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Introduction

In an essay on some of the historical and theoretical implications of the
cinema’s conversion to sound, Alan Williams poses a question rarely asked
in histories of the period: “And this is one of the great mysteries of this
part of film history. Why, with no previous indications of dissatisfaction,
did audiences suddenly embrace the talkies, acting as if they had been dis-
satisfied with ‘silent’ cinema for a long time?”* One solution to this “mys-
tery” requires reconceptualizing the question, broadening the issue from a
media-specific approach that considers in isolation technological change in
the cinema to a perspective that examines larger issues of sound technology
during the late 19205 to early 1930s. Movie audiences’ sudden enthusiasm
for the talkies then becomes one small part of a general reaction to much
larger technological shifts. Hollywood’s conversion to sound and cinema
audiences’ enthusiasm are merely components of the larger pervasiveness
and reaction to a new technological mediation of sound. This new tech-
nology applied electrical principles to sound recording, transmission, and
reproduction in a number of different media forms (predominantly radio,
the phonograph, and the cinema). Emerging sound media and the rhetoric
surrounding each brought about new interest in and new auditors’ rela-
tionships to sound. Technologically mediated sounds took on an increased
importance, a new pervasiveness, as they fulfilled new social functions and
embodied new and exacerbated preexisting social anxieties.
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This book examines the process of technological change and the always
contested emergence of new media forms by focusing on a crucial period
in the history of U.S. mass media. Throughout the book I demonstrate
that the ultimate form a technology takes is never predetermined, but in-
stead results from struggles between conflicting visions of technological
possibility in economic, cultural, and political realms. Corporations such
as AT&T, General Electric, Westinghouse, and RCA (Radio Corporation of
America) used extensive capital investment and strategic patent acquisi-
tion to control the innovation of sound technology and its application to
various consumer products and services. But emerging sound media be-
came sites around which coalesced competing notions of how media might
function in U.S. society. Celebrants and critics of new media alternately
framed sound technology either as an outlet for socially valorized “high
culture” forms or as a purveyor of degraded popular culture, as a tool of
education and cultural uplift or as a threat to standards of public taste. In-
novators also hailed emerging acoustic media (particularly radio) as instru-
ments that would fulfill the promise of participatory democracy through a
better-informed citizenry, while others warned that the new media might
function as tools to manipulate a gullible populace. Throughout the period,
celebrations of a new acoustic “consumer democracy” uneasily coexisted
with fears of the crowd readily transformed into a mob. Innovators thus
sought not only to determine the most profitable method of deploying new
media but also whether and how sound media might serve interests be-
yond commerce.

Ultimately, I argue that the innovation of electrical sound technology
prompted a restructuring and consolidation of corporate mass media in-
terests, shifts in both representational conventions and patterns of media
consumption, and a renegotiation of the social functions assigned to mass
media forms. In addition to these struggles to determine what roles sound
media would play in U.S. culture, this time period includes some of the
most important developments in American mass media history: the film
industry’s conversion to synchronous sound, the rise of radio networks
and advertising-supported broadcasting, the establishment of a federal
regulatory framework on which U.S. communications policy continues to
be based, the development of several powerful media conglomerates with
substantial interests in the film, radio, and recording industries, and the
innovation of a new acoustic commodity (the product of so-called media
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“synergy”) in which a single story, character, song, or other product is made
available to consumers in multiple media forms and formats.

With sound technology as the primary object of study, traditional no-
tions of media specificity begin to fray about the edges. Issues surrounding
Hollywood’s adoption of synchronous sound are conceptually linked at the
outset with related developments in U.S. broadcasting and the phonograph
industry. Within this conceptual framework, three of the dominant mass
media forms before World War II (cinema, radio, and the phonograph)
are less specific media than three related applications of the same technol-
ogy. That technology, what I will refer to as electrical acoustics, involved the
electrical and mechanical means through which sound was successfully
encoded, amplified, transmitted, decoded and then reproduced. In what
follows I make the terminological distinction between a technological ap-
paratus (an organized system of applied scientific principles and hardware)
and the various technological applications through which it is deployed (in
commodity forms that address real, perceived, or created consumer needs).
While the synchronous-sound film, the radio, and the phonograph are
quite distinct media—that is, they involved specific technological applica-
tions—in terms of sound technology each is the selective arrangement of
the same basic apparatus.?

Electrical acoustics consisted of three basic phases in the technological
augmentation of sound: collecting/encoding, storage/transmission, decod-
ing/reproduction. Collecting/encoding involved the collection of a version
of an acoustic event and the transformation of the physical energy of sound
waves into electrical energy by a microphone. The apparatus amplified
and transmitted this electrical energy to a storage/transmission medium.
At the second phase the apparatus moved the encoded signal through
space and/or time using a radio carrier wave, a phonograph disk, or a film
soundtrack (whether on a disk or a variable-area or variable-density opti-
cal film soundtrack). The third phase, decoding/reproduction, essentially
repeated the first phase but in reverse. The electrical-acoustic apparatus
transformed the encoded version of an acoustic event from electrical en-
ergy back into physical energy through a loudspeaker and dispersed the
resulting sounds into space as sound waves.

The three primary applications of electrical acoustics differ most obvi-
ously in their respective media of storage/transmission. They differ as well
in recording conditions (the absence of a visual component for the radio
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and the phonograph obviously allowed greater freedom in microphone
placement) and the acoustic conditions of playback (in the late 1920s, the
acoustically damped living room as the primary site of radio and phono-
graph reproduction contrasted sharply with the far more reverberant movie
theater). However, as numerous engineers of the period frequently noted,
the three applications of electrical acoustics shared the same basic techno-
logical hardware and applied scientific principles.

Much of the research and development work central to this technologi-
cal change took place within the corporate boundaries of AT&T, its wholly
owned subsidiary Western Electric, and Bell Laboratories. Research re-
lated to the amplification of telephone signals led to the development of
the vacuum tube amplifier and, in 1915, AT&T used the device to inau-
gurate transcontinental telephony. The telephone amplifier resulted from
innovations to the triode vacuum tube (the rights to which AT&T acquired
from inventor Lee De Forest in 1913) undertaken by AT&T employee H. D.
Arnold. Arnold’s work was part of a systematic attempt by the telephone
company to expand its research in the broad field of communications, a re-
search effort that also led to the innovation of the condenser microphone,
improvements in loudspeaker technology, the application of the vacuum
tube to both radio transmission and reception and electrical systems of re-
cording on both phonograph records and motion picture film. During the
early 1920s, AT&T and Western Electric combined elements of this applied
research to create public address systems and then electrical systems of
phonograph recording and reproduction and synchronous-sound cinema.
In 1925, Western Electric successfully marketed its electrical phonograph
innovations by licensing two of the major U.S. phonograph companies,
Columbia and Victor, and it found a market for a sound-on-disk film sys-
tem (now called the Vitaphone) when Warner Bros. signed as a licensee in
1926. Through its wholly owned subsidiary Electrical Research Products
Incorporated (ERPI), Western Electric eventually signed up virtually all the
major studios in Hollywood by May of 1928.

AT&T was not alone in innovating electrical methods of augmenting
sound. General Electric employee Irving Langmuir independently dupli-
cated Arnold’s development of the vacuum tube amplifier as part of a well-
funded and sustained program of industrial research at GE. That research
and development work also led to an electrical system of phonograph re-
cording and reproduction and a competing system of synchronous-sound
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film. While Western Electric had been first to market successfully the ap-
plication of electrical principles to the phonograph and film industries,
GE garnered a share of the market by licensing the phonograph company
Brunswick-Balke-Collender and, later, film company RKO and several
other studios.

In addition to General Electric, a number of independent entrepreneur-
ial inventors simultaneously developed competing applications of electrical
principles to different media. Lee De Forest developed a sound-on-film sys-
tem (called the Phonofilm) and sought with minimal success to market it
to the motion picture industry from 1923 through the late 1920s. Theodore
Case, an Auburn (New York)-based inventor, created a similar sound-on-
film system and sold it to Warner Bros.” competitor, the Fox Film Corpora-
tion. Within several months of the August 1926 premiere of the Warner
Bros.” Vitaphone films, Fox released synchronous-sound films under the
Movietone brand. While De Forest had astutely retained rights to develop
his triode vacuum tube when he sold the patent to AT&T, other inventors—
such as Case—ultimately had to seek a license for this crucial component
of electrical acoustics from either AT&T or General Electric, a development
that gave these two large organizations control over a crucial component to
any electrical sound system.

Corporate innovators like General Electric and AT&T were able to exer-
cise significant control over technological innovation through their patent
rights. At two key moments in the early history of electrical acoustics, they
worked collaboratively with other patent holders to try to manage techno-
logical change. In 1919—20 the major patent holders in the field of wire-
less communication entered into a patent pool agreement that sought to
develop radio in a manner that limited competition and maximized their
profits. AT&T, General Electric, Westinghouse, the United Fruit Company,
and several other smaller concerns licensed each other under their pat-
ents, negotiated a split of the anticipated profitable applications of wireless
technology, and formed the corporation RCA as a patent-holding company.
But this wireless patent pool failed to anticipate consumer enthusiasm for
radio broadcasting, and by 1926 the dominant corporate patent holders
renegotiated an agreement to carve up the field of radio. These patent pools
affected all applications of electrical sound technology since they covered
key patents for components (crucially, vacuum tube amplification) neces-
sary for the various applications of electrical acoustics.
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While major corporations sought to maintain control over the in-
novation of electrical sound technology, crucial institutional and repre-
sentational transformations took place within all three of the primary
sound-reproducing media. From the mid-1920s through the early 1930s,
Hollywood became a consumer of the technological innovations at AT&T
and GE and converted to synchronous-sound recording and reproduction.
The film industry also underwent the difficult process through which aes-
thetic experimentation and debates among film critics, directors, sound en-
gineers, and industry pundits led to the establishment of representational
conventions for Hollywood recording and sound/image relationships. Si-
multaneously (and not unrelatedly), the U.S. film industry experienced an
important period of consolidation and industrial realignments. While in
1925 two major companies significantly dominated the industry (Famous
Players and Loew’s/MGM), by arguably the end of Hollywood’s conversion
to sound the industry had realigned with power vested in five vertically
integrated major film studios and, to a lesser extent, three smaller compa-
nies. Douglas Gomery concludes that “the greatest outcome of the coming
of sound was the establishment of the studio classic system that dominated
through the 1930s and 1940s.”3 Hollywood’s conversion to sound also
caused some significant shifts in the types of films produced and the the-
atrical filmgoing experience. Most obviously, Hollywood borrowed formats
from other entertainment forms (Broadway, vaudeville, nightclubs) and be-
gan producing musicals. In general, the experience of theatrical filmgoing
in the period was also marked by a shift from programs that combined live
and recorded performances characterized by multiple modes of address
to more unified representational patterns with relatively rare and highly
conventionalized moments of direct address incorporated within the fully
recorded.

As in motion pictures, the mid-1920s through the 1930s involved crucial
developments within radio. The wireless patent pool had sought to fix the
potential marketable identities of radio technology, legislating in effect each
member organization’s share of point-to-point wireless telegraphy and te-
lephony, but it only barely and very ambiguously anticipated the ultimately
dominant form radio technology would take: point-to-mass broadcasting.
From 1922 on, radio broadcasting exploded in pervasiveness and popular-
ity. A handful of transmitting stations in 1922 were joined within two years
by over 500 licensed broadcasting stations. By one account, in the decade
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after 1922 the diffusion of radio receivers in U.S. households went from a
market penetration of 0.2 percent to 55.2 percent before eventually reach-
ing a total of approximately 81.5 percent of all households immediately be-
fore World War I1.4 Radio broadcasting’s rapid diffusion throughout the
country was accompanied by a series of struggles to define what broadcast-
ing would become and who would pay for it. Conflicting spatial definitions
of the medium (radio that offered a local service or a national mode of
address) and conflicting economic models (government funding, a tax on
receiving tubes and sets, commercial sponsorship, indirect or direct adver-
tising) vied for dominance in the latter half of the 1920s. By 19277, Congress
established the Federal Radio Commission (FRC) to oversee radio broad-
casting and formally codified the regulatory assumptions that continue to
inform much of U.S. broadcasting policy. But after 1927 and the forma-
tion of the FRC, the radio industry continued to exhibit dramatic changes.
Radio network NBC officially began broadcasting in November 1926, but
the RCA-owned network quickly expanded to two networks (NBC Red and
NBC Blue) in January 1927. NBC was joined on the airwaves by competi-
tor CBS in the fall of 1927. Radio advertising arguably began at AT&T’s
New York station WEAF in the early 1920s, but in a series of rhetorical,
economic, and political struggles throughout the 1920s and into the early
1930s, broadcast advertising shifted from the indirect sponsorship of pro-
gramming (only the corporate sponsor’s name mentioned intermittently in
the broadcast) to the full-scale, direct promotion of individual products and
services. In a series of shifts related to such institutional and regulatory
developments, programming on radio also underwent significant changes,
including the development of announcing conventions, the gradual profes-
sionalization of radio performance, the development of scheduling con-
ventions designed to target and call into being demographically specific
audiences, and the increasing marginalization of some political voices and
educational programming.

Within the phonograph industry, dramatic changes began prior to the
shift in 1925 from acoustic to electrical methods of recording and repro-
ducing sound as the industry faced slumping sales of phonographs and
records and sought to navigate its relationship to the growing popularity of
radio. During the period, the phonograph record’s status as a commodity
also underwent significant change in response to the potential offered by
and limitations endemic to the new electrical systems (for example, a shift
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in the frequency range of phonographs), what some have pointed to as the
influence of radio on popular tastes among the record-buying public, and
the proliferation of jukeboxes throughout the 1930s. Electrical recording
changed both recording practices and the types of music recorded as the act
of recording was gradually reconceived from the preservation of an original
event to the creation of calculated effects.5 Because of the increased sensi-
tivity of microphones, musicians in recording studios no longer had to clus-
ter around acoustic sound-collection devices, and the spatial arrangement
of musicians and their instruments could more closely approximate the
conditions under which they normally performed. The extended frequency
range (especially the more efficient reproduction of bass tones) reduced
jazz musicians’ reliance on strings and the cornet to provide a rhythmic
structure. More sensitive sound collection allowed musicians to play less
loudly and thereby better moderate their tone.® Electrical recording also,
arguably, made possible new performance styles such as the crooner.
Significant recent work has engaged each of these media in turn, consti-
tuting a kind of second generation of historical scholarship on this period
in U.S. media history. Recent book-length publications have revised and
fine-tuned the dominant historical narratives that for years had functioned
as the sources for our understanding of these media. Much can be learned
from this work as it has carefully mined significant archival sources and
brought to bear on the period principles of contemporary historiography.
In each of the three media, a dominant historical work had functioned as a
kind of master narrative, a map of sorts, against which subsequent efforts
were positioned. For radio, Erik Barnouw’s three-volume study fulfilled
this function for more than a generation. First Hugh Aitken and Susan
Douglas and subsequently Robert McChesney, Susan Smulyan, Michele
Hilmes, Thomas Streeter, Douglas Craig, and then Douglas again provided
essential book-length examinations of American radio particularly relevant
to the 1920s and early 1930s. Shorter works, focusing on more specific
historical issues, by Catherine Covert, Frank Biocca, Mary Mander, Leonard
Reich, again Hugh Aitken, Hugh Slotten, and others productively augment
our understanding of radio’s origins and early development.” For the pho-
nograph, Oliver Read and Walter L. Welch's From Tin Foil to Stereo: Evolution
of the Phonograph (and to a lesser extent Roland Gelatt’s The Fabulous Pho-
nograph: From Edison to Stereo) mapped out histories of recorded sound. Re-
cently, Andre Millard, Michael Chanan, William Kenney, and Lisa Gitelman
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have provided new book-length revisions to our understanding of this his-
tory. Exciting, essay-length work by Marsha Siefert, Emily Thompson, and
Gitelman directly address the phonograph as a technological object, the
social identity of which was in fact subject to economic and cultural de-
termination.® For Hollywood’s conversion to sound, Harry Geduld’s book
provided an early master narrative that was productively revised by Douglas
Gomery’s 1975 dissertation and the crucial essays it spawned. James Lastra,
Donald Crafton, and the essays and editorial work of Rick Altman have
provided a productive rethinking of this crucial period.?

The significant body of comparatively recent work on sound media
has added breadth and depth to our understanding of the radio, the pho-
nograph, and the film, but much of the existing literature retains a pre-
dominantly media-specific approach and hence fails to engage more fully
the crucial links between these media forms. The first portion of Michele
Hilmes’s Hollywood and Broadcasting provides a useful overview of the in-
dustrial connections between film and radio in the United States.’ While
some of the phonograph histories include sections on film or radio, until
quite recently little of the scholarly work on sound media has systematically
explored sound technology as a transmedia phenomenon.”

James Lastra’s Sound Technology and the American Cinema links issues
surrounding Hollywood sound practices, particularly amid the industry’s
adoption of synchronous sound, to larger theories and debates about per-
ception and representation as they were shaped by (and in turn shaped)
both photography and phonography. Emily Thompson’s The Soundscape
of Modernity is less concerned with media than it is with a larger culture
of sound and of listening that, although profoundly influenced by techno-
logical mediation, was not ultimately shaped or determined by any specific
medium. Her work ranges across shifts in the study of acoustics, acoustic
treatment in building materials and architectural design, methods of mea-
suring and controlling noise, to a new culture of listening and the repre-
sentational practices that produced the clear, direct, nonreverberant sound
favored by this culture. Daunting in its scope and rigor, Thompson’s book
remaps how we might broadly conceive of acoustic culture and its practices
even as her book points toward additional ways in which this period might
be explored. Jonathan Sterne’s The Audible Past is even more expansive in
its scope than Thompson's work. Although concerned with technology and
with media, Sterne’s work is more focused on practices of listening and
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the ways in which they have been shaped by various conceptualizations
of sound and hearing. While technology and media play a role in Sterne’s
presentation, to my mind he seems more concerned with their embodi-
ment of both theories of sound/hearing and their expression of cultural
contexts than with their material specificity as technology or as media. Ul-
timately, Lastra, Thompson, and Sterne all underscore the need for addi-
tional historically informed work on sound that transcends any particular
medium.™

Media-specific approaches to the history of electrical acoustics result in
part from observable material differences of media forms. Our contempo-
rary notions about the specificity of the radio, the cinema, and the phono-
graph are additionally embodied in both substantial and trivial aspects of
our professional lives. From the curriculum we often teach through various
institutional alignments, to Library of Congress cataloging conventions,
media-specific approaches provide a commonsense method to organize
this admittedly chaotic period of technological change.’

In general, I see three overlapping reasons for revisiting the innovation
of electrical acoustics with a broader conception of the object of study. First,
the material technological base that provided synchronous recorded sound
for the cinema, that improved the fidelity of the phonograph, and that al-
lowed widely dispersed listeners to tune into the same radio programming
all applied the same principles for technologically augmenting sound and
relied upon many of the same component parts.

Second, a variety of social groups during the period viewed and accord-
ingly acted as if these otherwise distinct media were crucially interrelated.
Period commentators, especially engineers, were well aware of the mu-
tual interdependence of various applications of the electrical-acoustic ap-
paratus. Although recognizing such interdependence, accounts of sound
technology in the late 1920s and early 1930s asserted multiple and often
conflicting descriptions of causality. In 1931, public address engineer
Gordon Mitchell claimed that, “Public address is the youngest offspring
of the Sound family,” while five years earlier, Western Electric engineers
asserted that, “It was through applying the principles of sound amplifica-
tion as they have been worked out in Public Address Systems to the pho-
nograph that the new process of electrical recording of sound was devel-
oped.”™ Well-publicized public address performances from as early as 1921
undermine Mitchell’s assertion that public address was the youngest child
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of the sound family. Rather than the result of sibling rivalry, simultaneous
developments in the fields of radio, public address, phonography, and mo-
tion picture sound might best be seen as mutually reinforcing products
of research and development accompanying a single apparatus that had
multiple profitable identities. If we seek paternity within the sound family,
then perhaps the telephone and its ability to electrically encode, transmit,
and reproduce voices and music might serve as a progenitor.

Third, our contemporary historical moment resonates powerfully with
developments in the 1920s and early 1930s. We increasingly live in an in-
termedial world. Ongoing technological change blurs distinctions between
cinema, television, the Web, radio, and recorded sound. Various screens
distributing various media content proliferate in public and private spaces.
As media hardware grows increasingly mobile (SUV onboard digital video,
iPod, each new “generation” of cell phone that promises to deliver both
quantitatively more and greater variety of content), so too does media soft-
ware. Portability propels media into new spaces, and content migrates with
increasing apparent freedom from film to video game, from recording stu-
dio to the Web. Our contemporary experience of the intermedial might be
productively informed by an understanding of a previous moment when
the distinctions between media forms were not as clear as media-specific
historical scholarship might suggest. While this book does not constitute a
comparative study overtly positing links across seventy-five to eighty years
of U.S. media history (that would most assuredly be a different book), it
does provide a series of perspectives and frameworks, a series of questions
and answers that might enliven our contemporary experience of media
convergence with a historical perspective.

Work on historiography and technology from outside film and media
studies provides a potential model for a non-media-specific approach to
this period. In an essay outlining a “social constructivist” approach to the
history of technological innovations, Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker adapt
a model drawn from the sociology of scientific knowledge to the study of
technology.” They outline a three-stage program for research premised on
a “multidirectional” model of historical innovations. That is, a model that
takes into account and accounts for stages in the development of a tech-
nological artifact with varying degrees of success. This model thus avoids
the retrospectively imposed linearity of many accounts that view through
the filter of hindsight only those stages of a technological artifact that were



I2

Introduction

successful. Their model also avoids the tendency of many economic-based
analyses of innovation that fail to account for or even address the technol-
ogy itself. “The Social Construction of Technology (SCOT)” describes the
development of technological artifacts as an alternation between variation
and selection, thereby allowing historians to account for why some variants
of an artifact fail while others are selected.

The first step of SCOT involves demonstrating the “interpretative flex-
ibility of a technological artifact.””® Here, the historian of technological in-
novation demonstrates that within the development of a technology there
is flexibility in both how people think or interpret a given artifact and the
design of that artifact. The notion of such a flexibility hinges on the ob-
servation that a given technological artifact will have different identities
and thereby present different problems to different social groups. The his-
torian then traces how such flexibility was closed down and the identity
and design of the artifact stabilized through various “closure mechanisms”
through which consensus in terms of meaning and design were both
achieved and enforced. The third stage of the research program involves
“relat[ing] the content of a technological artifact to the wider sociopolitical
milieu.””7 SCOT provides an alternative to linear accounts of technological
“successes” by accounting for the various false starts and blind alleys often
elided from such histories. Through the notions of interpretive flexibility
and closure mechanisms, this historical approach explicitly acknowledges
the contestation surrounding an artifact’s meaning and acknowledges as
well that such flexibility is closed down through discursive as well as eco-
nomic or regulatory means.

SCOT provides a way of thinking about technology, a method of ap-
proaching the technological artifact, that helps to circumvent some signifi-
cant historiographic and conceptual problems. By attending to the tech-
nology itself, such an approach avoids the dissimulation of technological
processes and artifacts that focuses instead on texts, individuals, and/or
institutions. Such an attention to the technology per se also directs the his-
torian beyond media-specific approaches to this period of technological in-
novation. The notions of “variation and selection” point to the manner in
which innovation in representational technologies results neither from a
teleological evolution toward ever greater realism (idealist historiography)
nor from a series of progressive design solutions responsive to consumer
desires and/or market demands (economic determinism). Bijker’s notion
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of “interpretative flexibility” illustrates that the identity of representational
technologies (their relationships to and effects on aesthetic practices, the
social meanings ascribed to them, their perceived potentials and limita-
tions) are subject to discursive and practical contestation such that the
eventual deployment of the technological artifact into its “social milieu”
is less the product of qualities inherent to the technology itself than the
result of a series of often historically elided “closure mechanisms.” Finally,
and perhaps most importantly, Pinch and Bijker’s third category of inquiry,
relating the artifact to the wider milieu, points to the necessity of viewing
synchronous cinema sound, network radio broadcasting, or electrical pho-
nographs as different solutions, different end results, of a redefinition of
the identity of the larger electrical-acoustic artifact.

Rick Altman’s book-length study of silent film sound illustrates how
some of the principles and procedures of SCOT might be applied and
adapted to media studies.”® In Silent Film Sound, Altman outlines and
puts into practice what he calls “crisis historiography.” Setting himself
against idealist historiography and its tendency to begin with an object
(i-e., television) as it exists today as if it were a single consistent object
of study, Altman suggests instead that, in their formative periods, repre-
sentational technologies have plural, often conflicting identities. Coexist-
ing with these plural identities, but not reducible to them, “jurisdictional
conflicts” pit competing groups in struggles to control technological
change. While these conflicts play out in the economic realm, they also
inform representational practices as innovators of a new medium strug-
gle to position it in relation to existing media conventions. Ultimately for
Altman, “overdetermined solutions” (much like Pinch and Bijker’s “clo-
sure mechanisms”) resolve—at least temporarily—jurisdictional strug-
gles, but through a process of social construction that is ongoing and
multiple. “Rarely is the outcome of this process a winner-take-all affair,”
Altman notes. “Because the negotiation is complex and multisided, rather
than an epic one-on-one clash, establishment of an acceptable, durable
solution usually depends on discovering an arrangement that simultane-
ously satisfies a maximum number of users.”™ The history that results
from this method is nonlinear in presentation and offers a multi-perspec-
tival view that takes account of and accounts for the failures as well as
successes that led to the incorporation of new technology into commodity
and social relations.
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A technological apparatus, such as electrical acoustics, and the pro-
cesses surrounding and shaping technological change are inexorably in-
terwoven into the larger fabric of social formations, institutional structures
and practices, patterns of consumption, and often contradictory ideologi-
cal formations. The existing literature on technological history, specifically
the history of mass media and sound-related technologies, suggests several
approaches to a technological object of study. Some studies take as their
object the technology itself, often focusing specifically on a particular tech-
nological artifact and reading from the physical qualities of the artifact not
only the application of technological principles but also the embodiment
of certain practices of production and consumption. Shifts in the design
of consumer objects are traced for the way they mirror and enforce (in
a mutually codetermining manner) shifting conceptions of technological
identity and individuals’ relationships to it.2° Other studies conceptualize
technology as itself a social practice and emphasize its incorporation within
existing systems of production and/or consumption.?* Another approach to
technological history of media explores the relationship between technol-
ogy (envisioned as either object or practice) and mass media texts. Such
studies have frequently theorized connections between aesthetic practice,
the technology that supports it, and a larger ideological function under-
written and served by the nexus of technology/text/consumption.?? Still
other approaches view technology and its artifacts as a kind of symptom—
historically meaningful for the manner in which they can embody, or their
implication within, (often) hegemonic ideological systems and/or constel-
lations of power.?? In general, these approaches conceptualize technology
in a number of different ways typically exploring the relationships between
technology as object, practice, and/or discourse.

Much of what follows is informed by the observation that these three
conceptions of technology (as object, as practice, as discourse) always work
in concert. Technological objects and the practices they inspire are shaped
by and always embedded within social relations. Technology is produced,
reproduced and, importantly, understood through various discursive and
representational practices that seek to discipline the ways individuals and
society envision their possibilities, as well as talk and think about, use,
and consume technological objects or technologically mediated texts. Pub-
lic discursive constructions of and images depicting technology establish
interpretive and practical frameworks through which their potential is un-
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derstood and exercised, thereby constructing knowledge about and hence
realities of their use. The material, experiential basis for our shared sense
of media specificity thus arises from a series of historically preceding, his-
torically determined, and historically erased decisions that shaped the de-
velopment and deployment of mass media technologies.

The chapters that follow are not a direct application of either the SCOT
program or Altman’s “crisis historiography.” Instead, what I share with
both are a series of overlapping and related observations, indeed presump-
tions, about history, technological change, and/or mass media. These
might be summarized as follows. Upon their innovation, media technolo-
gies have multiple, often conflicting identities. The ultimate meanings they
take within social relations are the product of contestation and struggle.
Various mechanisms—some economic or regulatory, others ideological or
material—function to privilege one set of meanings over others as media
technology is successfully secured within social habits and practices. While
technology and media are indeed the product of social construction, they
are also always sets of material objects and “the way things work” (or don’t
work) has much to tell us. The task of the historian is not to construct a
grand narrative that traces the innovation of contemporary forms through
a series of problems and solutions that lead inexorably to the present mo-
ment, but is instead to understand the myriad ways that the ultimate shape
of a technology emerges from struggle and contestation. This necessitates
addressing not only successful applications but also the many false starts,
blind alleys, configurations, and agendas that are ultimately unpursued,
for they have much to tell us about eventually “successful” forms.

Chapter 1 explores the economics of innovation, tracing the process
through which corporate innovators sought to maximize their profits by
shaping the introduction of new acoustic media. While the research and
development surrounding electrical acoustics was undertaken by both
entrepreneurial-minded inventors and large, corporate-based research
laboratories, a small group of large corporations, often acting in concert,
essentially controlled the commercial exploitation of acoustic innovation.
Using the selective prosecution of patent rights, restrictive licensing agree-
ments, and the power of capital investment, corporations involved in tele-
phony, power engineering, and electrical manufacture dominated first the
introduction of radio and then the application of electrical methods to the
phonograph and the synchronous-sound cinema. The introduction and dif-
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fusion of electrical sound media emerged within and facilitated an increas-
ing concentration of media ownership, so that by the early 1930s a handful
of large and often interlocking concerns wielded enormous power in U.S.
media. Ultimately, the innovation of electrical sound media was both pro-
foundly shaped by and itself further exacerbated the growing power and
pervasiveness of large, ubiquitous corporations in American life.

The economic efforts to control technological change described in chap-
ter 1 were accompanied by rhetorical struggles to shape emerging sound
technologies. Chapter 2 examines the attempts to influence public percep-
tions of electrical sound media by focusing on the ways in which techno-
logical change was presented to the public. I define such “announcements”
broadly to include theatrical performances that demonstrated the new ap-
paratus; highly publicized events that illustrated particular applications;
journalistic accounts of innovation; and print advertisements promoting
new media. These announcements most frequently fulfilled a dual peda-
gogical function, not only illustrating and explaining scientific principles
but also seeking to establish specific uses and related social meanings for
emerging media. Corporate innovators of electrical acoustics used these an-
nouncements to shift popular perceptions about the location of American
innovation from out of the workshop of the lone inventor and into the well-
funded, hierarchical, and “scientific” research labs of major corporations,
thereby naturalizing and making seem inevitable and beneficent the eco-
nomic arrangements described in chapter 1. In addition, emerging sound
media were often hyperbolically hailed as the technological fulfillment of
utopian goals such as universal uplift and the fulfillment of democracy.
Locating public pronouncements about emerging media in terms of previ-
ous innovations, this chapter demonstrates that even after an apparatus is
designed, its relationship to consumers and its position in a larger social
fabric must also be engineered and constructed.

Having heralded technological change by, in part, calling consumer at-
tention to applied electrical and mechanical principles, innovators of elec-
trical acoustics then sought to redirect consumer attention away from the
machines and to the sounds they reproduced. Chapter 3 examines three
sites entered by emerging sound media and the manner in which both the
physical design of technological artifacts and consumers’ performances in
reproducing sounds embodied struggles to establish a medium’s identity.
I begin with a survey of the phonograph industry’s successful redefinition



Iy
Introduction

of sound reproduction before the innovation of electrical methods (during
the first two decades of the twentieth century) from both a business device
and an instrument of public performance to a musical instrument offer-
ing domestic entertainment. I then trace the links between the emerging
medium of radio and the already-established phonograph and conclude
with an analysis of early sound-film projection practices. Immediately pre-
ceding the conversion to electrical methods, the design of the mechani-
cal phonograph and consumer interactions with it were characterized by
two countervailing tendencies: on the one hand, discourses surrounding
phonography and qualities of the machines themselves dissimulated the
machinery of sound reproduction; but on the other hand, the materiality of
the technology returned through consumer performances of the recorded
repertoire. Radio’s progress throughout the mid- to late 1920s involved
multiple attempts to heal the apparent gap between efforts to disguise the
machinery of sound reproduction and countervailing perspectives that
viewed sound reproduction as an active performance. An identical process
was enacted within the film industry in that while the conversion to sound
had promised to fulfill a long-standing desire for standardized film accom-
paniment, in the short term at least, motion picture projectionists became
active performers of reproduced sound.

Through the announcements described in chapter 2, corporate inno-
vators of new sound technology proposed certain identities for the appa-
ratus and its different applications, but they did not ultimately determine
how emerging sound media became meaningful. Chapter 4 examines
struggles to determine what social roles new media would perform. The
spheres of commerce, culture, and politics provided a preexisting dis-
cursive grid onto which new media were mapped, a set of conceptual
matrices through which the social functions of emerging acoustic me-
dia were understood and experienced. Running across and through these
three spheres, neither wholly dependent on nor independent of them, a
series of oppositions provided a further framework through which sound
media were understood. The differences between local and national, be-
tween rural and urban, and between the immigrant and the native-born
provided a focus both to how sound technology was imagined and how it
was materially grafted onto social relations. I argue that a long-standing
overdetermined desire, a perceived need, for media technology to serve
as an instrument of national unification provided the governing logic that
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mapped emergent sound media onto preexisting institutions, relations,
and practices.

Chapter 5 examines the struggle to establish conventions for represent-
ing with sounds. I begin by outlining two conflicting models for the man-
ner in which the apparatus was to be used. The “transcription” paradigm,
largely inherited from the mechanical phonograph, viewed electrical sound
technology as mimetic in nature. A series of discourses and practices (as
well as an implicit theory of sound representation) applied electrical sound
technology as if its appropriate function was the accurate transcription of
preexisting sounds. The second paradigm, “signification,” viewed the appa-
ratus as a medium of expression, without any responsibility to reproduce
accurately, fully, or objectively an acoustic event. Instead, representational
practices of the signification paradigm used the apparatus to construct new
acoustic events. After tracing advocates of each approach, I focus specifi-
cally on film sound and illustrate how the conflict between these competing
paradigms was successfully resolved with a new paradigm for technology’s
relationship to sounds. Called “signifying fidelity,” this model for acoustic
representation sought to use the creative potential of electrical sound tech-
nology to signify a mimetic relationship to an (often nonexistent) original
sound event.
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Technological Innovation

and the Consolidation of Corporate Power

“A Roaring Empire of Commerce”

In the fall of 1930, film studio RKO released Check and Double Check, a
film featuring the popular blackface radio performers Amos 'n’ Andy.” (See
fig. 1.1.) In prerelease publicity, RKO announced that the film would open
simultaneously in more than three hundred theaters during the week of
October 24. Rather than initially releasing the film at a New York City and/
or Los Angeles movie palace or a series of urban centers and then promot-
ing the film in subsequent venues based on these premieres, RKO opted
for a massive, simultaneous national release of the film.> Through this
strategy, RKO adopted a cinematic equivalent of network radio’s national
mode of address in which citizen-consumers located in both entertainment
centers and the hinterlands simultaneously experienced the film, unifying
“all” of America through this “event.” The extensive promotional campaign
for the film included a national radio broadcast over the NBC Red Network
(on the “RKO Radio Hour”), originating from New York station WEAF and
carried by thirty-eight other stations. The broadcast featured live perfor-
mances by Amos 'n’ Andy and the Duke Ellington Cotton Club Orchestra,
also featured in the film. Advertisements in the motion picture trade press
noted that RKO had developed tie-ups for the film with Pepsodent (a tooth-
paste, sponsor of the “Amos 'n’ Andy” radio show), Williamson Candy



(makers of the Amos 'n’ Andy candy bar), and Marx toys. This merchan-
dising campaign promised to make available to exhibitors some 200,000
store windows with cooperative publicity underwritten by these other com-
panies. Music publisher T. B. Harms also planned an advertising campaign
in support of Check and Double Check and sheet music for songs from the
film. Victor, a dominant force in the phonograph industry, coordinated the
release to some 20,000 retailers nationwide of both Amos 'n’ Andy and
Duke Ellington phonograph recordings that were to be connected with the
film. RKO announced plans to run single- and double-page advertisements
in over 150 newspapers on October 25 and 26. And the film was used to
open the new 2,300-seat RKO Mayfair theater on Broadway and 47th Street.
In prerelease advertisements, RKO characterized this intensive promotion
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campaign as a “roaring empire of commerce geared to fighting pitch for
show world’s greatest demonstration of co-operative promotion.”3

As a film, Check and Double Check capitalized on the fame Amos 'n’
Andy had garnered in a different medium, radio, and to a lesser extent on
the celebrity of Duke Ellington cultivated through radio and phonograph
recordings as well as live performances. RKO’s promotion of Check and
Double Check linked the three dominant entertainment media of its day:
cinema, radio, phonograph. The boundaries of the film as a commodity
blurred, and radio broadcasts, the film’s premiere, phonograph recordings,
and sheet music became mutually reinforcing. Such tie-ins were certainly
not originated by RKO; the production and marketing of sheet music overtly
linked to motion pictures, for example, was a common practice throughout
the 1920s. RKO also did not innovate the cross-promotional strategies that
linked the film with apparently unrelated commodities (toothpaste, candy
bars, and toys), although this practice would become increasingly common
and pervasive as the decade progressed. What is significant about Check
and Double Check, and the array of related media texts, is the extent to which
this “roaring empire of commerce” originated within and was orchestrated
by a single multiple-media conglomerate. RKO’s parent company, radio gi-
ant RCA, controlled the NBC radio networks and station WEAF. It owned
the Victor phonograph company and had a financial relationship with mu-
sic publisher T. B. Harms. This concentration of media ownership allowed
a single corporation to maximize its control of the profits generated from a
variety of media forms.

While today such “synergy” is commonplace, in 1930 Check and Double
Check and RKO’s aggressive promotional strategies expressed in commod-
ity form new economic relationships within U.S. media industries. This
new media economy included both an intensified concentration of me-
dia ownership in which a few large firms controlled interests in what had
been separate media (phonograph, radio, film) and a series of less formal
relationships between media firms that promoted performers and perfor-
mances simultaneously circulating in multiple media formats. The inter-
media landscape in which Amos 'n’ Andy emerged as a national sensation
was the direct result (albeit not an inevitable result) of the advent of electri-
cal acoustics. This chapter describes the process through which electrical
methods of augmenting sound moved from corporate research laborato-
ries to commodity forms. The innovation of electrical sound technology



22

Technological Innovation and Corporate Power

and its application to several media is largely a tale of corporate power and
the methods used by large corporations (sometimes acting in concert) to
limit competition and to manage technological change. Action (and indeed
inaction) in the realm of public policy most often functioned to serve cor-
porate agendas as corporate innovators successfully identified a market for
new technology and both shaped that market and adapted to it. But the
innovation of electrical sound technology is not simply a tale of success,
for like all instances of technological change it was also characterized by
a series of false starts and unanticipated consequences. Economic power
provided large corporations with the flexibility to adapt to unanticipated de-
velopments comparatively better and more efficiently than those concerns
that were less well capitalized. Even more than economic power, the key to
corporate management and control of technological innovation resided in
the acquisition and selective prosecution of patent rights.

Industrial Research, Patents, and Economic Closure Mechanisms

Corporate giant RCA, controllers of the “Amos 'n’ Andy” brand, originated
from a patent pool through which powerful corporate innovators of radio
sought to manage the emerging medium. Events preceding and during
World War I had powerfully illustrated some of the potential offered by
wireless communications. But crucial wireless patents were distributed be-
tween a variety of corporations and individual inventors, largely preventing
any one individual or organization from profitably and efficiently exploit-
ing wireless innovation. In an effort to facilitate wireless progress through
an orderly apportionment of the technology and its markets, AT&T and
General Electric negotiated an agreement in 1919—2.0 that split the wireless
field between the participating organizations and established a patent pool
through generalized cross-licensing agreements. The patent pool created a
new radio operating company, the Radio Corporation of America (RCA).4
The 1919—20 wireless radio patent pool that created RCA had precedents
in previous attempts by corporations to rationally manage U.S. mass media
innovations.5 In 1879 the Bell Telephone interests entered into an agree-
ment with Western Union that essentially split the field of distance com-
munication into two distinct realms.® The agreement sought to circumvent
pending and future patent litigation and to rationalize the business of dis-
tance communication. While the Bell interests maintained some financial
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and technological interest in wired telegraphy (their emerging “longlines”
system was initially deployed at the service of telegraphic communication),
the agreement essentially defined the telephone and the telegraph as dis-
tinct economic entities. This method of economic closure whereby real or
potential competitors split a field into distinct and separate spheres of in-
fluence and exploitation would characterize future Bell System interactions
with regional phone companies as well as the Bell System’s approach to
wireless telephony and broadcasting. General Electric and Westinghouse
had used a similar agreement to pool their patents for the electrical power,
lighting, and appliance industries in 1896.7

The process of solidifying the wireless patent pool began with General
Electric’s purchase of all American-based Marconi wireless interests and
the formation of RCA as a holding company. On July 1, 1920, General Elec-
tric and RCA signed a patent cross-licensing arrangement with AT&T that
provided for the sharing without royalties of all current and future radio pat-
ents for ten years.® Under the terms of the agreement, AT&T was to receive
an exclusive license for applications in wired telegraphy, wired telephony,
and some rights for the exploitation of wireless telephony in relation to its
existing telephone network. General Electric was granted exclusive license
to make, use, lease, and sell all wireless apparatus for amateurs. The new
company, RCA, was granted exclusive rights to commercial applications
of wireless. Although the initial provisions of the agreement separated po-
tential development of wireless technology into apparently distinct fields,
many of the provisions of the agreement were ambiguous, as later events
would dramatically illustrate.

The patent pool was expanded in 1921 to include Westinghouse, which
had aggressively increased its position in the field through strategic pat-
ent acquisition. While Westinghouse had manufactured radio apparatus
throughout World War I, its comparatively weak patent position provided
the corporation with minimal ability to shape postwar developments. In
a 1920 agreement with the International Radio and Telegraph Company,
Westinghouse gained Reginald Fessenden’s patents covering continuous-
wave transmission and heterodyne reception, and it then acquired exclu-
sive rights to inventor Edwin Armstrong’s patents for regenerative circuits
and the superheterodyne receiver. These patents gave Westinghouse the in-
fluence needed to join the wireless patent pool, and on June 30, 1921, they
entered into agreement to share patent licenses with the other participants.
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RCA would purchase 40 percent of its radio apparatus from Westinghouse
and 60 percent from General Electric.

In addition to codifying economic arrangements between the participat-
ing corporations, the wireless patent pool contained a series of different
conceptions of what radio could become and the commercial possibilities
it represented. A belief that wireless technology would augment already ex-
isting point-to-point communication services dominated these anticipated
identities. AT&T, for example, initially conceptualized radio as an alterna-
tive to point-to-point wireless telegraphy and transoceanic cable commu-
nication.? This conservative approach imagined the technology according
to the model established by wired telephony, and it coincided with AT&T’s
existing corporate focus. In 1915, AT&T executive John J. Carty examined
the corporation’s wireless tests and concluded that radio’s future resided in
the extension of wired telephony to previously unreachable places.™

The wireless patent pool only marginally codified the identity that ulti-
mately proved to be the most influential application of radio technology,
point-to-mass broadcasting. Ambiguously contained within provisions
governing the manufacture and sale of amateur apparatus, radio’s identity
as broadcasting quickly became the primary site of consumer interest, re-
search and development, and, consequently, corporate and regulatory con-
cern. During 1920, a small number of experimental broadcasting stations
had begun transmitting on limited schedules to amateurs who often lis-
tened with homemade receiving sets. Among the first was a station owned
by the Detroit News that in 1920 broadcast news bulletins with a De For-
est “radio telephone” transmitter. Dr. Frank Conrad of Westinghouse also
broadcast from a homemade studio in his garage in 1920. His experimental
transmitter and the local demand for radio receivers and equipment that it
inspired became the basis for Westinghouse’s support of station KDKA in
Pittsburgh. KDKA inaugurated arguably the first regular broadcasting ser-
vice on November 2, 1920, by reporting the results of the Harding versus
Cox presidential election returns. From these initial experimental broad-
casts, radio defined as broadcasting quickly expanded and eclipsed the abil-
ity of the patent pool and its participants to manage the emerging technol-
ogy. By the end of 1922 there were thirty licensed broadcasting stations in
the United States, but by 1924 that number had grown to over 500."

With the construction and operation of an increasing number of wire-
less broadcasting stations after 1920, manufacturers encountered an un-
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anticipated demand from consumers for wireless receiving apparatus.
Initially taking the form of components for home-built receiving sets,
growing consumer interest in radio-related items led to an eventual market
for pre-built radio receivers, and consumer demand for wireless receiving
equipment soon eclipsed the manufacturing capacity of participants in the
patent pool. Radio broadcasting had grown so quickly that General Electric
and Westinghouse were incapable of producing receiving sets and parts as
fast as RCA could sell them, prompting RCA to run a national advertising
campaign explaining the situation to anxious consumers. Simultaneously,
a variety of organizations clamored to purchase broadcasting equipment.
If AT&T was to be believed, there was a backlog in the manufacture of ra-
dio transmitters as well, although AT&T’s response to customers (that they
could simply purchase time on AT&T’s toll stations instead of owning their
own transmitters) raised some doubts about these production delays.

These early days of what we might retrospectively think of as the radio
industry (actually several quite distinct industries at different time periods
and as “radio” came to inhabit different identities) were characterized by an
economic chaos echoed by a broadcast chaos on the airwaves. Broadcasting
stations flooded the ether with an eclectic mix of programming all broad-
cast on the same frequency. Established wireless communications corpora-
tions and a variety of upstart concerns clashed amid a largely untested and
increasingly confusing patent situation.” As radio rapidly developed into
a consumer-based mass product, preexisting anitmonopoly sentiment be-
came focused on the still-confused radio situation, and Secretary of Com-
merce Herbert Hoover, among others, loudly proclaimed that no one or-
ganization would control radio as a public resource. This antimonopoly
sentiment exacerbated existing strains within the radio system established
by the wireless patent pool and hastened its collapse.

The unanticipated prominence of radio broadcasting largely under-
mined the patent pool’s ability to bestow economic order on technologi-
cal innovation. But the 1919—20 pool successfully solidified the power and
prominence of AT&T, GE, and Westinghouse and structurally guaranteed
their continued dominance of subsequent acoustic innovations. RCA, it-
self a product of that patent pool, would also powerfully shape subsequent
events. With the sudden importance of point-to-mass broadcasting, electri-
cal sound technology’s identity was not firmly and inevitably determined. A
series of institutional and technical questions had yet to be navigated as part
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of broadcasting’s development. These questions involved economic, regula-
tory, technical, and aesthetic issues, and not surprisingly, given the patent
situation, a handful of large corporations largely dominated this process.

Although the wireless patent pool ultimately failed in its goal of effi-
ciently managing technological change, its failure did not undermine the
tremendous power patents provided to participating corporations.™ For
organizations like AT&T and General Electric, research and development,
technological innovation, and the resulting patents formed crucial compo-
nents of larger strategies designed to guarantee profits and to protect exist-
ing markets. Corporations exercised control over technological innovation
largely through their patents, whether those rights were protected and ex-
ercised exclusively, pooled with other competing organizations possessing
similar interests, or carefully distributed through licensing arrangements.
Patents provided means to gain financial control of not only technological
innovation but also the profit-making applications of emerging technology
in the marketplace. This control also allowed some corporate entities to
play a significant role in determining and defining the manner in which an
apparatus or technological innovation was deployed.

In his study of the rise of corporations in the period from 1880 to 1930,
historian David Noble argues that rather than protect the individual inven-
tor, the U.S. patent system had come to reward science-based corporations.
Noting the period also involved comparatively minimal judicial restraint of
corporate patent monopoly, Noble outlines the ways in which large corpo-
rations used their patent positions essentially to circumvent antitrust laws.
Noble cites as particularly significant “the agreements through which the
efforts of individual companies were coordinated in the interest of all, and
insulation from national and international competition in particular fields
was secured.”# Industrial research played an especially crucial role in per-
petuating a corporation’s economic power by generating new patents.

In an internal memorandum from 1927, John E. Otterson, the Bell
System’s executive in charge of sound motion picture activities, outlined
the Bell System’s approach to competition and its potential to impinge on
the company’s maximization of profits. Noting that the primary function
of AT&T was to maintain and defend its position in wired telephone ser-
vice, Otterson described some of the policies used to undertake that de-
fense, stressing the importance of ongoing research efforts beyond those
designed to improve wired telephony services:



27
Technological Innovation and Corporate Power

The engineering in the major field extends beyond that field and over-
laps upon the engineering of another major field and sets up a competi-
tive condition in the “no-man’s land” lying between... . The regulation
of the relationship between two such large interests [AT&T and General
Electric] is accomplished by mutual adjustment within “no man’s land”
where the offensive of the parties as related to these competitive activities
is recognized as a natural defense against invasion of the major fields.
Licenses, rights, opportunities, and privileges in connection with these
competitive activities are traded off against each other and interchanged
in such a manner as to create a proper balance and satisfactory relation-
ship between the parties in the major fields... . It seems obvious that the
best defense is to continue activities in “no man’s land” and to main-
tain such strong engineering, patent, and commercial situation in con-
nection with these competitive activities as to always have something to
trade against the accomplishments of other parties.’

Industrial research and development represented sorties into the “no
man’s land” of unexploited technological terrain, with patents fortifying
newly established positions. Research could function preemptively, allow-
ing a corporation to gain ground in as yet underexploited fields. Once such
territory was gained, the position and patents could be strategically sur-
rendered (as the Bell System eventually would do with many of its radio
patents) or colonized and transformed into economically viable new tech-
nologies (as in the Bell System’s approach to sound motion pictures). The
preemptive research strategy outlined in the Otterson memo had shaped
the Bell System’s expanded investment in research after 19o9. That re-
search program directly led to significant developments (and patents) cover-
ing voice amplification, electrical recording, radio-signal transmission, and
loudspeaker design—in short, the components of the electrical-acoustic
apparatus. In its 1930s investigation of the telephone company, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) concluded that the Bell System’s re-
search activities were designed “to obtain a degree of knowledge, influence,
and control in adjacent industries sufficient to protect the return upon pri-
vate capital invested in its wire telephone plant against diminution by the
competition of emerging forms of communication.”’® This strategy sought
to develop technologies and, importantly, patents in subsidiary fields not
only for exploitation but also to preempt incursions into AT&T’s domain.
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These patents would also protect the Bell System’s interests in future eco-
nomic struggles.

New initiatives, when undertaken commercially, used exclusive licens-
ing agreements that often mandated specific formats or prohibited inter-
changeability with competing systems. These license provisions could
function as powerful tools in resolving or circumventing potential eco-
nomic conflicts. In another memo later in 1927, Otterson described the
intense competition between the Bell interests and RCA to license the ma-
jor motion picture producers for sound films. Noting that such competi-
tion would “ultimately result in a situation highly favorable to the motion
picture interests and opposed to our own,” Otterson described the desir-
ability of monopolizing the emerging application of sound films. “This is
an extensive and highly profitable field and it is quite worth our while to
go a long way toward making it practically an exclusive field. I believe that
we could justify from a commercial standpoint, paying a large price for the
liquidation of the Radio Corporation for this purpose alone.””

On the surface, licensing agreements that mandated industrywide for-
mats by prohibiting the use of competing apparatus or services (so-called
standardization and interchangeability clauses) would seem to function in
restraint of trade. A 1937 U.S. District Court ruling, however, would legally
affirm in principle the long-standing practice of economic protectionism
through such interchangeability restrictions. Although finding that the
noninterchangeability and the repair and replacement clauses of AT&T’s
contracts for sound motion picture apparatus (through their subsidiary
Electrical Research Products, Inc. [ERPI]) were in violation of antitrust acts,
Judge John P. Nields ruled that such restrictions during “the research and
promotional period of the industry” were legally allowed.”® The Bell System
later successfully used similar licensing restrictions to eliminate poten-
tial competition from telegraph companies for wired transmission service
(most notably in providing wired connections between broadcasters to cre-
ate either temporary or permanent radio networks).'?

The Bell System’s deployment of its patent position illustrates four ways
that the results of basic and applied industrial research could be used to a
corporation’s advantage. Bell’s patent position allowed it to improve exist-
ing services to its customers and to eliminate competition within the tele-
phone field. The patents also allowed the Bell System to preempt the de-
velopment of fields that might potentially compete with wired telephony or
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with other commercial interests in which they had a financial stake (such
as sound motion pictures). Finally, patent rights could be traded and ex-
changed in treaties with existing or potential competitors, thus providing
corporate capital of a different order.

Corporate giants AT&T and General Electric used the strength of their
well-funded research and development laboratories and their acquisition
and prosecution of key patents to limit competition and to heavily influ-
ence technological innovation. Simultaneously, however, independent
entrepreneurial-minded inventors struggled to develop competing, com-
parable systems that applied electrical principles to sound media. Susan
J. Douglas and Hugh Aitken have chronicled the crucial role played by
inventor-entrepreneurs in the paradigm shift that transformed radio from
point-to-point wireless telegraphy to point-to-mass broadcasting, but with
many of the resulting crucial patents acquired by GE, AT&T, and Westing-
house and subsequently managed through a radio patent pool, opportu-
nities for independent inventors significantly diminished.?° The patents
surrounding the use of vacuum tubes for electrical-signal amplification
jointly held by GE’s Irving Langmuir and AT&T’s H.D. Arnold proved
crucial in constituting and maintaining this corporate hegemony in mid-
1920s electrical-acoustic innovation. Significantly, when Fox Film adopted
Theodore Case’s independently developed Movietone sound-on-film sys-
tem, they required a license from AT&T for vacuum tube amplification.

While engineers in the research laboratories of AT&T and General
Electric applied electrical principles to sound recording and reproduction,
other inventors also developed electrical-acoustic media, but their success
was limited by the control the industrial giants exercised over key patents.
Chicago’s Orlando Marsh engineered a functioning, commercially viable
process of electrical recording at his Marsh Laboratories, Inc., and success-
fully released electrically recorded phonograph disks a full year before Vic-
tor and Columbia’s license with Western Electric. Initially releasing these
recordings on its in-house Autograph label and then later on the Electra
label, Marsh Laboratories also provided recording masters, predominantly
of Chicago-based performers, to other lower-priced labels, including Sil-
vertone, Paramount, and Gennett. During the 1920s, Marsh also offered
recording and duplication services to clients who then distributed the re-
cordings themselves.?* Besides several jazz recordings by Jelly Roll Morton
and King Oliver, Marsh is best known among today’s record collectors for a
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series of 1924 electrical recordings of movie theater organists, most prom-
inently Jesse Crawford performing on the Wurlitzer organ at Balaban &
Katz’s Chicago Theatre. In collaboration with Marsh, Crawford recorded at
least eighteen performances, released on both the Autograph label and oth-
ers (Domino, Paramount, and Silvertone). While contemporary collectors
describe the results of Marsh’s electrical process as varying tremendously
from one recording to another, they seem to agree that these electrical-
process recordings represent a significant advance over attempts to record
organ performances using prevailing mechanical methods.??

Crawford’s theater-organ recordings demonstrate that Marsh success-
fully applied electrical principles to the phonograph independently of the
research and development efforts of Bell Laboratories/Western Electric or
General Electric. His small company released electrical recordings prior to
what is generally considered to be the phonograph industry’s conversion
to the new electrical processes. But like other independent entrepreneur-
ial inventors working with electrical sound technology, Marsh’s recording
system relied upon the vacuum tube for amplification, and this inherently
limited his ability to capitalize on his innovations. Without a license from
either Western Electric or General Electric, Marsh could not himself li-
cense other companies for the use of his system, a crucial part of com-
mercializing that system since he lacked the manufacturing facilities to
produce phonographs. Nor could he successfully expand his production
of electrical recordings without running afoul of corporate patent holders.
Apparently, Marsh never sought a patent for his electrical recording system
nor a license for the use of vacuum tube amplifiers from Western Electric
or General Electric.?

Well-capitalized, established firms used their economic power as well
as extensive research and development resources to control and to manage
the process of technological innovation. Patent rights, whether the product
of in-house research or purchased from independent inventors, proved to
be the linchpin in a larger system that successfully consolidated economic
power. While Theodore Case or Orlando Marsh could innovate devices that
competed technologically with the products of well-funded corporate re-
search laboratories, their systems were ultimately not competitive in the
marketplace.

Patents or membership in a patent pool could guarantee a corpora-
tion’s participation in an emerging media field, but the nature, source, and
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amount of potential profits from a medium like radio, for example, would
be directly linked to its market identity and its relationship to other preex-
isting media. While the 1919—20 wireless patent pool sought to control fu-
ture radio developments, the unanticipated importance of broadcasting left
the corporate participants struggling to position themselves profitably in
relation to the new medium. In the early 1920s, representatives of a single
corporation, AT&T, offered competing visions for the future of radio broad-
casting. Two events involving AT&T in February 1923 illustrated radically
different versions of radio’s potential identity in American life. One, a well-
publicized broadcast, asserted that radio broadcasting should appropriately
function as a national mode of address. The other, an internal meeting of
Bell System executives, outlined radio’s future according to a local-service
model.24 Each vision for radio’s future, and subsequent events, illustrate
the ways in which AT&T sought to manage technological innovation.

Posing the Question: What Is Broadcasting?

During a February 14, 1923, broadcast over AT&T-owned radio station
WEAF, audiences heard described two not entirely incompatible visions
of the future of radio and other electrical sound technologies.?s The broad-
cast event was a meeting of the American Institute of Electrical Engineers
(AIEE), held simultaneously in both New York and Chicago. Through the
auspices of AT&T long distance, wired voice transmission, and public ad-
dress installations in both venues, members of the AIEE heard the pre-
sentation of scientific papers and engaged in discussion of those papers
despite the distance between the two convention sites. The broadcast event
itself, albeit not of compelling interest to audiences broadly conceived, was
of interest to many of those who in 1923 were involved in radio and thereby
concerned with electrical developments.2®

In an address to the AIEE, Frank Jewett, vice president of Western Elec-
tric, celebrated sound technology’s ability to transcend spatial limits and
electrically unite dispersed members of a group, thereby reinforcing shared
identity. “For the first time groups of men and women, separated by hun-
dreds of miles, are gathered together in a common meeting under a single
presiding officer to listen to papers presented in cities separated by half the
span of a continent and to take part in the discussion of these papers with
the ease characteristic of discussions in small and intimate gatherings.”?7
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According to Jewett, sound technology could (re)constitute community,
an intimate gathering characterized by the copresence (albeit electrically
achieved) of all participants. Jewett’s remarks emphasized sound technolo-
gy’s ability to foster a type of discourse characterized by rational discussion
and exchange. In short, Jewett framed technology as an instrument that
facilitated a utopian public sphere, although a public sphere populated not
by society at large but by a scientific community.

Jewett acknowledged in his remarks the implications of broadcasting
the proceedings as well. “At the same time unnumbered thousands in their
homes are auditors of our deliberations through radio broadcasting.”??
The participatory public sphere of scientists and electrical engineers had
an audience as well, a “public” called into being not through the auspices
of membership, copresence, or even the electrically augmented pseudo-
presence of reciprocal communication, but instead this public was consti-
tuted by overhearing the rational deliberation and debate. The “scientific
public sphere” of the AIEE became an aural spectacle to be consumed by
all those absently overhearing rather than directly participating in the pro-
ceedings.

Later in the same conference, chief engineer of Western Electric,
Edward B. Craft, described a similar vision of radio. Craft noted to his New
York City audience that the first mayor of New York in 1685 could have eas-
ily addressed his entire constituency of 1,100 without raising his voice. He
continued by contrasting this earlier moment of direct, unmediated address
with the possibilities now available through electrical means. “The ideas
on which this nation was founded were spread abroad largely by word-of-
mouth. With the gradual growth of the population, of the newspaper and
of the mail service, the printed word gradually displaced the spoken word.
The loud speaking telephone system will tend to re-establish oratory by
making it worth while for the nation’s leaders to sway the emotions of tre-
mendous audiences.”?9 Craft invoked the model of a public addressed by
its leaders, a vision far from the public sphere of Enlightenment ideology.
Here, emotional sway replaced rational debate, and the model for political
modes of address was not a dialogue but precisely the one-way, theatrical
performance that eventually would be codified through the rise of radio net-
works, commercially sponsored broadcasting, equal-time provisions, and
other exclusionary methods of disciplining electrically augmented speech.
Craft’s remarks foreshadowed technological possibility as the perpetuating
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of power relations according to a preexisting status quo, all the while evok-
ing an earlier “utopian” moment of copresence and unmediated address.

Taken together, the remarks of Jewett and Craft point toward many of the
constitutive features of what American commercial radio would eventually
become. The AIEE conference featured two-way, reciprocal communication
that fostered participation and technologically augmented the possibilities
of the rational discourse of scientific exchange, arguably a model of greater
inclusion. The broadcast obviously did not involve such reciprocal com-
munication but instead, like membership in the AIEE, this one-way com-
munication entailed a necessary structural exclusion. Some spoke, others
listened. In keeping with the celebratory rhetoric and the event’s emphasis
on the utopian possibilities of technology, “participation” was rhetorically
redefined as listening in on distant events. Not coincidently, broadcast ad-
vocates made the same argument when supporting proposals to transmit
congressional proceedings in the early and mid-1920s and in the aftermath
of the broadcast of the 1924 national conventions of the Democratic and
Republican parties. Audiences were rhetorically constructed as participants
in these events.3° Participation so defined elides the structural exclusion of
one-way communication. While spatial absence was compensated for by
broadcast, by dispersion into the ether, the “unnumbered thousands” of
auditors in their homes mutely consumed an aural spectacle rather than
genuinely or meaningfully participating in it. We can trace in these re-
marks by AT&T officials some of the underwriting assumptions embodied
within the eventual U.S. commercial broadcasting system. Radio as a tech-
nology could be grafted onto and further solidify existing configurations
of power, maintaining existing structural exclusions all the while rhetori-
cally celebrating an illusory enhanced participation in American political
and cultural life carefully contained through the act of consumption. But
neither the ultimate form of American broadcasting nor the assumptions
implicit in Jewett’s and Craft’s remarks were necessarily inevitable in Feb-
ruary of 1923.

In the same month, other executives within the combined corporate
boundaries of the Bell System advocated a different model for the diffusion
and use of American radio. This model combined both a conception of
radio as a one-way medium of communication to an audience with a view
of that audience as neither national nor essentially anonymous. Instead the
audience within this competing model for radio, like the members of the



34
Technological Innovation and Corporate Power

AIEE, was linked by shared components of an identity, namely residence
in a community. On February 26, 1923, AT&T held an internal conference
attended by representatives of associated Bell System companies to discuss
and to develop a strategy for maintaining and consolidating their interest
in radio. While radio as a medium in early 1923 had been more or less suc-
cessfully defined as predominantly broadcasting (as opposed to a two-way
medium of, for example, wireless telephony), the ultimate shape through
which the technology would be diffused was far from predetermined. Vari-
ous corporate interests (including Westinghouse, General Electric, the Ra-
dio Corporation of America as well as AT&T) vied with entrepreneurial-
minded inventors and loosely aligned interest groups (including educators
and the Amateur Radio Relay League) to develop an identity for the emerg-
ing media form. At the 1923 conference, the representatives of the Bell
System developed a coherent vision for radio’s dissemination according to
a local-service model.

AT&T proposed developing U.S. radio as a dispersed, largely decentral-
ized array of noncompetitive local broadcast stations operating at transmis-
sion-power levels designed only to reach members within a specific com-
munity.3' According to the plan, AT&T would construct, own, and operate
a single broadcasting station in virtually any town of consequence in the
United States. Within this model, programming would be predominantly
local in origin with the community itself determining the content of broad-
cast material. Programming policies and decisions were to be vested in the
hands of a local broadcasting association consisting of community lead-
ers and the general public. When the local broadcast association wished
it, AT&T would provide through a modified version of its long-distance
telephone system interconnections between local stations for access to pro-
gramming of abiding national or regional interest. Under the plan, com-
petition from private stations would be minimized through the efforts of
the local broadcasting associations to function inclusively, encouraging all
in the community who were interested in radio to join in the shared col-
lective effort. Such a vision for American radio poses a striking contrast to
the eventual (predominantly) for-profit, advertising-supported, competitive
oligopoly of powerful radio networks and their affiliates that would come
to characterize American broadcasting well beyond the transition to tele-
vision. By some standards, the AT&T proposal sounds almost utopian in
nature; this model for radio reproduced and reinforced utopian notions of
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a locally defined public freely and collectively determining what would be
in their own community’s best interest. That public could have been truly
participatory, not simply the passive consumers of radio programming (an
audience), but active participants both in shaping broadcast policy and in
developing the resulting programming.

