A SHORT HISTORY OF RECORDING SOUND

This year, 2010, it is 150 years
ago that the oldest sound we can
listen back today, was recorded.
This anniversary is a very good

opportunity to review the history of

the technologies available for the
recording of sound.

For as Mark Katz states: “Far from
being simply a tool for the preser-
vation of music, the technology is a
catalyst.”

"FAR FROM BEING SIMPLY
A TOOL FOR THE PRESER—
VATION OF MUSIC, THE
TECHNOLOGY IS A CATA-
LYST." - Mark Katz

This oldest sound fragment, of
Edouard-Léon Scott de Martinville

singing *Au Claire de la Lune’,
was recorded in 1860 with his own
invention, the so-called phonauto-
eraph and can be listened at: http://
www.lirstsounds.org/sounds/scott.
php.

The phonautograph could trans-
cribe sound to a visible medium,
but had no means to play back the
sound after it was recorded. The
transcriptions, known as phonau-
tograms, were first successfully
played back in 2008 at Lawrence
Berkeley National Laboratory.

The device consisted of a horn or
barrel that focused sound waves
onto a membrane to which a hog’s
bristle was attached, causing the
bristle to move and enabling it to
inscribe the sound onto a visual
medium. The phonautograph was a

laboratory curiosity for the study of

acoustics. It was used to determine
the frequency of a given musi-

cal pitch and to study sound and
speech.

Edison

The first practical sound recording
and reproduction device was the
mechanical phonograph cylinder,
invented by Thomas Edison in
1877. The invention soon spread
across the globe and over the next
two decades the commercial recor-
ding, distribution and sale of sound
recordings became a growing new
international industry, with the
most popular titles selling millions
of units by the early 1900s.

The development of mass-produc-
tion techniques enabled cylinder
recordings to become a major new
consumer item in industrial coun-
tries and the cylinder was the main

consumer format from the late
1880s until around 1910, when the
Gramophone record overtook the
cylinder.

It was by means of electrical recor-
ding that, so-called, overdubbing
was made possible and this new
technique was first used around
1920.
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Electrical recording

Sound recording began as a mecha-
nical process and remained so until
the early 1920s (with the exception
of the 1898 Telegraphone) when a
string of groundbreaking inventions
in the field of electronics revolu-
tionised sound recording and the
young recording industry.

The advent of electrical recording
in 1925 made it possible to use mi-
crophones to capture the sound of
the performance, but notably also
drastically improved the quality

of the recording process of disc
records, because before that time
cylinders and discs were played on
mechanical devices (most common-
ly hand wound with a clockwork
motor).




