerk’s ability to remain human despite 

actual robots being used, when contrasted with Carlos’s unending fight to be treated as 

any other human, gives the reader and listener a glimpse at the anxiety surrounding 

gender and technology even today. 

 

Critical Metaphors of Kraftwerk 

Kraftwerk has been discussed extensively within electronic music circles, and 

this paper does not aim to reopen the plethora of discussions surrounding Man-Machine 

and Computer World. However it is important to examine some of the metaphors used 

by critics that continue this gendering of technology and electronic music as ultimately 

male. What follows is a brief list of some of the many used when describing the timbres 

used by Kraftwerk in their albums.  

 

Repetition and Hypnosis 

One of the most common recurring metaphors describing Kraftwerk’s music 

refers to the repetitive nature of their songs. Specifically, multiple critics refer to the 
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tracks as “hypnotic,” or in one case, as a “hypnotic musical journey.”94 While these 

comments come from twenty-first century reviewers, one critic in 1979 considered 

Kraftwerk’s beats to have a similar “mantra-like pulse.95 This reviewer also uses the 

terms “robotlike” (which will be explored later) and “repetitive,”96 in the same way that 

Cary Darling more recently refers to Computer World as “an alternatively beautiful and 

beat-heavy salute to all things machine driven and mechanical.”97 While connections to 

the mechanical will be explored below, drawing attention to these connections here 

serve to give reasonable evidence for the value of repetition in Kraftwerk’s songs. An 

earlier review, however, saw no such value, and saw their live performance in 1977 as 

“tedious” and “repetitious,” ultimately making Kraftwerk both an “acquired taste” and a 

“hard sell” for audiences such as himself.98 Whether hypnotic or tedious, comparisons to 

the repetitive play a significant role in the discussion of Kraftwerk’s sound. 

 

Twentieth Century Futurism 

The second prominent metaphor used in describing Kraftwerk’s sounds is much 

broader, as it encompasses not only an action or motion but an entire cultural episteme. 

Multiple critics compared Kraftwerk’s sound with machines, industrial sounds, and 

technology, incorporating some both the excitement surrounding technological 

																																																								
94 Encyclopedia of Popular Music, s.v. “Computer World,” accessed 12 Oct. 2016; Cary 
Darling, “It’s Kraftwerk’s World, We Just Live in It,” The Dallas Star-Telegram, 
September 6, 2016; Darling, “Why I Flew 1435.9 Miles to See a 44-Year-Old Band,” The 
Dallas Star-Telegram, 21 March 2014, 3. 
95 Henschen, 29. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Darling, “Why I Flew,” 2. 
98 “Capt. & Tennille, Raitt, Betts, England Dan, Pips, Kraftwerk, Beach Boys, Schifrin Top 
LPs,” Variety 286, no. 10, April 13 1977, 62. 
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development and the anxiety of anticipating a full machine takeover. In 1977 one 

reviewer referred to their lyrical passages as “vocalizing… that’s not to be construed to 

mean singing;”99 indeed, this description is meant to show Kraftwerk’s vocals as a clear 

departure from the human voice. Similarly, Henschen describes the ensemble’s sound 

as “robotlike,” demonstrating, albeit in a more positive light, the voices’ robotic nature.100 

Kraftwerk’s timbres are called mechanical,101 highly-treated,102 “buzzing,”103 and “hi-tech” 

and “computerized,”104 all buzzwords which give way to imagery of a machine-operated, 

robotic world that was to twentieth century listeners both infinitely futuristic and 

happening all around them.  

A further extension of this metaphor finds authors literally assigning lifelike 

qualities to the electronic timbres. In one example, Darling notes, “Kraftwerk took the 

idea of making music from everyday industrial noises out of the academic realm…”105 

This example compares Kraftwerk’s sound to “everyday industrial noises” such as cars 

on the highway and calculators, and also situates Kraftwerk as a cultural landmark in the 

crossover from academic and “classical” electronic music into the mainstream. She 

continues, “Instead of raging against the machine, they celebrated it.”106 In fact, Darling 

																																																								
99 Ibid. 
100 Henschen, 29. 
101 Ibid. 
102 Quay, “Music-Records: Concert Reviews – Kraftwerk,” Variety 304, no.10, October 7, 
1981, 188. 
103 Darling, “Why I flew,” 1. 
104 Encyclopedia of Popular Music, s.v. “Kraftwerk,” accessed 12 Oct. 2016. 
105 Darling, “Why I Flew,” 1. 
106 Ibid. 
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seems not far off the mark here, as founding member Ralf Hütter described their sounds 

as dealing with “everyday environmental situations.”107  

 

Dark, Ominous 

In later reviews critics approached feelings of anxiety and foreboding more 

literally. While in 2008 a reference to “eerie, dislocated vocals” still in some ways 

referenced robotics and technology,108 in 1991 Kraftwerk’s timbres were more directly 

called “ominous,”109 and in another 2008 article an author wrote “this record gets under 

the skin and infuriates.”110 These terms, each in articles reflecting on works from past 

decades, essentially contextualize Kraftwerk’s timbres for a more contemporary 

audience and situate the listener so as to comprehend some of the anxiety brought 

about by technological advancements in the latter half of the twentieth century. In a 

sense, this category is an extension of the previous one, except for the fact that previous 

anxieties were subtextually assumed. 