Whether AT&T genuinely intended for this system of radio to consti-
tute a broadcasting version of an ever-illusory participatory public sphere
(an issue I will address below), such a model for radio would appear to
have created the structural conditions within which a participatory deploy-
ment of radio could have developed. One can imagine an alternative his-
tory of American broadcasting in which the technology provided voice to
individuals, organizations, and perspectives largely excluded from a for-
profit medium that in the first instance addressed its audience as consum-
ers (commercial programming) and in the second instance (community
affairs, political commentary, political broadcasts) addressed its audience
as consumers of hegemonic discourse.

Beyond the structural conditions that could have created such a decen-
tralized community-controlled system of radio, some evidence from the
period surrounding AT&T’s proposal suggests what such a local-service
model of radio might have sounded like. In a community with a strong
organized labor presence, ordinary working people might have been ad-
dressed directly as a social class, perhaps by fellow working folks speaking
precisely about labor issues. Such a mode of address was in fact adopted a
tew years later by Chicago radio station WCFL before the pressures of com-
petitive, commercial broadcasting undermined the station’s initial mis-
sion. In a community with a strong ethnic population, programming could
have cultivated that identity rather than fostering an ethos of assimilation.
Early broadcasting history included examples of stations and programming
that addressed ethnicity as a shared cultural identity rather than either as
merely a market segment or an identity strategically erased by attempts to
constitute a national consuming audience.3* Radio did not inevitably have
to adopt the assimilationist impulse described by Michele Hilmes as “a
common mode of address, an engagement with the interests of the audi-
ence that at once recognized their diversity and attempted to delineate and
address common problems that that diversity produced (while, arguably,
directing them to solutions compatible with radio’s commercial base).”33
Within such an alternative history of broadcasting, women might have
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played a far more active role both as listeners and as broadcasters. Susan
Smulyan has tracked the extent to which the rise of commercial broadcast-
ing hailed women as consumers and homemakers, thereby reinscribing
them within patriarchal domination.34 However, widely circulated radio
journals in the 1923-24 period like Wireless Age offered countermodels for
feminine, indeed proto-feminist uses of radio that incorporated women (as
listeners and as broadcasters) into active roles within a political rather than
consumption-driven public sphere. While a journal like Wireless Age did
include articles on radio as a tool in engineering a more efficient home eco-
nomics, other models for women in radio existed before radio’s full-scale
commercialization.3s Within AT&T’s model, when the corporation’s desire
to maintain profits by adding more stations to this broadcasting system
combined with the increased diffusion of radio receivers to minority popu-
lations, a crucial point would have been reached when AT&T might have
constructed stations in predominantly African-American communities like
Harlem or Chicago south of the Loop. Here, programming policies of indi-
vidual stations might have overtly addressed African-American audiences
in the way that vaudeville circuits (TOBA), record companies (race labels),
and newspapers (Chicago Defender et al.) had already done.

Such retrospective speculations about a different radio history views
technological innovation as potentially utopian in nature, and perceives
media developments as following a declension narrative in which radical
or even reformist potential is progressively foreclosed through the almost
inertial weight of capitalist investment and regulatory initiatives that struc-
turally follow the logic of capital. But before invoking “economics in the
last instance” as the ultimate arbiter of the social shaping of U.S. broad-
casting, it is important to examine AT&T’s rationale for this local-service
model of radio. Despite its carefully managed rhetoric of “universal ser-
vice” throughout the 1910s and 1920s, the Bell System was not philan-
thropically proposing this approach to radio solely as a contribution to an
actual or virtual communications democracy. In this historical instance at
least, the interests of a large corporation briefly coincided with those who
sought a noncommercial, decentralized system of U.S. broadcasting.

AT&T’s 1923 plan for the diffusion of radio according to a local-service
model resulted from the interaction of multiple determinants that shaped
the organization’s perspective on radio. Foremost among these was
AT&T’s desire to maximize profits by exercising its patent position and
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the “exclusive” rights granted to the organization by the wireless patent
pool agreement of 1919—20. AT&T maintained, in a position later deter-
mined to be erroneous, that the patent pool granted it the exclusive rights
to build, lease, sell, and/or license radio transmitters.3¢ Until those patent
rights expired, profits could be maximized through the construction and
operation of a large number of radio stations. A model for radio featuring
an abundance of broadcasters operating at lower power levels rather than
fewer high-powered stations financially appeared to be in the Bell Sys-
tem’s short-term interest. Such a plan offered continuing long-term profits
through service contracts with local community broadcasting associations
and through the introduction of improvements in transmission technol-
ogy developed within the Bell System’s established research initiatives.
Innovations in the “state of the art” could guarantee continued sources
of profit through new patents as the old patents expired, thereby foreclos-
ing potential competition from future organizations.3” AT&T’s 1923 radio
plan also would have successfully secured its role as the sole provider of
interconnections between local radio stations or for wired transmissions
between broadcasters and remote events. Radio, from this perspective,
provided yet another potentially profitable use for the Bell System’s exist-
ing long-distance facilities.33

AT&T’s desire to maximize profits through the execution of its pat-
ent position and the potential for radio to supplement the income from
its existing long-distance lines shaped this 1923 radio proposal. But other
forces shaped the plan as well. A decentralized, local deployment of ra-
dio like that of the plan was consistent with ongoing public relations ef-
forts within the Bell System that stressed the public service provided by
this large, increasingly ubiquitous corporation. A local-service model for
radio complimented both the Bell System’s rhetoric of “universal service”
and its related attempts to craft a benevolent public service identity, thereby
forestalling public antimonopoly sentiment and potential regulatory inter-
vention.?9 Through a local-service model of radio, AT&T could nurture an
additional local identity that was structurally linked to community leaders
and a definition of radio broadcasting as a public service provided by the
Bell System. In addition, AT&T’s plan for the proliferation of low-power,
community-centered broadcasting facilities conservatively applied the suc-
cessful model for the diffusion of the telephone to a new and emerging
media form. AT&T would be a communications provider, constructing,
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owning, and operating the instrumentality of communication while indi-
vidual local consumers determined how best to use it. Finally, AT&T’s 1923
radio proposal should be understood in light of the organization’s ongo-
ing experience as the operator of a broadcasting station, WEAF (New York
City). AT&T was attempting, with mixed success, to operate WEAF in a
manner analogous to existing telephone service. The company provided
a broadcasting facility, the content of which was solely to be determined
by whoever purchased the use of that facility. The 1923 radio proposal ex-
panded to a national scale the experiences and approach of WEAF .4°

AT&T’s patent position for broadcast transmission equipment, the
proposal’s consistency with AT&T’s public presentation of the Bell System
as precisely a public service, and the conceptual conservatism that made
logical a view that radio might be best diffused in a manner analogous
to the telephone, all underwrote the approach to radio outlined internally
by AT&T officials in February 1923. Rather than any utopian, participatory
vision of wireless technology, AT&T’s plan for a decentralized, noncom-
mercial, publicly controlled model for broadcasting not surprisingly arose
out of a desire to maximize profits. A large corporation sought to exploit
commercially its patent position in the “no-man’s land” adjacent to its ma-
jor field. Despite its for-profit origins, however, this model for radio would
have structurally enabled a drastically different approach to broadcasting
than what developed in subsequent years.

The conflicting visions of radio articulated within the corporate bound-
aries of AT&T during 1923 attest to the presence of multiple, competing
identities for radio broadcasting as an application of electrical acoustics.
Despite AT&T’s proposed local-service model for radio and complemen-
tary spatial conceptions of radio’s potential that emphasized local program-
ming and participatory values, ultimately a stable system of U.S. broad-
casting emerged in the late 1920s that more closely resembled the model
articulated by Craft and Jewett and the values that model embodied.

As radio receivers successfully entered American homes, the experience
of listening to radio broadcasts shifted from attention to the apparatus it-
self to the service it provided. Simultaneous with this shift in auditors’ re-
lationships to electrical-acoustic technology, mutually reinforcing develop-
ments in radio industry economics, broadcast programming, and federal
regulation coalesced to make progressively dominant one of broadcasting’s
competing identities. The competing models for broadcasting articulated
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within AT&T in 1923 shifted toward a hierarchy of identities that subsumed
notions of radio as a local service within a larger political economy of broad-
casting that privileged radio as offering a national mode of address.

AT&T led the way in conceptualizing radio in this form with dramatic
demonstrations of the potentials offered by wired radio networks. The si-
multaneous broadcast of presidential speeches by several stations or the
interconnection of multiple stations during national defense preparedness
exercises demonstrated radio broadcasting’s potential service in moments
of national emergency, offering an instrument of mass public address
that promised, in principle at least, eventually to reach all citizens. Hav-
ing failed to control radio’s potential profits by licensing all broadcasting
stations, AT&T sought to consolidate its interest in radio by promoting
wired transmissions between broadcasting stations. AT&T was also in-
strumental in innovating corporate sponsorship of radio programming,
instituting through its radio station WEAF “toll broadcasting,” in which
advertiser sponsorship of programming first appeared on American radio.
This identity for radio broadcasting inspired a particular type of economic
arrangement—the establishment of radio networks and their contractual
relationships with local affiliates as well as the eventual incorporation of
advertising agencies into the political economy of American broadcasting.
Radio’s identity defined as a national mode of address also drove regula-
tory efforts as U.S. radio regulation followed developments elsewhere in
the industry, conservatively reinforcing emerging economic relations and a
specific identity for broadcasting.

The ultimate shape of U.S. broadcasting was overdetermined, that is,
U.S. broadcasting was shaped by multiple, overlapping, and mutually re-
inforcing determinants. These included the conservative manner in which
the radio was constructed as an entertainment device, a series of economic
arrangements largely orchestrated by powerful electrical and communica-
tions corporations, and federal radio regulation that ultimately served the
interests of corporate broadcasting control and radio spatially conceived as
a national mode of address.

Corporate giant AT&T, despite its ubiquity and powerful patent posi-
tion, was able neither to predict nor to control the development of radio.
However, that patent position and the corporation’s wealth allowed it to
successfully adapt to broadcasting developments. Ultimately, in a series of
moves that no doubt shaped Otterson’s 1927 perspective on patents, AT&T
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in a revised patent pool ceded the business of constructing radio stations to
its rivals, sold its radio broadcasting stations to RCA, and largely withdrew
from the field of radio to instead focus its radio-related efforts on the highly
profitable business of providing the wired transmission facilities connect-
ing broadcasting stations that became necessary for radio networks.

Grafting New Technology Onto Old Media: Phonograph and Cinema

During the initial struggles to determine the ultimate shape of radio
broadcasting, some of the corporate members of the radio patent pool suc-
cessfully applied electrical principles to two preexisting media—the pho-
nograph and the motion picture. While radio was in a state of flux with
multiple, competing identities vying for commercial, regulatory, and rhe-
torical dominance, preexisting media provided relatively stable identities,
established markets, to which electrical-acoustic innovations might be ap-
plied. Research and development within both AT&T’s affiliates and Gen-
eral Electric approached electrical acoustics as a set of related principles
and devices that might be adapted to multiple applications. Although tech-
nically situated in what Otterson in his 1927 memo labeled the “no man’s
land” between the two organizations’ major fields, the phonograph and
cinema industries proved to be fertile ground on which the two corporate
giants might cultivate a brand identity and reap significant profits. Exist-
ing phonograph and cinema companies ultimately became consumers of
emerging technology developed by these large corporations.

During the early to mid-1920s, major phonograph corporations like Vic-
tor and Columbia lacked well-financed research and development capabili-
ties even as they sought to increase the volume and fidelity of phonograph
recordings. Research at these firms tended to proceed in an empirical, of-
ten haphazard manner. In contrast, the Bell System’s coordinated program
of industrial research developed methods that could provide phonograph
recordings with greater fidelity through innovations related to several com-
ponents of the phonograph as a technological system. The first innovation
dramatically increased frequency response in the reproduction of recorded
music, although it did not involve the application of electrical principles.
Building on previously existing insights, engineers at Bell Laboratories
developed the “theory of matched impedance,” which applied theories of
electrical systems to mechanical systems. In short, mechanical systems
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(such as that which translated the encoded sound waves on a phonograph
disk into acoustic energy and subsequently amplified the resulting sound)
could be systematically designed and developed to insure minimal distor-
tion and loss in (acoustic) energy.#' Such an insight, when practically ap-
plied, moved phonograph development far in advance of the empirical
“cut and try” methods that, for example, led Victor’s Eldridge Johnson to
invent the “gooseneck” tone arm in 1903. The theory of matched imped-
ance led, in practice, to the development of the folded acoustic horn, which
provided a substantial increase in both the volume produced by and the
frequency response of mechanically reproduced sounds while simultane-
ously maintaining a small enough size to fit into existing cabinet model
phonographs.

Unlike the folded acoustic horn, the second fidelity-based innovation
Bell Laboratories brought to the phonograph industry involved the direct
application of electrical acoustics to phonography, an electrical system for
phonograph recording. When used in combination with the folded acoustic
horn, recordings produced through the electrical process demonstrated a
substantial improvement in terms of apparent fidelity. Mechanical phono-
graphs reproduced a frequency range of approximately three octaves, but
when electrically recorded disks were reproduced through the folded horn,
the frequency range increased to five and one half octaves.4?

In addition to the theory of matched impedance and electrical record-
ing, Western Electric’s engineers also developed an electrical system for
reproducing phonograph recordings. This system essentially applied radio
principles to phonograph reproduction in that the encoded sound waves
on a disk were first translated into an electrical signal that was then ampli-
fied and reconverted into acoustic energy through a cone-type radio loud-
speaker. Western Electric claimed that a combined electrical recording and
reproducing system increased recording of overtones, added “atmosphere”
to recordings, and dramatically increased frequency range and volume.43
(See fig. 1.2.)

The engineers at Bell Laboratories and Western Electric were by no means
alone in attempting to apply electrical principles to the phonograph.44 Be-
sides Orlando Marsh’s work in Chicago, Victor was in the midst of col-
laborations with engineers from Westinghouse on the theory of matched
impedance when Western Electric demonstrated its innovations to Victor’s
executives.#> Rather than viewing the Western Electric demonstrations as



affirmation of their own research and as encouragement to continue, Vic-
tor’s engineers and executives instead used their independently developed
insights to evaluate Western Electric’s advances and signed a license with
the AT&T subsidiary.4®

Western Electric used both its patent position and its reputation, as
well as the engineering strengths of its system, to secure in 1925 licensing
agreements with Victor and Columbia, the two largest and most powerful
U.S. phonograph corporations. The licenses with industry leaders estab-
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lished Western Electric’'s dominance as a provider of electrical equipment
to the phonograph industry and reinforced its broader reputation within
the emerging field of electrical sound devices. But these initial licensing
agreements did not guarantee Western Electric a monopolistic position. As
would be true for film sound, General Electric independently developed its
own system of electrical recording and reproduction that would compete
with Western Electric’s. By licensing the phonograph company Brunswick,
General Electric insured a market share for its competing system. The Pan-
atrope, advertised as a product of the combined research of RCA, General
Electric, Westinghouse, and Brunswick-Balke-Collender, most significantly
differed from the Western Electric system in microphone design.4” Bruns-
wick advertised a frequency response of 16 to 21,000 cycles, far in advance
of mechanical recording methods (128 to 2,000 cycles) and mechanical re-
production (250 to 6,000 cycles), although these claims probably exceeded
the actual performance of the Panatrope.43

Unlike the emerging medium of radio broadcasting, the phonograph
industry supplied a preexisting market for electrical-acoustic technology—
that is to say, an identity for the medium did not have to be engineered
and developed. The application of electrical principles essentially grafted
new methods of augmenting sound onto already established technologi-
cal artifacts, industry structures, consumption and listening habits, and
representational practices. The acoustic results of electrical methods ful-
filled previously stalled areas of research and development that had been
empirically pursued by phonograph innovators for some time (namely
the desire for greater fidelity and more consumer control over reproduced
sound). Nonetheless, the industry’s conversion to electrical methods was
neither immediate nor simple. After signing a licensing agreement with
Western Electric, Victor began the task of converting its existing recording
studios, developing new recording techniques, and designing, engineer-
ing, and manufacturing new phonograph models that incorporated these
technological changes. To facilitate that conversion, Bell Laboratories as-
signed J.P. Maxfield to Victor's Camden (New Jersey) studios.49 Maxfield
set up an experimental electrical recording studio on January 27, 1925, but
Victor’s first studio wasn’t successfully converted to electrical recording un-
til March 11, and the organization continued to produce some phonograph
recordings using the now-outmoded mechanical process until the end of

July 1925.5°
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Because of slower-than-anticipated sales throughout 1924 and into
1925, Victor had a substantial backlog of inventory at its various dealers,
distributors, and factories.5* Before publicly introducing newly designed
phonographs and recordings, Victor sought to dispose of this existing
stock. In June of 1925, it notified its dealers of the impending technologi-
cal change and with national dealer cooperation cut sales prices in half for
all existing phonographs. This sales program proved successful, and by
the fall of 1925 when Victor prepared to announce to the public the intro-
duction of new machines and new-process recordings with the ballyhoo of
a nationally declared “Victor Day,” the backlog of existing mechanical pho-
nographs had been reduced. This announcement of the new devices and
recordings had, of course, to demonstrate to consumers the desirability, if
not the necessity, of the compulsory repurchasing that would eventually
become a standard procedure of technological change within the Ameri-
can recording industry.’*

As the phonograph industry adopted electrical technology, Victor, still
the most powerful organization in the industry, released an important
hybrid device, one that applied electrical principles to only portions of the
phonograph as an artifact. Ironically, Victor recordings manufactured ac-
cording to the new electrical process were successfully introduced to the
public through a heavily and successfully promoted line of new mechani-
cal phonographs. Orthophonic Victrolas, redesigned all-mechanical home
phonographs, included no electrical components for sound reproduction.
Instead a redesigned mechanical pickup device translated the grooves of
recordings into acoustic energy that was then amplified through a folded
horn conforming to Western Electric’s design. The Orthophonic Victrolas
competed successfully with Columbia’s Vivatonal and Brunswick’s Viva-
tonal and Panatrope phonographs, which relied upon electrical methods
of reproduction and amplification and projected sound through cone loud-
speakers. By many accounts, the Orthophonic Victrolas reproduced the
new electrical-process recordings better than an electrical phonograph with
either the cone or horn loudspeakers available to radio listeners in 1925
and 1926.53 Since, the Orthophonic Victrola allowed the reproduction of
consumers’ existing records as well as the new and improved electrical
recordings, the device arguably facilitated technical change by maintain-
ing consumers’ confidence in the value of their existing record collections
and briefly delaying the compulsory repurchasing encouraged by a format
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change while simultaneously introducing consumers to the new fidelity
standards embodied in electrical-process recordings.54

Soon after the initial introduction of electrical sound technology, the
phonograph industry began releasing to the public a variety of machines
that combined phonographs with radios. Phonograph companies took out
licenses from RCA for radio equipment manufactured by Westinghouse
and General Electric to be installed in combined phonograph-radios or for
the manufacture and sale of domestic radio receivers.’s Some of these ma-
chines used the folded (Orthophonic) horn as an amplifier for radio signals
reproduced through an electro-dynamic speaker and included a mechani-
cal switching device that enabled the listener to choose between projecting
a radio show or a phonograph recording through the folded horn.5® Some
of the more expensive combination phonograph-radios provided for AC
and or universal (AC/DC) attachments that allowed the radio receiver to
be operated without batteries, or that used electrical current to drive the
turntable (replacing spring-wound turntables).

By 1927, Victor’s customers could select from a series of acoustic de-
vices in a variety of cabinet styles that offered various combinations of the
following: mechanical phonograph reproduction, electrical phonograph
pickup and amplification projected either through a cone loudspeaker or
through the Orthophonic horn, tuned radio frequency or superheterodyne
radio receivers with programming projected through a cone loudspeaker or
the Orthophonic horn, battery or electrically powered radio receivers, and
electrical or spring-driven turntables. From 1926 through 1929, sales of
Victrola/Radiola consoles (combined phonograph-radio receivers) steadily
increased while sales of both the Orthophonics and Electrolas peaked and
then fell off (1926 for the Orthophonics, 1927 for the Electrolas). By 1929
the two most popular sales lines for Victor were the combined radio and
phonograph consoles and portable Victrola devices.5” As the 1930s began,
the phonograph increasingly became an adjunct to the domestic radio re-
ceiver rather than a separate and distinct domestic entertainment device.

The phonograph as an industry and as a consumer product provided a
preexisting commercial identity onto which electrical acoustics could be
grafted. Phonograph industry rhetoric of the period framed the conversion
to electrical methods as the fulfillment of long-standing consumer desire
for greater fidelity, “more sound,” and greater control in performing sound
reproduction. The absence of systematic and sustained research and de-
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velopment efforts within phonograph companies necessitated that they
become consumers of electrical technologies designed, developed, and
manufactured by organizations outside the industry. When Victor and Co-
lumbia signed licenses with Western Electric, and Brunswick adopted the
system developed by General Electric, the major corporate innovators of
radio expanded both the identity of the electrical-acoustic apparatus and
their commercial control of that identity. The technological convergence
of radio and phonograph embodied in combined machines was literalized
in the economic realm when, in 1929, RCA acquired the Victor Company.
Victor, for decades the leader in disk-model phonographs, became a sub-
sidiary of the radio industry giant, itself formed only a decade earlier as a
patent-holding company.

When AT&T’s engineers adapted its system of electrical recording to
motion picture applications, this was neither the first attempt to create a
synchronous-sound film system nor the first such system based on ap-
plied electrical principles. Throughout the first two decades of the cen-
tury, a number of entrepreneurial-minded inventors around the world had
devised practical methods of producing synchronous-sound films, and
several sound-film systems reached a commercial stage of development.
Some of these efforts, like Edison’s Kinetophone, the Cinephone, the Cam-
eraphone, and the Gaumont Chronophone, used mechanical phonograph
technology to record and reproduce film soundtracks.s® Attempts to engi-
neer synchronous-sound cinema by combining film with the mechanical
phonograph had failed for several reasons. Perhaps most important were
the absence of adequate means of sound amplification and difficulty de-
signing a reliable method of maintaining synchronization between film
projector and sound reproducer. Amplification proved to be a problem not
only in the reproduction of recorded sound to a large audience but also in
recording. The reliance on an acoustic horn as a sound-collection device
made difficult, if not impossible, simultaneous recording of sound and
image. The acoustic horn could not, after all, appear on screen, yet to ad-
equately record voices, it needed to be close to the actors.

Eugene Augustin Lauste had by 1904 resolved the problem of main-
taining synchronization when he developed an experimental apparatus
that recorded a soundtrack on the same film as the motion picture im-
age. Although Lauste’s system relied on electrical principles (a microphone
encoded sound waves and a selenium cell translated the electrically en-
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coded sound back into acoustic energy), the absence of an efficient source
of amplification for the electrical signals or the reproduced sound limited
its commercial viability.59 Joseph Tykociner, a professor at the University of
linois with a background in wireless technology, publicly demonstrated a
sound-on-film system in June of 1922. Tykociner applied many of the prin-
ciples of electrical acoustics and adapted components from other electrical
communications devices. Using a carbon telephone transmitter as a micro-
phone and adapting an early Magnavox radio loudspeaker for reproduction,
Tykociner relied on several components that would eventually characterize
GE’s and Western Electric’s commercially marketed sound-film systems (a
lamp modulated by electrical signals encoded sound waves onto the film,
a photoelectric cell translated the visually encoded soundtrack back into
electrical impulses, and perhaps most importantly, vacuum tubes provided
signal amplification).®°

While innovators like Lauste and Tykociner solved the problem of syn-
chronization by engineering combined cinema-sound devices that encoded
the soundtrack on the same strip of celluloid as the image, amplification
remained an obstacle to the innovation of a commercially viable system of
film sound. Lee De Forest’s Audion triode vacuum tube, with the appropri-
ate modifications independently developed by H.D. Arnold at AT&T and
Irving Langmuir at GE, provided a reliable, distortionless source of signal
amplification, but the wireless patent pool’s cross-licensing agreement be-
tween GE and AT&T effectively prevented entrepreneurial inventors from
using vacuum tube amplification.

Lee De Forest’s attempts to introduce his Phonofilm sound-on-film
technology in 1923-1927 illustrate the myriad obstacles even successful
inventors faced when competing with the participants in the radio patent
pool. De Forest sold the patent rights to his triode vacuum tube to AT&T in
1913, but he had astutely retained personal rights to continue commercially
developing his invention. Unlike electrical phonograph inventor Orlando
Marsh, De Forest did have access to vacuum tube amplification. In 1923,
after designing and demonstrating a functioning method of producing
synchronous-sound films called the Phonofilm, De Forest sought without
success to generate commercial interest in his sound-on-film system. (See
fig. 1.3.) De Forest’s lack of both capital resources and the extensive manu-
facturing capacity necessary to supply equipment for the film industry seri-
ously hampered his efforts. Further, the extent to which the film industry
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was vertically integrated simultaneously damaged the prospects of small
entrepreneurial electronics firms while working in favor of large, estab-
lished electronics manufacturers.

The film industry underwent a period of consolidation during the 1920s,
as did much of U.S. business, and the emerging, dominant vertically inte-
grated concerns were hesitant to embrace wholesale technological change.
This industrywide consolidation was conservative in nature, offering econ-
omies of scale as producers/exhibitors acquired smaller competing pro-
ducers and existing or emerging chains of movie theaters. This consoli-
dation maximized large corporations’ profits within an existing industrial
status quo. Having identified and cultivated a product (the feature-length
film, or in Richard Koszarski’s words “an evening’s entertainment”) and
in the midst of applying more economically efficient methods of produc-
ing and delivering that product, Hollywood producers were justifiably hesi-
tant to reconceptualize the nature of the entertainment commodity they
produced.®” In addition, as the emerging major producers/exhibitors as-
sembled ever larger and widely dispersed holdings, they also accumulated
ever larger debt. This economic conservatism both driving and resulting
from film industry consolidation had, no doubt, more to do with produc-
ers/exhibitors’ disinterest in embracing technological change than did the
often-cited hesitancy caused by previous failures to innovate sound film
successfully.

When Lee De Forest was unable to interest established film producers/
exhibitors in his Phonofilm sound-on-film system in 1923, he faced the
difficult task of not only selling his system to independent theater owners
but also providing them with synchronous-sound films. For De Forest to
market successfully his Phonofilm system, he had to promote the device to
independent-minded and, in many cases, already financially embattled own-
ers of individual theaters, engage in research and development to improve
his system, establish and maintain manufacturing facilities, and not only
produce sound films but also establish representational practices for those
films. Having innovated what he perceived to be a new representational
technology, De Forest had then to establish protocols for representing with
that technology. While a contract for sound-film projection equipment with
a chain of vaudeville theaters provided De Forest with an initial market for
the Phonofilm, he still had to supply those venues with a constantly chang-
ing series of films. De Forest’s Phonofilm system successfully solved prob-
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lems of both amplification and synchronization, but its commercial failure
resulted from a range of factors well beyond strictly technological issues.

Before Warner Bros.” introduction of Vitaphone, attempts to innovate
synchronous sound within the American cinema failed owing to the ab-
sence of one or more necessary conditions for technological change. While
none of these conditions was individually sufficient to provoke such change,
each proved necessary to the successful application of electro-acoustics to
the cinema. These conditions included adequate technology (especially
amplification and a reliable method of ensuring synchronization between
recorded sound and image during reproduction), a large, well-capitalized
organization capable of manufacturing and installing sound-reproduction
equipment for theaters in a relatively rapid manner (thereby guaranteeing
producers a return on the investment necessary to convert to the produc-
tion of sound films), some degree of vertical integration within the industry
or other industrial conditions that would encourage producers of films and
film exhibitors to act in concert in instituting technological change (simi-
larly guaranteeing an economic return on the capital investment necessary
for wholesale or even partial conversion of the industry), and a conception
of recorded sound as appropriate for the cinema as a mode of representa-
tion and as an entertainment event. The desire among powerful film pro-
ducers/exhibitors to increase standardization at the level of exhibition, the
growing popularity of radio, and the increasing pervasiveness of electrically
augmented sounds helped to fulfill this final condition. Ongoing shifts in
the film industry’s economic structure during the 1920s and the innova-
tion of electrical acoustics by large, well-capitalized firms fulfilled the re-
maining conditions.

In an elaborately staged public premiere, Warner Bros. “introduced”
electrically recorded, synchronous-sound film to the American cinema
on August 6, 1926.% The program, at New York City’s Warners’ The-
atre, featured the Vitaphone presentation of the John Barrymore film Don
Juan with recorded orchestral accompaniment and selected synchronized
sound effects. A series of sync-sound short subjects accompanied the fea-
ture, including performances by the New York Philharmonic, Giovanni
Martinelli, Efrem Zimbalist and Harold Bauer, Mischa Elman and Josef
Bonime, Anna Case, and Roy Smeck as well as a recorded speech by Will
Hays, president of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of Amer-
ica. Warner Bros. rhetorically framed the event as the inauguration of a
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new epoch in mass-produced entertainment, a landmark in the inevitable
teleological advance of cinema as an art form toward ever greater realism.
Favorable initial press accounts lauded the realism of the films and echoed
Warner’s rhetoric about the cultural and artistic potentials offered by this
technological advance.

The Western Electric—designed Vitaphone system presented to New
York audiences in August 1926 was conservative both in its design and
in Warner Bros.” use of the technology. It essentially relied on enlarged
phonograph recordings as a medium for storing sounds, and like an earlier
generation of devices that combined the phonograph with the cinema (the
Kinetophone, the Cameraphone, etc.), the Vitaphone was less than perfect.
Without proper care in operation, the Vitaphone system could slip out of
synchronization during projection. Soundtrack disks were fragile and de-
signed to be played a maximum of twenty times, and when a film print
broke and was respliced (necessitating the removal of some individual
frames), that print could never routinely be projected in a way that consis-
tently retained synchronization.

Warner Bros.” initial use of Vitaphone also conservatively conceptual-
ized the possibilities offered to cinema by recorded sound. Recordings of
orchestral accompaniment (even when supplemented by selective sound
effects) simply repeated the current conventions of silent film’s live ac-
companiment.®4 As Charles Wolfe has observed, Vitaphone’s early short
subjects essentially provided filmed phonograph recordings.® Although
conservative in exploring the aesthetic possibilities of recorded sound, both
uses of the Vitaphone offered economic benefits beyond differentiating
Warner Bros.” films from competing products. Recorded orchestral scores
promised to reduce a movie theater’s operating expenses by eliminating
musicians, and performance shorts could simulate live prologues at signif-
icantly lower costs in the long run.°® This conservative grafting of electrical
sound technology onto the existing institutions and practices of cinema
also potentially increased the standardization of film presentation.®?

Despite the apparent economic benefits of sync-sound film, the other
major vertically integrated U.S. film companies responded cautiously to
Warner Bros.” introduction of the Vitaphone. Like the phonograph indus-
try, the major concerns within the U.S. film industry lacked established
research and development programs. The Fox Film Corporation provided
an important exception: during the summer of 1926, Fox Film had already
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begun innovating a competing synchronous film-sound system, the power
of which hinged, not surprisingly, on its patent position. Fox Film commer-
cially developed Movietone, a sound-on-film system designed by indepen-
dent engineer Theodore Case and his assistant Earl Sponable during the
early 1920s.°® Encoding the soundtrack on the same strip of film as a mo-
tion picture’s images, Movietone had obvious benefits over the Vitaphone
sound-on-disk system. During projection, the Movietone soundtrack could
not slip out of synchronization with accompanying images, and breaks
and splices in a film, while they would generally introduce momentary
noise into the system, did not throw the remainder of a reel of film out of
sync. Further, Case’s single-system method of recording sound and image
proved much more portable than Western Electric’s competing disk-based
sound recording.®9

William Fox purchased exclusive rights to Case’s system during the
summer of 1926 and then invested substantial capital into further research
and development within the newly organized Fox-Case Corporation. The
Fox Film Corp. introduced Movietone to New York audiences in 1927 with
a sound newsreel, and Fox’s newsreel unit became the primary site for ini-
tial research and development of Case’s sound-on-film system.”® Fox also
personally gained a potentially important patent position by acquiring the
U.S. rights to the so-called Tri-Ergon patents (which formed the basis for
a German sound-on-film system), but the Fox-Case Movietone system still
had to rely on a license from Western Electric for use of vacuum tube am-
plifiers and loudspeakers.”” This Western Electric license and a large loan
guaranteed by AT&T eventually provided the leverage needed when hostile
forces caused Fox to lose personal control in 1929—30 of the company that
bore his name. Fox blamed the collaboration of the phone company with
New York City banking interests for his financial troubles and suggested
that their motive involved his patents.”>

While Fox Film sought internally to innovate a synchronous-sound film
system, undertaking research and development within its corporate bound-
aries, Warner Bros., like phonograph industry leaders Victor and Colum-
bia, became consumers of applied electrical-acoustic innovation developed
within AT&T and its wholly owned subsidiary Western Electric. Research
and development work within AT&T that led to the Vitaphone had begun
as early as 1915, with an effort to develop improved methods of sound re-
cording using such components as the condenser microphone, the vacuum
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tube amplifier, and the balanced armature loudspeaker. Initially intended
as an instrument to study and reduce the introduction of noise into AT&T’s
long-distance telephone lines, the resulting system of electrical recording
was then adapted for commercial applications under the insistence of
Edward B. Craft, an assistant to the chief engineer at Western Electric.”3

While Warner Bros. and AT&T/ Western Electric brought a commercially
successful system of electrical sound technology to the American cinema
in 19206, the telephone interests were not the only established communi-
cations corporations applying the principles and components of electrical
acoustics to motion pictures. As it had done with the electrical phonograph,
General Electric developed its own sound-on-film system, eventually mar-
keting it under the name RCA Photophone. While Vitaphone originated in
telephone noise research, GE’s competing system similarly developed as an
unintended consequence of communications research. Seeking a method
of recording transoceanic wireless telegraph signals, General Electric en-
gineer Charles Hoxie developed a photographic system of sound record-
ing. Like the Fox-Case Movietone system, sounds translated into electrical
signals were photographed onto celluloid only to be later retranslated into
electrical signals and then sounds.74

General Electric initially used Hoxie’s system (then called the Pallopho-
tophone) to record speeches by President Coolidge and the Secretary of
War that were then broadcast in 1922 over radio station WGY (Schenect-
ady).”s Hoxie eventually discovered that only a narrow width of his pho-
tographed sound recording was necessary for efficient reproduction, and
this realization made possible the recording of both sound and image on
the same strip of celluloid. With access to vacuum tube amplifiers and the
innovation elsewhere within GE of the dynamic, paper-cone loudspeaker
by Chester Rice and Edward Kellogg (offering a significant improvement
in the quality of reproduction available for domestic radio receivers), GE
had the components for a commercially viable sound-on-film system. Like
AT&T, GE initially applied the principles of Hoxie’s Pallophotophone to
phonograph recording and reproduction, and this was the system licensed
to Brunswick-Balke-Collender in 1925.

Having successfully applied the principles of the Pallophotophone to
the phonograph industry, General Electric continued to develop Hoxie’s
system as a sound-on-film device. Hoxie and other GE engineers created a
“soundhead” attachment that could adapt a silent-film projector to sound
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projection, refined GE’s loudspeakers to compensate for highly reverber-
ant movie theaters (and thereby improved the reproduction of speech),
designed a compatible system of sound-on-disk reproduction for those the-
aters that desired one, and developed increasingly portable sound-on-film
recording equipment. In cooperation with the motion picture division of
General Electric’s publicity department, GE’s engineers produced a series
of demonstration films during 1926-27. Although major film produc-
ers did not show immediate interest in the system, General Electric col-
laborated with Paramount to produce a synchronous soundtrack for the
1927 aviation drama Wings. Produced after the film was completed, the
soundtrack consisted of recorded music and selected sound effects. Para-
mount distributed Wings, with the GE sound-film system now renamed
the Kinegraphone, as a “roadshow” feature, a special attraction booked in
selected theaters with prints of the film and the necessary equipment trav-
eling from venue to venue.

The application of electrical acoustics to the cinema took place in two
overlapping phases. In the first, major innovating corporations introduced
their respective systems to the film industry, creating subsidiaries or licens-
ing individuals to promote the introduction of the emerging technology.
Having successfully gained a foothold in the film industry, the major firms
then sought to maximize their share of the potential market. On January
1, 1927, Western Electric formed Electrical Research Products, Inc. (ERPI)
as a wholly owned subsidiary designed to manage all film-related business
within the Bell System. In April of 1927, Fox became the first studio to sign
with ERPI, renegotiating its license for those components of the Movietone
system that relied upon Western Electric patents and equipment.

With Warner Bros. now a licensee of Western Electric’s Vitaphone sys-
tem and the Fox Film Corporation introducing and promoting its compet-
ing and incompatible Movietone sound-on-film system, the other major
vertically integrated motion picture firms collectively agreed to refrain from
adopting sound-film technology until further study determined whether
technological change was warranted and, if so, how best to accomplish this
change without undue disruption to existing economic arrangements. Fa-
mous Players, Loew’s, Universal, First National, and Producers Distributing
Corporation sought to make a collective decision as to technological format
in order to guarantee that sound films produced by each would be compat-
ible with equipment in the others’ theaters. The so-called “Big Five” also
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sought to establish, to whatever extent feasible, an industrywide standard
that could be adopted by the less economically important but numerically
significant independently owned movie theaters and small local chains.
The major film producers/exhibitors sought a system that was technically
sound and was manufactured by a well-capitalized firm that controlled the
necessary patents and had both technological expertise and an established
manufacturing capacity to supply producers and exhibitors. Although the
film industry’s ad hoc committee considered a variety of devices (including
the Fox-Case Movietone, De Forest’s Phonofilm, and even small upstarts
like Vocafilm), Western Electric and General Electric far exceeded potential
competitors in their ability to meet these criteria.”®

The wireless patent pool provided AT&T/ Western Electric and RCA /
General Electric with equivalent rights to develop commercial applications
of electrical acoustics, but Western Electric, through ERPI’s licenses with
Warner Bros. and Fox, had acquired an early competitive advantage in the
sound motion picture field. ERPI developed business tactics to maintain
and to protect this advantage by creating the impression of unequaled pat-
ent protection in order to limit RCA’s participation in the sound-film mar-
ket. The “Big Five” agreement, executed on February 17, 1927, effectively
froze further licensing of film producers and their theater chains for the
time being. The conversion of independent theaters and those owned by
Fox and Warner Bros. did, however, continue during the yearlong period
that the Big Five’s committee examined various competing sync-sound-
film systems. Ultimately, the major film producers signed contracts with
ERPI in May and June of 1928.77 In addition to adopting Western Elec-
tric equipment in their production facilities, the producers/exhibitors also
signed licenses for Western Electric sound-projection equipment in the
theaters in which they controlled an interest.

Having initially gained an advantage over RCA through the licensing of
Fox and Warner Bros., Western Electric extended that advantage by licens-
ing the other major producers and the theaters under their control. At the
end of 1928, ERPI installations outnumbered those of all competitors com-
bined by a ratio of ten to one. ERPI’s success in licensing the major U.S.
film organizations and various restrictive clauses of its contracts did not,
however, prevent either General Electric or competing equipment offered
by less-established firms from finding a market share.”® In 1928, General
Electric combined its sound-film efforts with similar developments from
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Westinghouse and RCA, and the firms created a new subsidiary, RCA
Photophone, Inc., designed to exploit commercially the sound-on-film sys-
tem. This arrangement repeated the method used by these corporations to
develop radio. RCA provided sales and promotional expertise for applied
research and development that was undertaken within GE and Westing-
house. General Electric and Westinghouse would provide both research
support and manufacturing expertise and facilities. RCA then constructed
a new vertically integrated motion picture company by strategically acquir-
ing and combining several existing entertainment firms. First, it formed
the Keith-Albee-Orpheum Corporation on January 28, 1928, to acquire
the stocks of the B.F. Keith Corp., the Orpheum Circuit, Inc., the Vaude-
ville Collecting Agency, the B. F. Keith-Albee Vaudeville Exchange, and the
Greater New York Vaudeville Theatres Corporation. This assembled in one
company control of vaudeville booking offices and, more importantly, a
chain of vaudeville and motion picture theaters in the United States and
Canada with a total seating capacity of over one million. In October of
1928, RCA then combined the Keith-Albee-Orpheum vaudeville distribu-
tion network and theater chain with the Film Booking Office and Pathé
(two film-producing organizations) to produce a vertically integrated mo-
tion picture production, distribution, and exhibition corporation.”’? Called
RKO Pictures (for Radio-Keith-Orpheum), by 1930 it was one of only six
such vertically integrated companies in the motion picture industry. Hav-
ing been defeated in their attempts to license the film industry’s leading
firms, the radio interests created a new motion picture organization that
could rival the powerful ERPI licensees.

Putting Broadcasting on a Commercial Basis

The 1919—20 patent pool agreement that created RCA failed in its goal
of smoothly and predictably incorporating electrical acoustics into exist-
ing commodity relations. While the agreement successfully anticipated
and, to a large extent, managed the potential for wireless to augment ex-
isting point-to-point reciprocal communication, it failed to anticipate the
power and prominence of radio’s identity as an instrument of point-to-
mass broadcasting. As work progressed on applying electrical principles
to the phonograph and film industries, and as various forces struggled to
determine and to shape the identity of radio broadcasting, the dominant
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patent-holding corporations entered into private negotiations in order that
they might forge a new agreement that could profitably control emerging
developments in the broadcasting field.

In a revised radio patent pool in 1926, AT&T withdrew from all broad-
casting-related activities and sold its transmission facilities (stations WEAF
and WBAY) to RCA. As a provision of the new agreement, AT&T obtained
exclusive rights to link broadcast stations through a modified system of its
existing long-distance telephone lines. Following established corporate pol-
icy, AT&T had used patent acquisition and research and development in a
field arguably adjacent to its main business (point-to-point voiced commu-
nication) and then strategically surrendered that position in an agreement
designed to maximize telephone-related profits. AT&T would henceforth
cultivate a monopoly position in the profitable service of connecting radio
stations into radio networks, arguably a business practice more consistent
with its established expertise than managing broadcasting stations or sell-
ing time on those stations. The 1926 radio patent pool also allowed RCA
to consolidate further its ownership of existing broadcasting transmitters
and to establish the radio network NBC. The formalization of network-
affiliate relations through NBC further solidified radio’s identity, in the first
instance, as a medium offering a national mode of address, and that iden-
tity would be regularly reiterated with each well-publicized NBC national
broadcast.

The revised radio patent pool of 1926 sought to enforce a new economic
model on the emerging industry of radio broadcasting, further consolidat-
ing control of the medium in large corporations. Within the realm of public
policy, an emerging regulatory framework for radio had essentially defined
the medium (the broadcast spectrum) as a public resource while ultimately
serving the interests of emerging media corporations. In January of 1921,
Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover had taken an important step in
professionalizing (and indeed commercializing) radio broadcasting by
prohibiting amateurs from “broadcast[ing] weather report, market reports,
music, concerts, speeches, news or similar information.”8° This mandate
effectively imposed a boundary between amateur wireless enthusiasts, now
limited to point-to-point reciprocal communication, and point-to-mass
commercial broadcasters. In September of 1921, the Department of Com-
merce began issuing licenses to commercial stations on a designated wave-
length.
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As interest in radio soared, limitations to the useable frequency spec-
trum for broadcasting and the proliferation of stations created a perceived
need for some method to control access to what was increasingly viewed
as a valuable national resource. Consumers could demand more sensitive
radio receivers, and broadcasters could transmit at ever-increasing power
levels, but while increased transmission power achieved broad geographic
distribution of signals, overlapping signals disrupted the ability to hear in-
dividual stations. While some advocated a view that free-market competi-
tion would eventually and “naturally” establish a system of broadcasting
that could best exploit the frequency spectrum, consensus relatively quickly
developed that some form of external regulatory control was necessary.?"

A series of four annual radio conferences, called by Hoover between
1922 and 1925, provided the technical and administrative bases for fur-
ther radio regulation. Significantly, the Radio Conferences also provided an
aura of legitimacy for subsequent public policy decisions. The agendas of
these conferences and the participants invited inevitably shaped the nature
and potential outcomes of deliberations. Historian Thomas Streeter con-
cludes that the general purpose of Hoover’s Radio Conferences conformed
to a corporate liberal agenda in that they ultimately set out “to encourage
the development of broadcasting on a for-profit basis with maximum au-
tonomy for capital and minimal governmental interference.”> Perhaps the
most powerful policy initiative to come out of these conferences was the
use of spectrum allocation to bestow order on a radio situation perceived to
be inefficient and chaotic. Spectrum allocation ultimately had the effect of
minimizing the power of nonprofit broadcasters while consolidating and
legitimizing the increased power and control of corporate broadcasting in-
terests.

Spectrum allocation proceeded through a series of steps, each of which
ultimately functioned increasingly to consolidate this corporate power. On
December 1, 1921, the Department of Commerce distributed broadcasting
stations on two frequencies—360 meters for music and entertainment, and
485 meters for broadcasting of agricultural and weather reports. In 1922,
Commerce established two classes of radio licenses and two spectrum al-
locations: while most stations continued to broadcast on 360 meters, more
powerful stations (over 500 watts) were assigned 400 meters under the
stipulation that programming content must be original (i.e., broadcasting
of phonograph recordings was prohibited). In the spring of 1923, Hoover’s
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Commerce Department established a third, more marginalized, class of
stations. These “Class C” stations were limited to broadcasting under 500
watts of power, and all were assigned the same transmission frequency.
At the same time, the Department of Commerce began distributing the
existing Class B and Class A stations across the radio spectrum, maintain-
ing a 1o-kilocycle separation between broadcasters and giving primary
consideration to the higher-powered stations that avoided prerecorded
programming. The Class C designation hindered the economic viability of
nonprofit educational and religious broadcasters, requiring them to share
broadcasting time, thereby limiting their potential audience and predispos-
ing them to struggle in an increasingly competitive radio environment that
was quickly emerging as a marketplace.?3

The Radio Conferences and limited public debates about broadcasting
successfully framed policy decisions like spectrum allocation as technical
decisions. The “neutrality” of engineering and the complexities of radio
technology provided a rhetorical screen, of sorts, that disguised highly polit-
ical policy initiatives as merely functional decisions.34 In large part through
Hoover’s Radio Conferences, policy decisions that might have focused on
issues like democratic control of media as a public resource or debated the
potential clash between private property and public interest, were instead
successfully framed as the product of technical necessity. These public pol-
icy deliberations not only functioned conservatively to foreclose other po-
tential models for radio broadcasting, but they also successfully established
a legitimating framework that ultimately underwrote corporate dominance
of radio broadcasting. Streeter notes, “A political and legal rhetoric was also
refined to legitimate these activities, the rhetoric of broadcasting in the
public interest, where the public interest was associated with an orderly,
managed, corporate capitalism that worked hand in hand with a modest
and cooperative government agency for the good of all.”® By 1926 and the
emergence of NBC, Hoover’s Department of Commerce had established a
spectrum allocation plan, and radio regulation both served and legitimized
a prevailing system of power vested in corporate broadcasting interests.

The regulatory control established through Hoover’s licensing and spec-
trum allocation plan unexpectedly unraveled, however, during 1926. In
what some historians have suggested was an intentional attempt to un-
dermine the regulatory authority of Hoover’s Department of Commerce,
Chicago radio station WJAZ in early January 1926 began broadcasting on
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a frequency to which it was not assigned and at hours well beyond the
two hours per week it had been allowed when initially licensed.2® The
frequency WJAZ chose (329.5 meters or 910 kHz) had been allotted by
informal agreement to Canadian broadcasting stations. The U.S. attorney
prosecuted WJAZ and its owners, but ultimately a federal judge found in
favor of the defendant in U.S. v. Zenith Radio Corporation et al. The ruling,
which Hoover and the U.S. government never appealed, effectively under-
mined the Department of Commerce’s ability to allocate and to enforce
radio transmission frequency assignments and limitations on when a radio
station broadcast.

The Zenith decision essentially gave all radio stations the freedom to
transmit at whatever hours and whatever frequency they chose regardless
of the limitations that had been imposed on them by the Commerce De-
partment. While various broadcasting industry voices encouraged stations
not to “jump frequency” and to maintain informally the time provisions
and frequency assignments given them, various broadcasters took advan-
tage of this temporary freedom from regulation. The “chaos” often fearfully
invoked in radio journals never quite came to pass, but the sudden legal
blow to federal radio regulation provided added momentum to the efforts
of those who supported congressional intervention in the broadcasting sit-
uation. Although several local radio-regulation initiatives sought to restore
order to broadcasting, congressional action ultimately reestablished fed-
eral authority to regulate broadcasting stations and transmissions.®” The
1927 Radio Act formed the Federal Radio Commission (FRC) to function
as the instrument of that federal authority. While the Radio Act rhetorically
established “the public interest, convenience, and necessity” as the guid-
ing principle upon which the FRC was to act, ultimately it provided the
legal basis for, and thus reaffirmed, the emerging corporate control of radio
broadcasting.

Once established, the FRC sought to exert control over the broadcast-
ing spectrum through licensing and allocation. The FRC'’s “General Order
40" of 1928 divided the broadcast spectrum into ninety separate channels
that were then allocated to individual stations based on a specific, although
largely unarticulated, interpretation of “the public interest, convenience
and necessity.” Forty of the available ninety channels were designated
“clear channels” and allocated to individual broadcasting stations while the
remaining fifty channels were split up and shared by some six hundred ad-
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ditional broadcasters. This initial instance of spectrum reallocation and the
principles by which “the public interest, convenience and necessity” were
defined in practice dramatically reinforced the specific political economy of
radio codified in the 1926 patent pool.

So-called clear-channel stations (with individually designated frequen-
cies and permission to operate at higher power levels) codified through
regulation radio’s identity as an instrument of national address. Many of
the prestigious clear-channel stations were either owned by RCA and its
partners in the “radio group,” or were affiliates of NBC. Still others would
soon form the basis of the CBS network. Even those clear-channel stations
unaffiliated with RCA/NBC or CBS could reasonably claim to broadcast
“nationally” because of their frequency allocation and transmission power.
A definition of radio as a local service was also legally codified through
regulation in the form of stations licensed to operate at lower transmission
power levels. While such a regulation scheme did not in and of itself lead
directly and inevitably to the marginalization of radio’s potential identity
as a local service, the institution of time-sharing provisions, in which such
“lesser,” that is local, stations were required to split a broadcasting day with
several competing stations, did effectively marginalize the efforts of non-
commercial and, especially, educational broadcasters. Ultimately, federal
regulation efforts and the allocation of frequency assignments to broad-
casting stations legally codified what had already largely been achieved
economically, technologically, and rhetorically, that is, the construction of
an identity for U.S. broadcasting that privileged in the first instance broad-
casting that offered a national mode of address. As Robert McChesney has
pointed out, the battle for radio’s identity in American life had not ulti-
mately been determined by the late 1920s.8% Alternative visions of radio
that had been foreclosed were never fully eclipsed. Ultimately, the Radio
Act of 1927 functioned not to create but to reaffirm and to provide the legal
basis for an emergent system of broadcasting in which power was largely
vested in the hands of corporate interests. In 1928, with the formation of
CBS, the shape of broadcasting in the United States was established for de-
cades to come. Radio was dominated by (marginally) competing networks
that functioned as national disseminators of professionally produced pro-
gramming distributed locally by affiliate stations.

By the time of the 1926 patent pool and its new attempt at achieving eco-
nomic closure, electrical-acoustic technology was in the midst of becom-
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ing pervasively diffused albeit not universally present in American society.
Although not every household owned a radio set or an electrical phono-
graph, these devices had become increasingly commonplace in Americans’
homes. The motion picture industry was in the earliest stages of its conver-
sion to sound, and the phonograph industry was on its way to the transi-
tion to electrical methods. U.S. radio in the period between 1926 and 1930
developed so as to marginalize broadcasting’s potential identity as a local
service. Radio’s identity moved almost inexorably toward the increasing
prominence of a national mode of address and accompanying assumptions
about radio’s social function. Through first the rise of indirect advertising
and corporate sponsorship of programming and then the progressive in-
tensification of that sponsorship culminating in direct advertising, radio
shifted from a consumer product to also a medium that served consumer
society. Radio content also became increasingly professionalized, and as
the production of network programming grew more centralized, radio
reasserted a preexisting spatial definition of entertainment in which pro-
duction centers addressed geographically dispersed consumers. Invoking
many of the same rhetorical tropes that underwrote the phonograph’s con-
struction as a domestic entertainment device, both program sponsors and
radio networks presented themselves as collapsing the distinction between
urban entertainment centers and the geographic hinterlands of consum-
ers. Accompanying these shifts, a cautionary rhetoric that darkly invoked
the potential for noise and disorder made these developments seem if not
inevitable then the most desirable of available alternatives. National net-
works presented themselves and commercial sponsorship to the public as
a solution to the potential disorder of too many stations broadcasting too
much “substandard” programming.

A national mode of address presenting popular, predominantly urban,
entertainment originating in entertainment centers became the acoustic
manifestation of a specific, corporate-based interpretation of the public
interest, convenience, and necessity. For-profit, commercially sponsored
radio claimed the status of a public service through the successful invo-
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cation of rhetorical constructions like “education” and “uplift,” “musical
democracy” and the ever-promised and perpetually deferred electrically
augmented political public sphere.89

Federal regulation and allocation of the radio spectrum responded to,

reinforced, and essentially served these developments. The 19277-28 reas-
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signment of radio frequencies by the Federal Radio Commission (ostensi-
bly to bring order to the air) in fact reinforced an order of a particular type.
The same principles that provided legal support for broadcasting defined,
in the first instance, as a national mode of address ultimately underwrote
an acquiescence to commercial sponsorship of programming. Radio adver-
tising rode a rhetorical wave that supported specific definitions of quality
programming, and in the emerging political economy of broadcasting dur-
ing the mid- to late-1920s, the oft-asked question “Who will pay for radio?”
was answered by default through commercial sponsorship. While various
answers to the question were intermittently posed (such as a financial
subsidy provided by radio equipment manufacturers, a tax on the sales of
domestic radio receivers, etc.), commercial advertising, almost by default,
provided a solution consistent with radio defined as a national mode of
address. Commercial sponsorship provided an instrument through which
programming perceived to be in “the public interest, convenience and ne-
cessity” could be provided by a system of broadcasting that defined itself as
a national service.

Multiple-Media Conglomerates and Cross-Media Links

The innovation of electrical acoustics exacerbated an increasing concen-
tration of ownership and power within the U.S. mass media. The estab-
lishment of radio networks, the institutionalization of network-affiliate
relations, and the increasing role played by national advertisers in pro-
gramming content centralized the economic control of U.S. broadcasting.
American cinema took important steps toward the “mature oligopoly” of
a few powerful vertically integrated film organizations during the 1920s.
Immediately before and simultaneous with Hollywood’s conversion to
sound, film producers/distributors made a concerted effort to expand their
theater holdings through the acquisition of existing theater chains and, in
some cases, a program of building new urban theaters. The aftermath of
technological change involved still further consolidation within the film
industry. Warner Bros. expanded its power by acquiring its competitor First
National in 1928 and the Stanley Company’s chain of 250 theaters. Fox
Film, after innovating Movietone, radically expanded its theater chain and
announced a takeover of Loew’s/MGM. This latter acquisition prompted
merger talks between Paramount and Warner Bros., a combination that
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would have exceeded the power and scope of both a combined Fox/Loew’s
and even RCA. Although Department of Justice disapproval (on antitrust
grounds) prevented Fox’s takeover of Loew’s and squelched merger talks
between Warner Bros. and Paramount, the film industry emerged from the
conversion to sound with a handful of vertically integrated firms dominat-
ing the industry.9°

This increasing concentration of power within a relatively small number
of media firms accompanied a related process through which individual
corporations gained interest in multiple media forms. Corporate giant
RCA held substantial interests in consumer sound equipment sales, but
it also controlled several important radio stations, NBC'’s two radio net-
works, the film studio RKO and its chain of movie theaters, and Victor’s
phonograph recording and manufacturing facilities as well as its exclusive
contracts with performers.9” RCA was not alone in developing financial
interests across multiple applications of electrical acoustics. As part of the
larger mid- to late-1920s consolidation of corporate interests within the
film industry, most of the major vertically integrated film studios forged
institutional relationships with various entertainment interests across me-
dia lines, extending their financial interests and control well beyond the
nation’s movie studios and theaters.

With a Los Angeles radio station, the acquisition of several large music
publishing companies (M. Witmark and Sons, Harms Music Publishing
Company, and partial interests in others) consolidated within its Music
Publishers Holding Company, and even a short-lived chain of music stores,
Warner Bros. established multiple media connections simultaneous with
its conversion to synchronous sound. Loew’s/MGM owned radio station
WHN in New York City as well as the Robbins Music Publishing Company.
Paramount came perhaps closest to mimicking the horizontal integration
of RCA. It established a music publishing company, began broadcasting
from its Hollywood studio in 1928, and in 1929 temporarily acquired half
interest in radio network CBS through an exchange of stock.9?

The increased concentration of ownership in U.S. media that accompa-
nied and facilitated the introduction of electrical sound technology made
possible, logical, and profitable a variety of cross-media links. Performers,
having achieved success in one medium, could easily migrate to different
media. While also true of an earlier generation of stars (i.e., Vernon and
Irene Castle’s use of Broadway, nightclubs, and record sales), the period
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surrounding Hollywood’s conversion to sound featured the previously
unheard-of proliferation of the multimedia star largely through the aus-
pices of technologically augmented sound.?3 Eddie Cantor, Paul White-
man, Bing Crosby, Burns and Allen, and Ruth Etting, among others, paved
the way for later performers (most notably the Big Bands) whose success
was directly linked to their simultaneous “presence” on records, radio, and
film.

Content might be simultaneously exploited in several forms and formats
with various media commodities mutually reinforcing each other through
combined and integrated publicity. Although originating before cinema’s
conversion to sound, the “movie theme song” proliferated subsequent to
Hollywood’s adoption of electrical acoustics. Theme songs allowed not only
promotion of a film through sheet music sales, phonograph releases, and
radio airplay but also provided multimedia conglomerates several related
sources of income. By 1929 the practice had become so widespread that
some pointed to the talking film’s creation of a “new national ballad.”94

A single song, for example, could be introduced in a motion picture,
heavily and pervasively promoted via radio airplay, and sold as sheet mu-
sic and phonograph records. Trade publications like Motion Picture Her-
ald ran lists of the hit songs from current films and identified the songs’
publishers, to facilitate exhibitors’ tie-ins for promotion.9 In 1930, theater
managers in the Loew’s circuit (MGM) were explicitly instructed to actively
promote music published by Robbins. “The entire exploitation and public-
ity machinery of the Loew Theatre circuit should be placed squarely and
enthusiastically behind Robbins songs and music. The Robbins Music Cor-
poration is an important unit in the Loew-Metro family and Loew manag-
ers and publicity men should bear in mind that what they do for Robbins
music they do for their own company.”9® Douglas Gomery notes that by
1929 the film industry’s control over music publishing was so pervasive
that “over go percent of the popular music in America was being generated
by music publishers owned by Warners, Paramount, RCA, or Loew’s.”97

Warner Bros. noted in on-screen credits for some early 1930s films that
all radios depicted in the motion picture were manufactured by Brunswick.
Warner’s Vitaphone short subjects frequently featured exclusive Bruns-
wick recording artists performing songs released on Brunswick records
and available on sheet music from Warner-owned music publishers.
Further, Warner Bros.” animated films often featured popular songs that
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originated in its feature-length musicals. While such product tie-ins
would throughout the 1930s and beyond become a frequent component
of U.S. film and its relationship with a larger culture of consumption,
crucial here is the extent to which Warner Bros. was able to maintain
within its expanded corporate boundaries control of the profits generated
from multiple, related commodity forms released in a number of media
formats. As owners of Brunswick-Balke-Collender, a number of music
publishing houses, for a time a chain of music stores, and even, briefly, a
printing facility, Warner Bros. as a diversified multiple-media conglomer-
ate was well suited to benefit from the profits generated by intermedia
commodities.

The introduction of the sound film and the rapid expansion of radio
broadcasting accelerated the commodification of entertainment on a na-
tional scale. The economic consolidation of the entertainment industry
provided powerful financial incentives and the structural wherewithal for
an expansion of cross-media links. An intermedia commodity—like Amos
'n’ Andy in Check and Double Check—conformed to and reinforced the
structural logic of media concentration. Such “synergy,” in today’s terms,
often linked otherwise apparently competing media firms, but in its most
mature and efficient form all of the accrued profits would remain within
the control of a single large media corporation.

Even absent structural links between national media firms, cross-media
collaboration and cooperation often took place on a local level. By May of
1930, Loew’s informed managers of theaters in the circuit that “virtually ev-
ery city in which there is a Loew theatre has a Loew radio program.” Broad-
casts ranged from daily presentations of organ music to providing local sta-
tions performers from the theater’s stage show for a “Loew State Half Hour”
(New Orleans) or “Loew’s Variety Hour” (Boston), for example. Some theater
managers had established cooperative arrangements in which local broadcast
orchestras performed movie-related music and mentioned the film and the-
ater. Other theater managers provided stations with the latest “movie theme
song” records that then played as part of a regularly scheduled movie music
program. Loew’s theaters in cities as large as Boston and St. Louis or as small
as Reading (Pennsylvania) actively cultivated relationships with local radio
stations. Cautioning managers to “handle radio with kid gloves,” the New
York office of the Loew’s chain reminded managers that theater acts should
never perform the same material in both a stage presentation and a radio
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broadcast and to “bear in mind your reason for broadcasting is to advertise
your theatre—not merely to entertain the radio listeners.”93

When faced with the potential competition posed by an important na-
tional broadcast, some local theater owners incorporated radio into their
motion picture program. In the summer of 1930, Russell Bovin, manager
of the Loew’s theater in Canton (Ohio), countered the potential effect of
the national broadcast of the Jack Sharkey versus Max Schmeling fight by
broadcasting the fight to his theater audience. In an elaborate tie-in with
the local Philco radio dealer, Bovin borrowed a 17-foot-high prop Philco
from the local dealer and, tuning a radio in the manager’s office to the
fight, placed the microphone for the house public address system in front
of the radio to broadcast the fight to his theater patrons. Marquee ban-
ners, newspaper stories, radio announcements, and an extensive adver-
tising campaign, much of it paid for by the local Philco dealer, promoted
the “event,” which featured both the blow-by-blow national broadcast and
the theater’s regular feature, Gary Cooper in The Texan. In its national in-
house publication to theater managers, Loew’s highlighted Bovin’s stunt
as a particularly showman-like adaptation to the potential competition of
radio and encouraged other local theater managers to orchestrate similar
broadcast performances.99 Whether through one-time collaborative rela-
tionships with other media organizations (like Bovin's) or more systematic
cross-media exploitation (like Check and Double Check), U.S. media organi-
zations, texts, and experiences took on an increasing intermedia character
in the aftermath of technological change. These developments expressed
in commodity and experiential form the increased concentration of media
ownership of the late 1920s and early 1930s.

Conclusion

The innovation of new electrical methods of augmenting sound in the af-
termath of World War I is largely a tale of corporate power. Dominant or-
ganizations in communications (AT&T) and electrical power (General Elec-
tric and Westinghouse) used the strength of their research laboratories and
resulting patent positions as well as their enormous capital to shape and to
manage technological innovation in what ERPI’s John Otterson referred to
as the “no man’s land” between their established interests. Acquisition and
prosecution of patent rights allowed large corporations to limit competition
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and largely to control technological innovation. Although entrepreneurial
inventors successfully created competing technological systems, the large
corporations controlling electrical-acoustic innovations limited the ability
of inventors to successfully market their own innovations. The power of
GE’s and AT&T’s vacuum tube amplifier patents could limit the ability of
an entrepreneurial inventor like Orlando Marsh to introduce his system
of electrical recording, and their capital and manufacturing capacity could
make their sound-film systems more attractive to the film industry than
Lee De Forest’s Phonofilm. Ultimately, however, the process of technologi-
cal change was neither seamless nor inevitable.

