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Techo Pioneers

The World of Leon Theremin
Weird Noises and International Intrigue

B y  J i m  R u e

THE THEREMIN, THE FIRST ELECTRONIC MUSICAL INSTRUMENT, WAS INVENTED

in 1920. It created a musical tone unlike any ever heard before. Fans of
the Beach Boys remember the ethereal sound effect used in “Good
Vibrations,” one of their hit songs. Fans of Led Zeppelin, Todd
Rundgren (once described as a pop-geek) or the British Bonzo Dog
Band heard similar effects from time to time.

Not many realize that, in addition to being the very first electronic
musical instrument, the theremin is also the first instrument played with-
out requiring any physical contact with the device by the player. Rather,
changes in pitch and volume are affected by introducing the capacitance
of the human body into the sphere of electromagnetic influence of the
theremin. This causes minute changes in the frequency of an oscillator,
and thereby in the “beat” created with another tuned oscillator nearby.

THE THEREMIN

The first model introduced by Lev Termen in 1920 resembled a floor
model radio or small writing desk. There was no speaker in the first
model—only the vibration of the oscillator itself, which made the
sound. An antenna extended upward from one side of the wooden cab-
inet. Another looped horizontally from the opposite side. By varying
the distance of one’s hand from the loop (but without touching it), the
volume was adjusted. By doing the same with the vertical antenna
using the other hand, the produced pitch could be varied between 1 Hz
and 2000 Hz, a remarkable way to play an instrument.

THE INVENTOR

Lev Termen was born in St. Petersburg, Russia in 1896. He was educated
as an electrical engineer. He was also a musician, and played the cello. Lev
later changed his name to the more anglicized Leon Theremin. In 1920 his
new music synthesizer was demonstrated for the first time at the Moscow
Industrial Fair. When Vladimir Lenin saw and heard the theremin he was
captivated. He asked Theremin to give him lessons, which he did.

After several years of touring the world with his device, Theremin set-
tled in New York City in 1928. He met, fell in love with and then married
the beautiful black ballerina, Lavinia Williams. He withstood substantial
criticism for this because he was Caucasian, and interracial marriage was
not yet accepted. He played with the New York Philharmonic, and main-
tained a studio for the purposes of giving music lessons and inventing fur-
ther musical devices. He hobnobbed with classical musicians, composers
and scientists of the era. Among these was a young physicist who bor-
rowed a room in Theremin’s studio for a drafting table. At this borrowed
workstation the man dabbled with the interconnection between musical

structure and geometric figures but nothing ever came of it. No so of the
physicist. The young physicist was Albert Einstein.

THE INTRIGUE

In 1938 Leon Theremin disappeared from his studio in New York City.
Some said he had been called back to Mother Russia. Rumors spread that
he had been returned to Moscow and was executed there. While he was
kept out of sight, he was very much alive. In his later years Theremin said
he had been abducted by the KGB. In any case he spent the next twenty
years living in Moscow under house arrest. He never saw his wife again.

But he was productive. He was apparently a good party member and an
obedient Communist. Leon Theremin invented the theremin and a variety
of other devices over the course of his career. Some of the devices were
musical and some were not. He invented a version of the theremin for
dancers wherein their movements on a specially engineered dance floor
would produce tones. He invented an electronic rhythm device, an early
attempt at color television, a door opener, and an early burglar alarm.

But his most important invention would not be publicly acknowledged
for some years after its inception. He created a passive bug, a small
microphone that could be “read” from a distance by its capacitance (sim-
ilarly to the operation of the theremin) and required no local power
source. One of these was embedded in a beautifully carved wooden
plaque of the Great Seal of the United States. In 1948 it was presented by
Russian schoolchildren to Averell Harriman, then American ambassador
to the USSR. The plaque hung on the wall of the ambassador’s home
office until it was discovered in 1960. Theremin was awarded the Stalin
Prize for technology for his bug called simply “The Thing.”

Whether Theremin was an unwitting collaborator in the Cold War is
arguable. After ten years of house arrest he began to receive the privileges
of mail and telephone calls, and in 1989 he visited Western Europe. In an
interview there with musicologist Olivia Mattis he said that had never
been treated badly by the KGB. Upon his return to the USSR he was sent
to a road gang, but he was immediately made the supervisor, and eight
months later he was returned to Moscow where he was placed in charge
of a number of important scientists at the Tupolev aviation laboratory.
Whether or not he was an unwilling conspirator, Theremin retired from
the KGB in 1967 after an illustrious thirty-year career as an engineer,
inventor, and spy. Theremin died in Moscow in 1993. He was 97.  
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