 

Physical Appearance 

In this category we see the clearest connection to Carlos’s own metaphors. Both 

Carlos and critics of Kraftwerk describe some of the electronic timbres by comparing 

them with physical appearances or material characteristics, grounding an otherwise 

intangible sound in the listener’s experienced world. For example, some of Kraftwerk’s 
																																																								
107 as quoted in Brian Chin, “Kraftwerk Works at a Craft,” Billboard 99, no. 2, January 10, 
1987, 27. 
108 Encyclopedia of Popular Music, s.v. “Trans Europe Express,” accessed 12 Oct. 2016. 
109 “Interview Kraftwerk: Werk It On Out,” Record Hunter, Vox Archive, 11 (Aug 1991), 
4a-5a. 
110 “Trans Europe Express.” 
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timbres are described as “shiny ironies” in one article,111 and “shimmering beauty” and 

“breathtaking” in another.112 In a more recent review their timbres are described as 

“dazzlingly beautiful and ethereal” and “sleek.”113 Each of these comparisons makes 

connections between Kraftwerk’s musical timbres and the potential listener’s 

experiences with physical objects and their appearances. 

 

Similarities and Differences 

The four categories listed give examples of critical metaphors of Kraftwerk’s 

timbre from a range of forty years, and within that timeframe timbral metaphors assigned 

to the group remained largely the same. All of these categories seem to work towards a 

similar aim, to situate electronic timbres in the physical and material world. Whether 

hypnotizing, mimicking technology, or garnering physical descriptions, all of the 

metaphors examined here ground Kraftwerk’s music in listener experience; even cultural 

associations, such as anxiety over technology, serve to orient the listener within a 

cultural moment, rather than map the critic’s own anxiety onto the music. It seems that 

Kraftwerk’s critics have done precisely what Carlos aimed to do for herself, and what her 

own critics failed to do by her measure. 

In addition, there appears to be another underlying difference between timbral 

metaphors from Carlos’s critics and Kraftwerk’s. The vast majority of literature about 

Kraftwerk’s style and music generally insists that, whatever affect the listener may 

experience, was Kraftwerk’s own decision to create. In other words, Kraftwerk has been 

																																																								
111 “Interview Kraftwerk: Werk It On Out.” 
112 “Trans Europe Express.” 
113 Darling, “Why I Flew,” 2. 
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given near complete agency of their own works, and their intentions and implied musical 

meanings are taken more or less at face value. Yet Carlos is rarely extended that same 

courtesy. In many of the critiques examined her own interpretation of her music is 

virtually ignored in favor of other theories, ones which are often considered by Carlos to 

be completely erroneous, if not outright cruel. Writers such as Peraino, when insisting 

upon the “radical reassignment surgery of her synthesized orchestrations”114 that Carlos 

herself emphatically denies, remove her agency as a competent composer altogether. 

 

  

																																																								
114 Peraino, 200. 
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Conclusions 

Wendy Carlos’s music has been incredibly influential to electronic music genres, 

and whether her lack of current popularity is due to gendered perceptions of her music or 

simple changes of taste, analysis of her music is still a valuable tool for understanding 

twentieth century electronic music. Electronic timbres have been largely overlooked in 

discussions of twentieth century artists, and an analysis of timbral metaphors can give 

the scholar insight into the cultural assumptions and social implications surrounding a 

work. 

At this point it becomes necessary to examine where one can go from here. This 

paper has outlined problematic gaps in the discussion of Wendy Carlos’s music that 

stem directly from critics’ inability to separate her gender identity from her musical 

performances, compositions, and innovations. This paper has also attempted to partake 

in a timbral analysis of Carlos’s works that successfully navigates this separation, and 

looked at the critical perception of an ensemble whose public perceptions have never 

troubled the separation in the first place. What, then, is the next step? 

Future research on Carlos’s works may well find itself in the realms of the voice, 

and its electronic and digital counterparts. Nina Sun-Eidsheim’s work on the gendering of 

synthesized voice, as well as the work of many others, offers a promising avenue for 

exploration that unfortunately did not fit within this paper, but future discussion of 

Carlos’s treatment of the voice and use of the vocoder would certainly provide further 

insight to her musical works. 

For scholars wishing to study the music of Wendy Carlos, timbral metaphor has 

the potential to be an excellent stepping stone forward. This essay offers but one 
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preliminary example; there are dozens of works and endless possibilities. It is imperative 

that the value of her musical works is not tied to cultural assumptions about the nature of 

her gender, and further, it is imperative for the contemporary scholar interested in her 

music to become familiar with the ways in which Carlos refers to herself and identifies 

herself. While it is true that a musical work is open to interpretation and discussion far 

beyond statements by the composer, the same is not at all true for one’s personal 

identity. When these two pieces become conflated, the ability to construct an analysis of 

the artist’s work is lost to the abyss of gendered fears and assumptions. 
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