The technological processes and artifacts of electrical acoustics exhib-
ited what Pinich and Bijker refer to as “interpretive flexibility,” the ability
to take on different, multiple, or overlapping meanings for different social
groups. The failure of the wireless patent pool to anticipate the importance
of point-to-mass broadcasting as a commercial identity for wireless illus-
trates how this interpretive flexibility could undermine a “closure mecha-
nism” designed to anticipate and manage profitably technological develop-
ment. It further underscores that despite their attempted patent monopoly
and economic power, the major innovating corporations had to respond to
developments in addition to initiating them.

The conflicting visions of radio broadcasting articulated within AT&T
in 1923 demonstrate that even after technological systems are successfully
engineered and introduced, such interpretive flexibility can linger. In the
movement from technology to media, a medium must be defined discur-
sively and economically in addition to being successfully engineered. While
the innovating organizations powerfully shaped subsequent events—
through RCA and later NBC, the patent pool of 1926, AT&T’s introduction
of “toll broadcasting” and advocacy of networked broadcasts—the develop-
ment of radio in the 1920s illustrates that the system of broadcasting taken
for granted by the late 1930s might well have developed otherwise.

While forces in the public and private sectors struggled to define radio
broadcasting as a medium and as a profitable enterprise, the major cor-
porations innovating electrical acoustics adapted the apparatus for use in
the phonograph and film industries. These entertainment industries pro-
vided preexisting commodities and established commercial relations onto
which electrical sound technology could be profitably grafted. While the
established organizations in film and phonography became consumers of
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technology developed elsewhere, institutional realignments related to tech-
nological change exacerbated ongoing consolidation within each industry.

Amid the conversion of phonograph and film industries, struggles to
shape radio broadcasting continued. The process of technological change
and the means through which radio’s identity was shaped led to and ulti-
mately reinforced economic consolidation within and across U.S. sound
media. The 1920s and early 1930s saw an increasing concentration of me-
dia ownership in the hands of progressively fewer, larger horizontally and
vertically integrated firms. The most advanced articulation of this process
was the “intermedia commodity,” a series of interrelated products that em-
bodied in commodity form the economic relations within emerging multi-
media conglomerates.

But these material efforts to fix the identity of broadcasting and other ap-
plications of electrical acoustics accompanied equally important rhetorical
struggles to shape the technology’s identity. Utopian predictions surround-
ing radio’s and the sound film’s future roles in cultural uplift and even po-
litical emancipation uneasily coexisted with dire warnings of the emerging
media’s potential to debase public culture and even to threaten democracy
by addressing a mass audience all too easily transformed into a mob. Rhe-
torical and material struggles over emerging acoustic media thus became
sites in which previously established positions on U.S. cultural and political
life were again rearticulated and frequently clashed. Technological change
did not cease with the licensing of U.S. movie studios and phonograph
companies, nor with codification of a regulatory process for radio or the
increasing prominence of broadcasting considered as a national mode of
address. In subsequent chapters I take up and explore further the rhetori-
cal and practical struggles surrounding efforts to secure emerging acoustic
media within social relations.
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Announcing Technological Change

In a February 1887 report to Scientific American, a correspondent recounted
his trip behind the scenes of the central office of the telephone company.
He framed his account in terms of a conceptual contradiction that quite
literally haunted late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century acoustic
technologies: the simultaneous materiality and immateriality offered by
the telephone, phonograph, and radio. The technology itself was materi-
ally present, visible, and audible as it performed its representational task,
yet the origin and source of technologically augmented voices and other
sounds were inevitably absent from the scene of their reproduction. Im-
material voices unhinged from their corporeal origins traversed space and/
or time and emerged from technological objects. The Scientific American
reporter noted “the mysteriousness, the sense of material non-existence,
of that part of the machine and its belongings that lies beyond one’s own
instrument and that of the person at the other end.” The communications
channel, the means and method of transmission, maintained a wondrous
immateriality. “Between us two there is an airy nowhere, inhabited by
voices and nothing else—Helloland, I should call it.”*

Although an immaterial nonexistence, an uncanny space between, an
enigmatic nowhere, characterized telephonic communication, the materi-
ality of the technology itself could suddenly return when the connection
was broken. The reporter noted that when a connection was unexpectedly
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severed, “if you become impatient, and raise your voice in earnest demand
or protest, the more you bellow, the more you become aware that you are
idiotically shouting yourself black in the face against a mere inanimate
box stuck against the wall.”> This quality of the telephone (and like it later
acoustic devices) to be both simultaneously material yet immaterial, physi-
cally present as an artifact yet producing that which was physically absent,
utilitarian yet wondrous, resided at the heart of both their appeal and some
of the anxieties acoustic technologies provoked.

After invoking the uncanny qualities of reciprocal telephonic commu-
nication, the reporter described his trip to the central office, explaining
switchboard and telephone company procedure, importantly lingering in
his account on the “healthy young women” and “girls of good physique”
who calmly and politely assisted customers and made connections. The
account of the women operators and their cooperative male superinten-
dent successfully embodied the telephone company, populated the “airy
nowhere of Helloland,” and made tangible, material, modern, and efficient
the “mysterious material nonexistence” of voice transmission. As the re-
porter concluded, “Helloland is not so ghostly afterall.”

“The telephone,” the reporter wrote, “seems to have no visible agency.”4
This immateriality of the telephone as a communications apparatus and the
ubiquity of the telephone company as a communications provider caused
AT&T and the associated Bell System companies to enlist leading figures
in the burgeoning field of public relations during the 1910s and 1920s.
This public relations effort sought, in part, to provide the telephone and the
telephone company with human agency. By strategically embodying AT&T
as a corporation and striving to render coherent and material telephonic
processes and technology, AT&T’s public relations campaign sought to
engineer consumers’ perceptions and experiences of acoustic technology.
That campaign provided part of the context within which later acoustic in-
novations were presented to the public. It provided as well precursors to
some of the means through which electrical acoustics was made socially
meaningful to consumers in the 1920s.5

The Scientific American article is predictive in that it displays traces of
both the need to make technology meaningful to consumers and some of
the rhetorical strategies used to introduce later technological change. The
1887 account begins by invoking discomfort with a new technology, ac-
knowledging the potential confusion and alienation provoked by encoun-
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ters with a wondrous new apparatus. Through the figure of the reporter,
the reader journeys “behind the scenes” to discover the material processes
and importantly the people that make the wondrous device function. The
“ghostly” process is literally embodied in the “comely young women” and
their helpful superintendent. “Helloland” is made material and compre-
hensible. Beyond this pedagogical function that explains technology, the
account also seeks to discipline consumers’ encounters with the device,
training readers in appropriate interactions with the apparatus by seeking
to limit their impatience, frustration, or anger. In the phone company su-
perintendent’s words, “We like to have people who have telephones come
up here. It gives them an idea of how the thing is done, and we notice that
they seldom get impatient in the use of their telephone afterward.”® Ap-
propriate consumption is here defined as knowledgeable and more patient.
Glimpses behind the scenes of new technologies functioned as a kind of
consumer pedagogy, not only providing consumers with insight into how
an apparatus actually worked but also instructing them in its use, or more
importantly shaping their attitudes toward it.

The demystification of technology (and technology providers) offered
by behind-the-scenes accounts such as this sought to contain the potential
anxieties provoked by disembodied voices. Widely circulated descriptions
of new acoustic technologies sought to make material the otherwise mys-
terious processes that disembodied voices and moved them through space
or across time and thereby to firmly locate new acoustic devices within con-
sumer society. Accounts like that of the reporter’s trip to the telephone ex-
change were common throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Similar glimpses behind the scenes accompanied later acoustic
innovations, especially those involving the various applications of electrical
sound technology. A variety of discursive practices introduced new acoustic
technologies to the public, explaining the principles behind their operation
and seeking to police consumers’ encounters with new means of transmit-
ting or reproducing sounds.

In an essay exploring the circuit of reception of new technologies around
the turn of the twentieth century, Tom Gunning suggests that “newness
and amazement became a mode of reception for technology” at interna-
tional expositions, but that such “heightened astonishment, gradually
[faded] into understanding as the dazzle of the first encounter yields to
knowledge” (40—41). He continues, noting that as the period progressed
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“the cycle between amazement and explanation may have become shorter,
but one could also claim that the increased pace of modernity supplies a
constant stream of environmental changes, sufficient to renew wonder
even in shorter cycles.”” While Gunning focuses on the reception of new
technologies as individuals encountered and engaged with technological
change, in what follows I am more interested in rhetorical attempts to ad-
dress consumers, attempts to shape precisely that reception. My work in
this chapter suggests that innovators of electrical-acoustic devices built on
established methods of presenting technology and simultaneously culti-
vated both relationships to innovations, both amazement and explanation.

Elsewhere in the essay, Gunning notes that, “A discourse of wonder
draws attention to new technology, not simply as a tool, but precisely as a
spectacle, less as something that performs a useful task than as something
that astounds us by performing in a way that seemed unlikely or magical
before. The discourse highlights and defines this magical nature. This won-
der intrigues and attracts us, allowing curiosity to give way to investigation
and education, usually carefully channeled by social discourses. However,
habituation dulls our attention to technology.”® I would suggest that by the
mid-1920s, habituation had rendered commonplace both recorded sound
(via the mechanical phonograph) and the transmission of disembodied
voices (via the telephone), necessitating that innovators of electrical acous-
tics, while often using the familiar format of spectacle, relied rather more
heavily on a pedagogical mode of address.

In what follows, I use the terms “announcing” and “announcements” to
refer to public presentations of technological change in a variety of forms.
Specifically, such announcements of electrical acoustics included public
performances designed to demonstrate new devices, the pedagogical rheto-
ric adopted by informational magazine articles (especially those offering to
consumers a glimpse “behind the scenes” of the culture industry), and ad-
vertising campaigns (particularly their inclusion of graphic attempts to ex-
plain applied scientific principles). The commonsense distinctions between
such diverse practices as advertising, pedagogy, and public performance
frequently blurred in these announcements. A given presentation of tech-
nological change might offer consumers a rudimentary lesson in acous-
tic principles while promoting a particular product line, or while making
broad claims about the innovation’s utopian potential to bring about social
change. This chapter examines both a series of discursive, performance,
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and textual practices that introduced electrical sound technology to Ameri-
can consumers and the explicit and implicit messages about technology,
innovation, progress, and media that these announcements conveyed. I lo-
cate these discourses within a larger historical tradition of earlier acoustic
innovations that similarly combined often spectacular public performances
with a pedagogical mode of address. Combining amazement with explana-
tion, corporate innovators positioned technological change within broader
narratives of progress, corporate identity, the shifting site of technological
innovation, and the scientific fulfillment of utopian promises. Amid ongo-
ing struggles in economic and regulatory realms to develop and to manage
profitable identities for emerging sound media, innovators sought to shape
public perceptions of this process. More than promotions for a new de-
vice and product line, these announcements offered to consumers ways of
making sense of technological change, and they sought to make an emerg-
ing political economy of media seem natural and inevitable.9

Public Performances of Technology

Throughout 1927, the Victor Talking Machine Company used an enlarged
version of the Orthophonic Victrola as part of a broader corporate strategy
to introduce to consumers the potential offered by electrical recording and
reproduction. Flanked by an eight-foot in diameter reproduction of a Vic-
tor disk and an even taller reproduction of “Nipper,” the ubiquitous Vic-
tor canine trademark, the Auditorium Orthophonic Victrola appeared as
a regular part of the program in higher-class vaudeville houses like the
Loew’s State Theatre in Boston. With a loudspeaker horn measuring eighty
by ninety inches at its opening, the theatrical Victrola was presented as a
magnified version of the Credenza Orthophonic available for consumers’
home use. However, unlike the Credenza Orthophonic, which still relied
upon mechanical methods of amplification, the Auditorium Orthophonic
was fully electrical in its methods of reproducing sounds. Besides the
Loew’s State, the device also publicly performed in the leading Paramount
chain of theaters in New England while also making appearances at recital
halls and music stores.™

These public performances of an enlarged electrical phonograph em-
phasized, not surprisingly, the device’s fidelity in reproduction and also
both its increased volume and the operator’s ability to adjust the “tone
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quality and shading” of reproduced sounds. Carefully stressing that the
onstage demonstrations featured precisely the same Orthophonic-process
records then available to consumers, these public performances and the
press accounts accompanying them presented the conversion to electri-
cal methods as an aural spectacle. Reporters claimed that the phonograph
performances conformed to and indeed improved upon the standards of
live entertainment to which vaudeville audiences were accustomed. In the
words of one press account: “The results showed conclusively that the pub-
lic accepts the talking machine as an outstanding form of entertainment,
since even when in competition with star performers, the instrument has
proved the hit of the bill.”™* Besides such theatrical demonstrations, the
Auditorium Orthophonic Victrola also performed in other public settings
as well. Between Christmas and New Year’s Day, it entertained passersby
on Boston Common and, by one account, could be heard up to a mile and
a half away at Bunker Hill. Whether at the Philadelphia Sesqui-Centennial
Stadium entertaining a crowd estimated at 150,000 or reproducing electri-
cal recordings for Atlantic City boardwalk crowds from a yacht anchored
a half mile off shore during a beauty pageant, the enlarged Victor device
publicly demonstrated technological change to large crowds.

Performances by the Auditorium Orthophonic were not limited to New
England. Versions of the enlarged electrical phonograph played in such
venues as urban theaters (New Orleans and Buffalo), fairgrounds and fes-
tivals (the Indiana State Fair, Indianapolis fairground, Portland Oregon’s
Rose Festival), atop buildings (the Wead Building in Omaha), and in public
parks (Philadelphia).’> These presentations of electrical phonography were
a more dramatic (indeed louder) continuation of local demonstrations of
the new process records and reproducers inaugurated nationwide on No-
vember 2, 1925. Designated Victor Day by the company through a national
advertising campaign, that morning Victor retailers across the United
States simultaneously began highly publicized demonstrations using nine
recordings selected by Victor to best demonstrate the new electrical pro-
cess.B

Other phonograph companies besides Victor announced the new elec-
trical processes through phonographic performances. Columbia’s demon-
stration phonograph performed, for example, in France during 1928. At a
Paris concert in December of that year, Columbia mixed live performance
with recorded music (including a ballet performed to recorded accompani-
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ment), screened a film demonstrating manufacturing processes entitled
“The Birth of a Record,” and publicly performed a recording session on
the stage of the theater.™ Even the less well-capitalized Gennett Record
Company of Richmond, Indiana (a licensee of General Electric), enter-
tained Cincinnati audiences with a demonstration climaxed by an onstage
electrical recording session followed by the reproduction of the resulting
record.’

These public performances of the electrical phonograph built upon a
long tradition of similar spectacular demonstrations of new acoustic de-
vices. Innovators throughout the late nineteenth century and first three de-
cades of the twentieth century introduced emerging sound technologies to
potential consumers through such public demonstrations. Often framed
as educational events, these performances also functioned as a type of
spectacle, presenting for their audiences the latest marvel in what became
a grand, evolutionary narrative toward a scientifically engineered future.
Wrapped in a rhetoric of edification, public performances of new sound
technologies sought to align acoustic devices with preexisting values con-
cerning cultural uplift and modernity."

Alexander Graham Bell initially introduced the telephone to the public
by demonstrating the device’s ability to function as a medium of one-way
communication—in effect, early broadcasting. Throughout 1877, Bell’s
“lecture-performances” featured the wired transmission of music across
distances, explained how the telephone worked, and used the device to il-
lustrate larger electrical principles. Early public demonstrations of the pho-
nograph also contained such an educational mode of address, but regional
roadshow performers who brought Edison’s latest marvel to cities and
small towns often emphasized showmanship rather than science in their
public performances of the “wondrous” new apparatus. Before crowds vari-
ously estimated between a few hundred to up to a thousand, dozens of re-
gional, touring phonograph exhibitors like New England’s Sullivan Broth-
ers and Pennsylvania’s Lyman Howe presented entertaining and edifying
exhibitions of sound recording and reproduction. Often these programs
began with introductory remarks delivered by the apparatus itself. Rather
than an object operated for an audience’s benefit, the phonograph through
a frequently rereleased cylinder recording, directly addressed audiences
about the possibilities it provided. “Mr. Phonograph” literally sang his own
praises:
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I am the Edison Phonograph, created by the Great Wizard of the New
World to delight those who would have melody or be amused. I can sing
you tender songs of love. I can give you merry tales and joyous laughter.
I can transport you to the realms of music. I can call you to join in the
rhythmic dance. I can lull the babe to sweet repose or awaken in the aged
heart soft memories of youthful days. No matter what your mood, I am
always ready to entertain you. When your day’s work is done I can bring
the theater or the opera to your home. I can give you grand opera, comic
opera, or vaudeville. I can give you sacred or popular music; band, or-
chestra or instrumental music. I can render solos, duets, trios, quartets.
I can aid in entertaining your guests. When your wife is worried after the
cares of the day and the children are boisterous, I give rest to the one and
quiet the other. I never get tired and you will never tire of me for I always
have something new to offer. I give pleasure to all, young and old. I will
go wherever you want me, in the parlor, in the sick room, on the porch,
in the camp, or to your summer home. If you sing or talk to me, I will
retain your songs or words and repeat them to you at your pleasure. I can
enable you to always hear the voices of your loved ones even though they
are far away. I talk in every language. I can help you to learn other lan-
guages. I am made with the highest degree of mechanical skill. My voice
is the clearest, smoothest, and most natural of any talking machine. The
name of my famous master is on my body and tells you that I am a genu-
ine Edison phonograph. The more you become acquainted with me, the
better you will like me. Ask the dealer.”

Here, as in most such announcements, the technological apparatus itself,
in addition to the sounds it reproduced, became the object of consumers’
attention. The artifact was materially present competing for attention with
the services it could provide.

In The Phonogram, a 189os industry publication, M. C. Sullivan advised
those planning to publicly exhibit the phonograph to structure their presen-
tations with attention to the demands of showmanship and dramatic spec-
tacle. Sullivan suggested that phonograph exhibitors generate suspense by
alluding to upcoming selections, or limit the duration and frequency of
serious recordings so as to make their effect more powerful when they did
appear in the demonstration program. He also advocated careful staging of
both the machine and the recorded repertoire to conform to existing stan-
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dards of dramatic showmanship, all in a manner that would attract audience
interest to the machine and away from its operator.'® Photographs of the
Sullivans indicate that their performances prominently featured a framed
photograph of Edison as part of the theatrical mise-en-scéne, thereby also
drawing attention to, in the words of “Mr. Phonograph,” “the Great Wiz-
ard of the New World.” Much like Gennett’s demonstration of electrical
recording to Cincinnati audiences in the late 1920s, Lyman Howe’s turn-
of-the-century phonograph performances built to a dramatic climax when
he illustrated the potential of the apparatus by recording onstage the live
performance of a local band or prominent community figure and then im-
mediately reproducing the resulting record.

Public performances of new acoustic technologies surrounded techno-
logical spectacle with a pedagogical discourse that both presented scientific
principles and offered implicit or explicit assertions about the larger social
significance of technological change. A typical program for the Sullivans or
Howe included musical, comic, and spoken recordings, all of which were
recorded by either well-known performers or performers from distant cit-
ies. In Scranton, Pennsylvania, or Bath, Maine, for example, audiences
were introduced to the phonograph’s ability to eclipse spatial limits by
bringing even to diverse geographic locations the well-known and expen-
sive performers from urban centers. This explicit demonstration that the
phonograph both transcended time (through the preservation of sound)
and transcended space, linking the hamlet with the urban center, would
become crucial to subsequent introductory performances of sound tech-
nologies.

In 1913, Thomas Edison used a series of public demonstrations to an-
nounce his ill-fated attempt to wed his phonograph with motion pictures,
the Kinetophone. Films produced for these performances not only dramat-
ically enacted for the audience the fact of synchronized sight and sound but
also illustrated a range of possible sounds in synchronization with their
sources, thereby making implicit claims about the Kinetophone’s poten-
tial contributions to the recorded repertoire and beyond. The first Kineto-
phone film released and usually shown at all introductory performances
was called, appropriately, “The Lecture.” Designed to demonstrate the suc-
cessful synchronization of recorded sound and image and to explain the
relevant scientific principles applied by the Kinetophone, “The Lecture,”
according to one popular account, consisted of “a man [who] discusses
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with many oratorical flourishes of voice and limb the history and the future
of the invention, and then illustrates the possibilities of the Kinetophone
by breaking plates, blowing horns and whistles, and by the introduction of
a singer, a pianist, a violinist, and a barking dog.”’ A more sympathetic ac-
count of Kinetophone demonstrations detailed sound films subsequent to
“The Lecture” that included a portion of a dramatic performance, a comic
act lampooning a politician’s speech, the opening of a blackface minstrel
show, and a performance of Verdi, all of which concluded with the entire
cast reassembling for a rendition of “The Star Spangled Banner,” described
as “so real, so vivid, and so stirring,” according to this second account, “that
the audience rose to its feet [in] a spontaneous tribute to the actuality of an
event that had a genuine scientific importance.”2°

Edison’s Kinetophone “The Lecture” publicly announced the success-
ful combination of the phonograph and motion pictures through various
demonstrations of synchronized sound and action. By all accounts, the
short film also included an educational mode of address that introduced
audiences to acoustic and mechanical principles. But not content to dem-
onstrate that the apparatus indeed worked, or even how it worked, Edison
also sought to align the Kinetophone with preexisting cultural values. Ac-
cording to another account, “The Lecture” concluded with the following
oratory:

Consider the historic value of a kinetophonic production of George
Washington, if it were possible to show it now, and you will realize the
splendid opportunities of future generations to study the great men of
today. The political orator can appeal to thousands while remaining at
his own fireside; the world’s greatest statesmen, actors and singers can
be seen and heard in even the smallest hamlet, not only today, but a hun-
dred years hence. In fact there seems to be no end to the possibilities
of this greatest invention of the wizard of sound and sight, Thomas A.
Edison.?"

Edison thus sought to shape the social uses to which the combined audio-
visual apparatus would be put.

Reports of the Kinetophone demonstrations echoed this familiar
Edison-originated rhetoric about the social, educational, and scientific con-
tributions of representational technologies and their ability to preserve the
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present for posterity. Edison himself was frequently quoted asserting the
immediate democratizing benefits of the Kinetophone: “You can see how
this is going to put the best operas and dramas within the reach of poor
people. The poor man will be able to see for a nickel performances which
the rich man now sees for a high price. It is going to help educate the
poor.”?2 Newspaper and popular magazine accounts dutifully presented
Edison’s grandiose and utopian predictions of the Kinetophone’s future
impact while also glorifying the apparatus as yet another instance of the
great man’s genius and commitment to the greater social good.

Although the Kinetophone failed to revolutionize motion picture presen-
tation, Edison again turned to public performances of technology between
1915 and 1920 to announce technological innovation. In close collaboration
with local phonograph dealers, the Edison Company supported a series of
performances throughout the country designed to demonstrate the merits
of the Edison Diamond Disc phonograph system. Called Edison’s “Tone
Tests,” they became one of the most pervasive and important methods used
to construct an identity for the phonograph. Several thousand “Tone Tests”
were conducted with an audience that may well have numbered over two
million.? In theaters and concert halls, Edison recording artists performed
onstage accompanied by Edison Diamond Disc technology to illustrate
the fidelity of Edison’s “re-creations” to original performers and perfor-
mances. One period account claimed that “customers looked forward to the
Edison Tone-Tests just as they did the Rexall 1 cent sale.”24 A typical pro-
gram would include the performer singing accompanied by the phono-
graph as well as several dramatic moments when the lights were extin-
guished so that the audience would be incapable of confirming whether
they heard a live performance or a recording.?s The content and structure
of the “Tone Test” demonstrations were highly standardized, and they en-
acted these theatrical comparisons between Edison performers and record-
ings of their voices within a carefully constructed set that mimicked an ide-
alized version of a wealthy home.?® The “Tone Tests” were thus designed
not only to advocate the merits of Edison technology but also to link sound
recording and reproduction to elite, high-culture values.

In her account of the “Tone Tests,” Emily Thompson describes how
these Edison promotions and their accompanying publicity were multiply
illusory. Rather than providing conventional live performances, the Edison
singers consciously sought to imitate the sounds of their recorded voices.
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Further, local press coverage of these events often simply reproduced with-
out editing the promotional copy supplied through Edison’s press agents.

” o«

Thompson concludes that the “Tone Tests” “provided listeners with a tool,
a resource, that enabled them to transform their conception of what con-
stituted ‘real music’ to include phonographic reproductions.”?” Edison’s
public performances of technology stressed the inability to distinguish be-
tween a live performance and its “re-creation.” But in addition to promot-
ing a product line, they also sought to shape consumer attitudes about the
social functions and meanings of sound technology. The Tone Tests implic-
itly claimed that the phonograph was in fact a musical instrument.

Public performances of new acoustic technologies prior to the introduc-
tion of electrical methods served as something more than merely promo-
tional presentations of new consumer devices. They combined entertain-
ment with the “scientifically important,” showmanship with education, a
spectacular display emphasizing wondrous innovations with the explana-
tory rhetoric of applied science. Adopting a pedagogical tone, the perfor-
mances themselves simplified scientific principles, essentially demystifying
emerging technologies. They also went one step further, struggling rhetori-
cally to position new devices in terms of preexisting cultural values. Uto-
pian rhetorical claims emphasized the contributions acoustic technologies
would make to the democratization of culture and cultural uplift, stressed
their ability to eclipse spatial limits by bringing the greatest orators and
performers to small towns, and invoked the historical value of recordings
for subsequent generations. Each of these assertions would be consistently
reinvoked in announcements of subsequent sound technologies, specifi-
cally with cinema’s 1926-1929 conversion to synchronous sound.

The innovators of electrical sound technology followed the patterns set
by Bell, Edison, and other phonograph companies when they presented
new technologies to the public. In 1915, AT&T inaugurated transcontinental
telephone service with an elaborate public performance. Widely reported in
newspapers and through AT&T’s own magazine advertisements, transcon-
tinental telephony, or in the words of Bell System rhetoric this “Wonder of
Wonders,” was publicly demonstrated to audiences at the Panama-Pacific
Exposition in San Francisco. In the words of AT&T’s advertising copy:
“Here, in a theatre de luxe, the welcome visitors sit at ease while the marvel
of speech transmission is pictorially revealed and told in story. They listen
to talk in New York, three thousand miles away; they hear the roar of the



82

Announcing Technological Change

surf on the far-off Atlantic Coast; they witness a demonstration of Trans-
continental telephony which has been awarded the Grand Prize of Electri-
cal Methods of Communication.”?® Audiences entered the Bell Telephone
Exhibit and, once seated in a large theater, heard an illustrated scientific talk
on the history of and technological principles responsible for the telephonic
transmission of speech. Then, through headphones attached to each of
their seats, they listened in on a transcontinental transmission originating
on the East Coast. Like previous technological spectacles, this presentation
of transcontinental telephony made the technological artifact the object of
a theatrical display and, through a synthesis of science and showmanship,
dramatically culminated with the “wondrous” eclipse of previously impos-
sible distances. But the performance also adopted a pedagogical mode of
address that provided both a history lesson celebrating technological prog-
ress and an edifying presentation of scientific principles.

AT&T and its affiliated companies announced innovations in radio
broadcasting, public address systems, and the sound film with similar pub-
lic performances of technology accompanied by various rhetorical framing
mechanisms. The corporation’s initial attempt to dominate radio through
its New York City station WEAF frequently included highly publicized
demonstrations of carefully selected versions of broadcasting’s potential.
One series of such performances linked multiple broadcasting stations
through the Bell System’s long-distance telephone lines so as to broadcast
simultaneously the same program, thereby suggesting that networked ra-
dio should characterize the medium’s future. Overseen by AT&T execu-
tive John J. Carty, head of the Development and Research Department,
these broadcasts typically began with a roll call of the participating stations.
Carty, acting as a master of ceremonies, would call to a participating station
and it would answer, thereby powerfully demonstrating to any listener the
geographic scope of wired, networked broadcasts.?9

In one of the most widely publicized of these performances, the Sep-
tember 1924 National Defense Test Day, interconnected broadcasting sta-
tions dramatized network radio’s potential to respond to national emergen-
cies. The appropriately redubbed General Carty undertook his roll call and
the responses from dispersed broadcasting and repeating stations mobi-
lized the wonders of AT&T’s applied technology to serve national prepared-
ness. Speeches by the Secretary of War and Gen. John Pershing, as well
as reports from four regional military commanders, asserted the need for
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a transcontinental system of public address in a time of emergency3° In
this instance the public performance of technological possibility, includ-
ing General Carty’s transcontinental roll call, illustrated a specific political
use for sound media; broadcasting combined with wired telephony could
enable a national mode of address. National Defense Test Day dramatized
one possible future for radio, a future in which AT&T’s maximization of
profits through its monopoly control of long-distance telephone lines patri-
otically served the national interest.

AT&T also used well-publicized patriotic demonstrations to announce
the public address system developed by its subsidiary Western Electric.
During the most notable of these, on Armistice Day in 1921, Western Elec-
tric’s new public address equipment conveyed the speeches, prayers, and
musical performances commemorating the internment of the Unknown
Soldier at Arlington National Cemetery to an estimated crowd of 100,000.
Additional crowds estimated at 35,000 at New York City’s Madison Square
Garden and some 20,000 in the San Francisco Civic Auditorium listened
to the ceremony transmitted over AT&T’s long-distance telephone lines to
public address systems in each venue. Besides stressing the potential to
unify the nation through commemorative rhetoric addressed to a techno-
logically created national audience, accounts of the demonstration again
frequently referred to the potential civil defense and preparedness applica-
tions made possible by such a combination of acoustic innovations.3

AT&T continued to use similar public performances of technology to in-
troduce Vitaphone sound-on-disk film technology. Among the most nota-
ble and widely circulated of these was a 34-minute film entitled “The Voice
from the Screen,” featuring Edward B. Craft, executive vice president of
Bell Laboratories, who demonstrated and explained the Vitaphone. In a lec-
ture directly addressed to audiences, Craft began with a brief survey of the
origins of the Vitaphone, locating the precursors to individual components
in Bell System’s innovations of public address, electrical recording, and
electrical sound reproduction. Craft introduced a version of a technological
history for the Vitaphone that would be echoed throughout later AT&T and
Western Electric announcements—namely, that synchronous-sound films
resulted from the combined corporate research and development efforts
undertaken exclusively within AT&T and its associated companies.

“The Voice from the Screen” next moved into a Vitaphone-equipped stu-
dio in which Craft stood before and then described both a camera booth



84
Announcing Technological Change

and a sound recording room. This section of the film culminated with a
demonstration of the sound-film recording process. In a static long shot,
the male vocal duo Witt and Berg performed a song while a cameraman
filmed and an audio engineer recorded the performance. The three tasks
(original performance, image recording, sound recording) were arranged
laterally across the screen, with the action spatially compressed so as to
provide a film equivalent of a cross-section diagram. This staging func-
tioned rhetorically to demonstrate the simultaneous recording of sound and
image and thereby to distinguish the Vitaphone from several earlier sound-
film processes that relied upon post-synchronous strategies of recording.

“The Voice from the Screen” next moved to a projection booth with two
walls removed so as to reveal the machinery. But before he produced a Vi-
taphone disk and cued it on the turntable, Craft pointed out and briefly de-
scribed the functions of amplifiers and volume controls, a cone speaker to
monitor the volume of reproduced sound, the projector and attached turn-
table. After a projectionist stepped in for Craft, “The Voice from the Screen”
then showed a Witt and Berg Vitaphone short subject. The duo performed
in a static, uninterrupted long shot, directly addressing the camera and
sound recording technology. This interpolated Witt and Berg Vitaphone
short subject began with the song audiences just saw recorded in the stu-
dio demonstration, but the performance continued uninterrupted through
two additional songs, each of which was punctuated by Witt and Berg’s
pausing and nodding to an imaginary audience and, in one instance, si-
lently mouthing “Thank you.”

After the presentation of the Witt and Berg short subject, “The Voice
from the Screen” concluded, like many such public performances of tech-
nology, with a series of assertions about the device’s wider social signifi-
cance. In carefully scripted concluding remarks, Craft paid tribute to the
largely anonymous labors of many engineers, cautioned the audience
against taking for granted the achievements of applied science, and ac-
knowledged the entertainment applications of the Vitaphone synchronous-
sound film system.

But in his concluding remarks, Craft (and with him the associated Bell
System companies) went further in outlining future applications for the de-
vice. Using a rhetorical trope at least as old as Edison’s announcements of
the phonograph, Craft noted, “Events, complete in actions and in sounds,
can now be reproduced by these methods regardless of time or place. We of
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the immediate present and the generations to come will be the gainers by
this possibility.”3* But while Edison and those who echoed his pronounce-
ments most often invoked the possibility of preserving voices in the realms
of politics and entertainment, Craft asserted the social value of preserving
the voices and views of men of science: “The Faraday of the future, the Pas-
teur and the Galileo, may by this method make available to students in any
place at any subsequent time a demonstration of their scientific researches
and synchronize therewith their own comments, discussions and even
their personalities.”3 Invoking the possibility of previously unheard-of
communication and demonstration of science, Craft predicted changes to
the educational process that would free teachers from the more mundane
tasks of teaching and allow them more time for research or individual in-
struction.

Besides this concluding assertion of the Vitaphone’s social value, Craft’s
rhetorical tribute to the “painstaking labors of many scientific workers over
long periods” participated in a larger framing of acoustic innovation as not
the accomplishment of a single inventor but as the result of the carefully
orchestrated labor of anonymous engineers working together in the mod-
ern corporate laboratory. In stark contrast to the framed portrait of Thomas
Edison that accompanied each Tone Test (and that had also figured promi-
nently in the Sullivan Brothers’ nineteenth-century phonograph demon-
strations), Craft relocated the site of technological innovation from the he-
roic lone inventor (the “Great Wizard of the New World”) to the modern
corporation. When he paid tribute “to the many workers, some of whose
names you will never hear, the many workers in the various fields of sci-
ence and engineering, who, through their enthusiastic labors, have made
possible such results,” Craft was also paying tribute to a particularly mod-
ern method of technological innovation, that of the corporate-sponsored
research and development laboratory.34 This rhetorical tribute to corporate
innovators effectively rewrote one of the dominant narratives of American
innovation and would become increasingly pervasive throughout the intro-
duction of electrical acoustics.

Although a filmed presentation rather than a live performance, “The
Voice from the Screen” built upon the preexisting tradition of public per-
formances that announced technological change. Like Alexander Graham
Bell's lecture-performances or the Victor Auditorium Orthophonic Phono-
graph, “The Voice from the Screen” presented technological innovation as
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a kind of edifying spectacle. The film’s pedagogical approach and simplis-
tic presentation of scientific principles addressed general audiences, but
“The Voice from the Screen” was initially presented at meetings of various
technical societies. During October of 1926, the film accompanied Craft’s
presentation to the New York Electrical Society, and it was screened for
the thirteenth annual meeting of the Telephone Pioneers. In the latter in-
stance, the Craft film was accompanied by several Vitaphone specialties
produced by Warner Bros.3s Public presentations of the Vitaphone system
before scientific bodies continued into 1927 when, for example, Craft ad-
dressed the metropolitan New York Section of the National Electric Light
Association on “Some Electrical and Mechanical Problems in the Develop-
ment of the Vitaphone.” Craft’s talk was augmented with both a screening
of “The Voice from the Screen” and several Vitaphone shorts, including
the Tannhduser Overture and selections featuring tenor Giovanni Martinelli
and concert violinist Mischa Elman.3® In these contexts, Warner Bros.’ en-
tertainment short subjects functioned as public demonstrations of the pos-
sibilities of synchronous-sound recording. Rather than components of a
larger entertainment program, the Vitaphone shorts became scientific evi-
dence testifying to the engineering accomplishments of the associated Bell
System companies. The recontextualization of Warner Bros.” Vitaphone
films illustrates how public performances of new sound technologies stra-
tegically combined demonstrations of scientific principles and a pedagogi-
cal mode of address with mass entertainment that often bore the patina of
high culture.

The simplistic pedagogical mode of address made the demonstration of
Vitaphone technology within “The Voice from the Screen” accessible to audi-
ences beyond members of scientific societies, and the film was shown more
widely. Throughout the spring and early summer of 1927, Bell Laboratories
employee R.E. Kuebler traveled throughout the Midwest and East publicly
demonstrating talking motion pictures on behalf of AT&T. Staging demon-
strations in such cities as Tulsa, Oklahoma City, Kansas City, Pittsburgh, and
Norfolk, Kuebler traveled with the Vitaphone apparatus screening both “The
Voice from the Screen” and selected Vitaphone short subjects.3” Perhaps the
largest audience for these demonstrations came at the Sesqui-centennial cel-
ebrations where AT&T, Bell Laboratories, and the Vitaphone had as audible a
presence as the Victor Auditorium Orthophonic demonstrations.3® For some
American audiences at least, the initial direct encounter with the Vitaphone
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sound-on-disk system came in nontheatrical venues amid performance
events distinctly framed as educational demonstrations.

These nontheatrical encounters with Vitaphone technology also included
demonstrations in which the focus of the performance went arguably be-
yond the talking pictures themselves. In early 1926, Bell Laboratories con-
structed three portable sound-film projectors for AT&T and this equipment
was placed at the service of associated Bell System companies throughout
the United States for local celebrations of the fiftieth anniversary of “the
birth of the telephone.” Two sync-sound films were prepared for the occa-
sion. The first featured Thomas A. Watson, Bell’s assistant at the time of
the development of the telephone, and the second illustrated the evolution
of the telephone switchboard to the present day. During 1926, the portable
sync-sound Vitaphone system performed in twenty-six different cities to
audiences estimated at over 206,000, including a 23-week stint as part
of the Bell System’s Sesquicentennial exhibit. While these performances
demonstrated to the public the possibilities of the synchronous-sound film
and the application of electrical principles to motion pictures, they also
connected this latest innovation in acoustic technology to previous devel-
opments (the telephone, the switchboard) and to the prestige and public
service identity carefully cultivated by Bell System companies.39

Announcements of technological change that relied upon spectacular
public presentations of new acoustic devices did not originate with elec-
trical acoustics. Instead, when announcing innovations to consumers in
the 1920s, corporations built upon a long tradition of previous acoustic
demonstrations. These performances of technological change involved a
consistent approach. First, the technology itself, as well as the electrical,
mechanical, and acoustic principles behind it were put on public display.
Rather than opaque instruments of wonder presented to awe and astound
audiences, the technology was rendered visible and audible as an artifact.
An educational rhetoric that purported to explain scientific principles ad-
dressed audiences and, in effect, demystified the machine. Second, these
public performances often strategically assigned to the apparatus specific
social uses and located those uses within larger, preexisting cultural tradi-
tions. Although the phonograph and other techniques of storing sounds
obviously were assigned the task of transcending time and preserving for
posterity, they were also credited with eclipsing spatial distances as well. As
part of a larger rhetoric of technologically facilitated cultural uplift, these
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public performances credited sound technologies from the outset with
collapsing the spatial distinction between urban centers and dispersed
citizens, offering a democratization of culture that promised the best high-
culture performers, educators, or orators to even the most widely dispersed
consumers. Finally, these public performances of technological change
framed the apparatus in terms of utopian promises that they would eclipse
class distinctions so that high-culture values would become equally ac-
cessible to all social groups. Public performances of technological change
presented mechanical and later electrical artifacts as instruments of a new
scientifically engineered enlightenment.

Becoming “Sound-Wise”: Consumer Pedagogy

Edward Craft’s caution in “The Voice from the Screen” against taking for
granted the wonders of applied science became a recurring theme through-
out announcements of electrical-acoustic devices. While innovators presented
emerging sound technologies as part of an evolutionary advance of applied
science and engineering (the inevitable progression of modernity toward a
more perfect, more convenient society), they also encouraged consumers to
view technological artifacts as something more than opaque objects of won-
der. Announcements of technological change frequently addressed consum-
ers as interested in the means through which such technological marvels per-
formed. Consumer pedagogy, a rhetorical strategy that presented to audiences
often cursory (but sometimes quite detailed) views of how an artifact actually
worked, both trained audiences in how devices operated and suggested how
consumers might listen to the new electrically reproduced sounds.

A similar pedagogical mode of address had often rhetorically framed
public performances of technological change dating at least as far back as
Bell’s initial telephone demonstrations and continuing with subsequent
announcements, but presentations of the scientific and acoustic principles
underwriting electrical sound technology also publicly circulated in a va-
riety of other forms. Newspaper and popular magazine articles, as well as
several advertising campaigns during the period, provided consumers with
varying degrees of insight into applied science. Rendering the new technol-
ogy familiar, accessible, and comparatively transparent, rudimentary sci-
entific explanation of emerging sound media connected innovations with
devices already familiar to consumers.



89

Announcing Technological Change

In general interest publications such as the Saturday Evening Post, Lib-
erty, Collier’s, or Time, as well as more specialized periodicals like Phono-
graph Monthly Review, Scientific American, or Photoplay, 1920s readers en-
countered detailed descriptions, diagrams, and photographs depicting the
application of electrical principles to both the phonograph and the film.
These accounts pervasively presented to the lay reader and especially to the
potential moviegoer not only the apparatus but also the electrical, mechani-
cal, and acoustic principles on which it was based. An interested reader in
the period from 1927 to 1930 could find detailed descriptions of the com-
parative benefits of sound-on-disk systems versus sound-on-film systems.
She could find simplified accounts of condenser microphones, amplifier
tubes, alkaline-earth-oxide lights, photoelectric cells, or hairfelt and other
acoustic-dampening materials. An interested filmgoer could read detailed,
albeit not always accurate, accounts of shifts in Hollywood production
practices. Consistently in magazines of the period, well-illustrated feature
articles adopted an educational tone to inform readers about how this new
application of sound technology actually worked.4°

Coinciding with the Vitaphone’s New York City premiere, the movie
fan magazine Photoplay informed readers of the methods through which
synchronous sound was brought to the screen.#' Including descriptions of
both the device’s operation and the production methods used to create a
Vitaphone short, the article’s rudimentary explanation of the relevant elec-
trical principles also located the Vitaphone in relation to previous acoustic
innovations. Claiming that the Vitaphone was “miles ahead of the famous
early Edison talking pictures,” thereby reassuring readers who remem-
bered Edison’s ill-fated Kinetophone device, the author invoked no less of
an electrical authority than Columbia University’s Michael I. Pupin to at-
test to the success of the Vitaphone. Pupin cited the mimetic promise of
earlier acoustic innovations: “No closer approach to resurrection has ever
been made by science.” This labeling of the Vitaphone as an innovation
both new, yet familiar, continued in the article through the assertion that
Vitaphone was not a new invention but rather a “combination of old and
new ideas, an application of telephone, phonograph and radio principles.”

Photoplay’s early attempt to describe the Vitaphone system included many
of the rhetorical methods that would subsequently educate consumers about
new electrical sound devices. The account combined simplified scientific ex-
planation with a historical perspective containing implicit arguments about
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technological innovation. New methods of handling sound were located
within an ongoing tradition of innovation and compared to already familiar
devices. Behind-the-scenes filmmaking details provided readers with privi-
leged insight into the production of entertainment and accompanied implicit
or even explicit claims about the social value of that entertainment.4?

Two years later, Photoplay again presented an account of the technology
involved in synchronous-sound film, this time a bit more thoroughly. In
a highly visual presentation called “How Talkies Are Made,” Photoplay il-
lustrated for its readers both sound-on-disk and sound-on-film systems
through simplified diagrams depicting microphone placement on a film
set, a single-system camera (with sound recording accomplished inside the
camera), the location of the soundtrack on a release print, a cross-section of
a projector identifying features like the exciting lamp and the photoelectric
cell, and a cross-section of a theater illustrating the location and shape of
loudspeaker horns.4> Once again, a written description accompanying these
diagrams asserted that no single invention had caused the cinema’s conver-
sion to sound, but that the apparatus resulted from the successful combina-
tion of developments in radio, the telephone, and the phonograph.

While Photoplay introduced to many American movie fans the technol-
ogy involved in cinema’s conversion to synchronous sound, magazines like
Scientific American presented announcements of the new technology to
more technically minded readers. In a series of 1927 articles, the magazine
described first the Vitaphone sound-on-disk and then the Movietone sound-
on-film systems.44 During the summer of 1927, it chronicled the technol-
ogy and technique behind coast-to-coast radio broadcasts and as early as
February 1926 described the application of electrical sound technology to
the phonograph industry.45 Readers of Scientific American in 1926—27 en-
countered the Vitaphone and Movietone systems as two specific examples
of a wider deployment of a new approach to sound that was itself subsumed
within an ongoing narrative celebrating applied science.

Specialized periodicals throughout the late 1920s included pedagogical
presentations of emerging technologies that explained acoustic, mechani-
cal, and electrical principles while simultaneously accomplishing a vari-
ety of other rhetorical tasks. An article by “Experts of the Western Electric
Company” published in Phonograph Monthly Review presented phono-
graph enthusiasts with a fairly direct introduction to applied science and
the shifts in recording practices caused by the new electrical processes of
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recording.4® Like many such announcements, comparisons to more fa-
miliar apparatus helped to introduce the technology. The microphone and
the recorder were explained in relation to the telephone, and principles of
amplification were explained through comparisons to public address sys-
tems, thereby implicitly asserting that acoustic innovations arose out of
telephone research. In another familiar rhetorical trope, the article charac-
terized “old,” outmoded mechanical recording practices as highly artificial
in comparison to the new, more “natural” electrical methods that not only
allowed the use of instruments identical to those used in live performances
but also provided for greater freedom in spatially locating performers in a
recording studio. Western Electric’s “experts” even gave readers implicit
suggestions on how to listen to the electrically recorded, identifying the in-
creased recording of overtones, “the elimination of tinny effects,” and the
addition of atmosphere as well as an increased range of tones and volume
as sources of an electrically enhanced fidelity to original sounds.

Later articles in Phonograph Monthly Review took readers behind the scenes
and into the Okeh recording studio and provided updates on developing
techniques since the initial attempts to use electrical recording technology.4”
Other articles presented and explained to consumers electrical recording
systems competing with the Western Electric design such as the Brunswick
Palatrope light-ray system of recording and electrical reproduction by the
Brunswick Panatrope method.4® Like the Western Electric experts, Bruns-
wick’s representatives announced these innovations through graphic and
descriptive comparisons with both outmoded recording techniques and their
resulting reproduced sounds. Illustrations dramatically embodied techno-
logical change by contrasting a recording studio containing musicians clus-
tered in an unusual arrangement around an acoustic horn with depictions of
the more “natural” arrangement of performers around studio microphones.
Graphic renditions of increased frequency response through electrical means
testified to the greater fidelity now available. Readers encountered simplified
descriptions of applied science rhetorically invoked at the service of claims
for greater fidelity. The scientific discourse of these pedagogical accounts
served as apparently impartial rhetorical support for the fidelity claims made
in advertisements often appearing in the same journals.49

Periodicals like Photoplay, Scientific American, and the Phonograph
Monthly Review announced electrical sound technology to their particular
constituencies by incorporating consumer pedagogy into their prevailing
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editorial practices. Other general interest periodicals like the Saturday Eve-
ning Post and Collier’s also oriented consumers to the ongoing technological
change. Graphic illustrations of synchronous-sound film technology accom-
panied descriptions of both the electrical and mechanical principles behind
the technology and behind-the-scenes accounts of sound-film production.
(See fig. 2.1.) Popular magazines often depicted an American film indus-
try in the midst of overcoming an initial state of turmoil but quickly de-
veloping new techniques of production, distribution, and exhibition suited
to changing technological circumstances. As early as the spring of 1929,
articles used the past tense to describe panic-stricken producers and actors
or even the unintentional accentuation of unwanted sounds by the “unfor-
giving” microphone. Such obstacles were the product of a now surpassed
technological infancy. Magazine depictions of the film industry in the midst
of technological change often included detailed descriptions of the tech-
nology itself, providing written equivalents to the graphic illustrations and
labeling of technology circulating elsewhere in the larger culture.5° Audi-
ences could read how studios provided already completed silent films with
a synchronous-sound track of special effects and music.5" Actress Peggy
Wood provided readers of the Saturday Evening Post with an insider’s be-
hind-the-scenes view of the sound-film production process that included
not only comparisons from an actor’s point of view of the differences be-
tween stage and screen acting but also accounts of the acoustic treatment of
sets, innovations in lighting, makeup, and set design, illustrative anecdotes
of shifts in film production practice from silent to sound filmmaking, and
even a glossary of “talkie” terms.5> Other articles clarified for consumers the
various labels Hollywood currently used to identify different types of sound
practices, explaining, for example, the differences between “sound,” “sound

” «

and effects,” “talking picture,” and “all-talking picture.”s? (See fig. 2.2.)
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A series of Western Electric advertisements augmented the educational
rhetoric of feature magazine articles that announced electrical sound-film
technology. Advertisements such as “What Makes the Picture Talk?” overtly
addressed consumer interest in applied science and sought to link the qual-
ity of sound reproduction to recognizable and familiar manufacturers of
electrical appliances.’4 Informing consumers that “it pays to go to theaters
equipped by the makers of your telephone—the Western Electric Company,”
the advertisement also included brief history lessons about microphone and
loudspeaker technologies as well as an implicit assertion about the nature
of technological progress. At the lower right of the advertisement, Western
Electric printed drawings of, from top to bottom, a telephone transmitter,
the familiar broadcasting-style microphone, and the condenser microphone
used to make sound films. On the opposite side of the page appeared a
brief graphic history of sound-reproduction equipment depicting from top
to bottom the telephone receiver, the cone loudspeaker popular with many
home radio sets of the period, and the “loud-speaking horn” used for sync-
sound films. These brief graphic histories both made electrical film sound
technology more familiar through comparisons to devices already located in
the consumer’s home and implicitly argued for a linear, evolutionary history
of technological change: from the telephone through the radio to the sound
film. In addition to promoting the Western Electric sound-film system and
Western Electric as a larger contributor to contemporary life, “What Makes
the Picture Talk?” provided consumers with models for thinking about tech-
nological change as an evolutionary progression.

The pedagogical mode of address continued elsewhere in the same ad-
vertisement as the top portion of the ad included a graphic depiction of
the technology used to reproduce sound films in movie theaters. Echoing
the descriptions and depictions appearing in feature magazine articles, the
drawing illustrated the projector (equipped for both sound-on-disk and
sound-on-film formats) with a detailed schematic of the sound-on-film
system’s exciting lamp and photoelectric cell and depicted the location
of sound-reproducing horns positioned behind the movie screen. Rather
than an invisible, mysterious, or incomprehensible object of wonder, the
cinema’s acoustic apparatus was here an object for the consumer’s knowl-
edgeable gaze.

“What Makes the Picture Talk?” was just one in a series of Western Elec-
tric advertisements that provided rudimentary technological explanation
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and urged consumers to attend theaters equipped with Western Electric
equipment while simultaneously presenting a particular vision of the cor-
poration. “Making a Sound Picture,” another advertisement in the series,
provided a brief written and visual demonstration of the technology and
Hollywood production practices.s The advertisement’s copy referred to
the new need for silence on the film set, the placement of cameras within
soundproof booths, and the role of the sound monitor. lllustrations de-
picted the filming of a musical production number and, through a series of
photographs, various components in the Western Electric system (micro-
phones, monitor, amplification rack, theater loudspeaker, and projector).
These depictions of technology assumed some consumer familiarity with
the relationships between the various components, a familiarity provided
by the numerous other accounts and depictions of the technology circulat-
ing in the period. The second rhetorical function of the advertisement, its
encouragement to patronize “appropriately” equipped theaters, was accom-
plished through text alone, linking “sound equipment that assures clear
and natural tone” to the “half century’s experience in making telephones
and other apparatus for reproducing sound.”s

This series of Western Electric advertisements depicted for the con-
sumer technology and technological practices. Addressing and thereby
partially constituting readers as interested in the apparatus behind the
scenes, the advertising campaign labeled representational technology a site
of consumer interest and encouraged a discerning approach to consump-
tion that identified quality with the manufacturer of specific sound devices.
Consumer choice was linked to consumer pedagogy, and the knowledge-
able filmgoer should select his or her entertainment based on technologi-
cal knowledge. This process of what we might today call the “branding”
of sound motion pictures as a product of the telephone company reassur-
ingly linked an emerging medium to an already well-known communica-
tions provider. (See fig. 2.3.) Moviegoers could trust the quality of Western
Electric’s new acoustic innovations in the way that they had come to take
for granted the reliability of their telephones. Sound films rearticulated in
a new form the public service identity of the Bell System and functioned
as audible testimony to the social benefits of corporate-based research and
development.5 (See fig. 2.4.)

Advertisements for various products echoed the educational rhetoric of
Western Electric’s announcements about sound technology. Sometimes
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these ads connected the innovation of the synchronous-sound film to other
technological developments in apparently far-flung industries. For exam-
ple, Masonite Presdwood insulation products successfully linked acoustic
treatment for the home to Hollywood’s conversion to synchronous sound.
In “Presdwood Stars Again,” advertising copy read, in part, “In The Desert
Song, the latest Warner Brothers’ Vitaphone talking and singing produc-
tion, there stars a single, silent actor, Masonite Presdwood—a grainless
wood board that is used in set after set to build gorgeous scenic effects.”s3
The advertisement explained the miraculous acoustic properties of Presd-
wood and their necessity to the new, revolutionary technique of the talkies
(as well as the wealth of other construction industry and consumer applica-
tions of Masonite wood products). Masonite “played a leading role in The
Desert Song, clarifying the production of voice and music—most essential
when a chorus of one hundred trained voices is featured.” An example
of the common practice through which product tie-ins linked Hollywood
films to a larger culture of consumption, “Presdwood Stars Again” also il-
lustrates the educational rhetoric surrounding Hollywood’s conversion to
sound, in this case education on the new acoustic requirements shaping
Hollywood set design.

Other advertising campaigns even further afield than Presdwood also
invoked the conversion to sound and audience knowledge of the conse-
quent changes in film production practices. In a national campaign from
the spring of 1929, Old Gold cigarettes linked claims for the quality of their
tobacco (“they’re as smooth as the polished manner of Adolphe Menjou”)
to the new production requirements of the film industry amidst the conver-
sion to sound. (See fig. 2.5.) In signed testimonials, screen stars like Madge
Bellamy and Richard Barthelmess linked the claims of Old Gold (“not a
cough in a carload”) to the new requirements for “quiet on the set.” “He
coughed . . . the Villain! and the love scene had to be taken all over!” ex-
claims Bellamy, while Barthelmess begins, “Please pardon my frown . . . but
some one in the studio just coughed . .. and spoiled our love scene.”s9 The



ad campaign built upon consumer awareness of technological change by
underscoring selected aspects of how the conversion to sound had affected
production practices. Barthelmess’ testimonial includes, “It’s in the mak-
ing of a ‘talkie’ that studio silence is required. No one is allowed to make
any noise, but the players. For the slightest sound registers on the sensitive
recording mechanism. And an uninvited cough is a calamity.”®® Like the
Masonite advertisement, the Old Gold campaign both attests to the larger
practice of advertising tie-ins linking the film industry with other types of
consumption and, in the context of ongoing technological change, directly
addresses a consumer educated and interested in the technology behind
cinema’s conversion to sound.®” Advertising campaigns like those for Old
Gold cigarettes or Presdwood suggest that consumer pedagogy was work-
ing; the public was becoming more knowledgeable about technological
change. Manufacturers of other commodities could invoke this “insider’s
knowledge” about the film production process to link their products to a
broader interest in sound technology as a particularly modern innovation.
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As movie theaters around the country converted to synchronous-sound
technology, consumers often encountered an even more vivid example
of this pedagogical mode of address, the Fleischer Studio’s 1929 cartoon
“Finding His Voice.” The cartoon, sponsored by Western Electric, illus-
trated for moviegoers the processes that made talking pictures possible by
depicting the addition of a soundtrack to an animated representation of a
silent film, named “Mutie.” Praised in the film industry’s trade publica-
tions directed to exhibitors, “Finding His Voice” provided a film version of
the hundreds of articles in newspapers and magazines describing techno-
logical change.®>

The film begins with a hand drawing a strip of movie film that soon
comes to life. This figure, named “Talkie,” is soon joined by a second
animated figure named “Mutie,” who is characterized with a gag tightly
binding his face and an unhappy expression. He speaks through muffled
sounds that appear onscreen in the form of printed titles. Talkie takes Mu-
tie to visit his good friend Dr. Western, the scientist who provided Talkie
with his voice. Mutie and with him the audience of the cartoon are then
given a tour of the various steps in the production, processing, and exhi-
bition of synchronous-sound films. As Talkie croons into a microphone,
Dr. Western first shows Mutie the camera enclosed in its booth, describes
how sound is picked up by a microphone, and then transports him to the
mixer room. After illustrating volume control, Dr. Western takes Mutie to
the amplifier room, to the machine that records sound on a separate strip
of film, to a demonstration of printing a completed sync-sound print from
an image negative and a sound negative, and finally to the projection booth
and the loudspeakers behind a movie screen. Mutie, now minus his gag
and fully voiced, upstages Talkie onscreen, interrupting his performance
by producing a series of apparently random noises. The film concludes
with Talkie and Mutie getting together and singing in harmony.

“Finding His Voice” adopts the pedagogical mode of address common
to announcements of electrical acoustics, offering its audience a rudimen-
tary overview of the principles behind the technology and a glance behind
the scenes into the production process of a synchronous-sound film. The
cartoon graphically depicts Dr. Western’s explanations of technological pro-
cesses through a series of closer schematic views of a microphone, a light
valve, a photoelectric cell, the small holes in the movie screen allowing the
sound to be transmitted, and so on. Technological components are made
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more familiar through the common practice of comparing them to devices
already familiar to the audience. Dr. Western describes the microphone,
for example, as “really a glorified telephone transmitter,” and he character-
izes the conversion of electrical impulses back into sound as follows: “the
receivers connected to the horns convert the electrical vibrations back into
sound waves exactly the way the telephone receiver operates.” These com-
parisons both illustrate scientific principles and implicitly continue the his-
torical argument familiar to Western Electric advertisements of the period,
namely, that the sound film directly evolves from telephone research and
development. Following his descriptive presentation of how a light-valve
functions to translate electrical impulses from a microphone into variable
density lines on a strip of celluloid, Dr. Western turns to directly address
the film’s audience and with a wink says, “Simple, isn’t it?” This instance
of direct address acknowledges and validates potential audience confusion,
reassuring those who do not fully understand the technological details that
they too can participate in technological change.

“Finding His Voice,” like the magazine articles describing Hollywood’s
conversion, sought to make emerging technology understandable to con-
sumers. Building on the long tradition of public performances of acous-
tic technology, consumer pedagogy constructed the apparatus itself as an
object of consumer interest and attention, and it presented technological
change to audiences in an educational way. This educational rhetoric ad-
dressed two different types of consumers of sound during the period. The
first group included the portion of the U.S. population who were already
amateur sound enthusiasts. They had actively embraced new acoustic tech-
nologies in the 1910s and 1920s, engaging in such activities as building
their own radio sets, and then rebuilding those sets in an attempt to achieve
greater clarity of reproduction and far-flung distance listening, or so-called
DX listening. This group of consumers actively followed radio’s develop-
ment in the various technical and semitechnical radio journals that were
published in the 1920s. As audiences for announcements of technological
change, they were already well versed in the functioning of vacuum tube
amplifiers, contemporary microphones, and sound-reproduction devices.
But consumer pedagogy also addressed an even larger audience, those who
only were to embrace radio as a medium after the radio industry redefined
its market from hobbyists requiring tubes, insulators, and antennas to audi-
ences requiring pre-built sets that included such labor-saving refinements
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as single-control tuning or receiving sets operated on household current
rather than batteries.

Hailing consumers as knowledgeable participants in a period of tech-
nological change, offering readers and film audiences both education and
reassurance, consumer pedagogy presented technology as accessible and
understandable to the average consumer. One Photoplay article overtly ad-
dressed filmgoers as knowledgeable participants in technological change:
“After all, the public is sound-wise. You know a good tone when you get it
on your radio. You've been educated up to recording, whereas with the ex-
ception of a few amateur photographers, the public does not pay a lot of at-
tention to good and bad photography.”® Consumer pedagogy surrounding
this instance of technological change went a long way in making audiences
precisely “sound-wise.”

History Is Progress: Corporate Embodiment and the End of “Cut and Try”

While announcements of electrical acoustics drew upon established tra-
ditions for presenting technological change, they also brought something
new to the introduction of acoustic devices. Popular accounts of emerg-
ing media stressed not only an “epochal” advance in the methods of dis-
seminating sound but also a dramatic shift in the techniques and pro-
cesses of innovation. Simultaneous with the earliest announcements of
cinema’s conversion to sound, Western Electric ran an advertisement in
several large circulation magazines proclaiming “The ‘rule of thumb’ is
over . .. King Thumb rules no more. The rule of thumb, with all its costly
guesswork, has no place in Western Electric.”® (See fig. 2.6.) The end
of the “rule of thumb,” elsewhere in this period pervasively described
as the eclipse of outmoded “cut and try” engineering, provided a rhe-
torical framework that distinguished contemporary methods of scientific
investigation from earlier less precise (albeit successful) methods of in-
novation. If, as received history told consumers, Bell's breakthrough in
telephony was literally the product of an accident (“Watson, come here.
I want you.”), then the new media of sound were the products of pre-
cise and controlled scientific investigation. Moreover, announcements of
electrical-acoustic technology relocated the site of the labor of innovation
from the lone inventor to the corporate-sponsored research and develop-
ment laboratory.



During the redefinition of radio from wireless telephony to broadcast-
ing, invention and technological innovation took place on essentially two
fronts. Individual inventors working in small laboratories provided impor-
tant contributions to carrier-wave technology, vacuum tube development,
and other inventions that enabled the shift to a broadcasting model. Men
like Lee De Forest, Reginald Fessenden, and Edwin Armstrong were of-
ten rhetorically linked to earlier lone, “heroic” inventors like Edison and
Marconi in public presentations of the process of invention. Simultane-
ously, and far less prominently, a different group of engineers worked
on radio and related technologies in well-financed and well-equipped re-
search and development units within large corporations. Engineers like
J. P. Maxfield and William Harrison at Bell Laboratories, H. D. Arnold at
Western Electric, Irving Langmuir and later Harry Olson at General Elec-
tric, although less publicly prominent, were equally important to the de-
velopment of electrical acoustics. As major corporations consolidated their
control over acoustic innovations, the site of invention shifted from the
workbench of the individual inventor to the well-capitalized research and
development laboratory characterized by a division of labor and rigorous
attention to scientific principles. In effect, the principles of scientific man-
agement that revolutionized manufacturing were being successfully ap-
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plied to the tasks of invention and innovation. Or, at least, announcements
of electrical sound technology actively presented to the public such a shift
in innovative activity.®s

Announcements of electrical sound technology, particularly synchro-
nous-sound cinema, frequently foregrounded this shift away from archaic
methods of “cut and try” engineering. Promotional rhetoric asserted that
supposedly unscientific and haphazard methods had been eliminated and
that new acoustic devices resulted from the scientifically coordinated la-
bor of numerous anonymous engineers. Aligning invention with a cor-
poration, most prominently Western Electric/AT&T /Bell Laboratories,
but also (for the Photophone or the Panatrope) General Electric, Westing-
house, and RCA, this rhetoric argued that the products of well-established,
well-capitalized firms offered higher quality and fewer risks than those
of less well-financed innovators. Period accounts of the development of
synchronous-sound cinema mentioned Lee De Forest only as a solitary in-
ventor, an important precursor who had ultimately failed to innovate sound
films. Although variously celebrated as the “Father of Radio,” De Forest by
the late 1920s had become more a symbol of radio’s origins than a repre-
sentative of contemporary engineering practice.

Locating the site of acoustic innovation within large corporations rhe-
torically eclipsed not only the lone inventor but also the amateur home
audio engineer who had been so central to the initial development and
popularity of radio in the United States. While the popular and the radio
press had previously valorized amateur radio enthusiasts through contests
involving home-built radio receivers and the ability to tune in radio sig-
nals from distant cities and countries, announcements of electrical acous-
tics foregrounded the corporation in popular presentations of technologi-
cal innovation. The innovation of electrical sound methods was different
from previous instances of technological change, these announcements
suggested, the product of technological refinement and mass production
inaccessible to both the domestic audio enthusiast and the independent,
entrepreneurial-minded inventor.

The shifting cultural salience of Thomas Edison during this period even
more dramatically underscores a revision to American narratives of inno-
vation. Throughout most of the first three decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, Edison was central to popular constructions of science and invention.
Within phonography, Thomas Edison’s signature verified the achievement
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of fidelity through applied science. Appearing in almost every Edison ad-
vertisement as well as on each Edison phonograph and on every Edison
recording, that signature, often accompanied by an image of Edison, as-
serted the prestige associated with his name and attested to Edison’s much-
publicized, alleged personal approval of each product bearing his visage
and/or name. The signature as a signifier referenced a further signifier,
namely “Edison,” not the corporeal individual but the range of values as-
sociated with scientific progress, rigorous personal standards, and a larger
mythology of industrial achievement central to cultural constructions of
modernity and invention in the United States at the time. In, for example,
“The Test,” a 1915 two-page advertisement announcing Diamond Disc tech-
nology and, in fact, inaugurating the Tone Test demonstrations, Edison’s
figure looms in the foreground, larger than the “expert audience,” larger
than singer Alice Verlet, larger even than the phonograph itself.°® Framed
from the waist up, head bent forward in repose, Edison is represented in a
position familiar within the culture: the great man listening to his epoch-
making invention. (See fig. 2.7.) Images of Edison listening in a similar
pose pervaded popular accounts of the phonograph from the outset, and
reproductions of such images suitable for framing were available to con-
sumers without fee from any Edison dealer.®7

In feature magazine articles accompanying such images, “Edison” was
repeatedly constructed through a series of common traits, frequently told
apocryphal tales of his Huck Finn-like, mischievously entrepreneurial boy-
hood; of working alone into the night in his laboratory, a hearing-impaired
man who had trained his acoustic abilities well beyond those of a normal
consumer; of a man so committed to the quality of sound reproduction, to
cultural uplift, that he personally approved every recording before it was
mass produced; of a man who heard through his teeth, compensating for
his hearing loss by biting into the phonograph in his study so as to register
the minutest vibration. Such articles frequently included descriptions of
the teeth marks on Edison’s personal phonograph. “‘I hear through my
teeth,” said he [Edison], ‘and through my skull. Ordinarily I merely place
my head against the phonograph. But if there is some faint sound that I
don’t quite catch this way, I bite my teeth into the wood, and then I get it
good and strong.’”%® The teeth marks, like the signature on each Edison
product, functioned as a physical trace of the commitment to quality prom-
ised to consumers who purchased an Edison product.®9



But while Thomas Edison was celebrated across the country during
1929 on the “golden jubilee” of his invention of the electric light, the na-
tionally reported celebration was in fact a backward glance at an earlier and
outmoded era of American ingenuity. Press accounts now labeled Edison’s
laboratory “primitive,” and it was in fact re-created for Henry Ford’s Dear-
born museum.”® Edison was still publicly valorized as “the scientific arch-
benefactor of the Republic,” or as “a symbol of America at its very best”;
and at a testimonial dinner in Detroit on the night of the jubilee, Presi-
dent Hoover credited Edison with “being a leader in the modern method of
invention by definitively organized laboratory research.””* But announce-
ments of electrical acoustics largely replaced the heroic celebration of the
individual innovator with the anonymous research and development engi-
neer firmly located within the modern corporation. While the reproduction
of Edison’s signature on a phonograph had in the past attested to its qual-
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ity—in the words of Mr. Phonograph, “The name of my famous master is
on my body and tells you that I am a genuine Edison phonograph”—now
Western Electric’s corporate logo declared a new era of invention and suc-
cessful innovation.

National advertisements sponsored by Western Electric, and pervasive
indications at local theaters and in local newspapers that a neighborhood
theater was equipped with Western Electric equipment, cultivated the cor-
poration’s reputation as a leader in American innovation. Print advertise-
ments instructed moviegoers to “Look for this Sign [the Western Electric
Sound System]” as a guarantee of sound-reproduction quality.”> Film sound
was not simply another in a series of acoustic advances, but the product
of particularly modern engineering techniques undertaken in the larger
public interest. Heralding the cinema’s conversion to sound with advertise-
ments like “Sound Pictures . . . A Product of the Telephone,” Western Elec-
tric invoked familiar promises of the greatest entertainers suddenly made
widely available for everyone.” Importantly, though, the advertisement as-
serted a particular version of technological history: sound film originated
from the corporate achievements of Bell Laboratories; the sound film was a
logical, indeed almost inevitable, product of the telephone. Other advertise-
ments from Western Electric also overtly linked the innovation of sound
cinema to the substantial achievements of “the world’s leading makers of
telephones, switchboards, cable, trans-Atlantic telephone equipment, tele-
photo machines and public address systems.”74 Advertisements labeled
the Bell Telephone Laboratories as a site where “many hundreds of trained
scientists and their assistants are engaged in a continuous search for new
materials and equipment for making America’s telephone service more ex-
tensive, more efficient and more economical.””s As Edward Craft asserted
in “The Voice from the Screen,” the “painstaking labors of many scientific
workers” not only led to improved telephone service but also brought new
acoustic technologies to the market.

This rhetorical construction of the corporation as the site of technologi-
cal innovation should be understood, in part, as a product of an ongoing
attempt to shape public perceptions of AT&T and its associated compa-
nies.”® Pursuing a public relations policy intended to diffuse antimonopoly
sentiment and related attempts to regulate the Bell System’s increasing
control over voice transmission in the United States, AT&T presented it-
self as a benevolent organization responsive to the public interest. Besides
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the conscious attempt to embody the corporation through the female tele-
phone operator (specifically in the female voice), the telephone company
also sought, in historian Stuart Ewen’s words, to “portray the telephone in
general, and AT&T in particular, as the glue that holds a modern society
together.””7 The application of electrical methods to the phonograph and
the innovation of film sound provided opportunities to reassert the pub-
lic service provided by the Bell System and its affiliates. Western Electric’s
advertisements announcing emerging sound media provided rudimentary
lessons in mechanical, acoustic and electrical principles, but their primary
message emphasized that the latest acoustic innovations were the prod-
uct of modern corporate-based research and development in general, and
AT&T in particular. An army of skilled engineers labored less at the service
of corporate profit than for a greater public good. In the words of one West-
ern Electric advertisement, “science, art and business, working shoulder
to shoulder, have accomplished [sound pictures].”7® Proclaiming the end
of “the rule of thumb” and cut-and-try engineering, and relocating popu-
lar perceptions about the site of technological innovation, AT&T sought to
elide monopolistic business practices and disguise for-profit initiatives as
service to a larger public good.

Utopian Visions

The initial four years of broadcasting history in the United States were
punctuated by a series of “event broadcasts” designed to demonstrate the
possibilities of electrical transmission of voice and music.”9 While studio-
originated broadcasts, whether of phonograph recordings or musical per-
formances, talks of various sorts or even drama, made up the majority
of early broadcast content, the programming that generated the greatest
public interest and acclaim and served to most powerfully announce the
possibilities of the new medium remained descriptive accounts and broad-
cast content that served to “conquer distance” and bring geographically dis-
persed listeners into a virtual proximity with a live event. Most often, event
broadcasts also served to announce radio’s potential to provide a national
mode of address through experimental networks that linked several broad-
casting stations into a temporary chain. Broadcast accounts of champion-
ship boxing bouts, World Series games, and commemorative speeches by
political leaders, both caught the public’s fancy and received substantial
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promotion in the popular press and radio trade publications. Frequently
accompanied by photographs and descriptions of large crowds assembled
in public to listen to broadcasts projected through public address systems,
press accounts of early event broadcasts not only publicized radio innova-
tions but also promoted specific possibilities that radio seemed to promise.
Sporting events figured prominently in such announcements, offering the
drama of a highly anticipated and unfolding event, but political discourse
also constituted a particularly powerful source of event broadcasts and their
demonstration of radio’s potential.

Despite countervailing discourses, participatory democracy and the no-
tion of a political public sphere remained in the 1920s a powerful and per-
vasive fiction strategically invoked to serve a variety of ideological interests.
Emerging media, especially radio, proved particularly susceptible to often-
inflated claims about the capacity for communication systems to function
as the instrumental fulfillment of utopian democratic urges. Often, event
broadcasts became sites where innovators of new sound media yoked radio
technology to an established rhetoric of political emancipation and consen-
sual social desires. Advocates and promoters of radio and the other media
of electrically amplified sounds sought to align technological change to the
utopian promise of a(n) (ever-deferred) fulfillment of democratic ideals.

Radio promoters had for some time announced broadcasting with
claims for its contribution to democratic processes. In a year-end survey of
radio station attitudes toward political broadcasting during the 1922 elec-
tion, Wireless Age found only one station that limited coverage to a single
party. The journal concluded, “Broadcasting has brought into being an ab-
solutely unbiased and impartial medium through which public expression
may be given to subjects that have public interest.”° National, networked
broadcasts of the presidential nominating conventions of both political par-
ties during the summer of 1924 provided a focus for subsequent assertions
regarding radio broadcasting’s social benefit.

Much of the nation was able to listen to the three-day Republican Na-
tional Convention beginning on June 10, 1924, in Cleveland, Ohio. AT&T
connected its two radio stations (WEAF, New York, and WCAP, Washing-
ton, D.C.) to sixteen stations between Boston and Kansas City using modi-
fied long-distance telephone lines. Denied access to AT&T’s “longlines”
plant, stations WJZ (Newark) and WGY (Schenectady) used telegraph lines
leased for the occasion from Western Union to form a two-station chain
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for their broadcast coverage. With Graham McNamee announcing for the
AT&T network and Major J. Andrew White presiding over the competing
broadcast (both had gained some national renown from announcing previ-
ous event broadcasts), the audience heard a mix of convention speeches,
music, and noise from the convention floor and explanatory commentary.
With the exception of an ill-fated platform debate orchestrated by Robert
LaFollette’s supporters, the Republican National Convention functioned
smoothly, providing little drama surrounding the inevitable nomination of
Calvin Coolidge.

The Democratic convention that began in New York’s Madison Square
Garden on June 24 proved to be far more dramatic both as a political event
and as a demonstration of broadcasting’s potential. Over an unexpect-
edly long and contentious fifteen days of speeches and demonstrations,
the Democratic Party eventually settled on compromise nominee John W.
Davis on the 103rd ballot. By all accounts, radio coverage of the tumultuous
event captured the public’s attention. With virtually every roll call vote be-
gun by the Alabama delegation’s loud declaration, “Alabama, twenty-four
votes for [native son Oscar] Underwood,” networked, live radio broadcasts
helped to transform Alabama’s vote into a national catchphrase, destined
to reappear in comic routines and vaudeville acts for a generation.

With twenty stations linked through AT&T’s wired network (by some ac-
counts, listeners as far away as Argentina tuned in via experimental short-
wave broadcasts), and three stations connected through RCA’s use of leased
telegraph lines, radio coverage of the Democratic National Convention pro-
vided a powerful announcement, over two weeks in duration, of a future
for networked radio broadcasting. Microphones both on the convention
podium and distributed throughout the crowd allowed broadcast engineers
to shift the audience’s attention from speeches and seemingly endless roll
call votes to the spontaneous (and sometimes planned) outbreaks of parti-
sanship unfolding on the floor of Madison Square Garden. Throughout the
pandemonium, McNamee and White, now well on their way to stardom in
the new medium, provided explanatory and descriptive commentary. Un-
like the Republican convention but very much like a World Series game or
a championship boxing bout, the Democratic convention and radio’s cover-
age of it provided geographically dispersed listeners with a virtual ringside
seat at a live, unfolding event, the resolution of which was anticipated but
delayed for over two weeks.
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Press accounts often stressed the Democratic convention’s qualities as
an acoustic spectacle:

The tumultuous clamor of leather-lunged convention fans rose in great
waves of intonation that swept across the hall and broke in a mingled
roar of stamping and shouting, and whistling and singing. The hilarious
abandonment of a mob gone mad was truly infectious. Some one started
a parade. Under the flag-draped roof of the Garden, five thousand people
milled in the sweltering heat of a packed hall. As a single voice the yell
rose from fifteen thousand raw-hide throats: “Hail! Haill The gang’s all
here!” The convention racket reverberated long after the commotion had
subsided.?"

The convention’s racket reverberated throughout U.S. culture in the form of
often grandiose claims regarding new media’s contribution to democracy.

While the innovation of public address systems had previously been
credited with enlarging the audience a political speaker might address
(“The Circle Grows Wider,” in the words of a Western Electric advertise-
ment), radio broadcasts were celebrated for an even greater affirmative
effect on the inevitable forward march of democracy. Radio, advocates
argued—particularly in the aftermath of the 1924 convention broadcasts—
would lead to both a better-informed citizenry and a “cleaner,” more hon-
est, more transparent political process. Partisan extravagances of the press,
such as political advocacy that masqueraded as news reporting, would dis-
appear when citizens could hear a speaker and then measure their direct
perceptions against the written coverage a speech received. Moreover, radio
by its very nature would encourage a new mode of political oratory and
promulgate a more rational and deliberative political process in which the
genuine merits of an argument displaced emotional sway from the tools of
political persuasion.

Promoters of radio marshaled an impressive array of political figures
who echoed corporate spokesmen in hailing radio as the instrumental ful-
fillment of the Enlightenment public sphere. In a statement prepared for
the radio journal Wireless Age, three-time Democratic Party presidential
nominee William Jennings Bryan praised radio’s ability to connect candi-
dates with their constituents and even prophesied broadcasting’s role in
creating a new era of international understanding and world peace.?> Be-
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cause of radio’s capacity to disseminate “an intimate knowledge of men and
events,” declared Michigan’s Sen. Royal S. Copeland, “with greater intelli-
gence than ever before the electorate will march to the polls next November
and determine the fate of the country during the next four years.”®3 Radio
advocates claimed that the attention garnered by the convention broadcasts
and, importantly, the drama of the prolonged Democratic Party selection
process increased public interest in the political process. Because radio
brought politics into the home, women were more interested in and better
informed about politics. By shattering the gendered boundaries of “ward
meetings, street corner harangues, or conventions,” the summer broadcasts
in particular and radio in general represented the most important step to-
ward full political participation of women since gaining the franchise, or so
claimed Christine Frederick on the eve of the 1924 election.?4 Sen. Edwin
Ladd of South Dakota suggested that radio would cure the indifference and
apathy of the average citizen and even exert a “leveling effect in the social
order” as “farmer, laborer, and individual of limited means” would become
as equally important politically as “the business and professional man and
the multimillionaire.”® The aftermath of the 1924 convention broadcasts
thus became a site in which radio was rhetorically aligned to the Enlight-
enment public sphere. By educating and informing citizens and soliciting
their active involvement in the political process regardless of gender, ge-
ography, or wealth, radio—these announcements claimed—promised an
instrumental fulfillment of America’s democratic aspirations.

But radio promised even greater contributions to democratic processes.
Broadcasting’s advocates often stressed the benefits that accrued when a
political speaker addressed spatially absent audiences. Radio’s annihilation
of distance by bringing the voices of politicians into widely dispersed listen-
ers’ homes would not only create better informed and more active citizens,
but it would also improve the quality of U.S. political rhetoric. The summer
convention broadcasts illustrated that radio audiences would tolerate only
a clear presentation of facts, claimed General Electric’s Owen D. Young:
“The old method of meaningless oratorical demonstrations, delivered from
a platform, will not be of any consequence to a radio audience. This fact
will undoubtedly improve the statesmanlike delivery of political speeches
to the American people.”8® Radio promoters consistently emphasized that
broadcasting would cultivate a more rational, deliberative political process.
Commenting on the effect of the 1924 convention broadcasts, H.P. Davis
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of Westinghouse declared that “appeals to the emotions cannot be made by
radio and there is no such thing as working up ‘mob effects’ on the radio
listener seated in his own home. ... The day of the stump speech, with
the dramatic gesturing of the speaker and his frenzied words, the equally
tempestuous parades of his cohorts; this whole appeal to the emotions is
passing with the growing use of the radio telephone to broadcast over the
entire United States. . . . The voters will grow more and more particular in
making their choice.”%

Political figures echoed these radio industry pronouncements. Assistant
Secretary of War Dwight F. Davis and Secretary of Labor James J. Davis
both saw the private space of the home as a site of dispassionate political
deliberation. Radio provided a spatial buffer from the “enthusiastic mob”
susceptible to “abuse and rant” at political meetings.?® Similar sentiments
were expressed by Secretary of the Interior Hubert Work: radio would pro-
vide greater intimacy between speaker and audience, and the comparative
solitude of domestic listening would guarantee the triumph of reason over
emotional sway.39

Event broadcasts in the early 1920s announced particular configura-
tions of sound technology’s potential and aligned emerging media with
powerful preexisting utopian desires. While radio broadcasting—particu-
larly networked radio—seemed to promise an instrumental fulfillment of
participatory democracy, innovators framed other applications of electrical
sound technology in terms of similar broadly consensual goals.

Many U.S. audiences initially encountered Warner Bros.” Vitaphone
sound-on-disk system not through the recorded musical accompaniment
and selective sound effects of the feature film Don Juan, but through a
series of short, sync-sound entertainment films that preceded the Vita-
phone features. The first of those short films, screened at the New York
City Vitaphone premiere (and subsequently often initially screened at the
various local Vitaphone “premieres” around the country), depicted Will
Hays, head of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America,
directly addressing audiences. The Will Hays short subject celebrated and
paid tribute to the Vitaphone technology. Like Edison’s Kinetophone film
“The Lecture,” Hays’s four-minute direct address presentation did more
than simply demonstrate the successful synchronization between recorded
voice and image of speaking body (although it did indeed function as such
a demonstration). It also asserted a specific vision of the social value of this
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technological innovation. Hays’s recorded speech sought to align the appa-
ratus with a larger rhetoric of cultural uplift and a vision of technology con-
tributing to the democratization of culture, a rhetoric that had previously
celebrated radio and had accompanied the phonograph for decades.

Beginning with the assertion that the story of the screen was always
more dramatic than the stories written for the screen, Hays foreshadowed,
whether intentionally or not, the pervasiveness of behind-the-scenes ac-
counts of the work done to accommodate technological change. Through-
out the four-minute speech, Hays’s rhetoric clearly conformed to the con-
ventions of commemoration as he invoked the past and the future, locating
the Vitaphone in a larger narrative of the cinema’s importance to American
life. That importance, Hays claimed, resided in the film’s service to society
as he cited the “immeasurable influence as a living, breathing thing” that
the motion picture had “on the ideas and the ideals, the customs and the
costumes, the hopes and the ambitions of countless men, women and chil-
dren.”

Having asserted the social contribution of movies in general, Hays
turned to the specific benefits of the Vitaphone. Citing the invaluable role
played by music in motion picture presentation, Hays claimed that the
“motion picture is too a most potent factor in the development of a national
appreciation of good music.” Cinema’s role in elevating the musical taste
of the nation was now being expanded through the auspices of this techno-
logical change: “That service will now be extended as the Vitaphone shall
carry symphony orchestrations to the town halls of the hamlets.” Hays thus
invoked a rhetorical trope familiar to announcements of acoustic technolo-
gies, namely their promise to collapse the distance (both geographic and
in terms of access to culture) between the urban center and the dispersed
hamlet. Hays next invoked another common rhetorical frame placed
around acoustic technologies, their promise of transcending time. “It has
been said,” Hays intoned, “that the art of the vocalist and instrumentalist is
ephemeral, that he creates for the moment. Now neither artist nor art will
ever wholly die.” After crediting the “long experimentation of the Western
Electric Company and Bell Telephone Laboratories” and crediting as well
the Warner brothers and promoter Walter Rich, Hays concluded his cel-
ebration of the Vitaphone by reinvoking the dominant theme of his brief
remarks. “It is another great service,” he enthused with arms outstretched,
“and service is the supreme commitment of life.”
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The four-minute short subject demonstrated the ability to synchronize
sound with image, and Hays’s commemorative rhetoric located technologi-
cal change within a larger historical narrative of the development of the mo-
tion picture: “Far indeed have we advanced from that few seconds of shadow
of a serpentine dancer thirty years ago when the motion picture was born to
this public demonstration of the Vitaphone.” Projecting that narrative into a
future of “greater and greater service,” Hays portrayed technological change
as nondisruptive; it posed not a radical departure from the historic or im-
mediate past, but came as a logical development within the medium’s evo-
lution. In assigning social significance to the Vitaphone, Hays invoked two
preexisting utopian promises previously assigned to acoustic devices: their
ability to foster greater musical appreciation despite geographic location
(the transcendence of space and the democratization of culture) and their
ability to preserve for posterity the greatest performers and performances
(the transcendence of time). Hays thus announced the Vitaphone in famil-
iar and reassuring terms, framing it as the product of an ongoing commit-
ment to shared consensual ideals (“service”) and as the (further) fulfillment
of utopian promises already assigned to acoustic devices.

Will Hays’s voice was far from alone in echoing these preexisting asser-
tions of the social value of acoustic technologies. During the 1926-1929 pe-
riod in which electrical sync-sound film technology was successfully intro-
duced, William Fox frequently proclaimed that his corporation’s Movietone
sound-on-film system would do far more than change the film industry and
the experience of moviegoing. In frequent public pronouncements, Fox her-
alded a day in which, through the auspices of the sound film, the greatest
educators and clergy, the most important political figures and philosophers,
would speak to previously unimaginable audiences. In familiar hyperbolic
rhetoric, Fox sought to frame sound cinema not only in terms of cultural up-
lift and edification but also as the technological fulfillment of the Enlighten-
ment public sphere. Echoed widely in print coverage, Fox’s announcements
of the Movietone aligned electrical sound technology with visions of an in-
formed citizenry, enlightened and participating in the democratic process.

“Science Finds, Industry Applies, Man Conforms”

Announcements of electrical acoustics built on previous methods of pub-
licly presenting technological change to consumers, mixing a pedagogi-
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cal mode of address with spectacular performances of new innovations.
These announcements located the technological object, in addition to the
sounds it produced, as the site of consumer attention and incorporated
electrical sound media into a larger narrative of cultural change that col-
lapsed history with progress. History could be seen as a series of evolution-
ary developments, ever greater accomplishments that offered the better,
the faster, and the more convenient. Innovators sought not only to educate
consumers about electrical media but also to align the new apparatus with
specific, preexisting cultural values including cultural uplift, a democrati-
zation of high culture through the erasure of geographic distance and the
transcendence of class distinctions. Presentations of technological change
in a variety of formats invoked preexisting utopian visions of an informed
and edified citizenry and the promise of an authentic public sphere that
seemed perpetually on the verge of being technologically achieved. These
announcements offered consumers reassurance that emerging technolo-
gies promised only benefits. They were, in effect, cost-free and what was
lost were not old and familiar forms (the silent melodrama, local identity)
but either the outmoded or the undesirable.

While often conforming to previously successful methods of introduc-
ing technological change, announcements of the new electrical media also
brought subtle shifts in the ways in which technology was presented to the
public. Foremost among these was the rhetorical work that relocated the
site of invention and innovation to the research and development laborato-
ries of large corporations. Such a rhetorical move echoed and in fact ideo-
logically underwrote the increased importance of corporations in Ameri-
can economic, social, and technological life.

In a survey of corporate presentations at World’s Fairs and Exposi-
tions, Roland Marchand tracks a shift in public presentations of the cor-
poration from the end of the nineteenth century through the initial de-
cades of the twentieth.9° Noting not only an intensified participation in
such exhibitions, Marchand identifies transformations in the style and
the content of displays that indicate an increased concern with corpo-
rate image-making. Corporate self-representations blurred “distinctions
between education and entertainment, between business and show busi-
ness.”9" The circuit of amazement and explanation described by Tom
Gunning shifted toward amazement and entertainment interpolated
within an ideological agenda that legitimated an emergent corporate
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status quo. Many of the announcements of electrical acoustics detailed
above participated in this shift. The earliest public performances of
acoustic innovations (Lyman Howe, the Sullivan Brothers, Edison) and
later corporate-sponsored public presentations (AT&T’s 1915 transconti-
nental “Wonder of Wonders,” “Finding His Voice”) mixed entertainment
with education about emerging technologies. Marchand finds that cor-
porate exhibitions had by the early 1930s shifted: “A focus on transmit-
ting of technical information gradually gave way to an emphasis on en-
tertainment values, simplicity of message, and command over audience
attention.”92 Yet Marchand notes that an educational impulse continued
to inform corporate public presentations into the 1930s, and while often
the messages were simplified (offering less a demonstration of an entire
manufacturing process—a factory literally brought to the fair—than a
more ideologically infused celebration of scientific progress and techno-
logical innovation per se), corporate exhibits continued to offer educa-
tion along with entertainment and distraction. This shift toward enter-
tainment had not yet been fully attained during the announcements of
electrical sound technology. Instead, these announcements offered con-
sumers both rudimentary lessons on applied scientific principles and,
perhaps more importantly, a variety of ways to think about technological
change. Those ways of thinking were dominated by utopian promises of
technologically achieved consensual social goals and reassurance in the
face of the potentially unfamiliar.

The methods of announcing technological change described above con-
tinued within the Bell System and its associated companies, perhaps most
dramatically in 1933 when they introduced a binaural method of transmit-
ting sound. Using a multichannel method of encoding, transmitting, and
reproducing sounds, the system not only increased the frequency response
and volume of existing public address and sound reproduction systems,
but it also reproduced music in auditory perspective. In its first public
demonstration at Constitution Hall in Washington, D.C., famed conductor
Leopold Stokowski manipulated the system’s reproducing controls while
his Philadelphia Orchestra performed at the Academy of Music in Phila-
delphia. The public performance emphasized a stereo version of orchestral
music transmitted across distances, but it also included an intermission in
which a highly simplified explanation of the system’s components accom-
panied elaborate displays of its capacities.
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The intermission included five separate demonstrations of acoustic in-
novation (a more rigorous pedagogical explanation of applied electrical
principles had been reserved for a meeting of the National Academy of
Sciences two days earlier). The first transmitted to Washington from Phila-
delphia a fictional scene involving two workmen that offered the illusion
of copresence resulting when conversation and sound effects were trans-
mitted in acoustic perspective. A subsequent demonstration illustrated the
creation of spatial effects as a soprano walking back and forth across a Phil-
adelphia stage was reproduced in Washington. Much like some moments
from Edison’s Tone Test demonstrations fifteen years earlier, the lights in
Constitution Hall were then extinguished and the Washington audience
seemed to hear two trumpet players on either end of a stage until the stage
was reilluminated to reveal only a single trumpet player in Constitution
Hall accompanied by a second whose performance was transmitted from
Philadelphia. Another demonstration illustrated the binaural system’s fre-
quency range through the use of electrical filters that progressively elimi-
nated a single octave at a time and thereby emphasized the nine octaves
reproduced with the system in comparison to the six octaves normally
available through ordinary radio reproduction.9? Familiar utopian asser-
tions about the tremendous benefits such a system would have to musi-
cians, composers, and audiences alike accompanied these demonstrations.
Stokowski, in his remarks at Constitution Hall, suggested that the trans-
mission of orchestral music through such a binaural system would not
only lead to greater availability of quality of music throughout the land but
also facilitate a greater variety in musical compositions and expansive op-
portunities for young composers, conductors, and musicians.94

This demonstration of the binaural transmission of music in the spring
of 1933 continued the process of introducing technological innovations that
I have described above even as it moved inexorably away from consumer
pedagogy and toward more elaborate showmanship and wondrous techno-
logical display. The Bell System’s exhibit at the Century of Progress Exposi-
tion in Chicago in 1933 similarly continued this mix, in the Bell System’s
own words, of a desire “to interest and to instruct.”5 In an elaborately de-
signed display area, visitors to the Exposition experienced a variety of Bell
System innovations. Besides another display of the possibilities of binaural
transmission, audiences encountered demonstrations of innovations in
telephone service, including a presentation detailing how a dial telephone
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worked. Visitors given the opportunity to make a souvenir long-distance
telephone call could watch as the route of their call was illuminated on a
large map of the United States. A demonstration of delayed speech fea-
tured an early application of magnetic recording, and a specially designed
projecting oscilloscope presented both some of the essential characteristics
of speech and music and the means through which the Bell System was
able to transmit multiple messages simultaneously.9°

The Bell System’s Washington, D.C., public demonstration of binau-
ral sound transmission and the corporation’s exhibit at the Century of
Progress Exposition in Chicago illustrate that many of the methods used
to introduce electrical sound technology to the public in the late 1920s
continued to shape public presentations of emerging technologies. Even
while continuing to invoke a pedagogical mode of address, to align new
technologies with utopian promises, and to celebrate progress, these pub-
lic presentations importantly shifted away from the explanation of applied
scientific principles and toward an ever-increasing opaque presentation of
technological marvels.

Guidebooks for the 1933 Century of Progress Exposition included a
slogan that concisely summarized the attitudes about American society
and technology articulated by the preceding decade’s announcements of
electrical acoustics: “Science Finds, Industry Applies, Man Conforms.”97
But more than just a summation, a culmination of sorts, the slogan and
the larger vision of technological change it condensed pointed to ongoing
shifts in the meanings assigned to innovation that continue to resonate in
our present day.

“Science Finds” Announcements of electrical acoustics, as well as preceding
and subsequent technologies, foregrounded invention as an activity. While
initial presentations of acoustic technology located the site of innovation at
the workbench of the lone inventor, or more generally elevated the figure of
Thomas Edison to heroic status, subsequent innovations and the rhetoric
presenting them to the public shifted the site of innovation to the collective
labor of anonymous teams of engineers working collaboratively in the well-
financed research and development laboratories of major corporations.
These announcements also presented a particular view of technological
development and scientific progress. History was presented to consumers
as a series of progressive innovations of which the latest technology was
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the culmination of previous efforts. Eliding failures from such histories,
history and progress were collapsed into a mutually reinforcing category.
History was to be understood as a progressive evolutionary advance to a
glorious present with technology poised to fulfill utopian promises, an ad-
vance that implied the prospect of an ever greater future.

“Industry Applies” This portion of the slogan echoes the use of technologi-
cal innovation to embody the corporation as a central feature of modern
American life. The engineer, the apparatus itself, and the corporate logo
stood in for an often opaque series of economic relations. Images of large
organizations functioning in the public interest and for a greater social
good screened often monopolistic business practices. The corporation be-
came a provider of American abundance, thereby foreclosing consideration
of other economic arrangements, regulatory initiatives, or simple scrutiny.

“Man Conforms” While the notion that “Man Conforms” seems inimi-
cal to the utopian promises of liberation through technological change,
these public announcements often functioned precisely to heal this appar-
ent contradiction. Announcements of new technology sought to engineer
consumers, preparing citizens for a new and enlightened consumption of
goods and services. By establishing ways of knowing and appropriate ways
of interacting with new technologies, these announcements provided an
epistemological framework for understanding not only technology but also
one’s place in relationship to it. “Man Conforms” seems to suggest that
the rhetorical strategies used to announce technological change ultimately
worked, shaping inevitably and finally consumer encounters with and un-
derstandings of new media. But the relationship between consumers and
an apparatus is not so easily engineered, and as recent work in the history
of technology describes, consumers can play active and often unanticipated
roles in technological change.9®

Rather than transparent indications of consumer relationships to emerg-
ing media, we can trace in these announcements common beliefs about
invention, innovation, technology, progress, and media that were specifi-
cally promulgated by corporate innovators. These announcements reveal
some of the methods innovators of electrical acoustics used to incorporate
emerging media into larger habits and practices, consensual values and
narratives. The path from technology to media involved more than the eco-
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nomic and regulatory “closure mechanisms” described in chapter 1. For in
addition to engineering a functioning technological apparatus and several
applications with marketable identities, innovators also sought to engineer
public perceptions of new media.

Part of the work of a subsequent stage of innovation involved discur-
sive and material attempts to heal the potential gaps between the promises
used to announce technological change and the actual practices that incor-
porated new sound media into smoothly functioning commodity relations.
First, having made the machinery of sound transmission and reproduction
an object of consumer interest (through consumer pedagogy), innovators
sought to relocate the site of consumer attention away from applied electri-
cal principles and to the sounds the machines produced. Second, under the
guise of various formulations of “public service,” major corporations also
sought to elide the economic realities of increasing concentration of me-
dia ownership. Building on the utopian promises that announced techno-
logical change, corporate innovators sought to disguise for-profit relations
as ultimately best serving the public interest by linking emerging sound
media to a preexisting rhetoric of “musical democracy” and by equating
listening with citizenship and democratic participation. I take each of these
issues up in turn in the following two chapters.
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Economic forces interacted with often-inflated utopian promises of me-
dia’s social impact to shape the identities of emerging acoustic media. But
the values ascribed to them and their relationships to preexisting media
forms and commodity relations (in short, their social identities) also both
influenced and were themselves influenced by the actual physical design
of sound technologies. A radio receiver as a material artifact, for example,
embodied certain rhetorical claims about broadcasting’s social function
even as it made specific physical demands on the consumer who pur-
chased it. Having engineered functioning devices that augmented sound
in new ways, corporate innovators also turned to engineering consum-
ers’ relationships to those devices. Users of technology were not, how-
ever, merely passive respondents to electrical or behavioral engineering.
Instead, patterns of consumer interaction with emerging sound technol-
ogy actively contributed to its successful incorporation into American so-
ciety.! Innovators of electrical acoustics responded to consumer behavior
even as they tried to shape it. The “interface” between listeners and sound-
reproducing technology was characterized by competing impulses: on the
one hand, consumers became active performers of sound reproduction
while, on the other hand, the successful incorporation of new technol-
ogy into consumption patterns necessitated dissimulating the work of
machines. Announcements of technological change had foregrounded
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the material qualities of emerging technology, calling consumer attention
to applied electrical and mechanical principles. But part of the process of
smoothly securing new media into commodity relations involved the ef-
facement of the apparatus, and innovators of electrical acoustics sought to
redirect consumer attention away from the machines themselves and to
the sounds they reproduced.

This chapter begins with a survey of the process through which the
mechanical phonograph was successfully redefined from both a business
device (an aid to stenography, a tool for accurate transcription and record-
keeping) and an instrument of public performance to a musical instrument
offering domestic entertainment. Throughout the first two decades of the
twentieth century, phonograph companies waged a successful campaign
to make the phonograph a necessary component of the modern home.
Preexisting technologies and practices exert an often powerful inertia on
emerging media. That which is new is often conceptualized, imagined, and
understood in relation to that which came before. Perhaps no more power-
ful example illustrates this process than the efforts to engineer an iden-
tity for the radio in American homes. When introducing broadcasting in
the 1920s, innovators modeled radio on the phonograph (as a preexisting
acoustic device), even as they also used it to stress that which made radio
different. By examining in some detail a precursor to electrical acoustics,
this chapter traces the links between the emerging medium of radio and
the already-established phonograph.

I conclude with another case study from the innovation of electrical
acoustics, in which the process of grafting emerging technology onto pre-
existing spaces and practices was less immediately successful. While radio
entered the American home following a trail blazed by the domestic pho-
nograph, electrical acoustics’ entrance into the projection booths of U.S.
movie theaters followed a less clear and direct path. Initially at least, pre-
vailing practices and ideas about film projection clashed with the physical
design of sound technology. Into a gap between film industry goals and
technological realities a series of discursive and practical struggles center-
ing on the labor of the film projectionist sought to manage technological
change. This chapter then examines three sites entered by emerging sound
technologies and the manner in which struggles to establish an apparatus’
identity are articulated through both the physical design of technological
artifacts and consumers’ performances in reproducing sounds. In all three
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cases, a desire to dissimulate the machine clashed with a countervailing
tendency that viewed sound reproduction as a performance.

Constructing the Phonograph’s Domestic ldentity

Throughout 1922 an advertising campaign for Johnson’s Polishing Wax
published in House Beautiful depicted a woman of apparently moderate
class status cleaning her wood floor. The advertisements, not surprisingly,
stressed not only the ease of using Johnson’s Wax and its fine results but
also located an attention to floor care as part of the well-appointed home. In
the background of each image, however, was a cabinet model phonograph.
Anonymous as to its manufacturer, doubly silenced (it is clearly not in use
nor the focus of attention), the phonograph, together with other details of
decor, rendered typical the depicted domestic space. Simultaneously pres-
ent (in these depictions of domesticity) yet absent (from the rhetorical fo-
cus of the advertisement and its claims), the phonograph had become a
ubiquitous object in depictions of domesticity. These advertisements for
Johnson’s Polishing Wax attest to the phonograph industry’s success not
only in engineering sound-reproduction devices but also in shaping con-
sumers’ relationships to reproduced sound. The redefinition of the pho-
nograph as a home entertainment device, undertaken before the advent of
electrical acoustics, extended beyond design and performance innovations
to also include constructing an identity for the apparatus within the home.

The phonograph industry’s rhetorical construction of both the phono-
graph as a device and listening to the recorded as an activity were pursued
through advertising discourse and public announcements of innovations,
the physical design of the machines themselves, and highly publicized re-
visions to the recorded repertoire. Efforts to define the phonograph’s do-
mestic identity stressed multiple major themes: various versions of fidelity
claims; the phonograph’s identity as a prestige product, and its relationship
to ongoing constructions of a broader musical culture in America; listening
to the technologically reproduced as a form of musical performance; and
the redesign of the apparatus itself so as to reinforce these other themes
and to integrate the machine into home decor.?

Like all phonograph advertisements, Edison’s stressed the fidelity of
its machines and recordings to original acoustic performances.? With the
innovation of Edison’s Diamond Disc technology in 1915, those fidelity
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claims hinged on the inability to distinguish between the recorded and the
live. “The Test,” printed on two pages of American Magazine in December
of that year, chronicles the making of “musical history” in Orange, New
Jersey, when three hundred “phonograph experts” found themselves in-
capable of distinguishing between the sounds produced by Belgian singer
Alice Verlet and the “re-creation” of her voice with the New Edison Pho-
nograph.4 (See fig. 2.7.) The text of the advertisement described a pre-
sentational procedure that would become common in public “Tone Test”
demonstrations throughout the United States: the live performance of an
Edison recording artist alternated with a recording produced by the same
artist. The advertisement further characterized the experts’ assessment
of the Diamond Disc demonstration as provoking linguistic inadequacy:
“‘perfect’ failed as a descriptive word.” “It was not enough to call it ‘hu-
man, life-like, natural,’” the advertisement continued. “This New Edison
was nature itself. It was the artist in all but form” (emphasis in original).
Like many other phonograph companies, and like the constructed nature
of fidelity as a concept associated with reproduced sound, Edison’s adver-
tisements assigned a value to its products by collapsing the cultural distinc-
tion between machine and man. Similar to the fidelity claims of the Victor
Talking Machine Company (described below), Edison’s advertising linked
two distinct categories of experience by bestowing on the phonograph that
which attested to the uniqueness of humanity. The Edison Diamond Disc
was “The Phonograph with a Soul.” Phonographic devices offered not an
encounter with a machine, but a kind of spiritual communion.

Edison’s presentation of such fidelity claims also emphasized the won-
drous achievements of applied science. Advertisements frequently refer-
enced scientific principles, as promotional rhetoric sought to make product
differentiation comprehensible through simplistic metaphors. Edison’s
vertical-cut system of recording allowed the diamond stylus to float over
hill and dale without wear-producing friction—like “an automobile run-
ning over a hill and then into a valley.” In contrast, Edison claimed that
competing lateral-cut systems damaged recordings because the movement
of the steel needle in its groove was like “a twisting river always wearing
away its banks.”s Edison’s advertisements reproduced “questionnaires” in
which the great inventor explained in the first person the nature of musical
sound, the importance of overtones, and the ability of the Edison phono-
graph system to capture and reproduce each delicate overtone.® A peda-
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gogical mode of address illustrated that consumer choice, with the help of
a rudimentary review of the appropriate engineering principles, was in fact
no choice at all.

Under the guise of scientific study, Edison’s advertisements also en-
couraged consumer participation in the great man’s philanthropic inqui-
ries. “Will You Join Mr. Edison in an Experiment?” asked a 1921 advertis-
ing campaign.” The advertisement reprinted the Edison “Mood Change
Chart,” an instrument designed to measure and document the influence
of great musical performances on auditors’ mental states. The repro-
duced chart documented the test undertaken by William J. Burns, head
of the Burns International Detective Agency, selected as the first sub-
ject “because he will be the least susceptible to emotion.” Readers were
asked to analyze their own psychological and physiological reactions to
Edison recordings as well as the reactions of their friends. (Local Edison
dealers could provide as many blank charts as needed.) Framing this “ex-
periment” with selected quotations from Confucius, Martin Luther, Na-
poleon, and Ralph Waldo Emerson attesting to the therapeutic values of
music, Edison’s rhetoric invoked a need for music shared by all human-
ity, and then having evoked such a need with culturally validated voices,
promised to fulfill that need through the recorded. Philosophers had as-
serted the value of music; now Edison, with the help of world-famed
psychologists and everyday listeners, would “scientifically” measure that
value. By June of 1921, Edison claimed that “the psychological research
work, which we have been conducting for nearly two years, indicates
that the well known and almost incalculable benefits of music can be de-
rived, in full measure, from the proper use of this new instrument [the
Edison phonograph].”®

Edison’s “Mood Change Chart,” like many of the rhetorical construc-
tions of the phonograph as an instrument of entertainment for the home,
located listening to the recorded within a larger cultural tradition valuing
the spiritually uplifting qualities of great music. But here, such uplift was
the subject of scientific inquiry, in which all could potentially participate
and from which all were to benefit. Further, applied science served the pub-
lic interest and took on philanthropic overtones through the auspices of the
great man who “in order to keep his favorite invention within the reach of
everyone, . . . sacrificed millions in profits he might have made.”9 Because
of the remarkable and affordable fidelity of the Edison device, every home
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could benefit from the spiritual qualities of the greatest performers and
performances.

While Edison’s rhetoric often invoked philanthropy and applied science,
Victor’s publicity efforts more frequently cultivated a preexisting star sys-
tem and sought to augment it with Victor-recorded performers and per-
formances. Victor is often credited with the introduction of high-culture
prestige in relation to phonograph recordings through its line of Red Seal
recordings of opera and concert performers.’® Although initially using
British-produced matrices, Victor held its inaugural recording session for
the Red Seal series on April 30, 1903, in a recording studio in Carnegie
Hall." Highly publicized releases of recordings by concert and opera per-
formers, as well as the consequent price differentiation for these disks,
were part of a larger redefinition of recording technology as an instrument
of musical high culture. Victor would actively cultivate this cultural capital
in succeeding years.™ The company’s 1904 exclusive contract with Enrico
Caruso solidified its prestigious status. In April of that year, Victor used the
entire back cover of the Saturday Evening Post to announce this exclusive
agreement with the opera star.”

Phonograph historians have stressed the importance of Enrico Caruso
to Victor’s cultivation of a market identity for the domestic phonograph.
Benjamin Aldridge suggests that Fred Gaisberg’s 1902 recordings of
Caruso for Victor’s British subsidiary were perhaps the most important in
the history of recorded music, not only because of the profit they generated
but also because they influenced the Metropolitan Opera in New York City
to recruit Caruso; they successfully undermined the prejudice with which
big-name artists viewed the phonograph; Caruso substantially contributed
to Victor’s prestige, thereby aiding Victor in building its Red Seal catalog;
and Caruso was able to stimulate the public’s interest in serious music.™
With such full-page magazine advertisements as “Both Are Caruso” (de-
picting the singer in costume and a large phonograph recording, 1915),
“My Victor Records Shall Be My Biography” (attesting to the artist’s legacy
after his 1921 death), “Caruso Immortalized” (the Victrola “has bridged the
oblivion into which [the singer] passed”), and “You Hear the Real Caruso,”
Victor’s advertising campaigns prominently featured Caruso as an exclu-
sive celebrity recording artist across several decades, even continuing af-
ter the singer’s death.’s But Caruso was far from the only celebrity figure
heralded in Victor’s advertisements as similar promotional efforts focused



upon Sousa, Chaliapin, Rachmaninoff, Melba, and literally dozens of other
widely recognized performers.’® (See fig. 3.1.)

Often Victor’s advertisements stressed its entire slate of concert and op-
era stars.”7 As early as 1903, Victor promised consumers in full-page ad-
vertisements “The Living Voices of International Celebrities.” Cameo-like
photographs of performers of international renown circled the text of the
advertisement in which Adelina Patti and Sarah Bernhardt provided signed
endorsements of the Victor technology.”® Whether in composite photo-
graphs or artists’ renderings, Victor’s advertisements depicted the period’s
greatest entertainers as if they were assembled all in one place, frequently
in the phonograph owner’s home.’ On the inside cover of the Independent
of December 15, 1917, Santa Claus leads down an elaborate staircase in a
wealthy home Caruso, Alda, De Luca, Farrar, Gluck, Kreisler, Martinelli,
McCormack, Melba, Schumann-Heink, Victor Herbert, Harry Lauder,
Sousa, and others. Their destination is a Victrola placed under the Christ-
mas tree.2° These advertisements emphasized Victor’s exclusive contracts
with the artists and, as if to reinforce that exclusivity, often warned consum-
ers that the recordings could be “safely played” only on Victor machines.



Victor’s advertising emphasis on Caruso and the other well-known per-
formers with whom it had exclusive contracts clearly aligned the Victor
trademark with musical prestige and linked mechanical reproduction with
the accepted canon of musical art. But from its inception, discursive fram-
ing of phonography also mourned a loss—that which hadn’t been recorded
(or that which hadn’t been recorded with the latest device). Phonograph
companies frequently referred to lost voices of dead performers (both op-
era singers and great orators) while simultaneously invoking a promise of
future preservation.®' Singer Jenny Lind appeared in several Victor adver-
tisements mourning the transience of her voice: “All that remains of Jenny
Lind is her picture, her autograph, and memories dear to all who ever
heard her sing. Her greatest charm—her wondrously sweet and melodious
voice—is gone forever. How different had she lived in the present day!”22
(See fig. 3.2.) This promise of preservation, of technological embalming, in
the face of the passage of time and mortal transience returned again and
again accompanying subsequent acoustic innovations.

But more than simply a technology that allowed voices to transcend
time, the phonograph was also rhetorically constructed as an apparatus
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that eclipsed spatial limits. In a series of rhetorical moves that would be
echoed subsequently with the introduction of electrical acoustics, phono-
graphs were presented to the public as instruments that could collapse the
distances between entertainment centers and geographically dispersed
listeners. Phonograph technology could bring to the farthest hinterlands
not merely traces, but the actual performances of the greatest singers and
instrumentalists of the day.24 This ability to transcend spatial boundaries
promised a democratization of high culture, as the phonograph became
another (mechanical) voice for edification and uplift on an ever-widening
scale.

Like the Edison advertisements discussed above, Victor’s assertions
about the universal accessibility provided by recorded sound also stressed
the fidelity of Victor products. In, for example, Literary Digest in 1918, Vic-
tor promised that, “Every home can have the best music—on the Victrola.”s
Linking fidelity claims with exclusive artist contracts, the advertisement in-
voked the familiar assertion that the greatest artists selected Victor because
it “satisfies their high artistic demands.” Here, the fidelity of Victor record-
ings “parallels their actual performances on the opera and concert stages.”
Although acoustic fidelity is not a concept readily depicted visually, Vic-
tor’s advertising campaigns often included illustrations of performers who
magically appeared within the home. Such metaphoric depictions of fidel-
ity underscored that mechanical reproduction collapsed space and made
both contemporary and now-dead artists accessible to all. In “The Victrola
Brings the Opera Right into Your Home,” Victor promised consumers the
greatest contemporary voices presenting the music of “Carmen.”?® A man
and a woman dressed in tuxedo and gown sit in rapt attention, their gazes
directed toward the Victrola, while floating above the scene like an appari-
tion, ghostly onstage performers entertain an opera house audience. One
version of the 1916 campaign “Will There Be a Victrola in Your Home This
Christmas?” depicted well-dressed guests assembled in a wealthy home;
located under the Christmas tree was the Victrola, and alongside the pho-
nograph Caruso in his Pagliacci costume entertains the domestic scene.?”
Implicit fidelity claims suggested that the phonograph both transcended
time and eclipsed space, bringing the greatest voices and performers into
every adequately equipped home. Listening to the recorded with the Vic-
trola offered not the audible traces of an absent acoustic event but copres-
ence with the event itself.
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Throughout its advertising campaigns, Victor linked mechanical repro-
duction to a wider, ongoing rhetoric of spiritual uplift through music. Prom-
ising “to cheer, refine, educate and uplift,” Victor asserted that, “Listening
to the Victrola fifteen minutes a day will alter and brighten your whole
life.”>® The company actively cultivated a perceived connection between lis-
tening to the phonograph and education through a series of book-length
publications. Such titles as The Victor Book of the Opera (1912), The Victrola
Book of the Opera (by 1921, in its Gth edition), The Victrola in Americaniza-
tion (1920), and Music Appreciation for Children (1923, 1930) constructed
listening to the recorded as an edifying experience while simultaneously
promoting Victor’s product line.?9 Victor’s catalog was an alphabetically or-
ganized reference work that included biographies of important composers
and performers, brief descriptions and production histories of important
operas, background information on specific types of music (for example,
Gregorian chants), and a pronunciation guide. Over five hundred pages
in length and itself the subject of magazine advertisements, the catalog
provided an educational supplement to a list of recordings, their numbers
and prices.3°

Even more elaborate as a pedagogical accompaniment to Victor’s line of
recordings, The Victor Book of the Opera included the stories of seventy op-
eras supplemented by descriptions of production histories, duplications of
original programs, illustrations of stage sets and performers in costumes,
and translations of lyrics. While clearly functioning as an elaborate pro-
motion of the Victor line of recordings (each encyclopedic entry included
descriptive and pricing information for the appropriate Victor disks), the
lavishly illustrated publication adopted a pedagogical mode of address in
keeping with the larger Victor effort to frame listening to the recorded as
an edifying experience.3' The publication and distribution of such refer-
ence books added to Victor’s carefully cultivated prestige and located the
phonograph within a larger, ongoing construction of musical culture in
America. For example, a 1914 commentator in the Musician noted that the
well-appointed middle-class music room must contain “reference books on
music and other books of musical character [for they] are not alone decora-
tive, but add a note of refinement and comfort.”3? With the formation of an
educational department in 1911, and its subsequent outreach efforts, Victor
sought to institutionalize outside the home the phonograph’s successful
association with musical training and broader cultural values of uplift.33
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By presenting reproduced sound in terms of universal access to the
greatest performers and by linking the phonograph to musical training,
Victor invoked a preexisting and ongoing construction of domestic mu-
sic in American culture. Called “musical democracy” by Craig Roell in
his history of the piano, this related set of assertions stressed the morally
uplifting qualities of music, the universal need for such uplift, the pub-
lic service offered by commercial providers of music and musical instru-
ments, and the universal accessibility of such uplift through both musical
performance and consumption. Roell notes, “To widen sales and extend
the moral and cultural benefits of music, to make music making and lis-
tening universally accessible—to establish a musical democracy—the in-
dustry adopted and helped develop business strategies that reinforced the
emerging consumer culture. It achieved mass-marketing success through
the sale of the player piano, revolutionary in that this machine allowed
anyone to ‘play’ music skillfully without effort.”34 Although describing the
piano industry in the United States, Roell might well be characterizing the
phonograph industry in general and the advertising and actions of Victor
in particular. The rhetorical framing of phonographic devices as musical
instruments involved not so much the discursive construction of the ma-
chine as a discursive reinforcement both resonant with and responsive to
other contemporary discourses about music, domesticity, and culture.’s By
invoking larger, ongoing constructions of musical culture, Victor’s mas-
sive advertising campaigns and Edison’s ubiquitous “Tone Tests” classi-
fied the ownership and reproduction of recorded sound as a musical activ-
ity consistent with bourgeois conceptions of taste and culture. Advertising
and promotion labeled the phonograph a musical instrument of the high-
est order3®

These rhetorical efforts of the phonograph industry to construct a do-
mestic identity for phonographic devices influenced, and was in turn fur-
ther supported by, revisions to the designs of the machines themselves. In
1900, Victor dramatically changed the physical appearance of the home
phonograph with the introduction of the Victrola. While prevailing pho-
nographs featured an exposed amplifying horn and turntable, Eldridge
Johnson’s design for the Victrola folded the reproducing horn on itself and
enclosed it—as well as the turntable, sound box, and tone arm—within
a cabinet that contained the entire machine.3” The phonograph became
a piece of furniture. According to Victor’s vice president Leon Douglass,
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writing in 19006, the Victrola grew out of a gendered perception of the mar-
ketplace, and the innovation’s success took the company by surprise:

I told Mr. Johnson that it was my opinion that ladies did not like the me-
chanical looking things in their parlors. Mr. Johnson improved on my
cabinet and the result was the Victrola, an instrument fully enclosed in a
cabinet which was an attractive piece of furniture. I ordered two hundred.
Mzr. Johnson was afraid we would not be able to sell so many and I was a
little timid myself, as they cost so much that we would have to sell them at
two hundred dollars each. We not only sold those but many millions more.
We were obliged to use seven thousand men to make the cabinets alone.33

Besides the impulse to reengineer the phonograph to conform to per-
ceptions of a gendered consumer’s preference, the innovation of the folded-
horn loudspeaker solved several perceived engineering problems as well
as responded to the ongoing rhetorical construction of sound-reproducing
devices as musical instruments for the home. Providing greater amplifica-
tion, arguably improved fidelity, and rudimentary volume control (listeners
could modulate volume by opening and closing the doors located in front
of the amplifying horn), the folded-horn loudspeaker also made possible
the encasement of an amplifying horn adequate in size within a cabinet
that conformed to the preexisting design standards established by upper-
class homes. A few years later, Victrola cabinets would be modified to suit
virtually any preexisting home decoration scheme.39

Columbia soon followed Victor with the introduction in June 1907 of
a cabinet-model, internal-horn Graphophone (eventually called the “Gra-
fonola”).4° Conservatively designed to resemble a preexisting device, this
initial cabinet Graphophone mimicked the physical appearance of an up-
right piano. The large, cumbersome Graphophone physically reiterated the
phonograph’s link to the prestige already associated with pianos, but few of
the piano-shaped Graphophones sold. Columbia next produced an alterna-
tive “library-table style” more consistent with the Victrola’s transformation
of the phonograph into a piece of furniture. Despite the success of Victro-
las and Grafonolas, Edison continued its commitment to a cylinder-based
system and to machines with the traditional exposed horn until October
1913, when the company used a full-page advertisement in Collier's Weekly
to introduce a cabinet machine that played only disks.4!
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By 1918 the phonograph industry had reengineered devices and shaped
consumer perceptions so that the phonograph was increasingly accepted
as both a musical instrument and a piece of furniture. That year the pho-
nograph became the site of a debate about interior design when an article
published in Country Living denigrated cabinet styles for clashing with con-
temporary decorative trends. The current designs of Victrolas and similar
machines “did not meet the demand imposed by the modern apartment for
space-saving double-duty equipment.”4> This inaugurated what came to be
called “the flat-top craze,” a desire for phonographs that would blend well
with contemporary furniture styles and could function, when not reproduc-
ing sound, as a lowboy table. Despite the aesthetic judgments of tastemak-
ers, Victor revised the Victrola not in accordance with the so-called flat-top
craze but instead with the innovation of what were derisively referred to as
“humpbacks,” upright-shaped machines like the Victrola in which the lid
was dramatically curved in order to prevent the machine from functioning
as a table. Victor’s employees retrospectively explained this choice as a de-
sign decision motivated by the company’s view that its machines were mu-
sical instruments and not tables.#3 These later Victrolas, with their sharply
curved tops, were particularly ill-suited to the “double-duty” of competing
“flat-tops.” However, by 1924, Victor finally marketed flat-top Victrolas en-
cased in cabinets of varying designs.

While “flat-top” phonographs could conform to perceived middle-class
desires for an apparatus that doubled as the ubiquitous hall table, other
market segments with more elaborate interior design goals also found
lacking the commercially available phonograph cabinets. According to
some accounts, New York City interior decorators in the 19108 purchased
phonographs for $50 to $70 and encased them in legitimate antique cabi-
netry or specially designed, faux-antiques, only then to resell the aestheti-
cally modified machines for $1,000 to $2,000.44 In 1923, Eleanor Hayden,
a commentator on interior design, reported similar tales of cabinetry modi-
fications. She noted, however, that whether antiques or copies, the decora-
tive cabinets were designed without concern for acoustic principles and
hence these hybrid devices “lost much in tone when they became beautiful
pieces of furniture.”45 Whether such innovative, informal cabinet redesign
did or did not take place, portions of the commercial phonograph industry
in the 1920s addressed a perceived market for highly elaborate cabinetry
consistent with the interior designs of the wealthy.
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“When music delights the ear, why should a musical instrument offend
the eye?” asked Hayden in International Studio in 1923. Hayden'’s article,
“Phonographs as Art Furniture,” attributed innovations in expensive pho-
nograph cabinet designs to both a pervasiveness of musical appreciation
and a growing concern among wealthy and middle-class women with home
decoration. Rhetorically, Hayden’s article collapsed distinctions between
aesthetic appearance and the phonograph’s acoustic performance. Claim-
ing that an era was at an end in which cabinets and phonographs worked
at cross-purposes (beautiful cabinets that were acoustically inadequate),
Hayden suggested that the latest designs could become “a harmonious part
of the furnishings of the room . .. rather than an offensive note,” and that
“a mellow, soft toned walnut chest . .. will harmoniously fit into one of the
spacious, simple interiors made in the Sixteenth Century Italian manner”
(emphasis added).4® Having been accepted as a musical instrument, the
phonograph required simple aesthetic modification to prevent its presence
from striking a discordant note in the music rooms of the wealthiest con-
sumers.

The phonographs described by Hayden were all produced by the Vo-
calion company and featured a wide array of elaborate designs intended for
elite, wealthy consumers. Throughout the article, Hayden described both
the phonographs themselves and the carefully constructed interior decor
for which they were best suited. “So a beautiful, formal drawing room, an
entrance hall of Louis XV or an elaborate Georgian effect might be created
around the decorative Vocalion cabinet which is finished in Chinese blue-
green lacquer with raised figures in silver leaf and placed on a base elabo-
rately hand carved and adorned with glazed English silver leaf and with
exquisitely hand chiseled key plates, corners and hinges of silver bronze.”4
The article itself, as well as the cabinet designs which it featured, attest to
the degree to which the phonograph industry, through a variety of means,
had successfully reengineered machines and influenced consumers’ per-
ceptions so that phonographic devices became prestigious products inte-
gral to the modern home. The process of selecting an appropriate pho-
nograph cabinet could sublimate the creative act of music making into
designing and implementing a mise-en-scéne in which the phonograph
performed.43

Preexisting class perceptions embedded within American consumer so-
ciety influenced these debates over phonograph cabinetry and the innova-
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tions of multiple versions of essentially the same apparatus. By rhetorically
aligning sound-reproduction devices with prevailing notions of prestige
and status, the phonograph industry addressed multiple potential markets
simultaneously even as it reinforced the perceived distinctions between
those markets and their consumers. But while financial barriers no doubt
made the more elaborate Vocalion models differently available along class
lines, the expense of a Red Seal recording apparently did not. A 1910 Edi-
son market research survey of phonograph industry sales anecdotally sug-
gested that consumer purchasing did not precisely correlate with apparent
income levels. “Red Seal and operatic records have a tremendous demand
among the middle and laboring classes. Italians, Hebrews, French, Ger-
mans and Spanish being the biggest buyers. Many seemingly day laborers
pay $3.00, $5.00 and even $7.00 for single records.”9 It is in this type
of purchase that the success of rhetorically aligning the phonograph with
notions of prestige can be measured. Publicly constructing sound repro-
duction as a prestige product addressed all social classes and influenced
the purchasing decisions of consumers from a number of distinct socio-
economic groups.

Innovation of the Victrola and subsequent design developments eased
the machine’s transition into domestic space, physically resolving con-
cerns that this modern device would disrupt the “harmony” of either the
middle-class or wealthy home. Hayden’s article points to the ways in which
some social groups defined the “problem” of the phonograph’s position
in the home as requiring the dissimulation of the machine as a machine.
Simultaneously eliding the technology itself and shifting the auditor’s at-
tention from the machine to that which the machine produced, cabinet-
model phonographs rendered technology per se invisible and inaudible
at the service of mimetic claims for fidelity to an original acoustic perfor-
mance. This marked a shift in public encounters with the phonograph. Ini-
tial public presentations of the phonograph as a musical instrument (like
Lyman Howe’s and the Sullivan Brothers’), constructed as local cultural
events, encouraged audiences not only to contemplate and to experience
the performance of sound but also to marvel at the technological capacity
of the device. Later coin-operated versions of the phonograph in arcades
and phonograph parlors during the 189os often included a strategically
placed window through which the listener could watch the machinery in
action. The phonograph consumer of the 189os purchased not only sound
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reproduction but also a technological experience, an encounter with ap-
plied science as a kind of spectacle. Initial consumption of the phonograph
hinged on both the performance of recordings and the apparatus itself.
The product being consumed was both the sound and the machinery, the
mechanical and acoustic principles that produced the sound.5° But the in-
novation of the Victrola and subsequent incorporations of the phonograph
into furniture participated in a larger ongoing process that disguised the
phonographic apparatus itself, eliding the mechanical functioning of
the machine and focusing consumer attention and interest instead on
the sounds it produced.>!

Attempts to erase the mechanical qualities of the phonograph included
disciplining the behavior of phonograph salesmen. Emily Thompson re-
ports that with the commercial release of Edison’s Diamond Disc technol-
ogy, Edison forbade dealers from referring to the apparatus as a “machine”;
they were instructed instead to refer to it as a “musical instrument.”s?
This practice of discursively shaping the public identity of the technology
through naming extended to Edison’s practice of calling disks not “record-
ings” but “re-creations.” Edison dealers were also instructed to offer “recit-
als” featuring public performances of disk “re-creations” of Edison’s finer
artists. Tone Test programs invited the audience to visit not their local pho-
nograph dealer but “our Music Room at any time to hear any selections you
may choose.”s? Further, Edison’s advertising copy continued this disavowal
by sometimes including phrases such as “Mr. Edison’s new invention [the
Diamond Disc system] is not a talking machine.”s# In a series of national
advertisements during the summer of 1921, Edison offered $10,000 in
prizes in a contest to develop a new name for the phonograph. Suggest-
ing that the term phonograph no longer did justice to his latest advances in
fidelity, Edison declared, “I want a phrase, which will emphasize that our
new instrument is not a mere machine, but that it is an instrumentality, by
which the true beauties and the full benefits of music can be brought into
every home.”5

Although innovations like the Victrola and rhetoric like Edison’s sought
to dissimulate the apparatus, to elide the technology as a mechanical device,
the operation of domestic phonographs reasserted the experience of tech-
nology as technology. No longer an object invoking wonder nor offering the
experience of scientific spectacle, the domestic phonograph reconfigured
as a musical instrument became an object out of which the astute home
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user, the appropriately disciplined, edified, and uplifted consumer, would
coax the best sounds. Instead of interacting with another in a long line
of technological marvels that characterized modernity, the phonograph lis-
tener was increasingly constructed and addressed as a musical performer.
Anyone who has operated a phonograph from the period can attest to the
fact that “playing” a Victrola, for example, was a labor-intensive activity.
Recordings last between three and five minutes, so the listener/performer
not only changed disks every few minutes but also made frequent selec-
tions from his or her collection of recordings. Further, the machine itself
required a good bit of attention and monitoring as the spring-driven motor
had to be rewound at least after every two performances and, to ensure
maximum fidelity in reproduction, the needle changed after every two or
three songs (“jewel” needles freed consumers from the need to frequently
change their phonograph’s steel needles). Different designs of needles pro-
duced different qualities of sound, so the Victrola performer could make
aesthetic choices about desired acoustic effects. Should he or she select,
for example, a Silvertone release, the Victrola’s speed regulator had to be
adjusted from 78 to 8o rpm for that specific recording and then readjusted
for the next selection. Home audition was not the physically passive activity
that radio listening would eventually become some fifteen years later as the
design of the machine itself prevented the contemplative, stationary listen-
ing of the concert hall.5®

Besides the design of the apparatus itself, period advertising and the
nature of some of the recorded repertoire also constructed home listening
as a kind of musical performance. Operating the machine became in some
instances a creative, performative act. Edison and Victor framed phono-
graph entertainment as not only an accompaniment to dancing but also
an opportunity for a pseudo-public performance of the recorded to one’s
assembled guests. As a musical instrument, the phonograph could provide
a kind of “musicale,” the edifying social event in which amateur musicians
entertained a hostess’s guests.57

In November of 1912, the Edison Phonograph Monthly (a newsletter to
Edison dealers) announced that all subsequent cylinder releases would be
accompanied by a four-page flyer providing information about the record-
ing. The flyers provided details about “the lives of the great masters, their
struggles and triumphs, pointing out the particularly interesting passages
in a selection and explaining its significance and the thought which it is
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intended to express.” The EPM stressed that dealers should use this new
written accompaniment to each cylinder as a selling point: “The hostess in
entertaining her friends can do more than merely put a Record on the ma-
chine with the remark ‘Johnnie just loves this one’—she can relate interest-
ing little anecdotes concerning many selections or their authors, increas-
ing immeasurably the interest in the records.”s® Victor similarly designed
its reference books, including The Victor Book of the Opera, to facilitate such
spoken introductions to recordings.

The F.K. Babson catalog frequently provided descriptions of domestic
social events in which the Edison phonograph occupied the center of at-
tention:

I have known some families in Chicago and New York whose regular
Edison parties became the fashion. The hostess arranges a program of
Edison music to suit a variety of tastes; there’s a bit of refreshment, per-
haps some dancing, and the whole crowd of citified people, accustomed
to every kind of diversion, have enjoyed this so much that another Edison
party is arranged for two weeks later at the home of a member of the
party. And so on through the whole winter—a round of Edison recep-
tions.>9

Edison promotions depicted “The dinner complete with an Edison” and
included a suggested list of recordings for entertaining. Advertising copy
advised worried parents that the phonograph could help their daughters
entertain young men. Providing an alternative to a “nickel show,” the
phonograph could aid those parents who “would probably prefer to have
the girl stay at home.” It could even compensate for a less-than-popular
daughter: “Or, if no young men are in the habit of seeing your daughter fre-
quently . . . give her the phonograph to entertain callers, and she will have
plenty of occasion to remain under her own roof!”®° More directly address-
ing rural consumers, the Babson catalog also described how an informed
use of the phonograph could entertain the farmhands at supper or help to
keep the young people down on the farm and thereby resist the lures of the
distant city. A list of recordings identified nine Edison cylinders as suitable
to “An Evening for the Young Folks.”®!

In a more popular vein, Babson’s Edison promotions suggested an
appropriate evening’s entertainment in the form of a “Minstrel Show at
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Home.” Providing consumers with a selection of recordings and suggest-
ing that Edison cylinders provided enough entertainment for a show that
would last an hour and forty minutes in length, Babson reassured pho-
nograph owners that these recordings provided both “Headliners” from
the vaudeville circuit and clean, wholesome entertainment suitable for the
entire family and neighborhood.®?

While the physical design of mechanical phonographs demanded that
listeners interact with the machine/musical instrument, promotional
rhetoric provided advice and guidance about how consumers could present
reproduced sound as a kind of domestic performance. Some innovations
suggested that even the solitary phonograph listener became an active per-
former. Among the more extreme instances of the rhetorical framing of
phonograph listening as musical performance was that which surrounded
the innovation of the Graduola. This special feature added to the Aeolian-
Vocalion line of phonographs amounted to a kind of product differen-
tiation from competing, high-priced machines. The Aeolian Company,
widely known as the producer of the most prestigious player-pianos in the
United States (e.g., the Pianola), first released a phonograph line in the
winter of 1914. Advertisements in the fall and the winter of 1915 heralded
the Graduola as “that exclusive tone-controlling feature of the Aeolian-
Vocalion. You will hear the music melt to your touch, then grow to strength
again, graduated delicately by ever changing pressure of the hand—with-
out the slightest muffling or dulling of its qualities!”®3

The Graduola involved a relatively simple method of changing the out-
put of the acoustic-reproducing horn by manipulating a shutter-like aper-
ture at the base of the horn. A five-foot retractable cable enabled listeners/
performers to sit in their armchairs and adjust the tone and volume pro-
duced by the machine. The Graduola responded to a perceived market de-
sire for volume control (volume could be marginally adjusted on Victrolas
and similar home machines by opening and closing the cabinet doors in
front of the acoustic horn). But the feature offered something more than
mere volume manipulation. Aeolian-Vocalion’s advertisements rhetori-
cally framed the device as providing the opportunity for participation in
the construction of a home musical performance. The Graduola “enables
one to take a personal part in their [records’] rendition.” This emphasis on
musical performance coincided with the larger tenor of Aeolian-Vocalion’s
advertisements in that, even more so than Victor, it constructed its product
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line as both musical instruments and furniture suitable for contemporary
decor. Aeolian-Vocalion presented its machines as something beyond the
normal phonograph—an elite product. Proclaiming the Aeolian-Vocalion
as “virtually a new type of musical instrument” and as “the phonograph
that makes YOU the artist,” advertisements promised the consumer that
with the Graduola, you “become your own conductor.” In the words of
the ideal consumer/performer described in the advertisements: “And so I
found the new phonograph that gave to me at last the means to Voice the
Latent Music-Instinct of My Soul.”®4

The Graduola advertisement, “In the Firelight Glow! An Evening Spent
with My Aeolian-Vocalion,” overtly constructed listening to the phono-
graph as a musical performance, albeit one with barely veiled onanistic
overtones:

I heard every instrument swelling from the bosom of a wonderful har-
mony, and yet so separately beautiful that each separate virgin freshness
was preserved in all its ravishment. . .. So I took the Graduola device in
my hand—it is part of the Vocalion. I pressed it. Softly, beautifully—their
strength proportioned to my most delicate pressure—those velvet tones
ever so gently melted away. I swelled them forth again. I pressed them
down to a very whisper of limpid beauty—for this remarkable device
never muffles the Vocalion’s unduplicatable tones—simply controlling
them at their source.%

Throughout the first decades of the twentieth century, the phonograph
industry redefined the device from an apparatus suited for business ap-
plications and public performances to a musical instrument for the home.
Phonograph companies pursued a number of overlapping initiatives in re-
defining sound reproduction as a domestic activity. In promoting the fidel-
ity of recorded sound by rhetorically seeking to elide the difference between
the recorded and original performances, the phonograph industry sought
to redirect auditors’ attention away from the phonograph as a machine and
toward the sounds it produced. Aligning the apparatus with existing defini-
tions of domestic entertainment and elite musical culture (in effect map-
ping the phonograph onto preexisting discourses of musical democracy,
uplift, and edification) made ownership desirable or even a necessity. Pho-
nographs themselves were redesigned so as to disguise their components
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and mechanical functions. This dissimulation of the machine implicitly
supported fidelity claims while also making phonographs consistent with
preexisting (and changing) standards of interior design. By the mid-1920s,
this rhetorical framing and physical redesign of the phonograph success-
fully redefined musical production in the home to include the reproduction
of the recorded.

But at the same time, aspects of the phonograph’s design—its require-
ment that consumers actively engage with the apparatus—combined with
a different promotional rhetoric to draw attention back to the device itself.
While the introduction of the Graduola most dramatically illustrates this
tendency, Edison’s insistence that salesmen refer to his device as a “musi-
cal instrument” for sale in local “music rooms” and period debates about
the status of the phonograph as a musical instrument suggested that play-
ing the recorded was an active musical performance. When Victor and
Edison encouraged consumers to consider how they presented recordings
to domestic audiences (and when they provided information and advice on
how to accomplish this), they further emphasized the performative activity
of operating a phonograph.

Immediately before the conversion to electrical methods, the design of
the mechanical phonograph and consumer interactions with it existed in a
conceptual and physical space characterized by two countervailing tenden-
cies: on the one hand, discourses surrounding phonography and qualities
of the machines themselves dissimulated the machinery of sound repro-
duction, its physical embodiment of mechanical and acoustic principles;
but on the other hand, the materiality of the technology returned through
consumer performances of the recorded repertoire. With the advent of
electrical acoustics—specifically the introduction of domestic radio receiv-
ers—the radio industry inherited both of these tendencies. Radio’s prog-
ress throughout the mid- to late 1920s involved multiple attempts to heal
the apparent gap between efforts to dissimulate the machinery of sound
reproduction and countervailing perspectives that viewed sound reproduc-
tion as an active performance.

Radio Enters the Home

Throughout late 1921 and into the mid-1920s, the radio industry identi-
fied essentially two distinct markets for radio technology: those seeking the



142
From Performing to Dissimulating

component parts to construct their own wireless receivers and those seek-
ing preassembled radio sets. The first group considered radio to be a scien-
tific activity, a hobby of sorts through which they directly applied electrical
principles. This definition of radio as an activity hailed radio enthusiasts
(predominantly male) knowledgeable in the application of scientific prin-
ciples and encouraged their engagement with technology as technology.
The second consumer group experienced radio as a domestic entertain-
ment device, analogous to, and in significant ways an improvement upon,
the already established phonograph. This second identity for radio de-
emphasized the technological qualities of radio receivers and stressed in-
stead through this dissimulation the service that radio could provide. Rather
than an opportunity to learn about and directly apply scientific principles,
listening to the radio provided domestic entertainment.

Initially, RCA provided component parts to home engineers seeking to
build (and then rebuild) their own receivers, and by mid-1921 the com-
pany distributed a series of catalogs and booklets promoting this activity.®°
Aided by a proliferation of magazines addressing amateur radio enthusi-
asts and newspaper coverage (including weekly radio pages or entire radio
sections that often included detailed instructions for assembling receivers),
RCA and other manufacturers stimulated a preexisting enthusiasm for
home radio engineering that quickly outstripped the productive capacity
of radio manufacturers. By 1922, RCA ran newspaper advertisements ac-
knowledging its inability to produce enough vacuum tubes to satisfy con-
sumer demands and promising that accelerating the productive capacity of
factories would soon allow it to better serve the public.®” Home engineers
interacted with radio technology neither as an instrument of wonder nor
as a domestic object providing a programming service, but instead as pre-
cisely a technological artifact the principles of which were well known and
the subject of lively competition and debate. In addition to constructing
functioning radio receivers, home engineers also often enjoyed early ra-
dio through so-called DX listening. A listener would carefully tune, retune,
and adjust his home-built set so as to identify (or “log”) the broadcasts of
distant stations. Contests sponsored by radio periodicals involving aggre-
gate logged distance, or furthest reception by home-built sets (sometimes
with technological limitations such as the use of a single tube), actively pro-
moted this alternative identity for radio.®® But also in 1922, RCA attempted
to expand this market for radio equipment and components to include the
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less technologically inclined and numerically far larger group of consum-
ers who might purchase preassembled radio receivers. With a national ad-
vertising campaign inaugurated in October 1922 through advertisements
in the Saturday Evening Post, RCA aggressively addressed this potentially
larger group of consumers.

The difference between these two distinct relationships between con-
sumers and radio was particularly vivid in the radio press. During the mid-
1920s, a journal like Radio Broadcast uneasily synthesized editorial con-
tent that varied from detailed articles on the construction of radio sets and
advice columns on antenna installation to barely disguised promotional
pieces touting the emancipatory and uplifting possibilities of consuming
the finest radio entertainment. The radio industry’s shift in emphasis be-
tween these two identities was visually enacted on the covers of the jour-
nal Wireless Age. Initially depicting the technology of radio (vacuum tubes,
enormous antennas, internal views of radio sets) and visually addressing
home engineers, Wireless Age soon switched to cover illustrations exclu-
sively depicting radio listening in a variety of domestic scenes.®9

RCA’s 1922 publication, Radio Enters the Home, illustrates the methods
through which members of the wireless patent pool constituted consumer
markets by simultaneously promoting multiple identities for radio. The
RCA booklet openly acknowledged two distinct types of radio consumers.
Prefatory remarks addressed “the amateur who, after studying [Morse]
code, receives his first intelligible message in telegraphic code, thrills to
a sense of scientific or mechanical proficiency,” and noted that “technical
portions of this book and catalogue are for the amateur.” But RCA’s pro-
motional rhetoric primarily addressed “the family group, unconcerned and
uninterested in code or technical study, [that] thrills in its turn to an entirely
different emotion—an emotion responsive to the dramatic realization that
it is now possible to spend an evening in your own home with great artists
entertaining you ‘in person’; with news of the day coming to you before it is
printed in a newspaper; with statesmen and lecturers replacing each other
in the program designed to please you.”7° For home engineers, the publica-
tion illustrated and explained the principles of wireless telegraphy and tele-
phony and included a glossary of radio terms, charts depicting international
Morse code and common wireless abbreviations, and even a blank form on
which a DX listener might log the distant stations he heard. Promotional
material depicted the wireless service provided by RCA through marine
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radio equipment, transoceanic telegraphy, and Radiogram communication
with outbound ships. Even though the publication’s title announced an
emerging domestic broadcasting identity for radio, that identity coexisted
with definitions of the medium as a point-to-point service provided by a
large corporation and as a point-to-point mode of communication between
properly trained and equipped ordinary citizens. RCA’s description of the
wireless applications of radio was, however, marginalized at the back of the
publication.

Instead, RCA made prominent the emerging domestic identity for radio
announced in the publication’s title. The cover of Radio Enters the Home re-
peated prevailing visual strategies of phonograph advertisements by illus-
trating a domestic scene in which well-dressed adults congregated around
an acoustic device integrated into the well-appointed home. While the pub-
lication clearly indicated that RCA had identified a domestic market for
electrical acoustics, the products illustrated, described, and promoted in
subsequent pages (a series of preassembled crystal detectors and vacuum
tube regenerative receivers as well as various condensers, vacuum tubes,
antenna equipment, for receiving and transmitting radio signals) nonethe-
less reveal an industry still struggling to accomplish the additional research
and development necessary to service those consumers potentially daunted
by electrical technology.

The Aeriola Grand, RCA’s initial prestige-model domestic radio re-
ceiver, attempted to address the “family group” depicted on the publica-
tion’s cover by directly mimicking prevailing models of phonographs. (See
fig. 3.3.) While the name Aeriola (as well as RCA’s subsequent Radiola
models) clearly echoed the already widely successful Victrola (or, for that
matter, Columbia’s Grafonola phonograph), the physical design of these
radio receivers virtually repeated successful models of domestic phono-
graphs. When mounted atop an RCA-marketed cabinet, the domestic ra-
dio receiver conformed to the design standards for upright phonograph
cabinets of the period. A hinged lid opened to reveal not the phonograph’s
turntable, sound box, and tone arm, but the Aeriola Grand’s power switch,
tuning mechanisms, and amplifying and detector tubes. Just like contem-
porary models of phonographs, reproduced sound emanated from a grille
at the front and top of the apparatus, and beneath this grille two cabinet
doors opened to reveal not the phonograph enthusiast’s record collection,
but the batteries that powered the radio receiver. In developing the physi-



cal appearance of the Aeriola Grand, RCA’s designers conceptually gutted
a cabinet-model phonograph, maintaining its external appearance, and
installed the apparatus necessary to reception and reproduction of radio
signals. If, as Victor’s vice president Leon Douglass remembered, Eldridge
Johnson’s initial design for the Victrola arose out of a desire to create a
phonograph that appealed to “the ladies,” then RCA’s Aeriola Grand design
should be understood as not only an attempt to follow conservatively a pre-
vious acoustic device’s successful transformation into a domestic artifact
but also as a literalization of RCA’s gendered conception of the domestic
radio broadcasting marketplace.

RCA used more than cabinet design to link radio to the phonograph. It
also addressed a mass market of consumers generally unfamiliar or un-
concerned with applied electrical principles through rhetorical construc-
tions of listening in the home. In describing the benefits of radio listening,
RCA’s Radio Enters the Home directly invoked much of the rhetoric used to
establish the phonograph’s domestic identity. Calling radio a “new, inspir-
ing and powerful resource at the disposal of civilization,” RCA credited
broadcasting with “carrying into the homes of rich and poor alike a modern
facility of pleasure and education which is binding the people together in a
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new and democratic brotherhood.”’* Like the phonograph before it, radio
could exercise a democratizing influence that linked entertainment with
edification. Throughout the publication, radio broadcasts were consistently
referred to as “concerts,” thereby invoking a rhetoric of cultivated uplift
elsewhere characterized as “a richer and more complete home-life, with
mental stimulus and pleasant relaxation, [which] has been made possible
through broadcasting and its receiving corollary, the radio telephone re-
ceiver.”7* Like the Edison Company’s insistence that its Tone Tests were
“concerts,” radio innovators painted listening to electrically reproduced
sounds with the patina of high culture.

Stressing the radio’s potential to support a “musical democracy” and the
device’s ability to eclipse the distance between entertainment centers and
the geographic margins of consumption, domestic radio innovators also
emphasized the device’s ability to make the middle-class parlor a “safe”
site for consumption of the best of urban culture. RCA’s publication paired
“mental stimulus” with “pleasant relaxation,” and it thus redefined radio
technology, in part, by locating the device within an ongoing set of tradi-
tional values. Edison’s advertisements of 1918 in the F.K. Babson catalog
had promised that the phonograph would successfully integrate modernity
within conservative notions of domesticity. Children could be kept in the
home and farmhands appropriately entertained through the phonograph’s
ability to bring the most wholesome cultural products of the modern city to
everyone. Safely consumed within a domestic space that allowed parental
oversight or insulation from perceived urban dangers, the radio, like the
phonograph before it, could provide not simply the convenience of domes-
tic entertainment, a convenient collapsing of spatial distance between cul-
tural production and consumption, but also an acoustic experience more in
keeping with preexisting constructions of domestic space as a safe haven
from the modern world. Radio listening represented another step toward a
long-sought-after synthesis of the greatest achievements of modernity and
traditional domestic values.”

Initial attempts to market radio receivers as domestic entertainment de-
vices went even further in evoking utopian promises. Broadcasting innova-
tors also emphasized the technology’s ability to accomplish that which the
phonograph had tried and failed to achieve. Radio could deliver on the pho-
nograph’s unfulfilled research agenda of increasing consumer control of
the sounds produced (both volume and tone control) and providing “more”
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sound (not only more volume but also an expanded frequency range, es-
pecially more bass tones).”+ Radio could also provide greater immediacy in
bringing new entertainment trends to spatially dispersed consumers since
broadcasting provided instantaneous access to the latest cultural produc-
tions. Phonograph companies had promised consumers rapid access to
emerging entertainment trends by suggesting that recorded sound could
bridge the distance between geographically dispersed listeners and enter-
tainment centers. A 1922 advertisement for Edison recordings addressed a
perceived consumer desire for rapid access to the latest in entertainment,
promising that Edison was “FIRST with Broadway Hits.”75 The advertise-
ment chronicled the debut of “April Showers” (“the fox-trot sensation of
the season”) at New York’s Club de Vingt and, through the auspices of Edi-
son Re-creations and airplane mail service from Long Island to Chicago,
the song’s introduction to “Chicago’s smart set” only five days later at the
Edgewater Beach Hotel. While the phonograph could bridge such distance,
domestic radio promised to eclipse it through the immediacy of live broad-
casting. By stressing radio’s arguable improvements over the domestic
phonograph, RCA and others foregrounded some of the sufficient differ-
entiation necessary to inspire consumers to add another acoustic technol-
ogy to their homes.

Both the naming and the initial design of RCA’s Aeriola Grand illus-
trate that radio innovators looked to the phonograph when conceptualizing
broadcasting as a domestic entertainment. Such conservatism also charac-
terized rhetorical efforts to constitute a market of home listeners uninter-
ested in radio’s competing identity as a hobby or applied science. But these
efforts did not immediately and unproblematically redefine radio’s identity
to include domestic applications. While the Aeriola Grand as an artifact
outwardly invited its incorporation into the bourgeois home through a cab-
inet design that mimicked the Victrola, ultimately the device still required
frequent and direct consumer engagement with the material trappings of
applied science. The detector and amplifying tubes hidden beneath the lid
of the Aeriola Grand required attention and periodic replacement. Listen-
ing to the early 1920s domestic radio receivers involved actively operating
these devices, not only installing and replacing tubes and batteries but also
frequently tuning and retuning the circuits to find and maintain a con-
nection with a broadcast signal. While initial domestic radio receivers like
the Aeriola Grand could be tuned with a single control, later innovations
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that provided greater sensitivity and access to distant stations required the
simultaneous adjustment of multiple controls.”® Further research and de-
velopment was necessary before the emerging radio industry could suc-
cessfully constitute and cultivate domestic listening as a significant market
segment.

Innovations like the regenerative circuit, the neutrodyne circuit, and
superheterodyne receiving circuits improved the volume, selectivity, fidel-
ity, and consistency of domestic radio reception between 1922 and 1925.
Increasing signal amplification rapidly freed listeners from the telephone
headsets characteristic of several early inexpensive receivers marketed to
domestic listeners. Developments in sound-reproduction technology re-
placed headsets with “gooseneck” horns that were themselves displaced by
cone-type loudspeakers and, after 1925, by the electrodynamic loudspeaker.
These innovations allowed listening to quickly become more fully a group
activity, further displacing the home engineer with the family as the pri-
mary addressee of radio signals. The elimination of batteries as a power
source through the introduction of receiving and amplifying circuits that
could operate on direct and/or alternating current simplified the operation
of radio sets and eliminated the potential for batteries to leak and damage
consumers’ other furnishings. New antenna designs and a related increase
in receiver sensitivity allowed greater ease in the installation of radio sets
as well as a less intrusive presence for radio in the home. Perhaps most im-
portant for universalizing broadcasting’s appeal, the innovation of single-
control tuning substantially decreased the amounts of patience, skill, and
perceived technological know-how necessary to operate successfully a do-
mestic radio receiver.”’

These shifts in the design of radio receivers did not immediately become
industry standards. By as late as November 1927, when Scientific American
reported on the autumn styles announced at radio industry trade shows,
reporter Orrin Dunlap, Jr., described a radio manufacturing and marketing
industry in a state of flux.”® While receivers that could operate on house-
hold current were displacing battery-operated sets, fully 7o percent of the
new models on display at the Madison Square Garden radio show still re-
lied on battery power. Single-control tuning, introduced the previous year,
was becoming increasingly available on newer models, but had not become
an industry standard. Cone loudspeakers were displacing acoustic horns
(“They [horns] are vanishing as did the horn of the early phonographs”), yet
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fully 6o percent of available console-model radio receivers still contained
built-in folded acoustic horns. Receiver designs increasingly concealed an-
tennas, responding to perceived market desires for an apparatus that dis-
simulated its technological components. In Dunlap’s words, “There seems
to be a tendency this season to get away from the external loop [antenna].
Wherever loops are used they are usually advertised as ‘concealed,” be-
cause it is said that housewives nine times out of ten vote against a receiver
equipped with a visible loop.”79

Dunlap’s reference to commonsense wisdom about housewives illus-
trates that creating a domestic identity for radio broadcasting required more
than simplifying radio receiver operation and improving performance. The
radio, like the phonograph before it, had to be successfully integrated into
prevailing standards of domestic design. While the Aeriola Grand physi-
cally embodies the extent to which early broadcasting innovators looked to
the phonograph to design a device perceived as aesthetically suitable for do-
mestic spaces, simply mimicking the appearance of phonographs did not
ultimately prove to be a successful method of introducing this new acoustic
technology into American homes. The “problem” posed by the aesthetic
appearance of radio receivers, like that of the phonograph before it, became
a site of contention in domestic design magazines. In 1924 one commenta-
tor declared about radio receivers, “but until very recently one had to look
at a curious sort of box that was plainly an interesting mechanism, but
equally plainly a thing of very little, if any, beauty, and certainly not a fine
piece of cabinetwork.”®° Radio’s success as a home entertainment device
hinged on a dissimulation of the apparatus.

Radio innovators made some initial attempts like those surrounding
both the phonograph and the telephone to disguise the apparatus in a va-
riety of other objects. Radio speakers were disguised as globes, as books
and bookends, and as other domestic objects. Ultimately though, the radio
industry addressed these design concerns in two ways: first, through the
miniaturization of radio receivers, and second, through the innovation of
combined radio-phonograph devices. By making sound technology smaller,
less obvious, less “intrusive” in the terms of the day, table-top radios could
facilitate their incorporation within domestic spaces, and they had the
added benefit of lower prices.3” Atwater Kent’s 1925 advertising campaign,
which depicted radio receivers in the homes of prominent Americans, not
only functioned as a celebrity endorsement for the radio manufacturer’s
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receivers but also illustrated that newer, smaller radio sets could be taste-
fully incorporated into homes of varying domestic designs. Depicting At-
water Kent radios in the homes of, for example, Irwin Cobb, George Ade,
and Booth Tarkington, the campaign suggested that modern acoustic tech-
nology could accord with spaces as diversely designed as a bungalow-style
home or an Art Deco—influenced urban apartment.®2

Long after radio’s redefinition as primarily a domestic entertainment
device, integrating the technology into the home continued to be perceived
as a problem. In 1929 a different Atwater Kent campaign stressed a variety
of radio cabinets to suit any decor.®3 As late as 1932, some commentators
on domestic design still viewed the radio set as an intrusion into the well-
designed home. Norma Kastl in House Beautiful framed the issue in decid-
edly gendered terms, attesting to the manner in which the initial gendered
conceptions of radio’s identities clung to the device, even amid its success-
ful introduction into American homes:

Men think of the radio in terms of reception, tubes, aerials, and the pro-
grammes that come in. But women, however else they may regard it,
think of the radio as furniture—a piece of furniture for which a place
must be found and which must be related to the other furniture and ac-
cessories in the room. And, alas, what a piece of furniture the average
radio has been to fit into the room ensemble! The men who made those
large, brown, awkward cabinets in which the majority of radio sets are
housed had no thought of designing graceful furniture, but only of en-
casing the intricate mechanism within.%4

Like accounts of consumers dissatisfied with the phonograph as an
earlier generation of domestic device, Kastl invoked tales of women who
innovated their own solutions to radio’s aesthetic problem by incorporat-
ing the technology within existing antique furniture. Her article lauded
large retailers (Macy’s and Gimbel Bros.) for introducing more appropri-
ately designed radio cabinetry. Radio receivers disguised within a variety
of secretary-desks, lowboy tables, and end tables suggest that, by 1932, do-
mestic designers were beginning to find ways to incorporate a properly
dissimulated acoustic apparatus into any home or apartment.

While miniaturization and the introduction of table-top radios provided
one method of incorporating acoustic innovation into domestic space,



151

From Performing to Dissimulating

combining radios with phonographs also facilitated the conversion of
American homes to electrical acoustics. Some manufacturers actually com-
bined radio receivers with mechanical phonographs before the phonograph
industry’s adoption of electrical recording and reproduction. RCA offered
consumers in 1922 an attachment that allowed radio signals to be acousti-
cally amplified and reproduced through their existing phonographs. But in
October of 1925, RCA announced that two of the dominant organizations
in the phonograph industry, Brunswick and Victor, had selected the RCA
Radiola for inclusion in their phonographs.® With the phonograph indus-
try’s adoption of electrical methods, the manufacture of combined radio-
phonographs proliferated. Combination machines eliminated the redun-
dancy of two different acoustic devices. Rather than a competition between
two sound technologies for a place in America’s parlors and living rooms,
a single composite machine allowed consumers both the immediacy of ra-
dio and the illusion of choice and control offered by phonography. Period
announcements of contractual arrangements between radio and phono-
graph manufacturers frequently addressed perceptions of technological
redundancy. J. G. Paine, counsel for Victor, upon announcing the contract
with RCA for radio receivers, stressed that “when one hears a remarkably
fine performance through the phonograph he may repeat it as often as he
pleases—the same artist, the same song, the same quality. One may hear
the most excellent performances on the radio but he may never hear the
same program again by the same artists under the same conditions. That is
the part played by the talking machine. On the other hand a great speech,
sermon or football game have their highest interest at the moment of their
giving. That is the part radio plays.”® One can read in Paine’s announce-
ment an attempt to police the identities of each application of electrical
acoustics, to establish their differences, and to emphasize the unique quali-
ties of each. Where the phonograph offered the listener an opportunity
to control the selection and indeed repetition of a performance, radio of-
fered the live unfolding of ongoing events. Eventually, the physical design
of combined radio-phonograph machines echoed economic relationships
between manufacturers, when in 1929 the most important American radio
concern, RCA, purchased a controlling interest in Victor, then the premier
U.S. phonograph organization.®?

A redefinition of radio receivers as technological artifacts followed and
reinforced radio’s emerging identity as a medium of point-to-mass broad-
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casting. Both in terms of promotional rhetoric and the physical design of
wireless receivers as artifacts, the radio conservatively mimicked the efforts
of phonograph innovators who had introduced sound technology into do-
mestic spaces. Invoking notions of “musical democracy” and the eclipse
of spatial distance used to successfully redefine the phonograph’s identity,
RCA and other radio broadcasting innovators redefined radio as a technol-
ogy, and radio listening as a behavior, to expand the potential market for
electrical acoustics. This domestication of radio as a technology involved a
significant rhetorical effort to reengineer applied electrical-acoustic devices
in terms of prevailing notions of gender. The radio industry sought to shift
popular conceptions of radio listening as an activity from that which was
appropriate to a predominantly male-identified world of home engineering
to, in period terms, a feminized domestic identity that dissimulated techno-
logical processes and emphasized the experience of radio as a service.®3 This
redefinition changed consumers’ interactions with wireless artifacts from
the direct engagement with applied scientific principles to a more passive
listening. As radio entered American homes, rhetorical engineering of con-
sumer behavior interacted with the material reengineering of technological
artifacts in an effort to shape a specific identity for radio broadcasting that
itself was reinforced in the realms of broadcast programming content, eco-
nomic agreements and, ultimately, public policy regulation.

While radio manufacturers, domestic designers, and consumers strug-
gled to incorporate the radio into the American home, the U.S. film industry
simultaneously struggled to successfully incorporate electrical sound tech-
nology into movie theater projection booths. Like the properly interpellated
phonograph listener operating the Graduola or the home radio consumer
struggling to tune in a distant broadcast, the movie theater projectionist
was an active performer of sound reproduction. But the performance of
reproduced sound in movie theaters was destined to follow the home engi-
neer and DX listener in that performing projectionists were soon eclipsed
by an emergent mechanization of film sound projection.

Movie Projectionists as Performers
Film studios and theater owners had clashed throughout the silent film

era over the speed at which local exhibitors and projectionists presented
films.39 While some film producers and cinematographers sought to stan-
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dardize camera speeds (an admittedly difficult task given the use of hand-
cranked cameras), projectionists, often at the prompting of theater manag-
ers who sought to fit an overly long program of films into a predetermined
schedule of starting times, operated film projectors at a much faster rate.
Some period accounts suggest that while camera speeds were “standard-
ized” around 6o feet per minute, projection speeds varied between 45 and
70 feet per minute.9° This practice of “over-cranking” or “film racing” could
have unintentionally comic results. According to one period account, “In
the Passion Play [the projectionist] can make Peter act the part of a jumping
jack and he can turn a horse race into a howling farce, by over-speeding
and under-speeding. . . . Imagine the figure of the Savior carrying the cross
at a gallop.”9” While it is doubtful that any projectionist who transformed
Peter into a jumping jack or theater manager who insisted that Christ gal-
lop with the cross to Calvary would have maintained his employment for
long, disparities between the speeds at which films were exposed and were
projected attest to an essential technological instability of the silent film
text and to the absence of standardized exhibition practices.

For some time, revisionist film histories have begun to address this
instability of the cinematic text, exploring a series of local exhibition and
film accompaniment patterns.92 Tim Anderson, for example, examines the
manner in which the film industry identified as a problem sound accom-
paniment for nickelodeon-era silent films and sought to move toward the
standardization of the performative aspects of film exhibition. Examining
the trade journal Exhibitors Herald-World, Anderson tracks attempts to disci-
pline musical and sound-effects practices in nickelodeons. Local exhibition
practices threatened more than a film’s status as a stable, nationally dis-
tributed commodity, however, and Anderson notes that “the popularity and
prevalence of inappropriate, jackass’ music among some audiences existed
because it yielded other sets of semantic pleasures that were not sanctioned
by the dominant narrative.”9 Nickelodeon music reformers addressed both
a perceived threat to the admittedly precarious social standing of the cinema
and concerns that some performance practices undermined the ability of
film texts to circumscribe textual meaning and ways of viewing.

Hollywood’s conversion to synchronous sound held the promise of elim-
inating locally divergent, often idiosyncratic film exhibition practices by
standardizing the acoustic accompaniment of films and by “synchroniz-
ing” the rate of film projection with that of film exposure. However, in the



154
From Performing to Dissimulating

short term at least, the conversion to synchronous sound obstructed the
industry’s drive toward standardization and exacerbated the possibility of
local variation in motion picture presentation. The conversion to synchro-
nous sound transformed the motion picture projectionist into a performer
of sound, displacing live acoustic performance from the orchestra pit to the
projection booth. For a brief period in the history of American cinema, the
projectionist became an active and audible performer in motion picture
theaters across the country.

He approaches his task, not from the standpoint of a worker who is to re-
ceive a monetary consideration in the form of wages for a given number
of hours of service, but rather from the standpoint of an artist, mechani-
cally etching upon the silver screen a series of beautiful photographic
images that are unfolding to his movie audience a visual impression
of a beautiful story told with the aid of his mechanical pen. (William F.
Canavan, November 1929)94

Such glowing descriptions of cinema artisans were typically reserved
for the film director artfully orchestrating the combined talents of cast and
crew, or less often for the cinematographer who, “painting with light,” skill-
fully used the motion picture camera as his “mechanical pen.” Surprisingly
though, the film artist described above was in fact the movie projection-
ist, anonymously practicing his craft out of public sight in the projection
booth. William F. Canavan, at the time president of the International Al-
liance of Theatrical and Stage Employees and Moving Picture Operators
(IATSE), sought in November 1929 to reinforce an increased importance
for projectionists within the U.S. film industry. In the midst of the industry-
wide conversion to synchronous sound, Canavan glowingly emphasized the
projectionist’s daily contribution to the cinema. Canavan labeled the pro-
jectionist both an artist and a showman, claiming that “real showmanship
is one of the most essential qualities for the real projectionist. He must be
show-minded in all that the term implies, with a background of theatrical
experience which will imbue him with that inherent theatrical spirit,—The
Show Must Go On,” no matter what may happen.”95 Not surprisingly, the
president of the projectionist’s union also emphasized the professionalism
of the membership he represented. Canavan described an army of under-
appreciated projectionists actively preparing themselves for the conver-
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sion to sound through “intensive training and study” despite inconsistent
technical support from equipment manufacturers. IATSE’s members were
embracing technological change despite the inherent inadequacies of both
laboratory-developed equipment and “far from perfect” installations of that
equipment in movie theaters. In Canavan’s words, “the projectionist is more
of an idealist than a working man. He looks upon motion picture projection
as a ‘Specialized Art’ and is ever striving to improve the quality of screen
entertainment even though it entails a personal sacrifice.”9°

Canavan’s depiction of the motion picture projectionist as a skilled arti-
san might be readily dismissed as an example of relatively transparent self-
interest and self-promotion: the president of a powerful union celebrating
that union’s membership. Yet contemporary labeling of projectionists as
skilled professional artisans was far more widespread than can be explained
away as simply self-aggrandizing rhetoric. Instead, the period surrounding
Hollywood’s conversion to sound exhibited an industrywide concern with
both the labor and the identity of the motion picture projectionist.

While sync-sound technology promised increased standardization in
motion picture presentation, at least during the period in which the in-
dustry adopted the new sound technology, such standardization of repro-
duction could only be approximated rather than achieved, and even then
approached only through careful supervision, management, and control of
the labor of motion picture projectionists. In the gap between the film in-
dustry’s desire for standardization and the realities of both sound-recording
and sound-reproducing technology, the identity of the projectionist and the
nature of his labor became a site of rhetorical struggle. Such a rhetorical
struggle involved attempts both to shape the identity of the emerging tech-
nology and to discipline the industry employees operating it. Technologi-
cal change within U.S. film, like any other technology-intensive industry,
required not only shifts in “manufacturing” processes but also the negoti-
ated adaptation of the workforce to new conditions of labor.97 During the
conversion of movie theaters to recorded film sound, not only did local mu-
sicians lose their employment, but also film projectionists suddenly took
on increased responsibilities for the successful presentation of films. For
a time, at least, motion picture projectionists became more than operators
of machinery, and a discourse of professionalism and responsibility sought
to encourage these historically elided laborers to inhabit a new workplace
subjectivity.
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Before the full-scale diffusion of sync-sound technology, motion picture
projection practices were defined as a problem because of a perceived lack
of performance standards, an apparent absence of an implicit code of con-
duct for projectionists and consequent fears of irresponsible behavior, and a
resulting pattern of inadequate film presentations to the public. Frequently
citing the lack of standardization in film presentation, representatives of
film production companies and advocates of “better” film exhibition called
for an industrywide concern with the labor of projectionists. Among the
most active advocates for projection reform, F. H. Richardson, technical ed-
itor of the trade publication Moving Picture World, argued in a series of pub-
lic presentations and trade press articles for careful attention to the often
overlooked work of the projectionist.9® Citing such improper practices as
inadequate or careless maintenance of projectors, damage to release prints
through both routine carelessness and excessive lubrication, inattention to
the dimensions of the projected image and the effects of auditorium light-
ing upon the screen image, and the waste of electricity through inefficient
operation, Richardson cautioned the industry about the need to enforce
standards for public presentations of films. Calls for reform by Richardson
and others invoked both economic and artistic damage done to the indus-
try through inattention to the role of the projectionist in presenting films to
the public. Period accounts frequently cited not only under-motivated and
unskilled motion picture operators but also a resulting damage to films, to
projection equipment and, most importantly, to the box office revenues of
theaters.

Proposed solutions to the “problem” of projection hinged on fostering a
sense of professionalism among these anonymous theater employees. In
addition to providing consistent and well-informed oversight of their labor
(through, for example, establishing a “Supervisor of Projection” within the-
ater chains), industry voices suggested the formation of projectionist soci-
eties or educational committees by union locals. But the most frequently
cited solution for projection reform involved cultivating a new identity for
the projectionist. Before the conversion to sound, some argued loudly for
a reconceptualization of the projectionist from a “mere” operator of ma-
chinery to an active participant in the production of entertainment. “If we
wish to secure the best possible results, we must raise the standard of pro-
jection. To raise the standard of projection, we must raise the standing of
the projectionist.”99 The quality of projection could be improved and the
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presentation of films standardized, some claimed, by inculcating projec-
tionists with professional attitudes about their labor.

For Richardson, the projection problem extended beyond individual
projectionists to the larger attitudes of the industry as a whole. Noting
“the almost total lack of any sort of publicly expressed appreciation of the
work of the projectionist” as well as the tendency to label them “operators,”
Richardson argued that the attitude throughout the industry was “acting
to stifle all pride in work and incentives to excel in it.”*°°® Richardson even
went so far as to advocate a publicity campaign to educate the public about
the importance of film projection—a campaign that would include movie
stars’ testimonials to the important work being done by projectionists.’’

The film industry’s adoption of synchronous-sound technology exacer-
bated these preexisting concerns about projection and rendered more ur-
gent the accompanying rhetorical appeals. The introduction of new tech-
nology into the projection booth caused such urgency precisely because
the goal of standardizing the presentation of motion pictures became even
more elusive as the tasks of projectionists underwent dramatic change.
With the new technology came new responsibilities for the motion picture
operator and, implicitly, new power within the industry.’°> Many of these
new procedures remained essentially inaudible and largely dissimulated,
unless something went awry. Besides routine maintenance and trouble-
shooting of the new acoustic equipment, projectionists checked and suc-
cessfully cued soundtracks recorded on disks as well as prepared to im-
provise should the sound-on-disk system fall out of synchronization with
the projected images. For the sound-on-film system, operators exercised
increased care to keep the film itself clean as any accumulated dirt or oil
could clog the delicate reproducing slits necessary for converting the en-
coded soundtrack into electrical signals. Projecting sync-sound films some-
times involved installing a new aperture mask when showing films with
the Movietone sound-on-film system. The location of the soundtrack along-
side the image required a mask to prevent the on-screen projection of the
photographically encoded soundtrack. The soundtrack’s presence on the
celluloid consequently changed the aspect ratio of the film. In addition to
changing this aperture mask, projectionists also often changed lenses to
restore the on-screen image to its “proper” size.”® Among the most dif-
ficult tasks initially involved successfully navigating changeovers from one
projector to the next during reel changes. Until cues for such changeovers
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were standardized on release prints, projectionists developed a variety of
individual strategies to guarantee smooth shifts from one reel to the next.
These strategies extended from careful rehearsals to even punching holes
in release prints.’*4

Period accounts of these new responsibilities often invoked the financial
interest of theaters as well as the industry as a whole. Noting that poor or
inconsistent projection detracted from the labor of all who worked on a
film, calls for a new attitude of professionalism addressed not only the pro-
jectionists themselves but also, importantly, theater managers and owners.
Warren Nolan, a publicist for United Artists Corporation, emphasized the
urgency of improved projection standards in light of technological change:
“The gentlemen in charge of projection of sound pictures,—to say nothing
of those who record them,—have been constituted individual showmen by
this new form of presentation. They have been given power, and they have
been given responsibility. Timing and tone are in their hands, and artists
on the screen and audiences in the seats are at their mercy.”’°5 The con-
version to sound was held up as not only an opportunity to improve the
knowledge and skill of the projectionist, and thereby institute improved
projection practice, but also as an opportunity for the industry as a whole to
reexamine the importance of improved standards of showmanship.

Ongoing economic consolidation and an increased emphasis on stan-
dardizing the product offered to consumers formed part of the industrial
context within which Hollywood converted to sound. Technological change
promised, on the surface, both to cut theater owners’ operating expenses
and to standardize the presentation of films. Writing in 1929, Harold
Franklin, president of Fox West Coast Theatres, noted the musical benefits
of sync-sound technology: “Music, as synchronized, is in closer unity with
the situations pictured than was the case in former times. There is not,
moreover, the distraction caused by the close proximity of musicians to the
screen. The small towns, where inadequate orchestras used to render their
ineffectual accompaniments to the silent pictures, have reaped the special
benefits of musical synchronization. Music of the best calibre becomes
available to every type of theatre.”°® Because of their potential to eliminate
idiosyncratic live musical accompaniment and with it the employment of
musicians in individual movie theaters, synchronous soundtracks prom-
ised both economic savings in the long run and greater standardization of
exhibition practices.'?
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This desire for standardized film presentations directly clashed with
some of the design features of the initial sync-sound-reproduction devices.
The technology initially installed in projection booths presumed that the op-
erator would be a performer of reproduced sound. This conception of sound
reproduction as a performance originated in some of the components of
film sound projection devices. Western Electric’s initial Vitaphone system
incorporated developments from public address devices designed within
the Bell System and introduced and refined during the early 1920s."°® Not
only were individual components of the public address systems reapplied
to motion picture sound projection, but so too were the assumptions sur-
rounding the role of the public address sound engineer in performing elec-
trically mediated sound. Western Electric’s public address system provided
the sound engineer with flexibility in operating the device since many pub-
lic address circumstances required that the system be readjusted during
performances. Especially in outdoor presentations, the public address en-
gineer had to respond to changing conditions by varying the system’s per-
formance, such as increasing or decreasing the acoustic output of multiple
loudspeaker horns. As a provision of system design, AT&T’s engineers
were dispersed throughout a large crowd for the purpose of monitoring
sound levels and signaling the system’s operator to make volume adjust-
ments as needed during that presentation. Public address sound projection
was thus conceptualized as a live technological performance with volume
adjustments used to maintain a consistent, audible “broadcast.”*°9

AT&T conceptualized sound reinforcement and acoustic projection
as not fully automated processes but instead as the product of ongoing
monitoring and adjustment, a live performance undertaken by appropri-
ately trained engineers. In the Vitaphone sound-on-disk system, volume
was controlled in the projection booth through a fader that attenuated the
power in the circuit between the reproducing device and the main ampli-
fying system.™® In period descriptions of the Western Electric sound pro-
jector, manipulations of volume during the course of a sync-sound film
presentation (called “riding gain”) were described as a matter of course.
These accounts cited four reasons for projectionists to “ride gain” during a
show. Sound volume levels had to be modulated, first because of variations
in sound energy requirements in the theater and, second, owing to varia-
tions in the size of the audience at any given time during a performance.
While these first two reasons for riding gain emphasize the projectionist’s
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response to changing acoustic conditions in the performance space (much
like the public address apparatus designed and marketed by Western Elec-
tric), the other two reasons for volume variation during a film anticipated
that the projectionist would contribute to the aesthetics of the motion pic-
ture. Projectionists were to ride gain in response to variations in the lev-
els of recorded sound and, finally, it was “necessary to have some means
of varying sound level in theaters because of ... the desirability of level
control during reproduction for the purpose of emphasis.”™* Volume ad-
justments during a performance required that the projectionist both com-
pensate for deficiencies in the recorded soundtrack and introduce acoustic
effects.

RCA'’s competing Photophone sound-on-film system also assumed that
“the control of volume level is the chief concern of the projectionist dur-
ing the operation of sound-reproducing equipment,” and consequently the
system provided a fader between the projector’s pickup circuit and the first
stage of amplification.” Period descriptions took volume manipulation
for granted during the presentation of a synchronous-sound film as “few
pictures are so recorded that they can be run through at a single fader set-
ting.”™ Cue sheets, either provided by the film distribution company or de-
veloped autonomously by the projectionist after appropriate rehearsal, indi-
cated when and how the necessary changes to volume should be performed
during a presentation. The Projectionist Cue Sheets for Paramount’s 1928
baseball film, Warming Up, instructed the projectionist to vary sound vol-
ume throughout six of the film’s eight reels. Indicating a “normal” fader
(volume) setting of “11,” the cue sheet directed projectionists to adjust the
“Fader up one point at Baseball Scenes [and] after Baseball Scenes back to
11.” In addition, at several points during the film, projectionists were to
adjust the “Fader down two points at singing—then back to 11 after sing-
ing.”™4 This practice of scripting volume changes during the projection of
films continued at least as late as the 193334 film season. In its exhibitor’s
pressbook for Golddiggers of 1933, Warner Bros. instructed exhibitors to “tell
your operator—for best results move Fader up two points for the musical
production numbers on ‘Golddiggers of 1933” and also on the Trailer.”

Throughout the early sync-sound era, projectionists labored to estab-
lish and then maintain appropriate volume levels during sound reproduc-
tion. In Richardson’s words, “To [the projectionist] the ‘fader’ is literally
the ‘throttle.” "5 That task was not as simple as it might at first appear. In
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describing the maintenance program provided to theaters by Western Elec-
tric’s subsidiary Electrical Research Products, Inc. (ERPI), Coke Flannagan
informed the Society of Motion Picture Engineers that, as of 1929, defi-
ciencies in the operation of projector and sound systems posed a greater
threat to performances than mechanical failures. According to the ERPI
engineer, the weak link in Western Electric’s sound-film system was the
projectionist—specifically in terms of volume levels.

Operation [of Western Electric projectors] and showmanship are so closely
related as to be inseparable, the operation of the equipment presents a
greater problem than is presented by apparatus failures. Although the
system may function perfectly the effect in the theater can be unpleas-
ant and unnatural because of improper sound level. In fact undistorted
sound when too loud is at times more objectionable than distorted sound
at proper level .6

Sound reproduced with too much volume exacerbated any acoustic flaws
of a particular theater. Excessive reverberation became “further aggravating”
when the system was operated at greater energy—sounds were sustained
longer, reflecting from surface to surface before being absorbed to inaudi-
bility. Excessive volume led to “unpleasant effects” and inaudible dialogue.
ERPI’s engineers cautioned projectionists to operate the Western Electric
system at the minimum power level to insure “comfortable audition.”

In October 1930, H. M. Wilcox, operating manager of ERPI, suggested
that one of the greatest current obstacles to nearly perfect reproduction
was a tendency to keep the volume too loud. Warning against establish-
ing projection volume levels by starting out too loud and then lowering
the fader to an appropriate setting, Wilcox suggested that volume levels be
determined by starting the fader too low and then raising volume until an
appropriate setting was reached. Establishing the “proper” volume thus ul-
timately became an imprecise matter resolved by the judgment of the the-
ater manager, the projectionist, or both. (In fact, the Cue Sheet for Warm-
ing Up indicated that, “The fader markings shown herein were made at
sound test in a fair sized Reviewing Room, where fader setting ‘11’ proved
satisfactory. This setting will possibly have to be changed to suit acoustics
and other conditions at various theatres. This should be watched.”) Wilcox
further cautioned against adjusting volume to achieve adequate results for
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the worst seats in a house, such as in the rear of the balcony. The result-
ing excessive power would both increase surface noise and reproduce at
a volume too loud for the majority of seats in a theater.”” In addition to
establishing appropriate volume levels, the sound-film projectionist had to
modulate volume and the system’s output energy in relation to the size
of the audience at any given time, especially when audience size changed
during a specific performance. Audience members functioned as acoustic
absorbing material, and different fader settings had to be determined for
empty, half, or full houses.”™

Although technical and trade journals of the time indicate that manipu-
lation of sound volume became a necessary component of the projection-
ist’s tasks during the early sync-sound era, the rhetoric of professionalism
and showmanship surrounding sound projection sought to limit “riding
gain.” Shifts in volume were to serve larger aesthetic purposes and not
occur simply at the whim of a projectionist or house manager, no mat-
ter how well meaning. In November 1929, Haviland Wessells cautioned
against every theater manager or projectionist attempting to become his
own musical conductor. Wessells described an anonymous house manager
rushing back and forth to the monitor button to lower the volume of the
music whenever the “action of a picture pepped up and music became a
bit louder,” and then increasing the power “when the music dropped down
with a slowing of action.”™9 The same manager, claimed Wessells, “raises a
whisper to a shout,” effectively ruining planned diminution of volume dur-
ing dramatic scenes. Such apocryphal cautionary tales suggest that, when
possible, prevailing standards of showmanship dictated that house manag-
ers and projectionists should defer to the recording levels encoded on the
soundtrack.

The active manipulation of sound volume described above was often
intended to guarantee the audibility of recorded soundtracks. But volume
control involved more than merely insuring comfortable audition and/or
minimizing the potential deleterious effects of excessive reverberation.
Despite the concerns expressed by Wessells, period accounts indicate that
operation of sound apparatus frequently involved careful monitoring and
the introduction of acoustic effects intended to enhance the aesthetics
of recorded sounds. Both conditions of sound recording at the time and
representational protocols then currently undergoing formulation con-
structed sound reproduction as potentially a compensatory activity. It was
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through the performance of reproduced sound that inadequacies in the
recorded soundtrack could be disguised. In addition, both “realistic” ef-
fects and acoustic embellishments could be added by projectionists to the
synchronous-sound film. “Serious attention is being directed to the impor-
tance of controlling sound level of music and speech to insure naturalness
and to augment the effect of the action or dialogue upon the emotions of
the audience” (my emphasis).™° Such acoustic augmentation included not
only volume effects but also frequency attenuation and compensation in
projection for acoustic defects introduced during recording.

During the period surrounding Hollywood’s conversion to sound, film
industry trade publications featured advertisements for acoustic equipment
like the Samson Qualpensator, a device offering not merely volume control
but also the ability to accentuate or diminish different acoustic frequen-
cies. Acknowledging differences in acoustic taste, advertising copy noted
that, “Some like the bass notes emphasized; others prefer them softened.
Still others prefer the treble, others both treble and bass notes, or even the
middle register notes modified to their taste.””' The Qualpensator could
vary acoustic output “to please in any one of these ranges” and, further, “[it]
will do much to compensate for the poor acoustical properties of a room.”

RCA’s Photophone system included in its normal amplification cir-
cuits a variable low-frequency attenuator, called a “compensator,” that was
designed to diminish low-frequency signals and thereby accentuate the
higher-frequency sounds of any recording. Through listening tests at the
time of installation in movie theaters, RCA’s engineers established a nor-
mal setting for the “compensator” using a test recording, but thereafter,
the “compensator” could be varied at any time by the operator. The de-
vice allowed projectionists to compensate for so-called “boomy” recordings
(those in which lower frequencies predominated) and thus “with this de-
vice it is possible to increase the intelligibility of reproduced speech which
for any reason is lacking in high frequencies.”?? Devices like the Samson
Qualpensator or RCA’s “compensator” allowed sound-film projectionists
to accentuate or to diminish the range of audible frequencies reaching the
film audience.

Besides adjusting the frequency response of sound-film projection sys-
tems either to suit the public and their supervisor’s tastes or to improve the
reproduction of so-called “boomy” recordings, the appropriately disciplined
film projectionist also manipulated volume to compensate for acoustic prob-
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lems encoded onto recorded soundtracks. “Only half the mixing is done
in the studio . . . the projection room must do the rest,” or so announced
a January 1930 advertisement for Hardwick, Hindle volume faders pub-
lished in motion picture industry trade publications.’ In December 1929,
J. Garrick Eisenberg, sound recording engineer at Tiffany Studios, explic-
itly outlined a series of instances in which the projectionist’s showmanship
responsibilities included careful acoustic performance to disguise a variety
of deficiencies in recorded soundtracks. Eisenberg claimed that the projec-
tionist was “responsible also to a large degree for the artistic rendition of
the sound accompaniment.”4 Among the specific recording deficiencies
cited by Eisenberg were abrupt differences in volume level from one reel to
the next and problems in scale matching such that “when the close-up of
an individual player is shown, quite often the sound level is not increased
proportionately, with the result that the close-up illusion is destroyed.”™
He also described inadequate differentiation of recorded volume levels for
special effects. In this latter case, Eisenberg noted that recorded levels for
sound effects might be either too loud or too soft:

Sometimes when some loud, terrifying noise is intended to accompany
the action, the relatively small difference in recording levels allowed
enfeebles the effect: one hears loud, raucous conversation, commands,
shouts, then a supposedly huge explosion goes off with only a slightly
louder “pop.” The result is ludicrous. Equally bad are such effects as foot-
steps approaching along a gravel path which sound like a herd of pachy-
derms trampling down a forest of young bamboo, in comparison to the
dialogue level.’2°

Again, the Projectionist’s Cue Sheet for Warming Up reveals a trace
of early sound-era projection practice. In Reel 8, the projectionist was
instructed to increase volume in step with narrative developments. “At
scene where Tolliver strikes out McRoe bring fader up one point at each
strike—and hold till end of baseball scene—then back to Fader ‘11’ for in-
door scene.” Here, the projectionist manipulated volume to accentuate the
increasing tension of narrative events.

Under conditions like those described by Eisenberg and codified by the
instructions for Warming Up, the projectionist literally became a performer
of sound, carefully attending to the presentation of recorded sound so as
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to disguise recording errors and manipulating the volume of reproduction
either for the sake of realism (achieving approximate acoustic matching for
shifts in shot scale, diminishing unduly loud footsteps) or for the sake of
dramatic effects (acoustically accentuating the abrupt sound of an explo-
sion or increasing crowd noise at baseball game). Although often assisted
in these representational tasks by cue sheets provided by film distributors,
the projectionist also had to be guided by, in Eisenberg’s words, “some
sense of artistic appreciation.”*?” An appropriately disciplined projectionist
of the early sync-sound era necessarily combined electromechanical pro-
ficiency with aesthetic judgment. The professional identity projectionists
were encouraged to inhabit combined the routine labor of attending to a
machine with the creative performance of sound reproduction.

Period accounts by Eisenberg and others described the production dif-
ficulties surrounding sound recording and the irregular and inadequate
sound levels that resulted. Such deficiencies in production practice were
consistently framed as temporary aberrations caused by hurried produc-
tion conditions in Hollywood or by the ongoing development of recording
technique. While projectionists were thus charged with compensating for
recording inadequacies, those inadequacies were nearly always carefully
framed as temporary in nature with refinement and standardization of pro-
duction and reproduction techniques the inevitable goal.”® In Eisenberg’s
words, “Meanwhile the burden of carrying on under present conditions
falls largely upon the projectionist, and if he is at all worthy of his salt,
he will make every effort to cover up by skillful handing of the gain con-
trols, the present limitations of the art.”’29 In the short term it fell to the
motion picture projectionist to perform sound reproduction and actively
contribute to industry standards of showmanship. Such professionalism
was indeed a short-term solution. Far more efficient in terms of the goal of
standardization would be the eventual refinements to both recording tech-
nology and practice so that the performative labor required of projection-
ists in the early sync-sound era could instead be successfully encoded into
the recorded soundtrack. Such a process would increase standardization of
film presentations and also “de-skill” the projectionist workforce, provid-
ing leverage for theater owners seeking more restrictive and exploitative
contracts.

Although standardization of film performances was a goal expressed
within the film industry, variations in theater acoustics, the design of sound-
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projection equipment, the quality and volume of recorded soundtracks,
and recording practices all made such a goal initially unattainable. In a
1930 editorial of the recently inaugurated trade journal Projection Engineer-
ing, Donald McNicol clearly described both the desire for standardization
and obstacles to accomplishing that goal:

If all theatres were alike in acoustics, if all projection equipment was in
the same first rate condition, and if all projectionists were equally famil-
iar with the artistic effects desired in a given picture, there would be little
complaint in regard to lack of uniform results. That such variations do
exist signifies that every exhibitor should take all reasonable precaution
to compensate for irregularities or inaccuracies peculiar to the audito-
rium and his projection facilities.’s°

Into the gap between standardization as an industry goal and the re-
alities of equipment, theater acoustics, and recorded soundtracks, profes-
sionalism arose as an alternative way of framing and disciplining the la-
bor of the motion picture projectionist. This rhetoric of professionalism
invoked standards of education and training as well as renewed pride in
one’s work, and it framed the labor of the projectionist as an artistic con-
tribution to the industry, in some ways equal to the contributions of those
engaged in film production. The projectionist was, for a time, categorized
as a motion picture performer, instrumental in the creation of aesthetic
effects.

A closer look at the technology of motion picture projection and the la-
bor of projectionists in the early synchronous-sound era illustrate that the
soundtracks for these films were not finally and ultimately determined by
Hollywood'’s recording engineers, but were instead acoustically contingent
on a number of factors, not the least of which was, in the words of the
literature of the period, the level of professionalism and showmanship ex-
hibited by long-forgotten projectionist-performers. Volume adjustments
for the sake of audibility of dialogue, for example, compensated for sound
technology’s and sound recording engineers’ inability to serve perceived
narrative needs while volume adjustments for the sake of “creating ef-
fects” supplemented and indeed usurped the signifying potential of the
synchronous-sound film by often emphasizing the spectacular qualities of
recorded sounds.
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Having announced new technology by addressing consumers as interested
in the details of applied science and educating them about electrical acous-
tics, innovators of electrical sound technology then, through the design of
home radios and various discursive means, sought to redirect consumer
attention away from the apparatus itself and toward the sounds it pro-
duced. In a transitional period, domestic consumers—much like motion
picture projectionists—became performers of reproduced sound, actively
interacting with the technology of new media. While the Victrola and simi-
lar devices required of consumers a good deal of activity to play recorded
sounds, late in the mechanical phonograph era (and while many homes
were converting to radio), the Graduola overtly constructed listening to the
phonograph as a performance indicative of musical taste and skill. Early
consumers of radio—whether home engineers who constructed their own
receivers or the well-disciplined listener who sought only to “tune in” an
uplifting radio “concert”—actively engaged applied scientific principles
embodied in an apparatus. Film projectionists also navigated change in
their workplace by becoming performers of recorded sound.

The transition to electrical methods, then, involved a variety of sites in
which individuals actively interacted with media technologies. The social
meanings of sound devices emerged as the product of the overdetermined
interactions between product design, human performance, and the rhetori-
cal framing of media forms, including efforts to discipline these consum-
ers of new media. Mechanical and electrical reproduction were not fully
automated processes. But much like, first, the design of the Victrola and
then the domestic radio receiver, innovators took as one of their tasks the
dissimulation of the technology of sound reproduction and transmission.
Relocating the site of user attention from the machinery of applied science
to the sounds it produced, standardizing the labor of movie projectionists,
disciplining active consumer performance, innovators of sound technolo-
gies sought to render seamless, automatic, and natural the representation
of sounds. Technology, as the physical embodiment of applied scientific
principles, receded into the background only to return again, albeit tempo-
rarily, with each subsequent media innovation.

The redefinition of the phonograph as a domestic entertainment device,
radio’s entrance into American homes, and discursive struggles to man-
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age the labor of film projectionists offer three related perspectives on what
we might refer to as the human interface—the space and practices in and
through which individuals actively engage with technological artifacts. In
each case, individuals became literally performers of reproduced or trans-
mitted sounds. Each instance illustrates that the process of introducing a
new technology into existing spaces, of grafting it onto existing social prac-
tices, required careful discursive management. Among the goals of that
management was the dissimulation of machines and their labor. Whether
through cabinet design intended to integrate invisibly a new acoustic device
into the home, or professional protocols designed to insure invisibility and
inaudibility of a projectionist’s labor, the process of technological change
involved the successful effacement of material traces of applied science.
While the physical designs of sound technologies often required consum-
ers to become performers of reproduced sounds, those performances were
always carefully framed and discursively managed and also comparatively
short-lived as media innovators successfully dissimulated acoustic ma-
chines.
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Making Sound Media Meaningful

Commerce, Culture, Politics

Through the announcements described in chapter 2, corporate innova-
tors of new sound technology proposed certain identities for the apparatus
and its different applications. Those announcements did not ultimately
determine how emerging sound technology became meaningful. Instead,
electrical acoustics developed within a horizon of preexisting anxieties,
utopian goals, and overlapping categories of social experience. Seeming
to offer new solutions to perceived problems, emerging sound media
opened up new conceptual spaces in which material practices might be
imagined.

Attempts to understand the ways in which the new sound media were
made socially meaningful can be organized according to three intersect-
ing categories of social experience: commerce, culture, and politics. This
is not to suggest that culture is apolitical or that it is somehow immune
from the economic dictates of commerce, nor that the principles and prac-
tices of consumer society are in any way apolitical articulations. Instead,
with few exceptions, period rhetoric surrounding technological change and
the material efforts to deploy new acoustic devices sought to keep these
categories distinct, enforcing and perpetuating hegemonic notions that
these categories of social experience were in fact separate spheres of activ-
ity. Discursive constructs like “entertainment” served to enforce conceptual
boundaries between these spheres even as, for example, political discourse
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moved ever closer to a commercial mode of address. Commonsense no-
tions which held that the spheres of commerce, culture, and politics were
separate provided a preexisting discursive grid onto which new media were
mapped, a set of conceptual matrices through which the social functions
of emerging media were understood and experienced. Running across and
through these three spheres, neither wholly dependent on nor independent
of them, neither wholly constituted by nor constitutive of them, a series of
oppositions provided a further framework through which emerging media
were understood. The differences between local and national, between ru-
ral and urban, and between the immigrant and the native-born provided a
focus both to how emergent sound technologies were imagined and how
they were materially grafted onto social relations.

A long-standing, overdetermined desire, a perceived need, for media
technology to serve as an instrument of national unification provided the
governing logic that drove the mapping of emergent sound media onto
preexisting institutions, relations, and practices. To some extent, the entire
history to that point of innovations in transportation and communication
had promised a similar unification across distances. Radio’s apparent abil-
ity to eclipse space—to conquer distance—was but an intensification of
the earlier promises of mail service, telegraphy, telephony, even canals and
rail service, or celebrations of the cinema’s ability to serve as a “universal
language.” Each in its own turn and with its own specificity had appeared
to transcend geography and to link dispersed individuals, groups, busi-
nesses, and markets into a web characterized by varying degrees of both
scope and intimacy. As expressed in announcements of electrical acous-
tics, this governing logic promised to fulfill a series of consensual desires.
Within the political sphere, emerging sound media might help to create
the rhetorically longed for (albeit perpetually unfulfilled) enactment of a
participatory public sphere. By bridging the gap between citizen and gov-
ernment, by educating the populace on important issues of the moment,
the new sound media might facilitate a more inclusive, democratic, delib-
erative process. Further, sound media might function to “heal” a perceived
fragmentary social body, by both promoting the assimilation of immigrant
populations and bridging the gap between rural and urban populations.
Finally, when informed by the governing logic of national unification, they
might through uplift and edification promote the advancement of a shared
national culture.
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In her comparative analysis of broadcasting systems in the United
States, Great Britain, and Germany during the Depression, Kate Lacey
notes that “radio was seized upon as a tool that could bind the various con-
stituents of the nation together,” thereby addressing fears that the inter-
national economic crisis would further fragment precarious national and
cultural identity.” She quotes Merlin Aylesworth, head of NBC, who in 1930
looked both back on radio’s history and toward its future and described the
unifying potential of radio: “to preserve our now vast population from dis-
integrating into classes . . . we must know and honor the same heroes, love
the same songs, enjoy the same sports, and realize our common interest
in our national problems.” Lacey cites the faith, widely echoed during the
Depression, that a shared culture could provide “the possibility of social
cohesion to be achieved and sustained by sharing the same imaginary.”>
The intensity of such a desire for a shared imaginary ebbs and flows over
time, often dependent on the degree to which difference is feared. Material
economic and social conditions directly impact how nations and citizens
perceive such social cohesions. Although no doubt greatly exacerbated by
the stock market crash and ensuing crisis, both the longing for a social co-
hesion and the assertion that it could be achieved through a shared cultural
imaginary promulgated by acoustic media had been central to discursive
constructions of sound technology since the 1920s.

The use of American mass media as an instrument of national unifica-
tion had a powerful precedent prior to the innovation of electrical acoustics.
From 1917 to 1919 the Committee on Public Information, supervised by
George Creel, carefully orchestrated the use of all media forms in support
of the United States’ aims during World War I. The Creel Committee made
extensive use of motion pictures as part of a larger propaganda campaign
that included all print media, posters, window displays, billboards, exhibi-
tions, and various public performances, including “the staging of sham
battles which had a tremendous appeal besides illustrating the modern
methods of trench warfare.”? Private media companies, including newspa-
pers, magazine publishers, and the U.S. film industry collaborated closely
with this government agency. (See fig. 4.1.)

The film industry’s participation with the committee’s campaign ex-
tended from both the national level of film production and distribution to
the local level of film exhibition and even included the international dis-
tribution of U.S. entertainment films. Feature-length films produced by



the government, including Pershing’s Crusaders (1918), America’s Answer
(1918), and Under Four Flags (1918), demonstrated America’s war aims and
interpreted “the meanings and purpose of democracy” to movie audiences
throughout the United States and the world. The committee’s share of in-
come from domestic film screenings totaled close to $900,000, which was
then used to underwrite free screenings of the films abroad. American film
producers further collaborated with the government to ensure that a certain
amount of propaganda film accompanied any international distribution of
U.S. entertainment films and that only U.S. films portraying American in-
stitutions and life in a positive light were screened abroad. Film producers
worked closely with the Creel Committee in producing short subjects writ-
ten by committee employees, and the committee provided the four major
newsreel producers with a quota of 500 feet of timely war film to be in-
corporated into weekly newsreel releases. Locally, individual film theater
owners linked the screening of committee films with various fund-raising
schemes for the war effort and even movie theater curtains became a pro-
motional surface provided to the committee’s Advertising Division.4
Perhaps most dramatically, the intermissions in movie programs be-
came a momentarily politicized space in which the Creel Committee’s
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“Four-Minute Men” directly addressed movie audiences to extol democratic
principles, the aims of the war effort, and an ethos of self-sacrifice. The
“Four-Minute Men,” approximately 75,000 volunteer speakers disbursed
throughout the United States, individually prepared short talks based on
“the policy, points of emphasis, lines of argument, and general informa-
tion” contained in bulletins circulated by the Committee on Public Infor-
mation. In summing up the committee’s accomplishments, Creel and his
staff estimated that the “Four-Minute Men” collectively delivered more
than 750,000 speeches to a total audience of over 314 million.’

The efforts of the Creel Committee reaffirmed for both political and
commercial interests the tremendous power of an orchestrated campaign
of mass media to shape public perceptions, attitudes, and even actions. It
underscored not only the political potential of film as a medium but also
the way in which the film industry might function as part of a coordinated
network of national and local interests. Through films and their distribu-
tion, advertisements and displays in theaters, and importantly the Four-
Minute Men, the Creel Committee infused the space of movie theaters with
an overtly politicized discourse, but one that could be rhetorically framed
and perceived as a continuation of the service local theaters provided to
their patrons. By blurring, indeed collapsing, the boundary between enter-
tainment and politics, the Creel Committee provided a powerful historical
precedent to both the advertising industry and to those who might seek to
mobilize the mass media as political instruments. Finally, the Committee
on Public Information—in both its practice and the ideological assump-
tions underwriting it—powerfully attested to the potential that mass media
had to inculcate shared consensual values to a national audience consisting
of widely disparate classes and groups.

The innovation of electrical methods of recording and disseminating
sound through a variety of media forms provided a series of new tools, cre-
ating previously unimagined possibilities to enlarge the scope of political
or commercial campaigns. While public address systems greatly enlarged
the audience that a political speaker could address, AT&T’s experimental
public address demonstrations (notably the 1921 Armistice Day event and
the internment of the unknown soldier) illustrated that audiences could be
further expanded, both numerically and geographically, through the wired
transmission of speeches to public address systems at distant locations.
Radio, particularly when broadcasting stations were linked into a network,
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went even further in accomplishing such a national mode of address, and
the innovation of sychronous-sound cinema promised that the direct local
appeals of a “Four-Minute Man” might be augmented by a coordinated dis-
tribution of the recorded remarks of well-known speakers.

While the Creel Committee demonstrated the potential of a national me-
dia campaign to construct for citizens a shared national imaginary, it also
underscored to advertisers and commercial media interests the power to
shape consumer attitudes and behavior on a national scale. The belief that
emerging media might ideally function as instruments of national unifica-
tion served specific commercial interests. A national mode of address that
hailed citizens, uniting them into a social body, might also hail a nation
of consumers, uniting their consumption patterns and orchestrating their
desires so as to provide greater economic efficiency and profitability. Me-
dia, when configured as instruments of national unification, might mimic
the then-expanding retail model of chain stores, delivering not standard-
ized consumer goods but ideas, information, and entertainment. And like
chain stores in the retail sector, the deployment of sound media through
national chains was consistent with the growth of large corporations, their
increasing power and ubiquity in American life. The emergence of large
media corporations, vertically integrated and extending across multiple
media forms, in part created by the innovation of electro-acoustics, facili-
tated specific forms of a commercial mode of address that were particularly
suited to consumer culture. Just as national sound media might promote
the long-articulated promise of a “musical democracy,” so too might they
become instruments promoting a “consumer democracy,” but one which
privileged the standardization of entertainment commodities and the cen-
tralization of economic power in a small number of national media firms.

A particular logic of consumer society thus underwrote the deployment
of sound technology. The institutionalization of network-affiliate relations
in the radio industry solidified a specific economic model to the exclusion
of other potential models, including nonprofit configurations. For the U.S.
film industry, economic arrangements offering increased standardization
at the levels of production, distribution, and exhibition as well as antici-
pated economies of scale in exhibition, provided the conceptual logic and
economic rationale for the conversion to sound. Any short-term economic
trauma caused by technological change would be overcome in the long run
by the increased leverage and control that could be exerted by national pro-
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ducers/distributors over the conditions of film exhibition and by accompa-
nying economic benefits of such standardization and control.

Both radio networks and movie theater chains navigated in a particu-
lar way the conceptual binary of local and national. Following the lead of
chain stores before them, radio networks and movie theater chains sought
to equate quality with standardization. Throughout the late 1920s, radio
industry rhetoric extolling the virtues of chain broadcasts consistently
denigrated local programming for its uneven, indeed amateurish quali-
ties. In an identical rhetorical move, the U.S. film industry initially hailed
the conversion to sound in terms of the standardization of musical ac-
companiment that came with prerecorded soundtracks. Recorded sound
would render obsolete the wildly divergent, inconsistent, and substandard
accompaniment performed by local musicians. Through the centraliza-
tion of the production of sound, national standards of music would be
elevated.®

For both the radio and the sound cinema, the issue was not one of lo-
cal versus national but instead one of navigating the relationship between
the two in a specific way. The local became an enactment or articulation
of the national—not reducible to simply an iteration of the national but a
coordinated expression linked into precisely a network of other such articu-
lations. Like Creel’s Four-Minute Men crafting their local talks based on
the information and guidelines distributed nationally, each local instance
articulated the national without being entirely reducible to it. At its most
dense, in its most thorough and pervasive form, such a network of relation-
ships looked something like the coordinated, multiple-media promotion of
Amos 'n’ Andy and RKO’s release of Check and Double Check.

Electrical-acoustic technology participated in, exacerbated, and was itself
shaped by a larger trend of consumer culture that mapped commodity pro-
duction and consumption across the binary of local and national. Entertain-
ment, specifically acoustic entertainment, became more fully entrenched
within a particularly modern array of commodity forms and relations. The
establishment of a spatial identity for radio and the institutionalization of
radio networks, the commercial possibilities offered to both radio and the
cinema by advertising, the relationship between mass media and both elite,
high-culture forms and politics—in short, the nature of what was meant by
“entertainment”—enacted in practice the discursive gap between technol-
ogy’s apparent utopian promise and commercial reality. Entertainment, as
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a meaningful category of social experience, became a site around which
various forces struggled to shape emerging media forms.

Commerce

In August 1926 at the New York premiere of the Vitaphone, and at vir-
tually every other subsequent Vitaphone premiere around the country,
Will Hays, president of the trade group the Motion Picture Producers and
Distributors of America (MPPDA), framed the technological innovation
in terms of service. In a sync-sound, direct-address short subject, Hays
predicted a future for sound films in which they would render “greater
and still greater service as the chief amusement of the majority of all
our people and the sole amusement of millions and millions, exercising
an immeasurable influence as a living, breathing thing on the ideas and
ideals, the customs and costumes, the hopes and the ambitions of count-
less men, women and children.”” Picking up the chant that linked tech-
nological innovation to the fulfillment of “musical democracy,” Hays as-
serted that “the motion picture is a most potent factor in the development
of a national appreciation of good music. Now that service will be ex-
tended as the Vitaphone shall carry symphony orchestrations to the town
halls of the hamlets.” Concluding his remarks, Hays declaimed, “It [the
Vitaphone] is another great service—and ‘Service is the supreme commit-
ment of life.””

The true measure of the Vitaphone’s innovation was the service it pro-
vided. Economies of scale and standardization became in the public’s in-
terest. The idea that the film industry provided consumers with a service
was already well established before the conversion to synchronous sound.
Trade publications directed in the first instance toward exhibitors stressed
the local identity of theaters and the service that they provided to a commu-
nity. For example, in December of 1926, Exhibitors Herald-World reminded
its readers: “But the theatre owner is after all a public servant. It is his duty
to serve his community according to its palate for entertainment, and his
personal interest—good receipts—is satisfied in direct proportion as he of-
fers an amusement menu that please his customers.”® At both a local and
a national level, the film industry, like all manufacturers and retailers of
goods in the consumer economy, sought to cultivate a public perception of
its efforts as the provision of a valuable service.
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One assertion regarding the sound film’s “immeasurable influence” that
was easily overlooked in Will Hays’s celebration of the Vitaphone played
a crucial role in the process of grafting new media onto commodity rela-
tions. While sound film could shape the “ideas and ideals” and even “the
hopes and the ambitions” of countless audience members, it would also
shape their “customs and costumes.” Sound media’s potential to shape the
purchasing patterns of U.S. consumers became a crucial site of contesta-
tion regarding the social roles played by, and economic relations govern-
ing, emergent acoustic media. Although Hays spoke specifically about the
synchronous-sound film, his remarks resonated with ongoing develop-
ments surrounding radio broadcasting. Media could and would become
increasingly central to the cultivation of a shared national imaginary, but
the importance of commerce to that imaginary had yet to be determined.
While the centrality of large corporate interests in the innovation of electri-
cal acoustics, the increasing concentration of media ownership amid tech-
nological innovation and change, and the ethos of federal regulation that
followed and reinforced corporate innovation rather than challenging it,
seemed to guarantee that media innovation would follow the logic of big
capital, the manner in which media would participate in and perpetuate
commercial culture was not a foregone conclusion.

Once electrical acoustics was conceptualized as a point-to-mass system
that distributed sound—in short, broadcasting—struggles over identity did
not subside but instead intensified. The overriding issues of this identity
struggle involved from whom and from where such transmitted sound
would originate and to whom it would be addressed. Three competing
identities conceptualized broadcasting spatially, and the diffusion of radio
throughout the 1920s and into the early 1930s became a process of nego-
tiation and shifting emphasis among these different spatial conceptions
of the broadcaster-audience relationship. Simultaneously viewed as a local
service, as the conqueror of distance, and as a national mode of address, ra-
dio broadcasting’s shifting identities affected radio programming, regula-
tion, industry economics, further research and development, and audience
listening habits.

Radio broadcasting’s identity as a local service hinged on the initial mas-
sive and geographically dispersed proliferation of radio transmitters. By the
end of 1922 the Department of Commerce had licensed over 500 stations
for broadcasting. Initial broadcasters included an eclectic array of com-
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mercial, nonprofit, and educational institutions as well as individuals. The
continuing and largely superfluous debate over the identity of the “first
official” broadcast station attests to the diverse identities and local nature
of the origins of radio broadcasting. While Westinghouse engineer Frank
Conrad is often cited as the first regular broadcaster (whose success in his
garage-originated broadcasts demonstrated to his employer that regularly
scheduled broadcasts could stimulate sales of radio equipment), other
contenders include a Detroit newspaper, Lee De Forest’s 1910 New York
broadcast of the Metropolitan Opera, the University of Wisconsin, or even
Reginald Fessenden’s Christmas Eve 1906 transmission of music over an
adapted wireless telegraph device.? Large electronics firms as well as local
electronics retailers and department stores, newspapers, colleges and uni-
versities, churches, local municipalities, and even wealthy individuals all
began broadcasting early in the 1920s. Initial regulatory assumptions gov-
erning U.S. radio policy acknowledged the local, spatially dispersed iden-
tity for broadcasting. The “ether” belonged to no one, or rather to everyone,
and initial regulatory principles required the Department of Commerce
to license for broadcast all those who applied. The local identity of radio
guaranteed a mix of programming every bit as eclectic as the operators
of broadcasting transmitters. Amateur musical performers shared the air-
waves with phonograph recordings, locally originated radio talks, and even
remote broadcasts from local entertainment venues or after-dinner oratory.
Radio defined as a local service also addressed diverse ethnic groups in
their own language.

In addition to its identity as a local service, radio broadcasting also was
conceptualized and experienced as the conquest of distance. When defined
as primarily the transmission of sounds across great distances, radio in-
volved a contrasting series of listening behaviors, programming content,
technological innovations, and consumers’ relationships to technology.
This identity for radio broadcasting addressed so-called DX listening, a con-
sumer practice and relationship to technology in which the radio receiver
as an artifact took precedence over the programming being transmitted.
Radio enthusiasts competed with geographic distance, with technical limi-
tations of radio components, and with each other in assembling a radio set
capable of capturing signals of distant origination. DX listening focused on
exploring the geographical limits of available technology, seeking to expand
those limits in an attempt to achieve ever greater distance in reception.



79
Making Sound Media Meaningful

Listening became a display of technological proficiency by home engineers
who designed, built, and perpetually rebuilt home radio receivers in an ef-
fort to log the signals of distant broadcasters. “Silent Nights,” the voluntary
suspension of broadcasting by local stations at prearranged times so as to
minimize interference and thereby enable local DXers unfettered access to
the signals of distant broadcasters, institutionalized radio’s identity as the
conquest of distance. Some municipalities continued these “Silent Nights”
at least into late 1925 as a ritualized survival of an earlier construction of
the consumer’s relationship to electrical-acoustic technology. DX enthusi-
asts actively lobbied radio stations through the radio press for established
standards of announcing that would frequently and clearly identify both a
station’s call letters and its location of transmission.™

During the initial years of broadcasting, the popular and the radio press
frequently contained accounts of the role played by radio in expeditions to
remote locales such as the Arctic or the Amazon, thereby rhetorically fore-
grounding radio’s scientific conquest of distance. These articles described
the ability of radio to maintain contact with explorers and even instructed
home listeners on how they might best capture the transmissions back to
civilization made by members of heroic expeditions. Radio defined as the
conquest of distance also informed promotional efforts to assert the social
value of broadcasting. Written accounts of radio progress throughout the
1920s frequently stressed the ability of broadcasting defined as a domestic
entertainment device to ease the isolation of farmers. Radio’s conquest of
distance provided information as well, and again the farmer was frequently
cited as enjoying the benefits of instantaneous price reports from distant
markets.”

Radio broadcasting conceptualized as a mode of national address pro-
vided a third, competing identity for the emerging medium. Early in the
1920s, as various commentators grappled with the question of what ra-
dio broadcasting could become, many identified the technology’s poten-
tial to address simultaneously large, geographically dispersed audiences.
Related to broadcasting defined as the conquest of distance, radio’s
identity as an instrument of national address imagined the medium as
a technological augmentation to citizenship, enabling the simultane-
ous presentation of information to the dispersed populace. Premised in
part on a view that broadcasting might be modeled on public address,
this view of the technology (in a powerful rhetorical move the effects of
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which continue to resonate today) collapsed listening with participation.
During deliberations about a major public policy issue, the president
and other leaders could take their case “directly” to the people, ideally
all the people. Radio, then, could create a more transparent and direct
manifestation of democracy by facilitating a politician’s ability to address
directly the citizenry.”

In addition to information, news, and political rhetoric of national sig-
nificance (or political rhetoric made significant simply by reaching large,
dispersed audiences), radio programming accompanying this identity
could also provide citizens with simultaneous “participation” in leisure and
entertainment. AT&T’s initial demonstrations of networked broadcasts in-
cluded not only events like the 1924 National Defense Test Day but also
prize fights. Broadcasting events of various kinds, from political conven-
tions to World Series games and boxing matches, demonstrated the poten-
tial for networked radio transmissions to promulgate a national mode of
address.”

Throughout the mid-1920s radio’s public identity shifted from a won-
drous scientific marvel to a more common, albeit not yet commonplace,
modern source of domestic entertainment. As radio was increasingly and
more pervasively incorporated into daily life, its identity as “the conquest
of distance” became rhetorically subsumed within broadcasting’s spatial
identity as a “national mode of address.” But the notion that radio offered
listeners “the conquest of distance” continued to inform a series of types
of broadcasting events, and advocates of network radio rhetorically framed
broadcasts of national sporting events, national political events (especially
presidential nominating conventions), and even live, networked remote
broadcasts (Hollywood premieres and musical performances) as the acous-
tic eclipse of space. The perception that broadcasting had technologically
collapsed the distance between a listener and an event became less central
rhetorically than the accompanying notion that such broadcasts simulta-
neously addressed and could thereby (re)constitute a geographically dis-
persed national public. While innovators still celebrated radio broadcast-
ing for its ability to bridge the space between an individual auditor and a
distant event, the link radio technologically forged between dispersed audi-
tors became even more central to popular presentations of radio’s identity.
Radio, claimed prominent promotional rhetoric, could offer a collective,
national experience.™4



181
Making Sound Media Meaningful

A national mode of address, however, also offered advertisers a national
audience of consumers. First through the institution of indirect sponsor-
ship (in which programming was linked only to the name of the sponsor as
a public benefactor), and then through direct advertising that overtly pro-
moted specific products, advertisers appropriated radio’s national mode of
address and deployed it at the service of an expanding consumer society.’
A medium that rhetorically promised to unite a nation of citizens inexo-
rably moved toward addressing a nation of consumers; a national mode
of address rhetorically aligned with political democracy could easily serve
so-called “consumer democracy.”*®

Federal regulations governing radio reinforced the commercial develop-
ments that privileged radio’s identity as primarily a national mode of address.
The formation of the Federal Radio Commission and its initial frequency al-
locations functioned conservatively to marginalize radio’s identity as a local
service and to reinforce the increasing prominence of national broadcasting.
When the FRC reorganized the broadcast spectrum in 1927, it allocated the
overwhelming majority of highly coveted clear-channel frequencies to affili-
ates of radio networks or broadcasters operating high-powered transmitters.
The remaining approximately 6oo broadcast stations shared frequencies
with nearby stations, thereby reducing their hours of operation, poten-
tial audience size, and commercial viability. A shared frequency limited
a broadcaster’s available funds for programming and for updating equip-
ment, insuring that such stations would operate at a comparative disadvan-
tage into the future. Ultimately, the FRC’s frequency allocations rhetorically
and practically aligned the public’s “interest, convenience and necessity”
with the transmission of commercially produced entertainment originating
from national entertainment centers and transmitted to geographically dis-
persed homes. Public service became aligned with commercially produced,
nationally known entertainment. Radio historian Jeff Land notes:

The great financial windfall that advertising brought to the major com-
mercial stations led to the consistent technical upgrading of radio stu-
dios. This in turn increased the production quality of the music and dra-
ma programs the chains could offer their affiliates. It is in this dialectic
between enhanced production quality and variety, underwritten by bur-
geoning commercial sponsorship, that the ideology of popular entertain-
ment as public service finds its grounding.”



182
Making Sound Media Meaningful

The principles underwriting the rhetoric of technical necessity and pub-
lic service embodied in FRC policy drew heavily, albeit selectively, on the
competing spatial metaphors commonplace in the early 1920s that initially
underwrote conceptualizations of broadcasting’s potential. High-powered
broadcast transmitters and radio networks facilitated the conquest of dis-
tance and guaranteed a national mode of address. FRC rhetoric frequently
invoked the remote citizen, spatially isolated in a rural area, and the ne-
cessity to ensure that such listeners received the same type and quality of
radio programming as did those living in metropolitan areas. Rather than
advocating and embodying the principles of local origination privileged in
earlier, competing models of radio (i.e., AT&T’s 1923 internal broadcasting
plan which viewed radio as primarily a local service), federal radio regula-
tions from 1927 on supported and reinforced radio conceptualized as a me-
dium of national unification achieved through a national mode of address.

By the end of the 1920s, the competing spatial metaphors that provided
potential identities for radio in the early 1920s had been successfully ar-
ranged into a hierarchy, and broadcasting was widely accepted as an in-
strument offering an acoustic national unification. The development of
a political economy of radio dominated by advertiser-supported program-
ming and network-affiliate distribution successfully combined two of the
original spatial metaphors used to make sense of broadcasting in the early
1920s. The system of network-affiliate relations offered both a national
mode of address and, in residual form, affiliates as providers of a local
service. Development of broadcasting scheduling conventions codified
the relationship between these two competing identities such that they
became overlapping and apparently complimentary instead of conflict-
ing. Network broadcasts claimed to offer dispersed listeners the “best” of
national entertainment and culture while retaining the local specificity
of community or regionally originated programming framed by a local
mode of address. This hierarchical, mixed mode of address also, of course,
served the interests of an ever-burgeoning consumer economy in which
both manufacturers of nationally known brand names and operators of
locally based retail outlets could address consumers each in their turn
throughout a broadcast day.

The resolution of radio’s three spatial identities according to a specific
hierarchy was driven by the overdetermined desire to deploy sound tech-
nology as a unifying apparatus—a desire to produce both a shared national
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imaginary and national networks of material practices (i.e., consumer
goods and their circulation). Radio broadcasting, when premised on a
model of dispersed local providers linked into a network by wired transmis-
sion, seemed to promise audiences a guarantee of quality programming—
the fulfillment of the “musical democracy” promised in announcements
of electrical sound technology—while simultaneously holding down the
costs faced by program providers. A local NBC affiliate, like the downtown
Woolworth's or Rexall, mediated between a national provider (of programs)
and geographically dispersed consumers. Such a model for broadcasters
(or retailers) seemed tailor-made as a communications medium that might
link the manufacturers of goods with consumers.

The consolidation of ownership within the film industry also appeared
to offer such a marketing model and a medium that could connect produc-
ers and consumers of all types of goods. National providers of cinema were
linked to consumers through a chain of widely dispersed local theaters,
the best of which were owned by the producers/distributors themselves.
It is not surprising then that, taking its cue from developments in radio,
the U.S. film industry explored in 1930-31 the possibility of commercial
sponsorship of films. The movie theater, like the ether and the home radio
receiver, might become a medium through which national manufacturers
of goods addressed widely dispersed consumers.

In the aftermath of technological change, increasing media consoli-
dation, and, importantly, the stock market crash of 1929, several of the
vertically integrated U.S. film companies experimented with the produc-
tion, distribution, and exhibition of commercially sponsored films. While
a system of advertiser sponsorship gained increased hegemony in the radio
industry, cinema explored the possibility of selling audiences’ attention to
advertisers by incorporating advertising and even sponsored films into the
entertainment program offered at local theaters. Short subjects, designed
to entertain as well as to promote nationally distributed products—much
like concurrent advertising on radio—contained varying degrees of overt
marketing. Called “cinemadvertising” by Time and “advertalkies” by Marsh
K. Powers, president of the Powers-House advertising agency, this new type
of short subject addressed audiences as consumers but also conceptualized
moviegoers as a kind of product: a captive audience whose attention might
be sold to advertising agencies and manufacturers of nationally distributed
goods.™ Sponsored films offered vertically integrated film companies a fur-
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ther supplement to their income (the production of short subjects could be
underwritten by advertisers, and they could be charged for the exhibition
of the films), and these films offered the manufacturers of nationally pro-
duced goods a new medium through which to address consumers. Unlike
radio, which could offer advertisers no guaranteed count of the audience
addressed, movie theaters could provide film sponsors an accurate assess-
ment of the audience for commercial messages.’?

By July of 1930, Paramount already had sponsored films in produc-
tion and Warner Bros. had organized a separate subsidiary, Warner Bros.
Industrial Pictures, Inc. (built around its acquisition of the Stanley Film
Advertising Company), with plans to be in full production by the fall of
that year.2° By distributing the sponsored films to the theaters they owned
or controlled, Paramount (with approximately 1,500 theaters) and Warner
Bros. (with about a thousand) could offer advertisers a “guaranteed circula-
tion” of their commercial messages. In an advertisement in Fortune maga-
zine, Warner Bros. promised potential sponsors an “audience of 5 million
people in the finest moving picture houses.”" According to Warner’s plan,
advertisers would pay $5 per thousand admissions, and they could opt for a
national release of their sponsored film or specify a particular territory (or
even individual theaters) so as to facilitate and coordinate tie-ups with local
retailers of their products.?> Paramount’s initial sponsored film release, “A
Jolt for General Germ,” an animated promotion of the disinfectant Lysol
and its germ-killing powers, was shown in some 1,200 Paramount theaters
and remained in distribution until it had reached a total box office of 5
million. For this guaranteed exposure to film audiences, Lehn & Fink paid
Paramount $25,000 (a rate of $5K per million viewers).?3

By March of 1931, a number of national manufacturers and advertis-
ing agencies had signed agreements with Paramount and Warner Bros.
for the production and exhibition of sponsored films. The Texas Company
collaborated with Paramount on cartoon comedies while Liggett and Mey-
ers promoted their brand of Chesterfield cigarettes with a series of shorts
called “Movie Memories,” which recycled footage from the first decades of
cinema. The advertising agency Lehn & Fink contracted with Paramount
on behalf of their clients Hinds Honey & Almond Dream and Pebeco
Tooth Paste. Paramount also had contracts for sponsored films with West-
inghouse while Warner Bros. had signed up the Lambert Pharmaceutical
Company for entertainment films promoting Listerine. Sponsored films
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were in production for the India Tea Company and retail chain A&P (their
initial release, “On the Slopes of the Andes,” promoted grocery sales via a
travelogue about coffee cultivation).?4 By early April of 1931, Business Week
reported that eight national advertisers had signed up for the production
and exhibition of sponsored films and that a total audience of at least 28
million people had already seen the films and “reacted favorably.”s Ac-
cording to Business Week, interest in the sponsored film experiment was
spreading, with RKO considering sponsored films and even informal talks
among the major studios about enlarging the distribution of the films by
screening them in each other’s theaters.2°

In some locales, advertising in local movie theaters had been a long-
standing practice. Thousands of theaters across the country had for years
supplemented their box office income by projecting illustrated slides pro-
moting local businesses. But such screen advertising remained represen-
tationally distinct from presentations of films, and local exhibitors retained
control of both the practice and all of the profits that it produced. Before
Paramount’s and Warner Bros.” nationally orchestrated sponsored film ex-
periment, overtly commercial films had intermittently appeared in some
U.S. theaters, but lacking access to the national distribution apparatus and
theater chains of the vertically integrated studios, producers of commercial
films had to settle for the irregular distribution they could arrange with
independent theaters owners or small local and regional chains. Automo-
bile manufacturers Studebaker and Graham-Paige, for example, were able
in 1929 to get their general sales films exhibited in local theaters.?” Such
intermittent and scattered use of sponsored sound films was a far cry from
the systematic approach proposed by two of the major studios in 1930.

In imagining sponsored films, Paramount, Warner Bros., and advertis-
ers could look to the success of the short subject “The Nation’s Market
Place,” a commercial film produced for the New York Stock Exchange, that
had already garnered substantial theatrical exhibition (3,500 showings to
an estimated audience of almost 2.2 million movie theatergoers).2 Several
major studios, particularly Fox, had previously released some propaganda
films in their theaters in the years following the industry’s collaboration
with the Creel Committee. In 1929, William Fox, in a desperate attempt to
maintain control of his company, took his case directly to film audiences
in a series of synchronous-sound short subjects imploring audiences to
purchase his company’s stock. While Fox’s appeal to moviegoers ultimately
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failed (he lost control of his company), the film industry as a whole was
more successful, through a series of short subjects, in attacking the institu-
tion of daylight savings time in California. Fox also released and nationally
distributed in its theaters a series of film shorts featuring “Mr. Courage and
Mr. Fear,” the point of which was to suggest, in the words of one account,
“that the present country-wide financial collapse was not due to overpro-
duction, the tariff, or European conditions. No, the collapse was merely a
matter of mind! With a little courage, according to Fox’s ‘Mr. Courage,’” we
all could start inflating the prosperity gas bag once again by simply buying
more goods.”29

The incorporation of such overt propaganda films into movie theater
programs suggested to the studios that the public might be ambivalent
about, if not actually accepting of, the presence of sponsored films in film
programs. Radio had also demonstrated that advertising could be success-
fully incorporated into entertainment, or rather, that consensual notions
of entertainment might be redefined so as to include commercial spon-
sorship. By centralizing production and distribution of commercial short
subjects, the studios could offer advertisers a systematic improvement over
both the previous haphazard exhibition of sponsored films and radio’s in-
ability to provide an accurate assessment of audience size. National theater
chains provided the ability to address audiences not as a local community
(as illustrated slides had done) but as a national body of consumers.3°

Period commentators and the studios themselves clearly viewed spon-
sored films in relation to radio advertising. Business Week, in an article
titled “Talkies Adopt Radio Methods in New Sponsored Programs,” sug-
gested that just as in radio programs, an announcement of a film’s sponsor
might appear only at the beginning and ending of the film. The film indus-
try journal Projection Engineering characterized such an indirect approach
as “courtesy” films, “analogous to radio programs presented by business
firms which are without reference to the company during the course of the
entertainment.”?' In the trade journal Advertising & Selling, Peter Andrews
used the language of radio to suggest that distribution of sponsored films
through the major Hollywood producing and distributing companies al-
lowed for “the entire country [to be] reached through a national hookup of
theaters” (emphasis added), and he further cautioned that too much adver-
tising could cause movie audiences to experience “a turn-the-dial reaction”
so that “a suppressed ‘shut off the station’ desire may blossom forth later
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in inclinations to shun the theater in which the advertising was seen.”3?
For both advertisers and much of the film industry, the solution to “turn-
the-dial reactions” resided in adopting the indirect approach of some radio
advertising:

The sponsored movies skillfully get around the human desire to receive
entertainment instead of advertising by following the radio broadcast-
ing method of sugar-coating advertising with thick layers of amusement.
Except for the title, “Sponsored by the makers of Chesterfields,” it would
be almost impossible to know that “Such Popularity” was an advertising
film. The continuity has nothing to do with cigarette advertising. The
advertising is more subtle; the film is supposed to promote the sale of
cigarettes by building up good will in the same unobtrusive manner that
radio advertising is supposed to do—and does!?

While radio advertising and sponsorship established an initial commercial
identity for an emergent medium, the introduction of sponsored films to
American cinema dramatically reimagined this medium’s existing identity.
Promoters of sponsored films advocated indirect advertising so as to mini-
mize the change that sponsored films meant for audiences.

Critics of sponsored films echoed much of the antiadvertising rhetoric
that surrounded radio, while defenders of the experiment countered with
equally familiar claims about “quality” entertainment. Carl Laemmle, pres-
ident of Universal studios, appealed to theater owners “not to prostitute
their screens to such pictures” and also urged producers/distributors to halt
the practice. Laemmle warned that it was “a serious mistake to figure that
because radio broadcasts contain advertising it is all right for the movies to
do it,” further warning that “in the long run it will degrade the movies and
earn an ill-will which will drive millions from attending the movies.”34 In
May of 1931, Nicholas Schenk informed theater managers within Loew’s/
MGM'’s chain that the company was actively fighting against the appear-
ance of sponsored films. “We are definitely opposed to commercializing
the screen,” Schenk wrote. “An advertisement on the screen forces itself
upon the spectator. He cannot escape it . . . yet he has paid his admittance
price of entertainment alone.” Schenk reassured managers in the Loew’s
chain that MGM was actively persuading other industry leaders and theater
operators to resist the incursion of sponsored films. “We are continuing
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these efforts to free the screen from anything but entertainment. We are
hopeful that the entire industry will take a stand against screen advertising
and not attempt to force our theatres into that field.”ss

W.D. Canaday, vice president of Lehn & Fink, one of the first adver-
tising agencies to aggressively pursue sponsored films, countered that
these films’ “advertising purpose has been completely subordinated to
the requirements for a strictly entertaining feature” and besides, Canaday
continued, movie audiences were already accustomed to ten minutes of
“poorly presented or uninteresting” coming attractions, themselves blatant
advertisements.3® Canaday and other ad agency representatives sought to
frame sponsored films as an entertaining supplement to any film program,
arguing with a certain familiar tautology that if the amount of advertising
in the films caused audience rebellion, ad agencies would simply make the
films even more entertaining and less overtly commercial.

In publicly discussing sponsored films, advertisers often went to some
lengths to identify certain self-imposed limits on both the types of sponsored
films to be produced and their incorporation into larger media campaigns.
Lehn & Fink cautioned local retailers to avoid overt references to “A Jolt for
General Germ” in point-of-sale or shop window displays lest consumers
recognize the commercial goals of the film and feel resentment. Instead
local Lysol retailers were instructed to prominently display the product pro-
moted in the film a week before, and a week after, the sponsored film’s
run at their local theater. The short subject’s “entertainment”—conform-
ing to the conventions of the animated film and produced, in fact, by the
Fleischer studio—would create brand awareness that the prominent visible
display of the product could exploit without undermining the film’s inte-
gration into an entertainment medium.3”

This indirect approach seems to have found favor in the motion picture
trade press. Sponsored films were reviewed like any other short subject
although the reviews indicate that the comparative absence of overt adver-
tising became a crucial criterion of evaluation. In its review of Paramount’s
“Hurry, Doctor!” the Motion Picture Herald noted: “Although this is a com-
mercial short, it is so handled that theatre patrons won't resent its appear-
ance on the program. It shows Texaco Oil, which it advertises, coming to
the aid of a ‘sick’ car, which shivers and cuts up in amusing fashion. The
product is only mentioned three times, but unobtrusively enough so as not
to disturb the entertainment value of the subject.”3® Less than a month ear-
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lier, a second Paramount release, “Suited to a T,” received a harsher judg-
ment: “Here is a good example of altogether too much advertising in a
commercial short. There is little originality in the cartoon, and everything
is subordinate to the India Tea company advertising, even to the accompa-
nying dialogue. There is no question from the opening shot just what is the
purpose and idea of the animated. It may pass in certain situations where
the patrons are not too particular about looking at straight advertising in
their short fare at the theatre.”39 The motion picture trade press, studios
like Paramount and Warner Bros., advertising agencies and manufacturers
collaborated to introduce sponsored films into American cinemas by con-
forming to the initial pattern of radio advertising and limiting the degree to
which the films themselves flaunted their rhetorical purpose.

At more candid moments, however, the advertising industry voiced less
commitment to the integrity of film entertainment and acknowledged that,
much as they had done and were doing with radio, advertisers would test
the limits of audience tolerance of an overt commercial address. In Advertis-
ing & Selling, Peter Andrews wrote: “Thus, advertising is inserted cautiously,
at first only at the beginning and the end of the picture, and in some cases
only at the end. If audience attitude is thought approving, more advertising
is kneaded into the picture until a saturation point of advertising insertion
is noted.”4° Some anecdotal evidence, widely circulated in the period, sug-
gested that film audiences were generally receptive to sponsored films. In
1931, Darwin Teilhet reported that an advertising agency polling audiences
after they had seen a sponsored film found only 18 of 191 audience mem-
bers had an unfavorable reaction to the inclusion of an advertising film
in their evening’s entertainment.4' If commercial sponsorship could prove
acceptable for radio and film entertainment, some advertisers saw virtually
no end to how pervasive such sponsorship might become. In an article that
uncannily describes the contemporary pervasiveness of brands, Marsh K.
Powers wrote,

If, as now seems possible, the continued popularity of sponsored en-
tertainment, whether on the screen or on the air, is contingent upon
repressing the sponsor’s message to the briefest of poster copy, and if,
under this limitation, it still proves itself a sales stimulant, then a sales-
and-advertising principle has been established that must inevitably be
applied in the widest variety of ways. The “commercial sponsor” will
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flourish like a green bay tree and the high rewards in sales volume will
accrue to those sponsors who best foretell the temper of the public mind
and, as a result, undertake those services for which the public will be
most deeply grateful 4>

Powers predicted a future in which commercial sponsorship might under-
write major league baseball (the Canada Drys vs. the Lucky Strikes), book
publishing (with print ads on book jackets, flyleaves, and center-spreads),
and even Broadway plays (Ethel Barrymore’s new play “sponsored by The
Austin Aircraft Corporation, builders of the famous Midget Aerocoupe, or-
chestra seats $1.00”).43

While such pervasiveness of advertising, commercial sponsorship, and
brands did not immediately flourish, in at least one notable instance an
advertisement became itself a commodity. In January of 1931, music pub-
lisher Leo Feist, Inc., aggressively linked the publication and promotion of
a new song to Chesterfield cigarettes. Called “They Satisfy” (the slogan for
the Chesterfield brand), the fox trot was written by Gus Kahn and Carmen
Lombardo. Appearing in Feist’s advertisements alongside songs from the
Goldwyn films Whoopee (featuring Eddie Cantor) and One Heavenly Night,
“They Satisfy” was also promoted nationally through advertising for both
the song and the cigarettes in seventeen newspapers and the magazines
American Weekly and Saturday Evening Post.44 While theme songs had for
some time provided cross-promotion opportunities for film, music publish-
ers, and phonograph companies, the Feist song aggressively expanded the
principle to link entertainment commodities with other products within a
commercial public sphere.

Despite Powers’ prescience in describing contemporary branding at the
turn of our century, existing historical accounts correctly identify cinema’s
adoption of direct advertising as a short-lived practice. Period accounts of
the eclipse of sponsored films did not, however, attribute it to audience re-
bellion or even to the grumbling of independent theater owners or produc-
ers like Carl Laemmle. Instead, the print media (apparently seeing another
threat to their advertising revenues) were credited with ending the film
industry’s sponsored film experiment by threatening to limit coverage of
Hollywood and thereby curtailing a long-standing source of free publicity
for the industry.#5 But the speed with which this practice was eclipsed in no
way diminishes its importance as a symptom of struggles to determine me-
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dia identity and the convergence of distinct media forms in the aftermath
of technological change.

While on the surface sponsored films threatened to undermine the rhe-
torical assertions of service forwarded by the film industry and they ap-
peared to challenge prevailing notions of entertainment, the experiment
actually conformed to a logic of media “networks” and their relationship to
commerce that was fast becoming the status quo within the radio indus-
try. Broadcasters’ success in defining the medium in a particular way—as
advertising-supported, as a system of national program providers linked to
listeners through a chain of local stations—validated the potential for cin-
ema to adopt a new, supplementary identity and economic model. Because
of the increasing concentration of ownership in the film industry (both
prior to and exacerbated by the conversion to sound), major vertically inte-
grated film companies could imagine themselves according to a chainstore
model (similar to that of radio). Consolidation offered not only economies
of scale but also a more fully integrated position in consumer culture. Exist-
ing links between cinema and the producers of consumer goods could be
made more systematic and more profitable through media consolidation
and a gradual redefinition of the nature of the “service” cinema provided.
Radio was successfully undermining conceptual boundaries between en-
tertainment and commerce through a particular mediation between the
national and the local. Cinema too would contribute to this process in the
1930s and beyond. For the short term, however, that process did not in-
clude the incorporation of direct advertising into the film program.4®

Cinema’s relationship to advertisers of consumer products and its role
in a larger consumer culture shifted slightly with the end of the sponsored
film experiment. Systematic efforts to display consumer goods within the
mise-en-scéne of feature films linked manufacturers, advertising agencies,
and film producers in temporary partnerships that connected film and
filmgoing with other commodities and consumer purchases through both
national and local tie-ins. Although not without their critics, these practices
drew slightly less attention than sponsored films. Having failed to apply
the direct advertising of commercial sponsorship for radio, film producers
settled for a cinema-specific version of radio’s indirect advertising.

Reports in 1933 indicated that several studios actively solicited recogniz-
able, nationally distributed products from manufacturers for use as props
in the production of feature films.47 One account described a preproduc-



192
Making Sound Media Meaningful

tion process at Columbia Pictures in which scripts were analyzed and a
list compiled of every opportunity to feature in the film’s mise-en-scéne a
recognizable product. Columbia then solicited the participation of advertis-
ing agencies in obtaining the products.4® In September 1934, S. Charles
Einfeld, head of advertising for Warner Bros., acknowledged in the journal
Sales Management the creation of a special department within the studio
to solicit the participation of national advertisers in tie-ups with its feature
films.49 The studio’s systematic approach to cross-promotion sought to
regularize the practice, to rationalize film’s relationship to other consumer
products through particular articulations of a relationship between the na-
tional and the local.

Warner Bros.” collaboration with Quaker Oats to promote the Joe E.
Brown comedy Six Day Bike Rider exemplifies the process that linked films
to consumer goods in coordinated national and local campaigns. Before
the film’s release, Quaker Oats ran a national newspaper campaign orga-
nizing “Joe E. Brown Bike Clubs” for children in cities with a local Warner
theater. The cereal manufacturer then gave away bicycles to children who
submitted two box tops and a short essay on “Why my mother makes me
eat Quaker Oats,” guaranteeing that at least one child in each bike club
was a winner. Allowing local cooperation between theater managers and
grocers, the bike clubs as well as the provision of point-of-sale advertising
materials (including life-size color cutouts of Joe E. Brown) systematized
local versions of a simultaneous national print advertising campaign that
linked the film with Quaker Oats.5°

Hollywood’s intensified and more systematic approach to product tie-
ins formalized a spatial conception of consumer society much like that of
radio’s networked relationships between national broadcasters/advertisers
and local transmitters/consumers. Not surprisingly, the film industry, via
its spokesman Will Hays, framed these commercial relations as providing
a valuable public service to both American consumers and American in-
dustry. In an article published in Good Housekeeping, Hays argued for the
positive influence of motion pictures on American life. Suggesting a link
between the successful struggle for women'’s suffrage and film depictions
of “the abilities, talents, and importance of woman,” Hays told his predom-
inantly female readers that motion pictures often played a role in shaping
public attitudes and perceptions.s' Cinema’s contribution to the growth of
U.S. political culture was, Hays suggested, surpassed by a more practical
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contribution to the daily lived experience of women. The motion picture
contributed to “freeing woman from sheer drudgery” by depicting and
popularizing a series of new, efficient, labor-saving devices for the home.
“Fifteen years or so ago the motion picture began showing kitchens where
power and its devices were in use—always, of course, as incidental to some
story. In pictures orderly and effective home-keeping equipment for sweep-
ing, scrubbing, washing, stirring, mixing, sewing made their appearance,
and gradually it became plain that these things freed woman from enervat-
ing toil” (45). The movies, then, had provided a valuable public service by
promoting domestic consumption.

Hays’s rhetorical purpose in the Good Housekeeping article clearly in-
volved an attempt to address common criticisms of the film industry at the
time. The article took on such volatile contemporary subjects as gangster
films, the movies’ role in the lives of children, lapses in taste evident in
some Hollywood advertising, and even the industry’s vertical integration
and concentration of ownership. But Hays’s defense of the film industry
emphasized the sound film’s contribution to the development of a shared
national culture that was articulated, perpetuated, and nurtured by the con-
sumption of consumer goods. Hays suggested that the cinema’s contribu-
tion to a shared national imaginary—expressed and experienced through
consumption—was most dramatically illustrated by changes in the lives
and habits of rural Americans. “One need not go far back in memory to
recall when the rural dweller was easily and amusedly distinguishable be-
cause of crudity in dress and manner. Today there are few ‘rubes’ because
there are so few areas not reached by the cinema. The result has been a
definite socialization of the hinterland, through gradually absorbed knowl-
edge and opportunity to draw comparisons” (130). Hays’s presentation of
the cinema’s service to the nation echoed and reinforced advertising agency
perspectives on film’s power to shape consumer purchases. “The motor car
took the farm people to the picture show, and automatically there followed
appreciation of tools and civilization’s progress. Safety razors were accom-
panied to the farm by the electric light, bottled gas for cooking, mechanical
refrigeration, radio, custom-made clothing, and other features of a well-
ordered life. In the language of the advertising expert, the motion picture
created considerable consumer demand” (130). The indirect consumer
address of product placement in films fueled the “social revolution” that
swept through small towns and farms. Rural modernization, embodied in
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the consumption of a range of nationally produced goods, directly resulted
from film’s ability to shape consumer attitudes. “Printed or spoken sales
argument may be resisted,” Hays argued, “but specific illustration, un-
obtrusively, continually presented, imperceptibly produces a longing that
finds expression in purchase” (130).

Emerging media in the 19205 and early 1930s took on meaning in re-
lation to both a larger consumer culture and a long-standing perception
that media’s proper function might be to unify the nation. “So the motion
picture, powerfully aided by radio, has helped tremendously to rebuild ru-
ral America during the last twenty years,” Hays declared. “In its new vocal
form it is beginning to affect our speech variations, tending to produce
something closer to a national unity of language” (131). Emergent sound
media helped to constitute a “shared national imaginary,” largely and in-
creasingly dominated by commercial interests. Through radio sponsor-
ship, first sponsored films and then an intensification of product place-
ment and tie-ins, broadcasting and film industries addressed audiences
not only as consumers of entertainment media but also as citizens of a
larger consumer culture.

This commercial mode of address was not, however, without its critics.
Bruce Lenthall traces two critical responses to precisely this development
in terms of radio. Critics focusing on “mass culture” decried the shared cul-
ture promulgated by radio (and, I'd argue, other now-related media forms)
for its uniformity, its stasis, and its debased quality. A different group of
critics attacked the political economy of emergent media that made pos-
sible such dreams of a shared culture: concentration of media ownership,
oligopolistic media corporations, for-profit mass media, and media gov-
erned by the market to the exclusion of other possible values. These critics
astutely attacked the degree to which the radio loudspeaker had become
a mouthpiece for the interests of capital.5* (See fig. 4.2.) Advertisers and
commercial entertainment industries invoked the rhetoric of “service” to
inoculate their audiences against both of these critical perspectives. It pro-
vided a rhetorical shield against a critique of the concentration of media
ownership, and it also sought to reassure audiences that entertainment
media conglomerates would not, indeed could not, participate in a cultural
debasement since they functioned only to serve the consuming public.

Successfully masking for-profit activities as serving the public interest,
this rhetoric sought to portray all broadcast programming as “educational”



and posited the free market as a guarantor of democratic values. Like Will
Hays introducing the Vitaphone in 1926, CBS president William Paley—
in 1934 testimony before the Federal Communications Commission that
was also widely circulated in pamphlet form—stressed the service corpo-
rate media provided to audiences and to the culture as a whole. Through
a series of adroit rhetorical moves, Paley argued that the only way to fulfill
radio’s potential as a tool of education lay down the path of commercial,
for-profit programming. “Because radio is a sound business enterprise,”
Paley claimed, “it is able to make, and actually does make, such a continu-
ously effective contribution toward our nation’s cultural development.”s3 In
addressing the educational potential of radio, Paley posited an “American
sense” of education in opposition to an elitist, European, old-world “aristo-
cratic educational system.” From this practical American perspective, “all
broadcasts which tend to develop in our nation a unity of national sense
and feeling may be considered to have an important educational value,
whatever their subject.”s* Through this opposition, Paley and commercial
radio could collapse the distinction between entertainment and edification,
indeed claiming that “the criterion of success in such educational pro-
grams [is] a presentation so dramatic that the listener could distinguish
it from pure entertainment only with difficulty.”>> Thus, CBS’s rhetoric of
service to the nation short-circuited a discussion that pitted culture versus
commerce, insisting instead that the “sound business enterprise” of com-
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mercial radio would foster a democratic culture in which the marketplace
determined what may or may not be of “important educational value.” The
market, according to Paley, could by definition only function at the service
of the greater cultural good. Indeed, from Paley’s perspective the commer-
cial marketplace was the only “democratic” means of guaranteeing that ra-
dio would fulfill its regulatory mandate and serve the public’s “interest,
convenience and necessity.”

The economic model of “chains” as a networked articulation linking the
local with the national (whether embodied in broadcasting or film theaters)
provided the structural possibility of a shared acoustic imaginary. Listening
could become participation in a shared culture. But the process of mapping
sound technology onto U.S. society did not stop here. Emerging media
conglomerates, as part of their rhetoric of service, also grappled with com-
peting visions of a less overtly commercialized culture. The utopian prom-
ises used to announce technological innovation still clung to sound media
despite those media’s susceptibility to a predominantly commercial mode
of address. Acoustic media forms might deliver on some of the grandiose
promises of cultural uplift and participatory democracy. While emerging
media were being successfully mapped onto and were themselves exac-
erbating a commercial public sphere, simultaneous struggles sought to
determine sound technology’s relationship to cultural and political public
spheres.

Culture

In her study of culture as an idea during the first half of the twentieth
century, Susan Hegeman argues that, during the 1930s, ideas about and
experiences of “culture” were often articulated in spatial terms. Hegeman
attributes this, in part, to “the complex relationship between modernism
as a practice and the experience of modernity itself. This experience,”
Hegeman continues, “rather than reflecting a seamless parade of jazz, cars,
and steel, is, rather, marked by a perception of uneven development, and
even friction, between those sites of modernization’s greatest impact and
the places that it touched less completely.”s® Although Hegeman describes
a slightly later period, this perception of uneven development underwrote
the grafting of emerging sound media onto social relations. Rhetorical con-
structions of radio broadcasting as, first, the conquest of distance and, later,
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as an instrument of national unification, as well as the film industry’s sug-
gestion that motion pictures had brought the benefits of modernization
and consumer culture to the hinterlands, claimed that sound media might
redress the uneven development characteristic of modernity. In a spatial
conception of the nation that consisted of centers and a vast periphery,
emerging instruments of mass media could function powerfully to bridge
that gap, linking in thought, habit, practice, and culture a vast nation that
had been unevenly experiencing dramatic change. While several of the
New Deal’s programs would begin to address at the level of infrastructure
the symptoms of uneven development (the TVA and rural electrification
among others), emerging sound media from the start took up where the
phonograph had left off and promised a national unification at the level of
access to culture.

Hegeman notes that some voices of what she calls the urban elite openly
expressed disdain for the hinterlands (Mencken on the “booboisie” and
his reference to the South and Midwest as the “Sahara of the Bozarts” or
Harold Ross’s declaration that the New Yorker was “not for the old lady in
Dubuque”).5” But other voices within the larger culture industry actively
sought to adapt their products to a perceived notion of the culturally dif-
ferent, often idealized, Midwesterner. Motion picture trade publications
asked, “but will it play in Peroia?” and film historian Henry Jenkins has de-
scribed how, with the conversion to sound and an attempt to adapt to a na-
tional audience, Eddie Cantor underwent a “desemitization.”s® The culture
industry (including advertisers) used the new media of sound to actively
adopt the role of mediators, bridging a perceived cultural gap that sepa-
rated urban centers from the margins. When differences in taste and in
culture are understood spatially, when the gap between “high” and “low,”
or even between “high” and “middlebrow” is understood in relation to the
physical distance between consumers and centers of cultural production,
then mass media that promise to eclipse space take on particular saliency
as instruments of unification. A popular song, massively and more or less
instantaneously available over the radio, on phonograph recordings, and in
a film, drastically raises the stakes for those concerned with the deleterious
effects of “low” cultural forms even as these media also provide a potential
instrument of cultural uplift and edification. The new media conglomer-
ates of the late 1920s and early 1930s navigated a precarious path between
maximizing profits through the dissemination of standardized entertain-
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ment products and rhetorically positioning themselves as responsible cor-
porate citizens who provided a service to the nation by promulgating el-
evated cultural standards.

Like the mechanical phonograph before it, the introduction of electrical
sound technology seemed to offer the instrumental fulfillment of a longed-
for “musical democracy.” Assertions regarding the cultural significance of
new sound media reconfigured the spatial binary national:local as urban:
rural, and new media seemed to promise to bring the best of the city and
its elite cultural forms to the hinterlands. As has been noted, the farmer
became a crucial rhetorical figure in the initial debates about radio that
claimed the medium’s identity resided in its capacity to conquer distance.
In a discursive construction that directly echoed earlier efforts to redefine
the domestic phonograph as a musical instrument, many radio advocates
highlighted broadcasting’s ability to end rural isolation. Long nights on the
farm—particularly in the winter—might soon be accompanied by the up-
lifting sounds of urban symphonies and operas, or by edifying talks featur-
ing the nation’s great speakers. Radio networks like NBC and CBS consoli-
dated their power by seeming to provide the best in national programming
to geographically isolated populations.’9 Not surprisingly, the U.S. film
industry followed the rhetorical trail blazed by advocates of both the pho-
nograph and the radio, arguing that the conversion to synchronous sound
provided previously unimagined possibilities for the broad dissemination
of culture. The centralization of sound production and the technological
standardization of musical accompaniment practices would not only put an
end once and for all to local, substandard musical performances in movie
theaters but also allow even the most rural of filmgoers consistent access to
the best orchestral and vocal performances in the land.

But if sound technology enabled the broad dissemination of high culture
from urban centers to rural margins, it also threatened to spread broadly
the perceived decadent and debased qualities of some urban culture. Emer-
gent sound media and their increasing importance in American life exacer-
bated preexisting anxieties about the degradation of some popular culture
forms. While the United States’ musical elites initially embraced radio as
an instrument of cultural uplift, seeing in the medium a capacity to foster
the growth of musical appreciation for the classics, they soon attacked ra-
dio for its promotion of base and degrading musical culture.®® Radio be-
came a primary site around which was waged a battle over the cultural
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merits of different types of music, but this battle resonated across a variety
of sound media. For every argument stressing the utopian possibilities of
sound media, counterarguments seemed to warn against dire dystopian
developments. Radio or the sound film might widely disseminate the best
of a cultural heritage, or even improve the average American’s use of lan-
guage, but acoustic media also “threatened” to introduce and even valorize
movie slang and thereby corrupt the national tongue.

Frank Biocca notes that during the early period of radio broadcasts,
spokesmen for musical elites attributed to radio broadcasts of classical mu-
sic a “triumph over jazz”®" But while classical music received more air time
than popular music up through the beginning of regular network broad-
casts in the 1926-27 season, by 1930 “‘light’ and ‘variety’ music programs
dominated the airwaves with a ratio of almost 2 to 1 in air time over classi-
cal music.”®> This development refueled dire pronouncements regarding
the deleterious effects of jazz, echoing many of the antijazz sentiments
from the 1920s. On the pages of newspapers and journals, advocates of
classical music and elite high culture railed against the acoustic corruption
of U.S. culture. The expansion of radio and the sound film lent a greater
urgency to their warnings. Emergent acoustic media thus became a site on
which was waged an old battle regarding sound, cultural legitimacy, and
the relationships between commerce and culture.®

Lawrence Levine has argued that jazz and Culture—as labels—took
on meaning in an antithetical relation to each other. The emergence of
jazz, Levine writes, “as a distinct music in the larger culture paralleled
the emergence of a hierarchical concept of Culture with its many neat
but never precisely defined adjectival boxes and categories.”®4 Perhaps
no sound practice from the early electrical era generated more scorn than
so-called “jazzing the classics.” It became a rhetorical touchstone for dire
warnings regarding sound technology’s threat to cultural standards and
good taste. Debates about jazz and its relationship to culture coincided
with the earliest developments of radio and the sound film.% Two events,
reported in a radio publication, illustrate some of the preexisting anxi-
eties surrounding jazz and culture that were exacerbated by emerging
sound media. In May 1925, Radio Broadcast columnist Jennie Irene Mix
published a brief note on the lawsuit filed by a Spokane music teacher
seeking $10,000 in damages from the leader of a local jazz orchestra.®®
The suit alleged that the practice of so-called “jazzing the classics” consti-
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tuted a crisis in that “the public has received a perverted idea of classical
music, insofar that children may no longer desire a musical education.”
Characterizing “jazzing the classics” as “the greatest outrage perpetrated
by jazz orchestras,” Mix concluded, “Would that Mr. Woodward might
win ten times ten thousand dollars!” In the same column, Mix revisited
an earlier report that, on Christmas Eve, several readers of Radio Broad-
cast had heard “Silent Night” “jazzed” over the airwaves of station WTAM
in Cleveland.®” Admitting that she had not heard this “sacrilege,” Mix
reported with pleasure that apparently WTAM was not the culprit and
reprinted the carefully worded, emphatic denial by station manager S.E.
Baldwin. While Radio Broadcast effectively absolved WTAM of guilt in the
matter, the fact that some station, somewhere, had on Christmas Eve in-
deed broadcast a jazz version of the hymn was left unquestioned. “Prob-
ably a number of people heard more than one station at that hour,” Mix
concluded. “[This is] the leading fault of radio at present.” The Spokane
lawsuit and the broadcast of a jazz rendition of a Christmas hymn il-
lustrate that emerging sound media not only promised edification and
uplift but also potentially exacerbated what was perceived as an ongoing
debasement of cultural values.

Perhaps the antithesis of so-called “jazzing the classics” was the trans-
mission via emerging sound media of the operatic canon. Warner Bros.’
initial Vitaphone short subjects included a significant number of record-
ings by opera performers. In fact, the premiere Vitaphone program accom-
panying Don Juan in August 1926 included shorts by Metropolitan Opera
stars Giovanni Martinelli (a selection from I Pagliacci) and Marion Talley (a
selection from Rigoletto).®® Lending prestige to the technology itself, to the
studio, and to any theater that showed them, these opera short subjects and
other recordings of culturally valorized performers built on and reinforced
consensual notions of high culture. Like the importance of Caruso and
grand opera recordings to the redefinition of the phonograph as a domestic
musical instrument, these Vitaphone short subjects drew upon the preex-
isting prestige associated with both opera as a performance genre and its
existing star system. Many of the performers in the Vitaphone shorts prior
to the summer of 1927 would have been recognizable to U.S. audiences,
if not from their phonograph recordings then from their appearances in
Victor’s prominent national advertising campaigns. Besides Martinelli and
Talley, Anna Case, Frances Alda, Ernestine Schumann-Heink, Benjamino
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Gigli, and Giuseppe De Luca joined myriad concert performers, including
Mischa Elman and Efrem Zimbalist, in performing for the Vitaphone.

Warner Bros. also followed the phonograph’s lead by including in its Vi-
taphone opera films explanatory information that narrativized musical per-
formances. Title cards provided “libretto” information in the same way that
Victor’s publication of The Victrola Book of the Opera or printed information
on the backs of phonograph recordings sought during the "teens and early
twenties to structure the experience of listeners as an edifying entertain-
ment. By late 1929 and early 1930, however, such libretto information or
other framing material began to disappear from Vitaphone’s recorded pre-
sentations. Musical performances were left to stand alone, decontextual-
ized, as it were, from the narrative and performance text in which they
originated.

Relatively quickly, Warner Bros. developed a system of labeling all its
Vitaphone performance recordings, categorizing them according to genre
designations (Comedy, Drama, Male Vocal, Opera, “Flash,” etc.). Such cat-
egorizations also became a way for exhibitors to select from Warner’s grow-
ing catalog of short subjects the types of entertainment suitable to a given
program or venue.®9 Coincident with the inauguration of this system of la-
beling, the number of releases designated as “opera” recordings rapidly de-
clined, and soon even Vitaphone exclusive artist Giovanni Martinelli’s per-
formances were designated as “Male Vocal.” This shift involved more than
simply generic labeling. Martinelli’s Vitaphone performances after April
1930 less frequently reproduced the operatic canon and instead shifted to-
ward concert performances, often sung in English. For Vitaphone release
no. 1162 (recorded February 1931), Giovanni Martinelli in “The Ship’s
Concert,” the catalog copy announced: “The famous opera star emerges
for the first time from the field of grand opera to that of lighter music
and he sings in English.”7° Subsequent releases—such as Vitaphone no.
1174 (semiclassical ballads, in English, recorded December 1930); no. 1213
(“popular Italian songs,” recorded February 1931); no. 1226, “The Trouba-
dour” (“popular semi-classical Spanish songs” accompanied by dancers,
recorded May 1931); no. 1245, “Giovanni Martinelli in Gypsy Caravan” (set
in a Gypsy camp with songs in English, Russian, and Hungarian, recorded
April 1931)—appear designed to broaden the popular appeal of Martinelli
beyond the narrowly defined audience of opera lovers. Catalog copy for the
latter addressed perceptions of the limited appeal of high culture, remind-
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ing exhibitors that, “One does not have to be a lover of classical music to be
able to appreciate this beautifully produced short.”7* Although still deemed
popular enough by Warner Bros. to warrant appearances in short subjects,
Martinelli and his Vitaphone repertoire had shifted. By release no. 1245 in
May 1931, much of the high-culture tone characteristic of the short subjects
accompanying Don Juan had disappeared from the Vitaphone repertoire.

Warner Bros.” presentation of opera to U.S. film audiences was a com-
paratively short-lived phenomenon. Charles Wolfe suggests that when Vita-
phone relocated its recording facilities from New York to Los Angeles in the
summer of 1927, opera stars refused to travel to California to record, but
even when East Coast production resumed, traditionally identified “high
culture” remained relatively absent from Vitaphone’s releases.” The initial
prevalence and then relatively rapid disappearance of the operatic canon
from Vitaphone’s releases attest to a degree of indecision as to the nature
of sound film entertainment. Vitaphone took, in part, its sense of the re-
corded repertoire from the phonograph industry and, like the previous
technology, used operatic performances to add prestige to the sound film
while also implicitly forwarding fidelity claims and temporarily embodying
in the recorded commodity some of the rhetorical promises that had been
used to announce technological change. Opera short subjects could enact
the rhetorical promises of “musical democracy” by making nationally avail-
able the greatest vocal artists, regardless of community size and location.
The presence of opera in a local film program not only addressed opera lov-
ers in a particular community but also, by applying a patina of high culture
to this emergent acoustic media form, implicitly asserted to the commu-
nity at large the social benefits of technological change. In recording opera
performances, Warner Bros. followed a path already paved by the phono-
graph—particularly the Victrola—asserting that sound reproduction of-
fered substantial social benefits. Ultimately, Warner Bros.” Vitaphone opera
shorts might best be understood in a manner analogous to Victor’s admis-
sion to the phonograph trade in 1905 that while profits resided in popular
recordings, “there is good advertising in Grand Opera.””3 Wolfe concludes
that rather than collapsing the boundary between urban and rural as the
rhetoric of “musical democracy” promised, Vitaphone’s opera shorts might
well have reinforced it. “Opera shorts thus may have been targeted for ur-
ban markets, where an enthusiastic audience for these vocal performances
encompassed ethnic areas as well as the cultural ‘elite.” From this perspec-
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tive, the divide between opera and ‘popular’ music appears less a function
of class stratification than of urban-regional boundaries.””4 Warner Bros.’
comparatively short-lived production of opera shorts might then also be
understood as a response to perceived uneven “cultural development”—a
response somewhat at odds with the commercial goal of standardized en-
tertainment products.

A closer look at the developing Vitaphone repertoire and the release
strategies of Warner Bros.” short subjects suggests that after a period of
what might be understood as experimentation drawing on the preexisting
success of the phonograph, Warner Bros. quickly moved to standardize the
production of short subjects and to emphasize more popular rather than
elite entertainment forms. The earliest Vitaphone shorts were character-
ized by a tremendous variety in the recorded repertoire and by a significant
amount of titles presenting opera, concert, and symphonic performances.
The Vitaphone release catalog’s chronological listing of short subjects sug-
gests that the marked decrease if not outright eclipse of opera films coin-
cided with a move toward greater standardization of Vitaphone’s produc-
tion through the release of a specially marked series of short subjects. While
the recorded repertoire still included tremendous variety (animal acts, play-
lets, musical performances, drag acts), that variety mimicked the vaude-
ville bill rather than the concert hall. Vitaphone’s recorded repertoire was
first managed by the institution of categorization to aid theater owners in
constructing a balanced program and then further regularized through the
inauguration of series like the 12-part “Adventures in Africa” travelogue,
Bobby Jones in “How I Play Golf” (also twelve parts with cameos by War-
ner Bros. stars), CBS announcer Ted Husing in “Sportslants,” syndicated
newspaper cartoonist Robert L. Ripley in “Believe It or Not,” and, of course,
the Looney Tunes animated series.”s

Within the commercial cultural sphere, jazz and other popular forms
would largely triumph over symphonic music and opera, as was the case
with Vitaphone’s short subjects, but U.S. acoustic culture also often sug-
gested a possible synthesis of what were elsewhere seen as inevitably con-
flicting musical forms. As radio and the sound film became incorporated
within a broader political economy of media, they seemed to promise a
resolution to cultural clashes. Such a synthesis, initially enacted in vari-
ety radio programming or the short-lived cycle of Hollywood revue films
that mimicked radio broadcasts, serially combined high culture and more
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popular performance styles. This combination of elite and popular forms
would be eventually codified and regulated during a broadcast schedule
largely through the distinction between sponsored and sustaining radio
programs. Sponsors predominantly offered consumers the popular while
radio networks picked up the banner of culture through high-profile sus-
taining programs designed to do as much for network radio’s reputation as
it did for the cultural enlightenment of radio listeners.”®

While Jennie Irene Mix’s Radio Broadcast column of 1925 concisely indi-
cated the cultural crisis surrounding and exacerbated by emerging acoustic
media, it also included the solution, or rather, a particular solution that ul-
timately served the interests of forces seeking to consolidate the U.S. radio
industry. In the same column that reported both the Spokane music teach-
er’s lawsuit and the “jazzing” of “Silent Night,” Mix outlined an argument
for a particular political economy of radio broadcasting that emphasized
national radio networks, the centralization of program production, and ad-
vertiser support (sponsorship that would eventually grow into full-blown
advertising). “We are confident,” Mix wrote, “that hundreds of thousands
who have until now always referred to such people [“lovers of good music”]
as ‘highbrows’ or ‘poseurs,” are going to go over to these very ranks when
they find through experience that love of good music is no more a pose
than is the preference of living in a neighborhood where the surroundings
are beautiful to the eye rather than in one where ash and garbage cans pre-
dominate.”?7 The solution to the perceived cultural crisis might reside in
the very media that seemed to be exacerbating it. Mix further reported the
results of a study by AT&T broadcasting manager John A. Holman, who
claimed with statistical certainty that public tastes were improving because
of radio, particularly the national broadcasts originating in AT&T station
WEAF (New York). Holman claimed that in January of 1923, approximately
75 percent of radio fans favored jazz but that by January of 1925 that per-
centage had fallen to a mere 5 percent.”® A more economically rationalized
(commercial) use of radio as a public resource promised to serve the cause
of uplift and edification, effectively resolving anxieties about cultural deg-
radation.

In a May 1925 survey of broadcast programming trends, James C.
Young overtly linked “quality” programming to commercial sponsorship.79
Such a perspective, repeated frequently—indeed pervasively—in the mid-
to late-1920s, took on the status of “conventional wisdom.” Radio, indeed
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all sound-reproducing media, could promote a more culturally educated
populace. In the pages of radio journals, when programming did come un-
der critical scrutiny, the medium’s potential for raising national standards
of taste remained largely unquestioned. The issue, as radio developed in
the United States, became how best to fulfill such potential. In an August
1927 column proclaiming “Radio Is Doing a Good Job in Music,” John
Wallace cautiously assessed broadcasting’s progress: “We do not delude
ourself that radio has been able to contribute a highly sophisticated taste in
music to very many people. But (what is vastly more important as an open-
ing wedge), it has given a taste for music to millions of people who previ-
ously hardly knew it existed.”8° Asserting that “so far only the surface of
music’s possibilities has been scratched,” Wallace concluded by noting the
recent appointment of nationally renowned conductor Walter Damrosch as
“Musical Counsel” for radio network NBC.

Broadcast programming like, first, the Atwater Kent show and the
Victor hour and, later, Damrosch’s “Music Appreciation Hour” or the Leopold
Stokowski concerts, fulfilled a cultural function, introducing some listen-
ers to classical music and broadly reinforcing the normative taste of high
culture. By 1920, the music journal Etude presented broadcasts on stations
WIP (Philadelphia) and WLS (Chicago).?” But in the context of grafting new
media onto existing social relations, these programs also fulfilled a power-
ful rhetorical function, implicitly arguing for commercial sponsorship of
programming broadcast nationally by embodying the ever-promised uto-
pian potential of sound media.

When the realities of 1920s radio broadcasting content failed to live up to
this discursively constructed “potential,” supporters of a particular political
economy of broadcasting pointed to emerging radio networks as a panacea
for culturally valorized musical performances. The national distribution of
broadcast content enabled by radio networks guaranteed the uplift of pub-
lic taste, or so the argument went, since national distribution allowed the
greatest performers to address a near-national audience. Much like the film
industry’s claim that recorded soundtracks would end aberrant and ama-
teurish live musical accompaniment in local theaters, network radio broad-
casts could displace from the ether the degraded and the banal. National
broadcasts could educate the public, elevate their taste, inspire young musi-
cians, and create new concert- and opera-goers, silencing the cacophony of
lower-powered stations broadcasting amateur recitals, or worse yet, jazz.
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The clash between jazz and Culture was also enacted and tenuously
resolved through the career and music of bandleader Paul Whiteman.
Whiteman rose to national prominence at precisely the moment in which
the new acoustic media were being grafted onto social relations. Like other
entertainment figures—notably crooner Bing Crosby, comedians Amos 'n’
Andy and Eddie Cantor, and singer Al Jolson—Whiteman’s presence ex-
tended across multiple media forms and his pervasiveness and popularity
were due in no small part to the intermedia commodity made possible by
economic relationships within and between emerging media conglomer-
ates. A lightning rod, of sorts, Whiteman attracted disdain from both sides
of the jazz versus Culture debate. His importance, his visibility, and his
acoustic pervasiveness in the midst of electrical sound technology’s emer-
gence both illustrate the salience of this conflict and provide an example of
a different strategy to engineer a synthesis between high and low culture.

Rather than perpetuating jazz’s real or perceived acoustic assault on the
musical canon or the larger Eurocentric values which it embodied and pro-
mulgated, Whiteman sought to construct a synthesis of jazz instrumenta-
tion and technique and that musical canon, essentially a synthesis of Eu-
ropean and American traditions. On February 12, 1924, Paul Whiteman’s
attempted synthesis of jazz and Culture reached a culmination of sorts
when he presented a “symphonic jazz” concert at New York’s prestigious
Aeolian Hall. Offering a “history” of jazz that concluded with the premiere
of George Gershwin’s composition “Rhapsody in Blue,” the concert also
announced the emergence of symphonic jazz, an infusion of jazz into the
Western musical canon.?? In attendance at Aeolian Hall, leading figures of
elite culture (Damrosch, Kreisler, Stokowski, McCormack, Rachmaninoff,
Heifetz) mingled with noted American writers including Gilbert Seldes,
Deems Taylor, Carl Van Vechten, and Heywood Broun.® In Whiteman’s
music and particularly in the discourses that surrounded it, the “danger-
ous,” indeed “narcotizing,” effects of jazz were tamed and diluted. Syn-
copation (now without the sin) served national interests by promoting a
shared acoustic imaginary.

Whiteman in his 1926 autobiography Jazz repeated many of the hyper-
bolic critiques of jazz’s dangers and, equally hyperbolic in his defense of
the music, claimed it as an antidote to the damage done to humanity by the
standardization of a machine age. “Spiritually,” Whiteman claimed, “jazz
is saving America from calamity.”® Admitting to the critics’ claims regard-
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ing the intoxicating potentials of jazz, Whiteman attributed to that intoxi-
cation an invigorating effect: “I firmly believe jazz has the power to take
people out of a dull world, to shake them up, to give them an intoxication
of rhythm and movement which makes them happy, makes them better,
makes them live more intensely.”5 But if jazz somehow arose from and
responded to the changing world of modernity, it necessarily contained
within it a readily perceived threat to more traditional values and experi-
ences. Jazz, particularly when pervasively disseminated by the new sound
media, could embody the uneven geographic experience of modernity. In
his analysis of Whiteman, Gerald Early suggests that “symphonic jazz”
intervened in the preexisting cultural clash that pitted “city versus small
town, agrarian values versus urban trends.”

Symphonic jazz was not simply a bow to the highbrow culture that con-
demned jazz as unartistic noise but to the frightened small-towner, phi-
listine and otherwise, who was alarmed by a secular music that seem-
ingly had no restraints and no aim but seemed to possess enormous
emotional and commercial power. Symphonic jazz was an attempt to
make jazz less the cultural assault against white, middle-class, Christian,
small-town taste than it appeared to be.8¢

As such, Whiteman’s music seemed tailor-made for an emerging acous-
tic imaginary that, for commercial as well as cultural purposes, sought to
bridge the apparent gap between rural and urban.

By removing the sin from syncopation, by purging the bodily from jazz,
Paul Whiteman’s music simultaneously provided an antidote to the de-
based practice of “jazzing the classics” while synthesizing the “best” of the
New World (jazz) with the Old World (the classical repertoire, symphonic
instrumentation). Whiteman’s music, the 1930 revue film The King of Jazz
in which he starred, and virtually every promotional article surrounding
the bandleader reasserted and valorized a synthesis between the otherwise
opposed jazz and Culture. Whiteman’s symphonic jazz further sought to
bridge the geographically imagined cultural gap that separated the urban
modernity of cultural production from the vast hinterlands populated by
more conservative consumers.%7
In 1935, Disney’s Silly Symphony cartoon “Music Land” reenacted the

clash in the wider acoustic culture between symphonic music and jazz.%8
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The animated short pitted denizens of the Land of Symphony against those
of the Isle of Jazz in a revision, of sorts, to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.
The film focused on the tale of two young lovers from each island who are
separated by both geography (the Sea of Discord) and apparently incom-
patible musical cultures. The mise-en-scene of each island imaginatively
exaggerated commonsense cultural connotations of each musical style.
The Land of Symphony, with its castle of organ pipes instead of crenelated
towers, was in every way refined and measured. The Queen (a cello) dozed
on her throne while harps waltzed with stringed instruments for her enter-
tainment. The Isle of Jazz, with a flashing neon sign and a saxophone sky-
line, was a far more raucous and indeed lascivious setting. Banjos, brass
instruments, and hula-clad ukuleles danced and cavorted for the pleasure
of the King (a corpulent alto saxophone with pencil-thin moustache). The
King participated in the proceedings, his joy registered with booms and
crashes from his elaborate drum-kit throne.

The Prince of the Isle of Jazz (a tenor sax) sneaks off to visit his beloved
the princess (a violin, of course) in the Land of Symphony, but he is caught
by her mother the Queen and imprisoned in a metronome. A musical war
results, in which jazz volleys fired by the Isle of Jazz’s trombone, tuba,
trumpet, and clarinet cannons are answered with the full force of the Land
of Symphony’s pipe-organ artillery, playing the 1812 Overture. An off-target
volley frees the Prince from his prison, and trying in vain to restore the
peace, he rushes to join the endangered Princess, now adrift in the Sea
of Discord. When both of their boats capsize, the reunited lovers appear
lost until the rival King and Queen arrive on the scene for a last-minute
rescue. King and Queen make eye contact in a moment of musical flirta-
tion. To further solidify the musical rapprochement, the wedding between
the Prince and the Princess is in fact a double ceremony also uniting the
rival leaders—all of which is performed on a newly erected “Bridge of Har-
mony” that now spans the Sea of Discord and links the two lands.

“Music Land” draws its comic logic from references to larger discursive
and practical struggles in U.S. acoustic culture. It visually and acoustically
invokes commonsense critiques of each musical form: symphonic mu-
sic is staid, overly measured, effete, cerebral, and pompous; jazz is unre-
strained, lascivious, loud, brassy, and bold. That cultural resonance is par-
ticularly explicit in the cartoon figure of the King, for the Disney animators
designed the King of the Isle of Jazz to resemble Paul Whiteman. “Music
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Land” suggests an imaginary resolution—a synthesis—between the oth-
erwise antithetical understandings of jazz and Culture, but the dialectic
enacted in the Disney film remained unresolved elsewhere. The relative
cultural value of jazz continued to be an object of debate for the next sev-
eral decades. Whiteman’s symphonic jazz and some of the “sweet jazz”
bands it spawned became objects of disdain for the urban cognescenti and
even for geographically dispersed enthusiasts of “hot jazz.” The synthesis
Whiteman sought would be most lastingly enacted through the institu-
tionalization of sustaining programming on the radio networks. Presented
to the public by radio networks as a crucial component of their service to
consumers, sustaining programs represented a material resolution (a con-
tainment, in fact) of otherwise apparently conflicting cultural categories.
But sustaining programs provided a resolution that ultimately served the
emerging political economy of U.S. broadcasting.

Proponents of jazz often celebrated it as a uniquely American form
of musical expression. Defenses of jazz took on a distinctly nationalistic
tenor.89 In a 1924 article illustrated with photographs of Whiteman’s band
leaving for Europe, conductor Hugo Riesenfeld wrote in the Outlook: “As
a player of jazz no one can take the place of an American. His sense of
rhythm is remarkable—stronger than that of any other nationality—and he
can express that rhythm with a peculiar tang and buoyancy that cannot be
duplicated. . . . The rapid, pulsating life in this country is largely responsible
for the peculiar quality of its musical expression. The American has taken
what was originally a Negro rhythm and grafted on to it the natural tempo
of his own existence. He has produced something that is distinctively his
own.”9° Composers like Leopold Stokowski (conductor of the Philadelphia
Orchestra) and critics like Gilbert Seldes celebrated jazz as an American
form of expression. Paul Whiteman, like other defenders of jazz, praised it
as a uniquely American essence, thereby constituting an acoustic national-
ism—or sound as a particular articulation of nation. In his autobiography,
Whiteman claimed that jazz expressed in musical form an American es-
sence; it expressed the soul of America; it contributed to a “racy, idiomatic,
flexible American language all our own, suited to expressing the American
character”; jazz was “the great American noise”; and, ultimately, jazz repre-
sented America’s first cultural contribution to the world.9

The rhetorical construction that portrayed Paul Whiteman’s music as a
uniquely American synthesis of jazz and classical music reveals the implica-
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tion of emergent acoustic media within discourses of nationalism and Ameri-
can identity. The shared imaginary offered by sound media could be uniquely
American; it could unify what was perceived to be a dangerously fragmented
social body. Such issues surrounding acoustic culture’s relationship to na-
tional identity further implicated emergent sound media in the rhetorical
sediment if not the actual reality of a participatory political public sphere.

Politics

Having announced new electrical sound technology as an instrument that
might fulfill the perpetually deferred promise of a participatory public
sphere, corporate innovators and emerging media conglomerates sought
to map sound media onto existing political practices. These efforts largely
stressed two related concerns: the amplification of political rhetoric—its in-
creased scope and reach—and the preparation of social subjects to be citi-
zens, that is, their construction as appropriate audiences for this amplified
political rhetoric and even as political actors in a public sphere. Preexisting
cultural anxieties about immigration and assimilation figured prominently
in discussions of the political uses of emerging sound media, as the nation
was often portrayed as a precarious combination of disparate groups.

For George Creel, reflecting on the accomplishments of the Committee
on Public Information, immigrant Americans had posed a particular chal-
lenge to the committee’s goal of national unification and ultimately proved
to be one of the campaign’s greatest success.

Even as the Committee on Public Information claims success in its
fight for public opinion in other countries, so does it advance its pride
in the unity and enthusiasm that marked America’s war effort. The for-
eign born, feared with respect to their ignorances and prejudices, were
brought into closer touch with our national life than ever before, while
absolute openness and honesty in the matter of official news, the elo-
quence of speakers, the story of motion pictures and posters, all com-
bined to banish the ignorances and indifferences that threatened the full
loyalty of the native born.92

Creel’s final report emphasized the committee’s success in promoting
the assimilation of the “foreign born” and credited the aggressive use of
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print media with enlisting immigrant support for the broader war effort. In
the aftermath of the Creel Committee, electrical acoustics and its different
media applications appeared to offer new and expanded methods of hailing
the immigrant and interpellating him or her into the national social body.
Although the Creel Committee claimed success in incorporating the
“foreign born” into the U.S. war effort, anxieties about immigrants per-
sisted in the war’s aftermath. Following the precedent of Creel, some saw in
emerging media, specifically radio broadcasting, the potential to constitute
a national public and thereby solve one of the abiding “social problems”
of the day. In 1923, J. M. McKibbin viewed radio as a tool of assimilation,
hyperbolically framing the issue in terms of crisis and contagion:

To-day this nation of ours is slowly but surely being conquered. . . . Mil-
lions of foreigners were received into this country, with little or no thought
being given to their assimilation. What is the result? To-day we see it ev-
erywhere, in Little Italy, Chinatown, Slovakia, etc., each retaining, as far
as possible, the customs, language, and traditions of its mother country.
Each a parasite living upon the national resources and under the protec-
tion offered by America, yet giving little or nothing in return. It is this
process of nationality isolation within one country which is ruinous.9

For McKibbin, the solution to this “crisis” resided not within the power of a
single individual leader, no matter how charismatic or powerful (“Perhaps
no man could mould these one hundred and twenty millions of people into
a harmonious whole, bound together by a strong national consciousness”),
but crisis could be averted and the contagion cured through the auspices of
technological intervention. McKibbin suggested, “But in place of a super-
human individual, the genius of the last decade has provided a force—and
that force is radio.”

McKibbin, and other commentators like him, believed broadcasting
configured as a national mode of address could bind together a nation of
diverse individuals by inspiring a “national consciousness” characterized
by duty, pride, and shared commitment:

If properly employed, radio will cause the indifferent or antagonistic
American unconsciously to become familiar with our government, its

people, and their ideals. . . . Radio is too large a force to deal with the
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many petty social and political differences of village and town—it deals
with matters of state and nation, with matters of international impor-
tance. The “listeners-in” are lifted from that common plane of trivial
interests and unconsciously made to realize that they are (collectively
speaking) responsible for the guidance of this nation; that its troubles are
their troubles, and that its achievements are due, in part, at least, to the
conscientious fulfillment of their duty.94

McKibbin's rhetoric, albeit a good deal more hyperbolic than that of many
period commentators, illustrates the manner in which electrical-acoustic
technology and the act of listening were grafted onto and understood in
terms of powerful preexisting sentiments regarding the relationship be-
tween citizen and nation.

Assimilation through listening was thought to function unconsciously,
inevitably, and even, perhaps, coercively. In 1922, Robert Olyphant, presi-
dent of the Sons of the Revolution, wrote: “The voice speaking the English
language and the voice propagating the American ideals and literature will
go into the homes of these foreign born citizens. They will be listening to
the wireless voice and benefiting from it, whether they want to or not.”9
Olyphant early on suggested that radio listening could remove language
barriers but also cultivate a shared sense of history and, importantly, a
shared internalization of “American” values.

Commercial uses of emerging sound media, particularly when employ-
ing a national mode of address, claimed to constitute acoustically a listen-
ing subject (although actually inhabiting that subject position is a different
issue) by incorporating an auditor within a larger, national, posited audi-
ence. Listening promised to eclipse not only geography but also class, edu-
cation, ethnicity, and the myriad other components of identity and differ-
ence that must be elided for participation in an idealized “public” of equals.
Under such circumstances, the issue of assimilation, of incorporation into
the body public, became particularly trenchant. The voices that emerged
from loudspeakers could interpellate the listener, despite his or her speci-
ficity, within the national body, or so the argument went.9°

In his study of local broadcasting in Chicago during the 1920s and early
1930s, Derek Vaillant describes the constitution of a “sound of whiteness”
which united ethnic Chicagoans as “racialized whites” despite their ethnic
differences. Radio’s “sound of whiteness” resulted from the systematic ex-
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clusion or marginalization of African-American voices and culture from
radio programming, combined with the broadcast of both blackface min-
strelsy and African-American jazz and blues transformed into popular syn-
copated dance music produced by and for whites.97 Local radio in Chicago,
much like Paul Whiteman’s symphonic jazz, provided a cross-cultural uni-
fication as “the disembodied cultural presence of African-American jazz
on radio and its popular elaboration by white performers supplied another
means of unifying ethnic audiences under the cultural sign and sound of
whiteness.”98

Emergent sound media in the late 1920s and 1930s were widely hailed
as particularly potent instruments that might promote the assimilation of
U.S. immigrant populations. Although desires for and proclamations about
the national unifying potential of new sound media circulated widely, shap-
ing both perception and practice, the same media also opened up possibili-
ties to unite more localized and distinct populations.?9 While local Chicago
radio could collapse perceived boundaries between white ethnic groups,
“hailing” them as precisely white, Vaillant details a different, simultaneous
cultural function of listening. Some local broadcasters in Chicago actively
cultivated a sense of local and ethnic community, both reproducing aurally
some of the spatialized ethnicity of the city and fostering a shared sense of
ethnic identity between spatially dispersed members of groups, thereby re-
constituting a virtual, acoustic community. “In the 1920s and early 1930s,”
Vaillant writes, “local broadcasters counterbalancfed] the assimilating pres-
sures of commercial advertising, Americanization campaigns, and the ho-
mogenous fare of ‘chain’ and early network broadcasts.”’®° Radio station
WIBO, for example, fostered a Swedish identity both in Chicago’s Ander-
sonville neighborhood and for listeners as far away as Iowa, Minnesota,
and Wisconsin.

Other local stations sought to address Chicago’s ethnic populations
through specific, regularly scheduled programs. In the summer of 1929,
for example, labor-owned WCFL offered Chicago’s listeners a weekly “Ger-
man Radio Hour” on Sunday evenings and a Wednesday night “German
Street Band” broadcast.™ In the following year, the station’s schedule sup-
plemented the German programming with Sunday afternoon broadcasts
that included “Brunswick’s Polish Hour,” “Brunswick’s Lithuanian Radio
Hour,” and “Brunswick’s Lithuanian Music Hour.” Weeknight program-
ming included an hour-long “Spanish Musical Program” and a “Jewish
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Musical Hour.”*°2 In his history of WCFL, Nathan Godfried argues that
these broadcasts not only reflected the diversity of Chicago’s many ethnic
neighborhoods but also the Chicago Federation of Labor’s commitment
to linking ethnic concerns with class-consciousness and progressive orga-
nizing, in opposition to more assimilationist tendencies within the AFL.
Godfried’s account describes these programs (as well as similar weekly
broadcasts addressed to Italian and Irish audiences) as consisting of “mu-
sic, dancing, singing, occasional dramatic skits, conversation and public
announcements of ethnic festivals and community meetings,” often spon-
sored by and produced in collaboration with local ethnic groups and local
newspapers printed in listeners’ original languages.*3

Although an anomaly in that it was the only station owned and operated
by organized labor, WCFL's programming is in some ways exemplary of
larger developments in the late 1920s and early 1930s.7°4 The station’s pro-
gramming schedule sought to address serially multiple perceived constitu-
encies, that is, multiple “publics.” Individual programs actively cultivated
specific identities whether based on class (a regular half-hour broadcast on
Thursday nights by Painters’ Union, Local 194), ethnicity, or geography (a
regular 15-minute morning “Farm Talk” by a representative of the Farm-
ers Union). Simultaneously, however, WCFL also contracted with NBC’s
Blue Network to provide national programming that was both event-based
(championship boxing matches or the inaugural ceremonies for President
Herbert Hoover) and weekly (the Sunday night broadcast of Roxy and his
Gang).'s

Radio was not the only medium that reinforced Chicagoans’ eth-
nic identities. In the winter of 1931, the Studebaker Theater in Chicago
screened the German-language UFA-produced operetta Zwei Herzen Im
3/4 Takt (Two Hearts in 3/4 Time). The film proved popular enough that
the theater held it over for a total of five weeks.”*® German-language films
played in many urban areas during the early sound era. That same winter,
the Little Theater in Baltimore screened the German film Three Loves for
two weeks.’®7 Baltimore’s Little Theater and other venues that screened
non-English-language films (Spanish-language movie theaters in Tampa,
for example) should be understood as alternative practices (that is, not fully
oppositional). Like Chicago’s ethnic-oriented radio stations, non-English-
language films functioned on the margins of an acoustic imaginary that in-
creasingly erased ethnic differences as part of its national mode of address.
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The emerging corporate-dominated status quo of mass media was neither
monolithic nor monolingual, but ethnic broadcasts and phonograph re-
cordings or international films could be contained within a larger political
economy of media that, in the first instance, promoted a national mode of
address and hence viewed ethnic-identified practices and texts as address-
ing “market segments.”

Radio would remain arguably polyvocal. Ethnic, educational, or oth-
erwise “specialized” programming continued to be broadcast, but it was
increasingly marginalized by commercial developments and the radio regu-
lations that followed them. In the cultural and commercial spheres, as well
as in the political, citizenship increasingly hinged on the erasure of dif-
ference. Rather than celebrating or constituting difference, the emergent
acoustic imaginary of U.S. media sought to elide many types of difference,
hailing idealized consumer-citizens. While these ideal consuming-citizens
might be gendered, might be either Democrat or Republican (they were
generally not socialists), might be either a child or an adult, they largely
lacked racial or ethnic identity or geographic specificity.”3

Emerging sound media were understood as instruments that might
more fully assimilate immigrant populations into a national culture, in-
deed into consumer culture. But these media would also change some of
the practices of electoral politics. During the mechanical-phonograph era,
politicians running for national office sometimes used phonograph record-
ings to take their case to the people.”® The introduction of electrical acous-
tics provided new media for U.S. politicians to expand their audiences and
influence. With the redefinition of radio as broadcasting and its prolifera-
tion in the 1920s, political phonograph recordings became less common.
Radio broadcasting could promise both immediacy (the live broadcast) and
the potential for a near-national mode of address. Eventually, the sound
film provided, in synch, the sounds and images of a politician. Under these
circumstances, phonograph recordings as a political medium seemed com-
paratively less efficient for politicians and less compelling to listeners. Al-
though after the conversion to electrical methods, the recorded repertoire
of the major phonograph companies included very few political recordings,
portable sound trucks—including those that also presented motion pic-
tures—were still incorporated into American campaigning.”® Motion Pic-
ture Herald reported in the fall of 1930 that four trucks specially equipped
with RCA’s Photophone sound-on-film technology were touring rural New
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York State in support of the Democratic ticket, presenting matinee indoor
performances and evening performances outside.™

Although radio journals advocated and often emphasized the role radio
might play in increasing citizen participation in the political process, often
the same journals took a dim view of radio stations operated by munici-
pal governments. For many radio advocates who emphasized the role the
medium could play in enabling the dissemination of political discourse,
the implicit model for radio’s role in politics largely relied on retaining the
ownership of the means of broadcasting within the hands of private and
not public concerns. For example, the programming of New York City’s
municipal station WNYC was frequently labeled as highly partisan political
propaganda.’™ If government ownership and control of the means of com-
munication ran the risk of falling prey to blatant political partisanship, ad-
vocates of the emerging commercial political economy of radio suggested
that the free market might—as it did with cultural programming—guar-
antee that radio as a powerful political tool would be used for the greater
good. Nurturing that “greater good” also involved protecting radio from the
influence of so-called “special interests.”

As the FRC deliberated and sought to reallocate the broadcast spec-
trum, the mainstream publication Radio Broadcast took an editorial stand
that advocated the elimination of some stations. Not surprisingly, the
journal largely supported networks, their affiliates, and the larger re-
gional independent stations. “There is no excuse for the existence of a
station which serves only a special and limited interest—to the exclusion
of general educational and entertainment services to which the broad-
casting band should be devoted.” Invoking the familiar argument of spec-
trum scarcity, Radio Broadcast advocated that stations be eliminated that
represented “perfectly legitimate special interests, but used the entire
time of a private broadcasting channel for the benefit of only a fraction of
the audience and for only a small part of the total hours of the day.” These
special interests included “Labor groups, sectarian religious appeals, so-
cialism, Mormanism, atheism, vegetarianism, and spiritualism.””3 That
organized labor ranked at the same level as vegetarianism might seem
particularly striking today, but as advocates of the commercial develop-
ment of radio began to gain hegemony, as radio began to be identified
with a free-market determination of the public interest, convenience, and
necessity, the “voice of labor” seemed particularly discordant with the
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emerging acoustic imaginary so firmly grounded in consumer society.
Celebrations of radio’s contribution to a political public sphere stressed
expansion and inclusion, but in the actual “marketplace” of ideas, not all
beliefs were of equal “value.”

While radio’s potential ability to provide “demagogues” with a broad
audience certainly prompted significant concern and editorial postur-
ing, especially in the early thirties, the commercial broadcasting industry
was well positioned both structurally and rhetorically to exercise control
over access to the ether.™# Under the guise of their emerging definition
of “service,” broadcasters could strategically exclude either the voices of
labor or voices from the right. An address by Socialist Party leader Norman
Thomas, scheduled to be broadcast over WEAF, was cancelled in 1926 af-
ter Thomas’s arrest for speaking on behalf of striking Passaic (New Jersey)
textile workers.”s With profit rather than the free expression of ideas as
the abiding criteria for program content and a regulatory framework in
which the “public interest, convenience and necessity” was increasingly de-
fined as serving the majority of the audience rather than “special interests,”
networks and large independent commercial stations could largely control
which speakers and ideas contributed to the emerging acoustic imaginary.
Controversial speakers, when profitable—either commercially or as politi-
cal capital—could attest to the “openness” of the U.S. broadcasting system.
Their exclusion would illustrate a socially responsible use of a public re-
source rather than political censorship. In the rhetorical battleground over
radio censorship, commercial forces could largely stretch the definition of
service to meet their needs.

Reporting in Collier’s in the fall of 1927, William G. Shepherd suggested
that the economics of the radio industry guaranteed that all political views
would be aired (provided a spokesman could conform to NBC and Merlin
Aylesworth'’s criteria of a “responsible, reputable, and representative per-
son”).”"® Shepherd argued that because NBC was owned not by the public
but by radio set manufacturers General Electric, Westinghouse, and RCA,
and because all substantial radio content, even the controversial, sold radio
sets, NBC would fairly air political broadcasts from all responsible perspec-
tives. This economic argument—essentially that the structure of the mar-
ketplace guaranteed fair and equal access to the ether for all—echoed the
radio industry’s self-congratulatory pronouncements that the marketplace
guaranteed that all programming would be educational.
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Ultimately and not surprisingly, the utopian promises of new media’s
contribution to a participatory public sphere went largely unfulfilled. Three
overlapping developments essentially undermined the often grandiose
announcements of sound media’s “emancipatory” potential: rather than
participation, listening became consumption; economic developments sur-
rounding commercial media essentially excluded many voices and political
positions; politics and political rhetoric adapted to the commercial orienta-
tion of sound media.

Electrical acoustics provided new opportunities for the dissemination of
political discourse, but while announcements of new technology promised
enhanced public participation, that participation in practice was largely
limited to listening, a form of consumption. When Frank H. Cromwell as-
sumed his duties as the newly elected mayor of Kansas City, his experiences
exemplified the uneasy coexistence of commerce, entertainment, and poli-
tics that characterized emerging sound media. Cromwell, described as a
man who had “specialized in the butter and egg business,” experienced his
initial days in the mayor’s office with profound confusion as he struggled
to understand the duties of different branches of city government. After
some study, Cromwell decided to use radio to educate his constituents.
According to one account: “Here was a real problem—and one of univer-
sal application. The merchant, to exist, reasoned the mayor, must sell his
wares, and to sell his wares he must advertise. The city, with a great stock
of wares to sell, also should advertise. The voter—the ultimate consumer at
the city store—must know what is on the counters and shelves. He must be
informed of the ‘service’ offered by his city.”"7 After a series of “civic radio
nights” (talks by representatives from different branches of city govern-
ment describing the services they provided), Cromwell even had sessions
of the municipal court broadcast over a local station.

As the account suggests, Cromwell’s approach collapsed citizenship
with consumption, effectively blurring the boundary between politics
and commerce. The city became like a department store, the voter a cus-
tomer, and even municipal court proceedings might be experienced like
a dramatic broadcast. The equation of citizenship with consumption par-
ticularly suited a deployment of radio in which a national mode of address
constituted listening subjects by incorporating spatially dispersed auditors
within a larger, nationally posited audience. Cromwell enacted this model
earlier and on a more local level than did the nationally broadcast politi-
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cal conventions, network-sponsored programming and, eventually, FDR’s
“fireside chats” of subsequent years, but in many ways his efforts exem-
plify the blurring of distinctions between politics and entertainment that
would increasingly characterize U.S. media.

In his study of interwar radio, Douglas Craig tracks a shift in perceptions
of radio’s effect on U.S. politics. Much like Frank Biocca’s conclusion that
“music elites” were initially enthusiastic about the possibilities of radio,
commentators in the 1920s optimistically predicted that the new medium
would revolutionize politics, enhancing public participation in the political
process. Craig notes that by the late 1930s more realistic assessments sug-
gested that broadcasting had not demonstrably increased political involve-
ment, but had significantly increased campaign expenditures during the
1920s."® Craig and the period commentators he quotes suggest that radio’s
greatest influence involved the nature of political oratory. Perceptions that
the medium addressed domestic audiences with a kind of “intimacy” ex-
erted a pressure on political speakers to adopt more measured, less hyper-
bolic rhetorical styles. Craig locates radio’s influence on American cam-
paigning as part of a larger shift dating at least back to the McKinley-Bryan
campaign of 1896 in which advertising approaches took on increasing im-
portance. “This became the twentieth-century norm,” Craig asserts,” trans-
forming voters into consumers and policies and politicians into competing
commodities.”"9

With the development of radio’s, particularly network radio’s, commer-
cial identity, U.S. politics would increasingly have to adapt to the medium
and its commercial format. Political leaders had already been compelled
to adapt to the technological requirements of new media. The period was
filled with apocryphal tales such as the necessity of surrounding Al Smith
with chairs to prevent him from straying too far from the broadcast micro-
phone.™2° But by the presidential election of 1932, the conventions of com-
mercial radio as an emergent medium clashed with some of the qualities
of U.S. political practice. For radio to function as a disseminator of political
rhetoric, for political leaders and aspirants to make use of its capacity as an
instrument of national address, the presentation of politics, its rhetoric and
spectacle, its performance and substance, would change so as to conform
to radio.

As described in chapter 2, the live radio broadcasts of the presidential
nominating conventions in 1924 had underscored some of the political pos-
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sibilities of radio broadcasting, and these broadcasts, particularly that of the
2-week-long Democratic convention in Madison Square Garden, had func-
tioned to “announce” radio as a medium offering a national mode of ad-
dress. By 1927, plans were under way for broadcasting the next nominating
conventions in a manner more consistent with the developing conventions
of radio entertainment. Rather than the continuous, live broadcast of con-
vention proceedings punctuated by contextualizing remarks made by an on-
site announcer, the convention broadcasts of 1928 would have singers and
entertainers standing by in radio studios so that “when convention affairs
are dragging or are of such a nature that they might not hold the interest of
listeners it will be possible for convention leaders to shift to the studios and
furnish music instead of discord or draggy proceedings to the listeners.”"

The clash between politics and radio as a commercial entertainment
industry became particularly vivid in October of 1932, when President
Herbert Hoover stepped before the microphones of NBC to address the
nation. In what was essentially a campaign address, Hoover exceeded his
scheduled time allotment and continued to speak for an additional half
hour, thereby extemporaneously preempting the regularly scheduled Ed
Wynn comedy program. Political commentators made much of the po-
tential damage to Hoover’s campaign. The Nation, for example, noted that
“yotes lost to Hoover multiplied too fast for computation. Ten o’clock: the
candidate solemnly labored point number seven; too late to hope for even
a fragment of Ed Wynn. What did N.B.C. mean by this outrage? Whose
hour was it anyhow? Ten million husbands and wives retired to bed in a
mood of bitter rebellion; no votes left for Hoover.”"22 The entertainment
industry trade publication Billboard reported on the event in an article titled
“Political Talks a Pain to Radio.” Noting the difficulty of limiting political
speakers to their scheduled time period, Billboard observed that “it is not so
bad where the time runs over into a sustaining program period, but when
a commercial is scheduled it is a different matter.”?3 For the radio indus-
try and for entertainment-minded listeners, a political orator’s greatest sin
was to impinge upon regularly scheduled entertainment programming. In
all, Hoover spoke for one hour and forty-five minutes that night, effectively
canceling Ed Wynn’s Texaco “Fire Chief” show and running fifteen minutes
into the “Lucky Strike Show,” thereby costing NBC an estimated $12,000
in advertising revenue and, according to the Nation, costing Hoover signifi-
cant political capital.
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Some components of the entertainment industry openly acknowledged
that the apparent clash between commercial and political programming was
more systematic than the disruptions posed by long-winded candidates. In
October 1932, ASCAP notified broadcasting licensees that they could de-
duct any fees collected for political broadcasts from the net amounts used
to determine the station’s 3 percent music licensing fee. One report of the
policy change noted that, “ASCAP believes that stations do not care for
the money received from either party, since such broadcasts do much to
disrupt the regular commercial programs and discourage rather than in-
crease listeners.”’?4 Entertainment as a socially constructed category was
in part based on its ability to dissimulate any connection to the political,
and for political discourse to find a place in commercial mass media, it had
increasingly to mimic the form of the entertainment commodity.

In 1927, radio manufacturer Frank Reichman suggested that American
political parties were lagging behind big business in making the most of the
advertising potentials of radio. Noting that Eveready, Maxwell, and Ipana all
sponsored “Hours” over the radio, Reichman suggested that the political
parties might consider sponsoring a “Republican Hour” and a “Democratic
Hour.” He suggested that the Democratic Party sponsor a series of per-
formances of Paul Whiteman since “they have established themselves in
the minds of the public as a political organization with advance ideas” and
because they had “a jazz mayor in New York and a syncopated governor in
the Empire State.” For the Republicans, Reichman proposed “an old-time
orchestra such as is now touring vaudeville . . . [to] keep in the minds of
the public the rustic simplicity of the Coolidge regime.” Reichman didn’t
neglect the socialists, proposing a program of “modernistic music such as
is sponsored by the ‘League of Authors and Composers.””25 Reichman’s
suggestion is not quite so far-fetched as one might imagine. By the end of
the next decade, the left was making active use of musical performers to
foster the goals of the popular front and, increasingly, mainstream politi-
cal parties cultivated strategic alliances with entertainers and shaped their
political messages with the language of mass media and advertisers.’2¢

While radio broadcasters and politicians struggled to determine what
role the medium might play in American political life, the motion pic-
ture industry largely solved the “problem” of politics by purging it from
the sound film. Although in announcing the innovation of the Movietone
sound-on-film system, William Fox had promised that sound films would
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deliver to the nation and preserve for posterity the voices and visages of the
greatest political leaders, as the film industry converted to sound it cau-
tiously navigated the boundary between entertainment and politics.

While Warner Bros. had used its Vitaphone short subjects, particularly
“high Culture” performances, to introduce sync-sound film technology,
Fox relied heavily on newsreels and short speeches of international lead-
ers to introduce its competing Movietone technology. Many of Fox’s ear-
liest newsreel subjects seem selected so as to demonstrate the range of
sounds that could be reproduced through the Movietone process, but other
early Movietone releases did reference, if not actually conform to, the vi-
sion of a technologically facilitated public sphere. In the late 1920s, Fox
Film released a series of recorded speeches by world leaders, international
celebrities, and U.S. politicians. European heads of state and members of
royal families joined Americans like President Herbert Hoover, General
Pershing, Chief Justice Taft, Thomas Edison, Calvin Coolidge, and Alfred E.
Smith to appear in Movietone short subjects directly addressing American
film audiences. But such speeches often largely consisted of banal pleasant-
ries and references to the “miraculous” Movietone process. Ultimately, the
short subjects audibly lent prestige to Fox’s Movietone sound-on-film tech-
nology while simultaneously reconfirming an ongoing process in which
the U.S. newsreel served commercial entertainment rather than political
or informational ends. Much like Warner Bros.’” Vitaphone opera short sub-
jects, Fox’s presentation of direct-address speeches by political figures and
other celebrities merely referenced utopian claims used to announce tech-
nological change. Fox’s Movietone speeches, like other Hollywood sound
newsreels that would follow in their wake, constituted a small step in the
larger ongoing process that moved American political participation further
toward the consumption of a spectacle.

By 1931 the film industry as a whole largely viewed the newsreel as one
component of a larger entertainment package and not as a contribution
(whether real or imagined) to U.S. political life. Summing up the current
newsreel situation, industry analyst Terry Ramsaye wrote, “While Fox has
strongly played world coverage, Paramount Sound News has tended toward
the development of spectacularly staged special events. Pathé News, under
a new policy and some degree of alliance with the impending development
of the Trans-Lux coin-in-the-slot newsreel theatre, appears to tend heavily
toward the quest of celebrities and screen interviews.”™7 Sound newsreels
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essentially contained little that was newsworthy. Emphasizing celebrity
and spectacle with occasional brief segments depicting national or inter-
national events, Hollywood’s early sound newsreels tended to limit rather
than to inspire political discussion.

In 1931, Fox instructed its theater managers to censor potentially contro-
versial material from newsreels shown in their theaters. Reminding man-
agers that, “It is our business to show entertainment—and nothing else
but entertainment—on our screens,” Fox cautioned managers to go to any
lengths to avoid “demonstrations or irritations” among audiences.’?® The
company was quite specific about the types of news material to be avoided
and direct in its instructions to managers: “You are herewith very pointedly
instructed to delete all subjects of a controversial nature on prohibition,
pro or con; all subjects which can be construed as Bolshevist propaganda;
all political speeches which take sides on matters of public interest; shots
showing breadlines; and economic discussions on which the country or
your particular patronage is divided.” Reprinted in a national trade publica-
tion directed to theater owners and managers, the lesson of Fox’s caution
would not have been lost on the industry as a whole and can be taken as a
statement of broader film industry attitudes toward political content. “We
don’t say that such matters are not interesting,” the corporation declared,
“but the danger is that they are liable to become too interesting.” Explicit
instructions to exclude “all political speeches which take sides on matters
of public interest” offers a dramatically different perspective on the poten-
tial of the sound film than that expressed by William Fox some four years
earlier when he announced the innovation of Movietone with grandiose
promises of an authentic public sphere enabled by technological change.

The Fox Corporation’s directive that theater managers avoid controversy
in newsreels reflects a broader attitude within the film industry that sought
to avoid political controversy. In October of 1932, for example, Billboard
announced that Columbia Pictures was withholding its release of the film
Night Mayor around New York until after the election and that due to disap-
pointment with the box office performance of The Phantom President, Para-
mount planned to avoid political satire in the future.™9 Just as the U.S. film
industry “learned” to avoid the kind of overt commercialization of the spon-
sored film experiment, subsuming through product placement the promo-
tion of commodity culture and national products into the mise-en-scéne
of its films, so too did the industry carefully navigate the semipermeable
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boundary between politics and entertainment. The notion of “service” fore-
grounded by Will Hays in his celebration of the Vitaphone, and elsewhere
generally pervasive in the industry’s public presentation of itself, precluded
overt advocacy of any specific political candidate or position. Even the per-
ception of such advocacy was something to be guarded against.

As the decade of the 1930s progressed, the film studios, however, would
ultimately prove not immune to mobilizing on behalf of a political candi-
date or issue when it directly served their immediate financial interests.
MGM would use staged “newsreels” as part of a coordinated, multiple-
media campaign—much like the Creel Committee—against the guberna-
torial candidacy of Upton Sinclair in 1933-34. And, of course, some studios
deployed their resources at the service of FDR’s New Deal in forms as var-
ied as Paramount’s Buddy Rogers short “New Deal Rhythm” and Warner
Bros.” musical celebrations of FDR and the National Recovery Administra-
tion at the conclusion of Footlight Parade (1933). But overall, and at least
amid the emergence of sound, the U.S. film industry sought to navigate
the potential clash between politics and entertainment by avoiding the
overtly political as part of the (commercial) service it provided.

Conclusion

Announcements heralding the advent of electrical-acoustic technology
sought to frame emerging media in relation to consensual utopian desires.
Sound media were made meaningful by rhetorically and practically map-
ping them onto the preexisting spheres of commerce, culture, and politics.
Distinctions between the local and the national, the rural and the urban,
the immigrant and the native-born provided powerful frameworks that
shaped how technology was understood and experienced. A perceived need
for national unification provided a governing logic that powerfully shaped
the deployment of electrical sound technology even as the technology it-
self—particularly radio—made the notion of a shared national imaginary
more salient, more important, and more desirable.

Acoustic media would promote democracy—but democracy understood
as “consumer” democracy in the first instance and only secondarily cultural
and political democracy. Consumer society could itself promise to provide
longed-for social cohesion and, not surprisingly, the mass media of capi-
talism (embodied in increasingly powerful media conglomerates) readily
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participated in cultivating such a form of a commercial public sphere. As
media economic relations were solidifying and the “meanings” of technol-
ogy were still undergoing some negotiation, the nation underwent a na-
tional economic crisis that lent urgency and solidity to an overlapping set
of definitions of mass media and the roles they should play in commerce,
culture, and politics.

Emerging media and increasingly interrelated media providers facili-
tated a longed-for social cohesion, but one most often articulated in com-
modity form. The emerging political economy for radio synthesized the
three spatial definitions of the medium, collapsing the conquest of distance
into a national mode of address and codifying a system of network-affiliate
relationships that subsumed the notion of local service as an adjunct to the
dominance of commercial national radio networks. This process would ulti-
mately exert a powerful conceptual inertia on all future attempts to imagine
an alternative, more democratic, deployment of radio and indeed all elec-
tronic communication systems. Following a model arguably introduced by
magazines and successfully embodied by commercial radio networks, the
film industry introduced commercially sponsored films. Short subjects,
both live and animated, sought with mixed critical success to conform to
the conventions of entertainment while also promoting nationally distrib-
uted products. The wholly owned theater chain of a vertically integrated
film company, supplemented by the widely dispersed independent theaters
contracted to screen its films, became a “network” of affiliates, essentially
enabling the “broadcast” of commercial messages on a national scale.

In the gap between utopian promises and actual existing practices, a
rhetoric of service provided an often-powerful rhetorical shield through
which media organizations sought to dissimulate for-profit activities as
serving the public interest. While this rhetoric of service failed in the case
of Hollywood’s sponsored film experiment, it proved to be much more suc-
cessful in supporting network radio and commercial sponsorship of broad-
casting. The comparatively short life of sponsored films demonstrates that
the advent of electrical sound media redefined the boundary between en-
tertainment and commerce, solidifying both media identities and modes of
consumer address. Radio embraced the direct marketing of commercials—
even making it the object of running gags in some comedy programs—but
the cinema expunged such direct commercial appeals, opting instead for
the indirect advertising of product placement in films.
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Emerging hierarchical and spatial understandings of Culture accompa-
nied technological change, and the new sound media amplified ongoing
debates about cultural value by offering the potential for broader dissemi-
nation of cultural forms of all types. Consensual definitions of “high cul-
ture”—whether doled out in small doses through sustaining network radio
programming, aligned with a pedagogical function (Damrosch), or stra-
tegically used to announce new technology (Vitaphone’s opera short sub-
jects)—functioned as a powerful component of corporate media’s claims
about service. While structurally marginalized within the economics of
emerging acoustic media (albeit an ongoing site of debate and rhetorical
posturing), “high culture” attested to the benevolence of corporate media
providers, serving as an ongoing assertion of good corporate citizenship.
But while prestige and cultural capital might be garnered from bringing
“Wagner to the Sticks,” profits resided elsewhere. On the one hand, CBS
president William Paley could claim the cultural capital associated with the
CBS School of the Air, but on the other hand, he could assert that ulti-
mately all broadcasting was in fact educational for it illustrated the popu-
lar tastes of the nation. Because of its commercial nature, broadcasting,
and indeed all commercial media, guaranteed that the public received only
what it wanted—consumer-citizens voted with their radio tuner and their
leisure spending—and media corporations, ever responsive to consumer
demands, merely provided for those needs. The modern media corporation
inevitably functioned at the service of public interest, convenience, and ne-
cessity, or so the rhetoric of service claimed.

Politics, when understood as the nexus of public policy and power, fit
uneasily into such a model for media. But electoral politics, increasingly
configured according to a binary model, proved more readily assimilated
by media providers.3° Ultimately, radio’s innovation of equal-time provi-
sions, and the principles through which such provisions were enforced,
amounted to a codification of political blandness—or an essentially exclu-
sionary disciplining of which types of political speech were worthy of re-
production. An election-year choice could resemble yet another iteration of
the choices consumers made each day, and political “content” took on some
of the trappings of “entertainment.” Commercial broadcasters, advertisers,
and the film and phonograph industries sought to hail an appropriately
“modern” consumer, who even in the midst of an economic crisis might
be successfully urged to become precisely a citizen of the world of stan-
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dardized, commercially produced goods, including “entertainment.” Citi-
zenship slipped ever closer to consumption, and the “citizen-consumer”
as a subjectivity to inhabit began to place ever-increasing emphasis on the
latter term.

Although ultimately overruled by the courts, the New Deal’s National
Recovery Act—with its advertising slogan and Blue Eagle brand (“We Do
Our Part”)—re-created the orchestrated multiple-media campaign of first
the Creel Committee and, later, L-I-S-T-E-R-I-N-E. Point-of-sale signs em-
blazened with the Blue Eagle joined solemn-toned radio tag lines and the
extravagance of Warner Bros.” Footlight Parade in asserting a national con-
sensus that linked producer with retailer with consumer, collapsed politics
with entertainment, and consumption with citizenship in a shared attempt
to overcome the growing financial catastrophe. For a brief time, the Blue
Eagle—like the Gold Dust Twins before it—became a pervasive marker of
ideological consensus even as it masked its hegemonic function behind
the illusion of a shared national interest.

The process of mapping emerging sound media onto preexisting dis-
courses and practices had a series of consequences. “Participation”—
whether political or cultural—became increasingly to be experienced
through listening. That is, participation moved ever closer toward con-
sumption. That act of listening became discursively aligned with nation-
alism via the immigrant; what one listened to and how one listened de-
termined whether an auditor was an appropriate participant in the “public
sphere.” Sound media fulfilled, to a large extent, the desire for a shared
national imaginary, but that imaginary privileged commerce over both cul-
ture and politics. Entertainment as a category of experience purged and/
or otherwise carefully contained politics because it was potentially divisive
and therefore inimical to the smooth functioning of commodity relations.
Through their rhetoric of service, large for-profit, private media concerns
cultivated and solidified an identity as “public” institutions.™

These shifts did not fully and inevitably determine the process whereby
new media were grafted onto social relations. Instead the relationship
should be understood as mutually reinforcing: emerging media can func-
tion conservatively by appearing to realize previously established consen-
sual goals (to the exclusion of often competing, equally material social
needs) even as they can also create conceptual and practical spaces in which
new social realities might be imagined. New media are inevitably shaped by
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the dominant ideational and material relations of the social world in which
they emerge. But new media also open up spaces within social relations—
spaces in which residual or entirely new social visions might be (partially)
realized. In the case of electrical sound technology, the growing power of
large corporations within a consumption-based economy, together with a
vision that government regulation might best support this growth and a
related vision of citizens as subject to this consumer society and its promul-
gation of a shared national imaginary, powerfully contained and effectively
marginalized any potential challenge enabled by technological change.
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Transcription Versus Signification

Competing Paradigms for Representing with Sound

You sing into a little hole year after year, and then you die.

—Bing Hornsby (Bing Crosby) in The Big Broadcast

The above line of dialogue, spoken in a 1932 film by one of the first and
most successful multiple-media performers of the electrical-acoustic era,
expresses a commonsense notion of media identity. The radio was a tran-
sient medium, characterized by live performances and direct address.
While it was able to eclipse spatial limits, to unite urban centers with the
hinterlands (or to unite advertiser with consumer), to bring cultural uplift
and edification (or uplifting and edifying entertainment), the radio perfor-
mance remained a transient, fleeting phenomenon, adrift in the ether and
caught in the moment of its creation through the wonders of applied sci-
ence and corporate-funded engineering. Implicit in Crosby’s line is the con-
trast between the identity of radio and the corresponding capacities of the
phonograph and cinema. While Crosby could croon into the microphones
of NBC’s Red Network, transmitting year after year, and then simply die,
his performance could also live on, stored for posterity and continued con-
sumer pleasure through the media of cinema and phonography.

Crosby’s line (both what it says and what it implies) echoes widely shared
generalizations as to the epistemological status of these mass media. But
simply categorizing the radio as a technology that transmits the “live” and
cinema and the phonograph as technologies that store the “recorded” nei-
ther accurately characterizes the uses of technology nor exhausts the issues
surrounding these media’s identities. Instead, the advent and initial diffu-
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sion of any new representational technology can prompt drastic reconsid-
erations of not only a medium’s epistemological status but also its social
function and the circumstances under which it is produced and consumed.
Technological change in the mass media challenges patterns of thought
and habits of practice, opening up conceptual and practical spaces in which
dominant media identities are challenged either by emerging models or by
the reemergence of residual identities previously foreclosed.

This chapter examines the issue of technology-in-use: the manner in
which visions of technological possibility inform and interact with repre-
sentational practices. Two competing conceptual paradigms—that is, sys-
tematic assumptions about the technology’s identity and its relationship to
sounds—characterized initial applications of electrical sound technology.
Often, individual texts uneasily combined representations of sound pro-
duced according to each of these competing paradigms. Such hybrid texts
throw into sharp relief the manner in which at moments of technologi-
cal change, technology-in-use (like institutional arrangements, regulatory
frameworks, patterns of consumption, and economic identities) becomes
a site of contestation. Conflicting models for radio’s content and represen-
tational practices vied for dominance simultaneous with the struggles over
radio’s regulatory and economic identities. In earlier chapters I describe the
important role played by national transmissions of significant (and pseudo-)
events across often ad hoc networks to constructions of radio during the
early 1920s. These national broadcasting events were central to assertions
that radio might best offer a national mode of address, and they became a
powerful weapon in support of the economic and institutional array that
was eventually classified as best serving the public’s interest. But the rep-
resentational practices used for these events and the conceptual model on
which they were based clashed with competing models.

Throughout 1927, radio trade journals printed a lively debate on the ap-
propriate content for radio.” Some argued against the broadcasting of live
events and called instead for a shift in programming to more controlled
content, more studio-originated programming, as part of a larger profes-
sionalization of radio performance. Some radio critics hailed program-
ming like WGN’s (in Chicago) 1927 series “Old Time Prize Fights” in
which championship bouts from the previous decade were re-created in
the broadcasting studio, pointing to the success of the announcer in creat-
ing the illusion that the bouts were actually happening.> Meanwhile, others
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argued: “The broadcast of actual events is best, such as football, church
services, conventions, banquets, etc. The greatest thing about the radio is
that it brings the world into our home. Our Victrola still plays the better
music, orchestral, vocal, etc. But the radio is something real, alive, actual,
bringing great minds, great voices, great personalities, great happenings,
great thoughts, great news events, etc. to us all wherever we are.”3 Radio
engineer Carl Dreher countered that broadcasters performed best when
“allowed to run things for themselves” as independently existing events
structured and performed for a copresent audience led to various qualities
not conducive to broadcasting.4

More than an argument over radio’s content, this debate embodied a
clash between two conflicting models for the relationship between technol-
ogy and sound. On the one hand, radio programming like WGN’s “Old
Time Prize Fights” posited aural representation as involving a silent space
(“dead air”) into which one assembled sounds so as to construct a repre-
sentation. An alternative model assumed that aural representation was es-
sentially a documentary task and that electrical acoustics was best used to
document independently existing aural events.5 This model, which I refer to
as the transcription paradigm, imagined the technology-in-use as properly
documenting preexisting acoustic events. Values and functions associated
with this paradigm included accuracy, fidelity, preservation, and “presence.”
The other paradigm, which I refer to as the signification paradigm, concep-
tualized electrical acoustics as a tool for expression, for illusion, for greater
freedom to expressively manipulate sounds.® These conflicting models for
aural representation informed debates and representational protocols in
radio and phonography throughout the late 1920s and into the 1930s. But
the struggle to develop conventions of representation in the aftermath of
technological change was most substantial within the cinema.

These conceptual paradigms do not operate on the phenomenal or onto-
logical level but rather on the epistemological. They involve not the actual
relationship between technology and the phenomenal world, for all sound
recording involves a sampling or a representation, and recordings provide
us with only a partial access to a never fully present original acoustic event.”
Instead, the transcription and signification paradigms operate on the level
of perceived relationships to a phenomenal world; they appear in the realms
of rhetoric, discourse, or faith. But these conceptual frameworks, this faith,
do have material effects.’
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Transcription of sounds constituted the dominant conceptual paradigm
governing sound technology when electrical methods were introduced. It
provided a preexisting set of models for recording and reproduction prac-
tice and an epistemological framework for understanding sound media
widely shared by consumers and producers alike. The dominance of this
paradigm was a product not of the technology itself but of the social con-
struction of the technology-in-use; it resulted not from material qualities
endemic to the technology, but rather from historical struggles to fix dis-
cursively the identity of technologies of sound recording (for example, the
discursive construction of the phonograph as a musical instrument during
the 1910s).9

The generalized assumption that the phonograph was considered a me-
dium of transcription owes much to the phonograph industry’s own meth-
ods of advertising products to consumers. Promotional rhetoric continu-
ally stressed, and announced new innovations in terms of, the promise of
ever greater fidelity to an original event. The industry’s announcements of
the transition to electrical methods of recording further solidified this com-
monsense identity of the phonograph as a tool of transcribing the voice
or music by often juxtaposing old “unnatural” methods of recording per-
formance with new, electrical methods to demonstrate a more “natural”
arrangement of musicians and instruments. But before electrical acoustics
made possible the manipulation of sound phenomena with greater control,
a model of sound recording as signification coexisted with the dominant
paradigm of sound recording as transcription. Throughout the first two
decades of the century, the three major gramophone and phonograph com-
panies marketed recordings premised on a model of sound as signification
long before the advent of electrical acoustics and its enhanced ability to
manipulate sound.

The Columbia Phonograph Company’s 1905 catalog of disk record-
ings reveals the coexistence of sound technology envisioned as both an
instrument of transcription as well as of signification.’ Much of the cata-
log lists recordings of musical performances (everything from bugle calls
and yodeling to band music and grand opera records), and Columbia con-
sistently promoted these recordings in terms of their fidelity to original
performances. In the case of cornetist Jules Levy, recording technology
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allowed Levy’s performances to transcend his death: “In their way, these
records are inimitable and it is extremely gratifying that his last perfect
work was done after the metal master had been invented; for through this
permanent method of record-making, Mr. Levy’s records can continue
to be furnished though the great artist himself is no longer with us.”"
Sound recordings framed with recourse to the transcription paradigm,
according to the rhetoric of Columbia, were also characterized by their
“presence.” Recordings of male vocal “quartettes [sic]” were so finely ren-
dered that “the effect is so natural that no stretch of the imagination is
required to bring the singers so strongly forward in spirit that their actual
presence seems to be achieved.”™ Columbia used appeals to both authen-
ticity and the scientific precision of the recording and reproduction ap-
paratus when describing its Alpine Yodels recordings as the company’s
“expert record-maker in Berlin” sought out authentic “Tyrolese Yodelers.”
“The Alpine yodels, so elusive in their sudden but harmonious changes
of tone quality that even the great Moscheles failed to transcribe them cor-
rectly in his Tyrolese Melodies, are now reproduced on the COLUMBIA
RECORDS in exact counterpart of the original.”™ In promoting large por-
tions of its catalog as transcriptions of musical performances, the Co-
lumbia Phonograph Company, like announcements of electrical-acoustic
technology some twenty years later, foregrounded the ability of this ear-
lier generation of (mechanical) recording to preserve authentic acoustic
events in such a way that provided enough illusion of presence to some-
times be mistaken for the event itself."# In 1906 even “the great Mosche-
les,” with his well-trained musical ear practiced in the art of transcription,
was no match for the scientific objectivity of an acoustic transcription ap-
paratus.

In addition to the transcription-based musical recordings, Columbia
also simultaneously recorded a significant number of nonmusical per-
formances and released records that mixed the spoken word with music.
These recordings included political speeches, scenes from plays, vaudeville
acts, and several collections of recordings designed so that when played
in sequence they produced a minstrel show in the home. Such recordings
included “Address by the Late President McKinley at the Pan-American
Exposition,” a “Dutch Dialect Series” (i.e., “Schultz on Christian Science”
or “Schultz on Malaria”), recordings by famous vaudevillians Weber and
Fields, and thirty-one different recordings in the “Uncle Josh Weathersby’s
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Laughing Stories” series. Theatrical scenes in the Columbia catalog in-
cluded “The Transformation Scene from ‘Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde,”” “Ghost
Scene from Hamlet,” and “Flogging Scene from Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”’s
Whether dramatic enactments of discreet theatrical scenes, dialect com-
edy, or vaudeville sketches, these records, like the musical recordings, tran-
scribed performances known to the consumer or understood in terms of
other (live) performance contexts and venues.

Besides the substantial portion of its catalog devoted to recordings based
on a transcription paradigm, Columbia also released material premised
on a paradigm of sound signification. Often categorized as “Descriptive
Discs,” these recordings involved the strategic orchestration of sounds so
as to represent some illusory scene. “Capture of Forts at Port Arthur” and
“In Cheyenne Joe’s Cowboy Tavern (A Coney Island Scene)” exemplify this
practice. Columbia described “Capture of Forts at Port Arthur” in the fol-
lowing way: “A scene from one of the Russian forts, with cannonading, and
shriek of shells. The Russian Band is heard playing the National Anthem.
The Japanese approach, headed by their band playing their National Air,
and take possession of the forts, amid loud cries of ‘Banzi’”*® The Chey-
enne Joe’s recording is described as

A realistic descriptive record depicting a scene in the famous Rocky
Mountain tavern which was one of the features of the Pan-American Ex-
position, and has since been removed to the Coney Island Bowery. The
outside barker invites the passing ones to stop and enjoy the hospitality
of the tavern. The cowboy orchestra plays a characteristic overture. Bill
Brindle, a cowboy waiter sings a rollicking drinking song, in which the
habitues of the tavern join heartily, expressing their approval by volleys
of pistol shots and cowboy yells, given in typical western style. It is a de-
cidedly novel and entertaining record.””

Like Columbia’s transcriptions of performances, these “Descriptive
Discs” were also presented in terms of their realism, but the realism of
these carefully constructed audio spectacles differs from the fidelity and au-
thenticity assigned to recordings of performances.’® Recordings like “Uncle
Josh at Delmonico’s” or “Uncle Josh on a Fifth Avenue Bus” seem to have
been framed as vaudeville performances, thereby encouraging consum-
ers to listen to the record as a transcription of a preexisting performance
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event. But similar recordings by the same artist (Cal Stewart) in the same
character (Uncle Josh), such as “Evening Time at Pumpkin Center Descrip-
tive Scene,” cue a different type of reception. While Columbia recordings
premised and marketed according to a transcription paradigm promised
to transport a performer into the home, “Descriptive Discs,” and the sig-
nification paradigm on which they were based, promised to transport the
listener to a different (fictional) space. Within the Columbia catalog the
category “Descriptive Discs” seemingly refers to a type of acoustic text. But
the recordings so categorized embody a range of performances from “song
and dance with clogs” to the elaborate acoustic scenes described above.
Like all generic labeling, “Descriptive Discs” indicated a way of listening,
cueing consumers how to listen, how to experience a recording.’® More
importantly here, the category attests to a way of conceptualizing the act
of recording. These records demonstrate that, although the transcription
paradigm was the conceptual dominant long before the potential for acous-
tic manipulation made possible by electrical methods of handling sound,
the signification paradigm informed some early recording industry prac-
tices.>°®

In his discussion of early phonography, James Lastra notes that nearly
all written commentary about the phonograph stressed its status as an
instrument of transcription, but that Edison and others also understood
that “the process of inscription could similarly create sonic effects.”
Lastra continues, “Edison gradually weaned his performers and technical
staff from the prejudice that inscription was the only properly phonographic
act, instilling in its place a flexible and essentially ‘diegetic’ understanding
of sound representation that created coherent but spatiotemporally nonlit-
eral musical worlds.”?" Lastra describes Edison adapting recording prac-
tice and shaping the “pro-phonographic” performance to accord with the
limits and requirements of the technology. “Performers and technicians
alike . . . came to believe that sonic representation was not simply a mat-
ter of precisely transcribing completely prior and autonomous events.” Ul-
timately then, Edison’s rhetoric of “re-creations” masks a manipulation,
or rather, the “original” musical event resides in playing the Edison record
rather than in the historically prior, inevitably absent “pro-phonographic”
performance. Importantly though, practices like Edison’s Tone Tests or
Victor’s fidelity assertions provided powerful and widely accepted models
of understanding the phonograph as a transcription technology.
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Acoustic Representation by Electrical Means

The clash between transcription and signification paradigms during the
innovation of electrical-acoustic technology is perhaps most dramati-
cally demonstrated through rather extreme advocates of each position.
Throughout the late 1920s and into the early 1930s, social scientists Milton
Metfessel and Carl E. Seashore from the State University of lowa intro-
duced a new scientific method to fellow social scientists for the collection,
measurement, quantification, and study of music and other sounds. Called
“phonophotography,” their method involved the collection and transcrip-
tion of sound waves on motion picture film. As early as the fall of 1925, in
a field study of black American folk music, Metfessel was “photographing”
voices using a portable “phonophotographic” camera.?> The photographi-
cally encoded sound waves could then be quantifiably measured and ana-
lyzed based on frequency, amplitude, duration, and wave form.?> Beyond
the collection, preservation, and scientific analysis of folk music, Metfessel
and Seashore saw in the apparatus the ability to analyze the expression of
emotion in music and to quantify aesthetic value with science. Describing
a multivolume phonophotographic study of vibrato, Seashore claimed that
because of this scientific advance in acoustic transcription, they were “now
enabled to define, describe, measure and control such a subtle aspect of
the expression of tender emotion as the slightest change in the character
of a vibrato.”>4 He also suggested that a phonophotographic study of the
vibrato of well-known singers was “the basis for determining what we may
call good practice, which is the first step in an effort to determine a large
number of component factors that operate to make a thing beautiful.”
Here, the potential of electrical-acoustic technology to transcribe sounds
accurately and with scientific precision enabled the isolation and quantifi-
cation of the component factors of aesthetic “beauty.”

Contrasting their method with traditional musicological analysis based
on the careful listening of a trained anthropologist to either the sound it-
self or to a phonograph or cylinder reproduction, Metfessel and Seashore
claimed to have scientifically eliminated the subjective limitations of pre-
vious approaches. In a 1928 report of his work on black American folk
music, Metfessel located two important sources of error or potential bias
in then currently prevailing methods. First, even the “keenest” anthropo-
logical ear was ill-suited to “the American Negro vocal embellishments”
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because of the “bias due to past musical experience which deafens the no-
tator to elements foreign to his own music.”2¢ Second, conventional meth-
ods of musical notation, designed to represent European music, neglected
factors that made folk music distinctive. “In Negro music, that part which
is characteristically Negro is not found in the stilted notes on the conven-
tional five-line staff, but rather in the twists and slides between the lines.”?”
Although fascinating as an early implicit critique of ethnocentric anthro-
pological procedures and the Eurocentric bases of conventional musical
notation, Metfessel’'s discussion of phonophotography is most interesting
in this context for the manner in which it constructs the electrical-acoustic
apparatus as a scientific instrument of transcription.

In 1927, Seashore located the origin of this method in attempts to certify
participants in the prevailing subjective approach:

My personal interest in phonophotography dates from the time when the
Smithsonian Institution sent its specialist in Indian music, Miss Frances
Densmore, to our laboratory to have her ears certified with reference to
the degree of reliability for the transcribing of phonograph records. It
then occurred to me that it was possible to avoid depending upon the ear,
which is quite inadequate for the purpose, and substitute a photographic
method. This led to the developing of photographing of phonograph rec-
ords, and that in turn to the direct photographing from a musician’s per-
formance. 28

Trained though she was, Miss Densmore with her scientifically certified
ear, much like the “Great Moscheles” before her, was no match for the
objective documentation provided by the electrical-acoustic apparatus.
Metfessel’'s and Seashore’s phonophotographic device and their descrip-
tions of their methods exemplify a conceptual paradigm that viewed elec-
trical acoustics as an apparatus of transcription. The values they assigned
to the apparatus hinged on its precision (of measurement), its (scientific)
objectivity, its neutral method of notation, and its ability to preserve an
acoustic event accurately.

While Metfessel and Seashore conceptualized electrical acoustics as a
scientific apparatus of transcription more faithful to detail than the human
ear, Seashore at least saw the potential of the apparatus to function in argu-
ably the opposite way. “It is now only a matter of patient workmanship for
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the future inventor to make a synthetic human voice automaton capable of
speaking in languages, playing upon the whole gamut of emotions in vocal
expression and even executing artistic effects not yet attainable through the
voluntary performance of the singing or speaking artist.”>9 For Seashore,
electrical sound technology offered not only the potential for recording and
analysis more detailed and accurate than human perception, it also pro-
vided for the future possibility of musical production and signification far
in advance of human capacity.

This power of the electrical-acoustic apparatus to function as an in-
strument of signification was advocated by a voice speaking in realms
far removed from the world of social science occupied by Seashore and
Metfessel. While the Iowa social scientists sought, among other tasks,
to study aesthetic practice scientifically, Harry Alan Potamkin sought
to shape the future of that practice through his film and music criti-
cism. Potamkin’s critical work provides a vivid description of electrical
acoustics conceptualized as an instrument of signification. Writing for
various newspapers and such periodicals as the Phonograph Monthly Re-
view, Close-Up (an international film journal), Hound and Horn, and New
Masses, Potamkin provided a consistent voice for the nonmimetic ap-
plication of electrical acoustics.3® Contrasting the “sonal” or “sonorous
film” with the “talking picture,” Potamkin called for overt signification
in the application of electrical sound technology and the rejection of its
transcription possibilities. Invoking and refuting commonsense asser-
tions that the camera provided the potential for illusion but the micro-
phone provided factual duplication of the real, Potamkin valorized a se-
ries of sound strategies that would explore the signifying potentials of
the new combined visual and acoustic apparatus.3’ These included the
rejection of sound and image redundancy, the use of speech as abstract
sound, the fragmentation of individual acoustic events or performances,
and the incorporation into film soundtracks of both “found sounds” and
artificially produced sounds.

In “The Phonograph and the Sonal Film,” Potamkin argued that a true
sound aesthetics hinged on a rejection of the mimetic potentials of the
apparatus. Supporting the use by film studios of sound effects libraries
(sounds prerecorded independently of the images they eventually accom-
panied), Potamkin advocated even further efforts to conceptualize film
sound and film image as distinct representational technologies.
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There is no need to get distinct sounds for identical images; standard-
ization is not counter-quality. As a matter of fact, such standardization,
which is an elementary kind of conventionalization of sound, has already
been instituted by the film companies. That is a first rudimentary step in
the establishment of sound-engineering, and sound-aesthetics.3

For Potamkin, this first rudimentary step would soon be replaced by a ma-
nipulation of acoustic phenomena that avoided redundancy between sounds
and images. He called for the combination of a “sound from one source
with an image not issuing the sounds: in other words a non-coincidence of
sound” rather than the synchronization of sound with image.33 The careful
orchestration of aural phenomena as signifying units would accomplish this
noncoincidence of sound. “There is no reason why that medium [the sync-
sound film] must blunder in the erroneous path of duplication. Aesthetic
organization is the very secret of health for any expression of man called
entertainment or art.”34 Frequently citing the manifesto on the “contrapun-
tal” use of cinema sound written by Soviet filmmakers Sergei Eisenstein,
Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Grigori Alexandrov that appeared in English trans-
lation in Close- Up in 1929, Potamkin called for a sound practice emphasiz-
ing “sound suggestiveness, as opposed to sound literalness.”?

One of the key components of Potamkin’s view of a “sound suggestive-
ness” involved the use of speech as abstract sound. He broke most specifi-
cally with the Soviet manifesto in advocating the use of speech, but accord-
ing to a principle he called speech-as-utterance. “I oppose also the Russian
directors who accept the sonorous film but not the film of speech. Speech
can be stylized, harmonized and unified into an entity with the visual im-
age.”3¢ “Speech as utterance is stylized speech,” Potamkin argued. “Its ba-
sis lies in a variety of sources: explosive speech, uniform pitch, monotone,
etc.”37 For Potamkin, recorded speech offered to the cinema far more than
the ability to transcribe dialogue accurately and audibly. Instead, spoken
utterances offered to the filmmaker a range of signifying potentials includ-
ing rhythm, pitch, and intonation, all of which were susceptible to aesthetic
manipulation at the service of larger ends. Speech could thus function as
an abstract sound independent of the linguistic content it offered.

Perhaps the apotheosis of Potamkin’s aesthetic for the sound film came
in his valorization of multiple levels of acoustic manipulation and the ex-
tent to which virtually any sound could serve the larger aesthetic interests
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of a filmmaker so inclined. He often held up as an example the acoustic
manipulations of Alexandrov’'s Romance sentimentale (1928) (released in
the United States by Paramount as A Sentimental Romance). In the film,
Alexandrov sought to design his soundtrack, in part, according to acoustic
equivalents for the principles of Soviet montage. The techniques he used,
including running a recorded sound backwards, breaking the recording of
a sustained sound into very brief fragments, cutting the recording of a siren
into its component frames to create an ascent and descent in steps rather
than a regular incline, and directly inscribing (writing) onto the soundtrack,
all were valorized by Potamkin as potential directions profitably pursued by
a practice that viewed soundtrack construction as signification.3

Let us say a note is banged on the piano, impressed on the negative.
Immediate cutting—and there are a variety of ways—will change the
character of the sound and give it an absoluteness. That is to say, it will
not be associated with the instrument from which it will have emanated.
One may record a jazz-band and then play around with the sounds as
impressed, and get thereby any number of possible arrangements. The
same can be achieved with speech: it may be clipped, stretched, broken
into stutters, made to lisp, joined with all sorts of sound combinations

either in discriminate melange or in alternating, repeating motifs.39

Potamkin called for the fabrication of “natural” sounds, the acoustic ma-
nipulation of performance events with no respect for their duration, and
the use of tone test records (for example, recordings in which a pure tone
of 6,000 Hertz gradually glides down to 100 Hertz) originally designed
to ascertain the frequency curve of electrical sound apparatus as the raw
material (essentially found sound) for the filmmaker’s manipulation.4° His
aesthetic mandate for the sound film demonstrates some of the furthest
implications of a sound practice premised on electrical acoustics conceptu-
alized as an apparatus of signification.

It is Potamkin’s advocacy of the use of sounds that don’t exist in nature
that brings into sharpest relief the divergence between the two conflicting
paradigms for the work of sound reproduction. Here, Potamkin concep-
tualizes the potentials of electrical sound technology in direct opposition
to the paradigm embodied in Seashore’s and Metfessel’s social science
discourse. Metfessel and Seashore assumed an identity between an origi-
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nal acoustic event and its electrical-acoustic transcription. Their scientific
process hinged on an epistemological faith in the power of the apparatus
to provide a detailed, dispassionate, and direct encryption of an event. For
Potambkin, such an epistemological faith in the apparatus was an obstacle to
the fulfillment of the true signifying potentials offered by electrical sound
technology. To some extent, these divergent positions are directly related to
the different discursive networks within which they operate. The various
disciplines of social science require an epistemological faith in their meth-
ods of observing, measuring, quantifying, or otherwise describing social
phenomena. The development of electrical acoustics, or advances in other
representational technologies, provided new, objective methods of obser-
vation precisely because technology was assumed to function neutrally.4*
Although necessary to social science as a practice, this epistemological
faith in the technological apparatus’ ability to document phenomena, to
supersede and improve upon human perception, was not unique to social
sciences (as the discussion below will indicate). Potamkin’s position was
located within a discursive tradition of aesthetics that argued not for the
duplication of reality but for the expressive transformation of phenomenal
reality. The conflict embodied in these two divergent examples indicates
the interpretive flexibility that results when a technological artifact, com-
plete with the rhetorical baggage of science, enters into the realm of aes-
thetics and clashes with equally imposing rhetorical traditions.

Potamkin was not alone in his overt advocacy of electrical acoustics con-
ceptualized as an instrument of signification.#? Nor were the polemical po-
sitions advocated by Seashore and Metfessel on the one hand and Potamkin
on the other isolated in realms (social science vs. aesthetic criticism) as
distinct as these two examples might imply. Instead, the conflict between
these two competing conceptual paradigms was vividly enacted through a
variety of Hollywood sound practices and debates among Hollywood sound
practitioners as to the appropriate representational conventions for the
synchronous-sound film. This interpretive flexibility of the apparatus at the
level of sound practice or technology-in-use also informed various conflict-
ing practices within both the radio and the phonograph industries.

In 1923, when Lee De Forest predicted the potential applications of
his Phonofilm sound-on-film system, he foresaw the use of the appara-
tus conforming to both of the two extremes represented by Seashore and
Metfessel on one side and Potamkin on the other. In applications such as
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educational films, recordings of great men for posterity, or recordings of
both popular and high-culture performers, De Forest foresaw the Phono-
film successfully transcribing and preserving acoustic events. The Phono-
film could surpass the phonograph’s ability to transcribe performances by
offering longer recordings, images as well as sound, an improvement in
“naturalness of tone quality,” and the ability to be reproduced to far larger
public audiences.#? In a familiar rhetorical move that echoes throughout
the history of sound recording, De Forest invoked the social value to fu-
ture generations when “both the voice and the visage of the nation’s lead-
ers” would be preserved for posterity by the Phonofilm.44 “How priceless
now would be the film reproduction of Lincoln delivering his immortal
Address at Gettysburg, or of Roosevelt as he stood before the Hippodrome
audience at his last public appearance delivering a message to his coun-
trymen, the inspiration of which has already been, how sadly, lost.”45 As
Metfessel and Seashore would do some five years later, De Forest assigned
to electrical acoustics the values of fidelity, presence, and preservation.
Here, the technologically augmented body cheated death through its en-
cryption.

But simultaneous with De Forest’s description of transcription-based
synchronous-sound cinema, he also outlined a series of applications based
on the signification paradigm. Phonofilm could provide weekly newsreels
not only with vocal identifications of scenes and situations (analogous,
perhaps, to photographic captions) but also interpretations “by the voice
of some well informed, entirely invisible speaker.”4® De Forest also fore-
saw poetic verbal description and music “interwoven” with film images to
“thereby elevate to ennobling heights” scenic films and travelogues.4’ This
use of sound as an additive signifying material for newsreels and travel films
also characterized De Forest’s predictions for the silent drama. The Pho-
nofilm could provide standardized musical accompaniment regardless of
exhibition venue and, through recorded voice-overs, eliminate intertitles.
Synchronous spoken dialogue was to be reserved only to produce dra-
matic effects. “I can in fact picture some very dramatic effects which may
be obtained where, perhaps, only one or two words or sentences spoken
throughout the entire run of an otherwise silent drama, will grip the atten-
tion, and startle the imagination, as does the occasional introduction of a
hand-tinted object in an otherwise monotonous black and white picture.”4
In general, De Forest’s view of the dramatic signifying possibilities of the
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Phonofilm for the screen drama required their strategic rather than perva-
sive use.

Thus I claim that an entirely new form of screen drama can be worked
out, taking advantage of the possibilities of introducing music and voice,
and appropriate acoustic effects, not necessarily thruout [sic] the entire
action, but here and there where the effects can be made much more
startling, or theatrical if you will, or significant, than is possible by panto-
mime alone, no matter how cleverly such may be worked out.49

De Forest’s list of Phonofilm applications conforming to both the tran-
scription and signification paradigms demonstrates that the eventual uses
to which electrical acoustics would be put were not predetermined by either
of these conceptual models. Both of these paradigms could and did under-
write a variety of social uses for the technology as well as different repre-
sentational practices. But the interpretive flexibility evident in De Forest’s
predictions for the synchronous-sound film also characterized Hollywood
sound practices long after synchronous sound was introduced. Whereas
De Forest’s Phonofilm predictions separated transcription and significa-
tion paradigms to distinct categories of film practice, the early years of
Hollywood sound practice involved a number of instances in which, in a
single text, transcription and signification paradigms for handling sound
dramatically clashed.

In order to exemplify this clash, I turn now to two case studies from
different Hollywood practices: the use of sound in early Vitaphone and
Movietone films, and the 1932 feature-length musical The Big Broadcast.
These case studies illustrate instances in which both of these conflicting
paradigms for sound representation inform individual films. The resulting
“hybrid texts” usefully point not only to confusion about and struggle over
representational practices but also to the ways in which the introduction
of electrical sound technology to the American film initiated a period of
competition among diverse theories of representation.

The notion of “hybrid texts” conflicts with some of the dominant meth-
ods of considering cinema’s aesthetic history. Whereas André Bazin viewed
technological change as contributing to film’s inexorable, asymptotic evolu-
tion toward greater realism, historians like David Bordwell view the advent
of synchronous-sound technology as posing little more than a temporary
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obstacle to the hegemony of a particular aesthetic and economic system
of production.5® For Bordwell, synchronous-sound technology was simply
adapted to the needs of the preexisting “classical” narrative mode. From
such a perspective, textual hybrids constitute no more than a transitional
stage. While Bordwell's account produces a coherent narrative of Holly-
wood’s conversion to sound, it fails to recognize the ways in which techno-
logical change imposes the need to negotiate conflicting conceptions of the
relationship between technology and the task of representing. Rather than
being characteristic of a comparatively short “transitional” period, hybrid
texts visibly and audibly embody larger ongoing clashes between represen-
tational practices, representational choices, and modes of thinking about
representation that are brought to the surface, made visible and audible, by
technological change.

Transcription Versus Signification in the Initial Vitaphone
and Movietone Releases

In chapter 2 I demonstrate the ways in which initial announcements of
electrical-acoustic technology often involved assertions about the greater
fidelity offered by the new methods. These references to expanded fidelity
differentiated the new technology from previous attempts to innovate syn-
chronous-sound film (Kinetophone, Cameraphone, the initial incarnation
of Phonofilm, etc.) and, importantly, from preexisting methods of mechan-
ical recording and reproduction widely diffused through the phonograph.
Thus, electrical acoustics was at first predominantly defined as a method of
documenting or transcribing acoustic events. The dominant view of sound
technology as properly functioning to transcribe acoustic phenomena ex-
erted a powerful weight, a conceptual inertia, upon attempts to apply elec-
trical acoustics to cinema.

Despite Photoplay’s October 1926 assertion that there were no current
plans to innovate “talking pictures” (sync-sound would supply recorded
orchestral accompaniment only), initial applications of electrical sound
technology to the cinema relied heavily upon recording conceived as the
transcription of acoustic events—particularly people speaking and per-
forming.5' Even initial recorded synchronous scores were publicly pre-
sented as virtual transcriptions that re-created the experience provided by
the best orchestras in the largest urban motion picture theaters. The Fox
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Film Corporation also initially used its Movietone sound-on-film system to
document the remarks of international leaders and literary figures. Direct-
address speech performances of government leaders (including King
George V, King Alfonso XIII, the Prince of Wales, Lloyd George, Presi-
dent-elect Hoover, etc.) and literary personalities (for example, George
Bernard Shaw and Arthur Conan Doyle) were released as autonomous
short subjects or incorporated as segments into Fox’s Movietone News-
reel. These highly discursive performances underscored the new technol-
ogy’s ability to document events. The representation of the speaker’s body
as the source of the sound posited an event through the synchronization
of recorded voice with moving lips.

The earliest Vitaphone sound-on-disk shorts produced by Warner Bros.
featured representations of both high- and middlebrow performance events.
Like Fox’s direct-address short subjects, the initial Vitaphone shorts, in his-
torian Charles Wolfe’s words, evidenced a “documentary impulse.”5> The
conceptual paradigm of transcription as enacted in the Vitaphone shorts
was well suited to a particular economy of film production and distribu-
tion. Unlike the production and release patterns of feature-length films,
these recorded performances could circulate long after their initial release,
constituting an interchangeable catalog of film recordings.s?

But simultaneous with these earliest transcription-oriented applications
of electrical acoustics, other practices explored the new technology’s abil-
ity to construct illusory events. Artificially created synchronous events oc-
curred during soundtracks otherwise consisting solely of recorded musical
accompaniment. In the earliest Vitaphone features, specific sound effects
would be reproduced in isolation and, importantly, in approximate syn-
chronization with an appropriate image. Examples include the sound of
a champagne cork popping, the only sound from an otherwise busy but
silent nightclub kitchen in The Singing Fool, a knock on a door or the rattle
of clashing sabres in Don Juan, a whip cracking across an otherwise si-
lent slave’s back and a scene in which a soldier in the trenches of World
War I responds to an officer’s command (communicated by a dialogue
title: “And listen you eggs, be hardboiled”) with a raspberry reproduced in
rather startling synchronization (both in Noah’s Ark). While such a highly
selective approach to recording and reproducing sound effects gestured to-
ward the creation of a realistic acoustic space, the intermittent nature of
precisely such selection undermined a notion of verisimilitude. Similarly,
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while these pseudo-synchronous events might be heard as early attempts
to narrate acoustically—that is, to mobilize the acoustic at the service of a
narrating agency actively directing audience perception to important story
information—too often the reproduced sounds serve no specific story func-
tion. Instead, the pseudo-synchronous acoustic effects of early Vitaphone
features announce various technological possibilities, demonstrating the
range of sounds that could be reproduced and, more importantly, perform-
ing the possibility of synchronization.54

Heterogeneous sound practices characterized Hollywood’s initial forays
into the application of synchronous-sound technology to feature-length
films. Fully synchronous dialogue scenes were interpolated within films
in which the soundtracks otherwise consisted of recordings of musical
scores. Intermittently presented sound effects also attested to differing
acoustic practices. Reproduced sounds sometimes seemed to approximate
the accompanying depicted object, while at other times they resembled si-
lent film accompaniment in that noises were produced through musical
instruments.

Warner Bros.” film Noah’s Ark indicates the simultaneous presence of
multiple potential approaches to rendering sound. The film illustrates both
the complexity of Hollywood’s initial sound practices and the manner in
which early recorded soundtracks announced the acoustic possibilities
of electrical sound technology. Noah’s Ark begins with a depiction of the
construction of the Tower of Babel, acoustically accompanied by a musical
score and both the pseudo-synchronous sounds of slaves being whipped
and apparently synchronous construction sounds altogether out of keeping
with the depicted events. The construction sounds demonstrate (approxi-
mate) synchronization but not fidelity to their depicted sources. The film’s
shift to a series of contemporary scenes begins with a dissolve to a close-up
of a ticker tape accompanied by an appropriately recorded and reproduced
sound effect. The ticker tape sound continues, unrealistically maintaining
a consistent volume across several cuts and under expository intertitles.
Here, the film initially anchors a sound effect to its source, justifying its
presence, but the sound is soon visually disconnected from its origin and
continued as if it were a component of an ongoing musical score. Sound
effects become even more fully musical throughout Noah’s Ark as cym-
bals stand in for, and are in fact synchronized with, the crash of lightning
strikes. Throughout the film the approach to representing sound effects
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oscillates between attempts to render sounds that seem appropriate to a
depicted source and sounds for which musical equivalents are used. For
example, cymbals are also used to accompany the breaking of a bottle over
a character’s head. Crowd sounds are denoted through a murmur of voices,
such as when a mob surrounds and mocks Noah as he constructs his ark.
This particular acoustic strategy accompanies only long- and medium-long
shots, as close-ups of the taunting crowd visually isolate the sources of sin-
gle voices that are then presented through dialogue titles. Exterior shots
of the Orient Express are “appropriately” accompanied by train sound ef-
fects, but when the scene and camera move to a location inside the train,
the conventions of silent film accompaniment return through the use of
different musical themes linked to different passengers in what otherwise
is a nonsynchronous scene. The use of pseudo-synchronous sound effects
returns with the crash of the train as cries of passengers momentarily be-
come prominent on the soundtrack.

Early sync-sound films like Noah’s Ark and other so-called “part-talkies”
exhibited conflicting approaches to the task of acoustically representing fic-
tional worlds. Like the Tower of Babel which it depicts, Noah’s Ark features
the overlapping of various representational strategies, threatening to ren-
der its acoustic world confusing if not altogether incoherent. The silencing
of this Babel of representational possibilities would come to the Hollywood
film in time, but for these initial sync-sound presentations, the presence
of various, competing, and sometimes conflicting sound strategies served
to announce to audiences some of the acoustic possibilities of the emerg-
ing sound film. Scenes reproducing dialogue attested to successful syn-
chronization. The highly selective incorporation of sound effects in real
or approximate synchronization with depicted sources attested both to the
fact of synchronization and to the range of possible sounds that could be
successfully reproduced. In these films, reproduced sound became a spec-
tacle as early synchronous-sound films demonstrated the potentials of the
emerging technology.

The Singing Fool, Warner Bros. and Al Jolson’s highly successful
follow-up to The Jazz Singer, literally performs for its audience the pro-
cess of conversion to synchronous sound. Mixing conventions of the si-
lent film, Vitaphone’s synchronous musical accompaniment, and the fully
synchronous-sound film, The Singing Fool’s soundtrack within itself enacts
Hollywood’s multistage embrace of recorded sound. The film begins much
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like a silent film, or an early Vitaphone feature in which a recorded non-
diegetic score accompanies on-screen action. Printed intertitles identify
characters and provide expository information orienting the audience to
the narrative’s depicted time and space. But when a group of late-night
revelers arrive at Blackie Joe’s speakeasy, The Singing Fool's approach to
sound shifts to another register. Pseudo-synchronous sound effects accom-
pany an image depicting the group knocking at the speakeasy’s door. Even
more notable, Warner Bros.” sound technicians manipulate the volume of
the music emanating from inside the speakeasy each time a peephole in
the front door is opened. As the group attempts to gain entry, attenuations
in the volume of nightclub sounds accompany the doorkeeper’s action of
opening and closing the peephole. Pseudo-synchronous sound effects cre-
ate an acoustic representation of space approximately analogous to what
one might expect standing with the revelers. Visual perspective—with the
camera positioned outside the speakeasy and with those seeking entry—
combines with narrative information and realistic motivation (we know the
club is busy and we would expect to hear more of the sound from inside
when the peephole is opened) to underwrite a realistic approximation of
actual acoustic space. The nonsynchronous soundtrack functions as if it
had been recorded in sync with the image and thus two distinct represen-
tational systems (image-producing and sound-producing) function collab-
oratively so as to elide the distinction between them.

But any realistic acoustic effect thereby generated is quickly undermined
when the camera’s position moves to the other side of the door and the
film’s audience adopts the visual perspective of the doorkeeper. No conse-
quent change in either volume or quality of sound coincides with the shift
in camera position to inside the speakeasy. The simple and representation-
ally logical cut to a camera position inside the club undermines the realism
of the pseudo-synchronous events outside the speakeasy (knocks on the
door and shifts in volume of crowd noise).

As the doorkeeper moves through the club to find Blackie Joe, the cam-
era adopts his point of view. The soundtrack exclusively consists of music.
Although diegetically motivated by the speakeasy’s orchestra, the musical
score only partially represents acoustic space. The soundtrack contains
no other sounds, and the mobile point-of-view shot even includes rather
startling moments of silently mouthed direct address. Like the pseudo-
synchronous events intermittently present in many of the earliest Vita-
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phone features, sound effects (and in this case volume manipulations) are
used in the opening moments of The Singing Fool less to create a consistent
and coherent version of acoustic space than literally to announce some of
the representational possibilities offered by the Vitaphone device. The ap-
parently uncanny pseudo-synchronous sound effects remain particularly
striking precisely because of their difference from the silent film conven-
tions with which The Singing Fool begins and to which it rather suddenly
returns.

Soon, a table approaches the camera, carried by an unseen employee,
and as the table is set down, the waiter is revealed to be Al Jolson. Dancing
in close-up, literally mugging for the camera, Jolson and his antics push
The Singing Fool into the overtly performative, into the realm of the direct-
address characteristic of many Vitaphone performance shorts. Jolson’s ar-
rival on-screen is indeed an “appearance,” a revelation. Still conforming to
silent film conventions, however, the film uses an intertitle to inform us of
Jolson’s fictional identity, policing our response to the star’s appearance by
reanchoring the moment of direct address back within the diegetic world.

Further narrative exposition and abrupt shifts in sound practice follow,
including revelations that Jolson (character Al Stone, that is) is a really nice
guy; he rescues a cigarette girl from a masher. Stone is not only oblivious to
the cigarette girl's obvious admiration for him, but he is also madly in love
with Molly, the speakeasy’s singer. All this narrative exposition, establish-
ing the central problematic that will become a primary focus of the film, is
accomplished through pantomime augmented by expository and dialogue
intertitles and suitably accompanied by a musical score potentially moti-
vated by the speakeasy’s offscreen band.

The musical score remains largely distinct from depicted narrative events,
maintaining a consistent volume even when the action moves into adjoin-
ing rooms—that is, until Al and the film retire to Molly’s dressing room.
Diagetically motivated dance music abruptly becomes the silent film’s melo-
dramatic nondiegetic score. Conventions of silent film accompaniment con-
tinue as Al leaves Molly’s dressing room and “fixes” two flat beers by rapidly
pouring one into the other and back again. Here, the soundtrack provides
an aural equivalent to the character’s movements, musically mimicking the
action. The acoustic distinction between two depicted spaces continues as
the film cuts several times back and forth between the nightclub and Molly’s
dressing room. To this point the soundtrack of The Singing Fool has largely
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conformed to conventions of silent film accompaniment while intermit-
tently incorporating several pseudo-synchronous acoustic events that hint at
some of the possibilities of a fully synchronous soundtrack.

The soundtrack and consequently the film as a whole undergo an even
more dramatic representational shift moments later when Al Stone, the
singing waiter, moves to the center of the nightclub to perform. Here, fully
thirteen minutes into the film, The Singing Fool (and Hollywood) again
“convert” to sound. With the words, “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Jolson
and the film slip into the fully synchronous. Striking in its abrupt transi-
tion, this shift is no more performative than Jolson’s initial on-screen ap-
pearance. Only here the performer technologically announced is not only
Jolson but also the Vitaphone apparatus itself.

Through its shifting use of sound, the first twenty-four minutes of The
Singing Fool perform Hollywood’s conversion to synchronous sound. The
film begins by conforming to the narrative and acoustic conventions of
the mid-1920s silent film, thus invoking a soon-to-be-eclipsed represen-
tational practice. Pseudo-synchronous knocks at the speakeasy door, easily
accomplished by an alert live drummer with appropriate traps, give way to
a pseudo-sync event made possible only with the Vitaphone—the attenua-
tion of crowd noise to accompany the opening and closing of a peep hole.
But the film quickly slips back into the acoustic protocols of the silent film.
Then, in a startling acoustic announcement of technological potential, The
Singing Fool becomes a synchronous-sound film.

These earliest synchronous-sound films arguably demonstrated a range
of representational options, a variety of approaches to the incorporation
of recorded sound into the American motion picture. Often emphasizing
contrasts with older, preexisting modes of representing, these textual dis-
plays made sound into a kind of spectacle, but a spectacle heralding an in-
exorable evolutionary advance that promised eventually to collapse the dif-
ference between the real and its representation. The “pseudo-synchronous
events” in the earliest Vitaphone features functioned to announce certain
technological potentials of the apparatus, but more importantly in this con-
text, they point to a working model among some Hollywood sound prac-
titioners that viewed electrical acoustics as a tool for the construction of
soundtracks at the service of a larger goal of signification.

At Warner Bros., electrical acoustics was applied to the cinema accord-
ing to both the transcription and the signification paradigms. While the Vi-
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taphone shorts transcribed performance events, the strategic inclusion of
approximately synchronous sound effects (including instances of the hu-
man voice) within the recorded scores of Vitaphone features involved the
application of a signification paradigm to soundtrack construction. Wolfe
notes that two representational strategies were at work in these earliest
Vitaphone films. “Vitaphone features treated the voice as an intermittent
sound effect, post-synchronized to the image, never fully anchored amid
the fluid relationship of orchestral score to depicted action. Vitaphone
shorts, in contrast, privileged the recorded vocal utterance of a performer
as a phenomenal event.”s

The initial Vitaphone and Movietone releases demonstrate the pre-
science of Lee De Forest’s 1923 predictions for the sound film. Transcrip-
tion and signification paradigms simultaneously informed different rep-
resentational practices. Movietone’s audiovisual documents of political
leaders and literary figures fulfilled De Forest’s call for sound film record-
ings for posterity. The Vitaphone (and, to a lesser extent, Movietone) per-
formance shorts, essentially modeled on phonograph recordings, similarly
applied electrical acoustics as an instrument of transcription. Simultane-
ously though, the technology was used as an instrument of signification
when the strategic use of recorded sounds augmented essentially silent
feature films and new forms of audiovisual drama were considered. De
Forest’s predictions were doubly prescient in that, as he anticipated, the
different approaches to sound practice characterized distinct categories
of films (transcription for Vitaphone’s shorts, signification applied to the
feature-length scores). But as the next section will indicate, the clash be-
tween these conflicting paradigms for approaching sound soon crossed
these boundaries and informed a variety of film types, sometimes uneasily
coexisting in a single film.

The Big Broadcast: Conflicting Models for the Relationship Between
Technology and Representation

Like the vast majority of American films, Paramount’s The Big Broadcast
(1932) occupies only a marginal place in conventional histories of American
cinema. Perhaps most widely cited (and quickly dispensed with) as Bing
Crosby’s first feature-length starring role, The Big Broadcast fits uncomfort-
ably into many prevailing historical approaches. As an exemplar of a “clas-
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sical Hollywood cinema,” The Big Broadcast is atypical at best; its director
Frank Tuttle is an unlikely candidate for “auteur” status; as a musical, little
recommends the film for sustained analysis in terms of its deployment of or
challenge to generic conventions.5® While the ostensible subject of the film,
the fortuitous rescue of a financially troubled radio station, suggests that
The Big Broadcast is relevant to discussions of radio-cinema connections, no
such analyses exist. Its comparatively late date of release also generally elimi-
nates the film from technological or economic accounts of Hollywood’s con-
version to synchronous sound. Conventional wisdom generally holds that
by 1932 synchronous-sound film technology had been successfully diffused
throughout the production and exhibition ends of the American film indus-
try. But a closer consideration of The Big Broadcast demonstrates that the
film bears striking traces of the process of technological change. Indeed, its
diversity of representational strategies actually stages the aesthetic struggles
that accompany such change. Through its use of various, often contradic-
tory, methods of depicting performances and representing sound, the film
exhibits the hybrid qualities indicative of the struggle over how electrical
sound technology would be deployed in the cinema and elsewhere. The Big
Broadcast, especially the final third of the film, throws into radical juxtaposi-
tion the clash between transcription and signification paradigms for electri-
cal sound technology’s relationship to acoustic events.57

Although The Big Broadcast was loosely based on William Ford Manley’s
play Wild Waves, this original source seems to have supplied little more
than the suggestion of locating a comedy in a radio station.’® Appearances
by well-known radio performers and announcers provided one of the pri-
mary contemporary appeals of the film. The presence of well-known radio
and popular recording performers is “announced” in the film’s opening
credits as a voice-over announcer declares, “Attention all stations . . . call-
ing all stations. Clear the air lanes. Clear all air lanes for the big broadcast.
The Big Broadcast.” Next, a series of performers’ photographs on an appar-
ent publicity poster in turn come to life and present a few bars of signature
songs or routines (in order: Bing Crosby, Kate Smith, the Boswell Sisters,
Cab Calloway, the Mills Brothers, Arthur Tracy, Vincent Lopez and his Or-
chestra, and Burns and Allen). Billboard claimed “the radio names should
mean something, but the film itself is not so hot an entertainment.”s9 Ap-
parently the radio names did mean something as The Big Broadcast was
seventh in Variety’s list of top film grosses for 1932.°
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The narrative of The Big Broadcast initially focuses on a financially trou-
bled New York City radio station, WADX. The star of the station, the chron-
ically late crooner Bing Hornsby (Bing Crosby), is dumped by his showgirl
sweetheart Mona Lowe (Sharon Lynne) and befriends a heartsick Texan
named Leslie McWhinney (Stuart Erwin). After being exposed to multiple
renditions of the dirgelike song “Here Lies Love,” the two new friends at-
tempt suicide. Their attempt to asphyxiate themselves in Hornsby’s kitchen
is foiled by the timely intervention of Anita (Leila Hyams), a secretary at
WADX and coincidentally the long-lost girl-from-back-home for whom
Leslie pines. Leslie, who turns out to be an oil millionaire, resolves the nar-
rative’s initial tension when he buys not only the fiscally unsound station
but also a national radio network. Thanks to its angel, WADX is on firm
financial ground, but in the suicide aftermath a love triangle between the
now-single Bing, the crooner-infatuated Anita, and the still heartsick Leslie
provides a second narrative quandary. This too is eventually resolved in the
film’s final sequence when Mona returns to Bing and, after attempting to
aurally stand in for the again tardy crooner during the network’s inaugural
“big broadcast,” Leslie wins back Anita.

In its review, Variety labeled this story “childish” and noted that The
Big Broadcast was “not a feature film but a succession of talking shorts.”
In the words of the reviewer, “That these specialties were dove-tailed as
they were is not bad considering that somehow the entire works had to
be hung onto some sort of a story structure, no matter how fragile.”®* The
characterization of the film as a “succession of talking shorts” is largely
true of the climactic sequence in which Leslie scours the city for a phono-
graph copy of Bing’s “Please.” Leslie searches for the recording in order
that this transcription of Hornsby’s performance might stand in for the
actual presence of the absent crooner during the ongoing “big broadcast.”
Leslie’s mishaps as he struggles to find the record are made all the more
urgent as the film crosscuts between Leslie and the broadcast’s series of
performances that signal its inexorable advance toward the climactic “per-
formance” by Hornsby.

The film as a whole involves a complex and heterogeneous approach to
the combination of narrative and moments of performance. Throughout
the film, differing strategies embed performance events within diegetic
space and thereby justify their presence. These strategies exist on a contin-
uum from performances firmly anchored within the diegesis to the uneas-
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ily interpolated “succession of talking shorts” to which the Variety reviewer
referred.®>

A scene of Bing Hornsby singing “Please,” although a Crosby perfor-
mance per se, is easily contained by its narrative function—the crooner
rehearsing for the big broadcast. More typical of the future so-called “in-
tegrated” Hollywood musical, The Big Broadcast includes an impromptu,
“spontaneous” performance by Hornsby/Crosby as his shoeshine boy pro-
vides rhythmic accompaniment for the song “Dinah.” The incorporation of
both of these performances follows established cinema conventions from
the initial phase of Hollywood’s “backstage” musicals.

Cab Calloway’s first instrumental performance is similarly diegetically
motivated as part of the daily broadcasting business of station WADX (Cab
Calloway and his Girdleers performing on the “Grip-Tight Girdle Hour”).
Although diegetically anchored, as it were, this Calloway performance is
only marginally contained within the representational strategies initially
established by the film. As the Calloway performance “heats up,” visual
consistency gives way to visual strategies that arise from the music itself.
Rather than a naturalistic style of representation in which the visible and
the audible work in concert, mutually reinforcing both each other and what
we might call “diegetic integrity,” the music begins to dominate and to mo-
tivate the visual representation. As the musical tempo and Calloway’s sig-
nature gyrations intensify, the mise-en-scéne becomes literally animated
(a clarinet grows rubbery in the hands of its musician and a microphone
leaps up and down on its stand). In terms of cinematography, the framing
dizzyingly cants to the left and to the right. During the Calloway perfor-
mance it is as if the visual world of the film had suddenly fallen prey to
what conservative critics of the era labeled the narcotizing effects of jazz.
The scene begins as a kind of audiovisual transcription of Calloway and
his band performing, a transcription in which sound recording and visual
strategies collaborate not only to document a performance but also to locate
that event in a narrative world that we accept as consistent with our own.
But as the performance progresses, both the narrative world (microphone
and clarinet) and the visual representation of that world (cinematography)
become affected by the literally infectious rhythms of Calloway’s band.

The Big Broadcast’s presentation of multiple versions of “Here Lies Love”
provides by far the most elaborate attempt to interpolate performance into
the narrative. First the accordion-clad Arthur Tracy initiates the song in a
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speakeasy where Bing and Leslie have just met. The film cuts to a rooftop
nightclub where Vincent Lopez and his orchestra continue the song. After
Lopez performs one verse of the song and the chorus, an elaborate camera
movement reveals that the nightclub is adjacent to Hornsby’s apartment
and that, offscreen, Bing and Leslie have made their way to Bing’s apart-
ment. The final version of the song is performed spontaneously by Bing
(accompanied by the now offscreen Lopez orchestra) as he and the morose
Leslie contemplate suicide. The three versions of the song are performed
continuously, with the film’s soundtrack providing a transition from two
distinct spaces while indicating (an only slightly implausible) temporal
continuity. The song is reprised moments later as Arthur Tracy returns in
the form of a ghostly apparition to accompany the final waking moments of
Leslie and Bing’s suicide attempt. The various performances of “Here Lies
Love” function narratively to indicate a continuity of time, place, and action
while simultaneously commenting thematically on the psychological states
of the two despondent main characters. The performances by Tracy, Lopez,
and Crosby are thus multiply integrated within the plot’s presentation of
story material.®3 These performances not only originate within the diegetic
space of the film but also reinforce visual spatial and temporal cues while
providing additional depth to the narrative by echoing the characters’ inner
psychological states.

Other performance moments are not so studiously integrated into the
narrative of The Big Broadcast. News of Hornsby’s termination by station
WADX and Mona Lowe’s marriage to a Wall Street financier (thereby jilting
Hornsby) is spread through the radio station by three telephone operators
(played by radio performers Major, Sharp, and Minor). This performance is
far less integrated into the visual and narratological strategies of the film. It
is transacted as an overt performance when first the operators and then the
employees with whom they speak interact in thyming dialogue.®4

Although not immediately related to any of the major characters or cen-
tral questions posed by the narrative, two radio-like performance moments
featuring George Burns’s comically frustrating encounters with Gracie
Allen are loosely “narrativized” through their roles as station manager
and receptionist. These performances feature the familiar combination
of Allen’s non sequiturs, malapropisms, and apparently aimless familial
anecdotes with Burns’s ever-increasing frustration—a performance style
recognizable to the audience not only from Burns and Allen’s radio appear-
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ances but also from their appearances in a series of popular short subjects.
In each of these short films, Burns encounters Allen in some mundane,
everyday capacity with a simple type of business to transact, only to have
that task derailed by the comic encounter. That pattern is repeated here
with little attempt to integrate these scenes into the narrative’s chain of
cause and effect.®

The techniques used in The Big Broadcast to represent music and com-
edy could be considered as cinematic adaptations of previous approaches
to representing performance variously informed by traditions from vaude-
ville, musical theater, radio, or backstage film musicals. Some of these strat-
egies anticipated conventionalized fixtures of Hollywood practice (so-called
“integrated musicals”) while others would be quickly marginalized (rhym-
ing dialogue, Burns and Allen’s vaudevillian schtick). The Big Broadcast
thus might be seen as an illustration of some of Hollywood’s approaches to
the problem of integrating performance within narrative in the aftermath
of the conversion to sound. But from some perspectives the integration of
performance into narrative might not have been considered a “problem” at
all, or rather, might have been formulated as a problem only intermittently.
Notions of “interpolation” and “integration” privilege a specific approach to
both producing and consuming films—an approach centered on narrative.
Simple reflection on the circumstances of much of American film exhibi-
tion directs us to the recognition that the filmgoing event consisted of a de-
cidedly nonintegrated aggregate of film styles. The evening’s film program,
especially in 1932, typically could include a newsreel, an animated film,
live-action entertainment shorts of varying styles and genres, and a feature
film perhaps further augmented by some form of live performance. Such
a mix of film styles, modes of address, and types of performance suggests
that perhaps for exhibitors and audiences, integration was not an issue.

If we ignore this exhibition context and consider feature-length films
in isolation of the texts that accompanied them, further evidence indicates
that integration may not be the most salient issue. Historian Alan Williams
suggests that the lack of integration of performance into narrative is in fact
an integral component of the film musical. Williams provocatively argues
that it is precisely the type of music in musicals—the popular song—that
authorizes and indeed mandates a nonintegrated approach to performance
and narrative. “The musical film’s alternation between music and diegesis
seems both permitted and required by the strong boundaries that popu-
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lar songs set for themselves. Music and narrative are set up as two terms
of a paradigm, and the relative rarity of film operas as compared to film
musicals suggests, also, that marketable effects obtain somehow from the
alternation.”®® Anecdotal evidence indicates that Williams’ perspective was
shared by some period film critics. For example, many of the reviews of
film musicals appearing in Photoplay during the early sync-sound era indi-
cate little concern for whether or not, in the words of the Variety reviewer,
performance “dove-tailed” with the narrative.®” The notion that musical
performance and narrative were in fact appropriately two distinct realms
also seems to have partially underwritten some of Hollywood’s production
practices in the early 1930s. Credits for some early musicals indicate a divi-
sion of labor, with directing credits assigned to two studio employees—one
for the musical numbers and another for the story.®®

While The Big Broadcast could be viewed as a veritable catalog of poten-
tial strategies for interpolating performance within narratives, such a focus
on integration may prove less fruitful than other approaches that locate
the film in a non-media-specific struggle to develop an identity for electri-
cal sound technology. A focus on interpolation of performances empha-
sizes The Big Broadcast’s difference both from conventional narrative film
per se (however understood) and from a teleologically posited and (more)
fully integrated narrative musical film. But period critical and production
practices, as well as the work of Alan Williams and Martin Rubin, at least
partially accept the nonintegration of performance into narrative as either
characteristic of the film musical and/or part of a larger tradition of “ag-
gregate” performance practices. If we replace a focus on the relationship
between performance and narrative with instead a focus on the relation-
ship between representations and sound technology, such a view directs us
toward similarities between The Big Broadcast and other preceding, simul-
taneous, and subsequent hybrid practices across several media forms.

Variety’s characterization of The Big Broadcast as “a succession of talk-
ing shorts” most accurately refers to the final thirty minutes of screen time
during which Leslie’s quest for a Bing Hornsby recording is crosscut with
the ongoing “big broadcast.” It is this segment of the film that exhibits
the most striking contrast between the transcription and signification para-
digms as conflicting models for the recording and representation of sound.
Six discrete performance events are presented in their entirety, separated
by cutaways to Leslie’s quest for the Hornsby recording. The performers
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are, in order, the Mills Brothers, Vincent Lopez and his Orchestra, Donald
Novis, the Boswell Sisters, Kate Smith, and Cab Calloway. The following
well-known radio announcers appear on-screen as well: Don Ball, James
Wallington, Norman Brokenshire, and William Brenton. With the excep-
tion of one moment during Leslie’s quest (his telephone call to the station
to warn them of his impending arrival with “Bing,” actually a phonograph
recording of Bing’s voice), the series of scenes that make up his journey
through the city are accompanied entirely by nonsynchronous, nondiegetic
sound effects and music. The origin of the nondiegetic score is only inter-
mittently and marginally grounded within the narrative space through the
occasional presence of loudspeakers supposedly broadcasting the perfor-
mances originating in the studios of WADX.®9 But the absence of dialogue
(even during Leslie’s encounters with first a music store owner and then a
policeman), the absence of sounds with any spatial signature conforming
to that of the image, and the presence of clearly nondiegetic sound effects
“synchronized” to narratively significant objects and events, lend these
scenes depicting Leslie the quality of a comic pantomime accompanied by a
discrete, albeit carefully orchestrated, series of sounds. The scenes appear
and sound as if the image and the soundtrack were separately produced,
in an additive relation, thereby attesting to some of the material practices
of the film’s production. Even during those marginally diegeticized mo-
ments when the conspicuous presence of a loudspeaker horn rationalizes
the presence of a musical score, the sound clearly originates in a space
distinct from that of the depicted action.

The uncanny relation between sound and image in the depictions of
Leslie’s quest is striking because of its sharp contrast with the preceding
sequences of the film.7° The disjunction between sound and image charac-
teristic of Leslie’s travels through the city conflicts even more dramatically
with the method of presenting sound during the six performance events.
As the “big broadcast” unfolds, two contradictory approaches to film sound
collide, enacting the conflict between two conceptual models for the rela-
tionship between electrical-acoustic technology and sound events.

The representation of musical performances in the final third of The
Big Broadcast is determined by the performances themselves. Each per-
formance event is presented in its entirety, without interruption, and with
sound and a depiction of the sound’s source continually in synchroniza-
tion. Only a single brief cutaway to a shot of people listening during the



259

Transcription Versus Signification

Boswell Sisters” number and the final bars of the Vincent Lopez perfor-
mance (which function as an aural bridge to the space and representational
strategies of Leslie’s quest) provide exceptions to the principle of synchro-
nization. Pro-filmic performance events, their duration, and their produc-
tion of sound determine representation strategies. Framing is often depen-
dent on the content of the performance. Long shots are used to capture
the participation of the entire Lopez orchestra during its novelty number
or the full-body physical movements of Cab Calloway during his rendition
of “Minnie the Moocher.” Medium shots of a single performer focus atten-
tion on the “trumpet” solo in the Mills Brothers’ routine or the emotive
facial expressions and overwrought hand gestures of Kate Smith. For those
performances that do not provide overt cues for image strategy, the film
is at some pains to provide visual accompaniment, as when the Boswell
Sisters are framed by an open piano lid or when Donald Novis stands as
rigid and stiff as the microphone into which he sings. In each performance
segment, the presence of the WADX microphone within the image justi-
fies the soundtrack’s consistent acoustic properties (i.e., uniform volume,
absence of reverberation, consistent spatial signature) despite shifts in shot
scale or camera angle. Throughout the six numbers, performances are, in
effect, transcribed—with no apparent manipulation of sound and relatively
unobtrusive visual accompaniment.

The sharp contrast between the sound strategies of these recorded per-
formances and the nonsynchronous relationship of sound and image in
the final section of The Big Broadcast point toward two distinct approaches
to the representation of sound phenomena, two conceptualizations of how
to represent sound—in effect, two competing theories for the relationship
between electrical acoustics and the task of recording. The visual and au-
ral representation of the radio broadcast’s performance events grow out of
a transcription paradigm for the relationship between sound technology
and acoustic events. Here the desire to collect and preserve a performance
event motivates the strategies used for sound recording, image choice, and
the relationship between the two. Sound (and image) strategies function at
the service of a preexisting event, respecting its duration and documenting
its integrity, its wholeness as an event. Sound recording is conceptualized
as the ordered transcription of a preexisting world.

In contrast, the film’s depictions of Leslie’s quest for the Hornsby re-
cording evidence an approach to sound recording based on the signification
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paradigm. Rather than the transcription or documentation of a preexisting
event, the work of sound recording is conceptualized as the ordered arrange-
ment of diverse sound phenomena of different origins to create the illusion
of a new “reality.” In effect, the sound reproduction is conceived as a blank
space—silence or “dead air"—into which one then arranges aural phenom-
ena. Although far from realistic in the way we might normally use the word,
the sounds of Leslie’s quest do maintain an internal logic and consistency,
albeit with little resemblance to our experience of phenomenal reality.

While the protocol for handling sound during The Big Broadcast’s final
series of performance events is historically based on dominant concep-
tions of the gramophone and the phonograph and their ability to document
and preserve acoustic events, the strategies for constructing the sounds of
Leslie’s quest are based instead on a nonmimetic protocol for sound con-
struction evident in some silent cinema accompaniment and in the theories
and practice of predominantly European advocates of a sound strategy not
normally associated with American cinema (for example, René Clair, Sergei
Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, Grigori Alexandrov, and others). The final third
of The Big Broadcast throws into sharp relief Hollywood’s equivalents of the
conceptualizations of electrical acoustics as embodied in Seashore’s and Met-
fessel’s “phonophotography” and Potamkin’s vision of the “sonorous film.”

The opposition staged in The Big Broadcast between two conflicting con-
ceptual models for the relationship between electrical-acoustic technology
and sound—transcription versus signification—is not just the aesthetic
choice of a single director or studio. Instead it is the embodiment of a ma-
jor clash within aesthetic, technical, and industrial realms central to the dif-
fusion of electrical acoustics. What is at stake in textual hybrids like The Big
Broadcast and the early Vitaphone and Movietone films is nothing less than
the proper use of a new technology. This clash was also enacted in larger
theoretical and practical debates among Hollywood’s sound practitioners.
Those debates illustrate that far from being rare, marginalized instances,
the texts I have labeled “hybrids” are symptomatic embodiments of a more
pervasive struggle over proper protocols for technology-in-use.

Hollywood’s Sound Practice Debates

Throughout Hollywood’s conversion to synchronous sound, technicians,
engineers, and other film industry participants publicly struggled to shape
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the methods by which electrical-acoustic technology would be applied to the
cinema. Published in film industry trade papers and technical journals, these
debates most often focused in general on different definitions of the appro-
priate relationship between soundtrack and image and between technology
and sound. In recent years, these debates have drawn significant scholarly
scrutiny because the issues raised (including the number and position of
microphones, when and how to mix the outputs from several microphones,
the relationship of sound volume and amount of reverberation to shot scale,
acceptable uses of post-synchronous mixing, etc.) involve more than mere
technical details but instead offer a privileged insight into the development
of realistic conventions and standardized protocols for representation. But
these debates also vividly demonstrate the important roles played by tran-
scription and signification as competing paradigms for understanding the
relationship between technology and sound. These conflicting paradigms
not only shaped the daily activities of Hollywood sound practice but also
shaped the conceptual frameworks sound practitioners relied upon to de-
velop precisely what would become Hollywood’s sound practice.

Historians like James Lastra and Rick Altman have productively re-
assessed these debates in light of two competing models for handling
sound.”* Lastra finds in Hollywood’s discussion of sound practices a con-
flict between a “phonographic” (or “perceptual fidelity”) model and a “tel-
ephonic” (or “intelligibility”) model in which “the former sets as its goal
the perfectly faithful reproduction of a spatiotemporally specific musical
performance” while “the latter, like writing, [takes as its goal] intelligibility
or legibility at the expense of material specificity, if necessary.”’?> On the
one hand, the “phonographic” (or “perceptual fidelity”) model sought to
re-create acoustically the specific conditions of the production of a sound.
The “telephonic” model, on the other hand, advocated the intelligibility
of dialogue as the primary function of sound practice and involved such
procedures as relatively close microphone placement, dialogue recording
with more or less stable sound levels independent of shot scale, and the
minimalization of reverberation as an indicator of realistic sound space. In
Lastra’s terms the “phonographic” model strove to re-create “perceptually
specific information,” while the “telephonic” model sought to encode and
represent “narratively important information.”73

Altman sees in these same debates a similar conflict between compet-
ing systems of handling sound. Initially contrasting “recording” with “con-
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struction,” Altman later uses the terms “realism” versus “intelligibility” to
characterize the divergent methods advocated by Hollywood’s sound prac-
titioners.” In positing the historical antecedents of these divergent sound
practices, Altman suggests that radio influenced the initial documentary
quality of cinema sound.”s Radio’s methods of sound representation were
never entirely uniform. Some radio practices did conform to Altman’s
“realism” model (broadcasts of independently existing public address or
performance events, for example), and therefore both radio and some
early sound cinema drew on the preexisting transcription paradigm for
conceptualizing technology’s relationship to sound.”® Altman also asserts
that the cinema’s emphasis on intelligibility (its “intelligibility system”)
was modeled on or borrowed from theatrical and telephonic precedents.””
While clearly the telephone was socially constructed as an instrument that
provided an intelligible version of the human voice, it was developed pre-
dominantly as a transcription technology, a documentary technology, dis-
tinguished from the preexisting telegraph by its ability to transmit across
distances a recognizable voice. Within Hollywood sound practice, however,
the “intelligibility system” was clearly a product of electrical-acoustic tech-
nology understood as an instrument of signification, as the discussion be-
low will illustrate. In general, the technologies and protocols for twentieth-
century sound representation reveal a shifting series of emphases between
practices shaped by transcription and by signification paradigms across
multiple sound media. Rather than a specific identity for any given sound
medium—i.e., the radio as a documentary medium, the phonograph as a
medium of transcription—each medium evidences the simultaneous pres-
ence of both conflicting paradigms, albeit in different relationships and to
different degrees varying across time.”®

Participants in Hollywood’s sound practice debates (with backgrounds
in film, acoustic engineering, radio, etc.) navigated these preexisting para-
digms by grounding their various arguments on a number of recurring
assumptions about the function of representational technologies. Some
advocated a particular technique because of its ability to mimic human
perception. Here, technology-in-use was configured as a surrogate for the
audience. Others located the task of technology as a self-effacing fidelity to
the physical world. Still others eschewed recourse to either the corporeal
or phenomenal and instead understood emerging technology in economic
terms, conceptualizing its function as either serving narrative require-



263

Transcription Versus Signification

ments or the more ubiquitous category of entertainment. Hollywood’s
sound practice debates demonstrate that differing understandings of
electrical-acoustic technology led to conflicting conceptions of the technol-
ogy’s representational function and thereby competing sound recording
practices.”?

Sound practitioners who took the human body and human perception
as the model upon which the technology-in-use was to be based conceived
electrical acoustics as properly a mimetic apparatus. Hollywood’s conver-
sion to sound posed the problem of approximating binaural perception
through a monaural system.?° This led both to various methods of tech-
nologically simulating binaural perception and to further research and
development designed to move the electrical-acoustic apparatus toward a
truly binaural system. By the time of Hollywood’s wholesale conversion to
synchronous sound, the technology existed that could provide theater audi-
ences with a truly binaural experience. Recording on two separate channels
and reproducing sound through headphones (“telephones,” in the radio
terminology of the period) would have been the logical outcome of develop-
ing sound technology on the model of the human body. With two record-
ing and reproducing channels linked to the auditor-spectator’s two ears,
electrical acoustics could have provided film audiences with a binaural ex-
perience. But this solution was quickly discounted by sound practitioners
for both technical and economic reasons, namely the added cost to exhibi-
tors already burdened by the expense of converting theaters to synchro-
nous sound.?" Further, such a binaural acoustic system would have posed a
drastic contrast to preexisting theatrical filmgoing experiences. Would au-
diences watch and listen to a live theatrical presentation and then at some
cue from the theater reach beneath their seats and put on their telephone
headsets? Would they sing along, following an on-screen bouncing ball, au-
rally isolated by their personal acoustic reproduction device, not even able
to hear the sound of their own voice? And what of the construction of the
cinema as a live, group-based social experience?

Binaural sound recording and its reproduction through individual
headphones could deploy electrical acoustics as an approximation of hu-
man perception, but a variety of economic and social reasons obviated its
implementation. Instead, Hollywood’s sound practitioners and acoustic
engineers pursued two independent solutions to this problem. Harvey
Fletcher and other engineers at Bell Labs developed a binaural sound sys-
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tem, demonstrating it to the Society of Motion Picture Engineers in 1934.5
But while Fletcher’s system showed promise for eventually approximating
the experience of binaural hearing, it didn’t address the problems of the
monaural system already diffused throughout the American film industry.
Instead, a variety of voices in Hollywood’s sound practice debates proposed
methods of microphone placement, recording, mixing (or rather, avoiding
mixing), and set design to simulate monaurally the perceptual experience
of binaural hearing.

Other Hollywood sound practitioners conceptualized the problem of
conversion to synchronous sound and with it the identity of the electrical-
acoustic apparatus in different ways. For some, the transition to sound pro-
vided not simply a step toward the greater technological approximation of
human perception but instead a new and powerful method of expression
independent of mimetic objectives. While few participants in Hollywood’s
sound practice debates went as far as Harry Alan Potamkin in advocat-
ing the rejection of sync-sound’s mimetic possibilities, some participants
in these debates argued for the need to privilege the intelligibility of the
voice to the exclusion of potentially realistic acoustic markers. These sound
practitioners also often advocated techniques of sound signification at the
service of the film image with little concern for respecting the notion of an
original acoustic event. Others went even further in the direction advocated
by Potambkin by overtly viewing electrical acoustics as an instrument of sig-
nification, calling for the exploration of its signifying possibilities indepen-
dent of the image.

One of the central issues of Hollywood’s sound practice debates, and the
issue most frequently emphasized by contemporary historians, involved
the relationship between soundtrack and image in terms of spatial cues.
Numerous contributors to the debates remarked on the unrealistic result
when changes in shot scale (i.e., a cut from a long shot to a close-up) were
not accompanied by corresponding shifts in sound quality (i.e., decrease
in volume, decrease in the ratio of direct to reflected sound). John Cass of
the RCA Photophone Gramercy Studio located the source of such conflict-
ing spatial cues in the practice of mixing the output from multiple mi-
crophones into a single sound designed to “attain intelligibility of speech
and good quality of speech and music.”® “The resultant blend of sound,”
Cass maintained, “may not be said to represent any given point of audition,
but is the sound which would be heard by a man with five or six very long
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ears extending in various directions.”® Framing the problem in terms of a
grotesque spectator’s body, Cass posited human perception as the standard
against which sound practices were to be judged.

Cass was far from alone in bemoaning a sound practice that featured
continuous close miking and consistent sound qualities independent of
shot scale. While in March 1930 Porter Evans, chief engineer of the Eastern
Studios of Warner Bros.—Vitaphone, largely dismissed the disjunction de-
scribed by Cass as characteristic of the “early days of sound recording,” Joe
Coffman of Audio-Cinema in February of the same year denigrated the on-
going practice and blamed it on the influence of radio technicians recruited
by Hollywood.® Although frequently reprinted and sometimes accepted at
face value by contemporary historians, Coffman’s accusations about radio
engineers is belied not only by the multiple practices that characterized
radio engineers’ approaches to sound but also by the contributions of radio
engineers to these debates.3¢

Former radio engineer Carl Dreher, vice president of RCA Photophone
Co., clearly identified as a problem the disjunction between spatial cues
provided by sound and accompanying image in February of 1929. “When
characters go backstage after a close-up there is no corresponding diminu-
tion in the level of their speech. This is something that should be taken
care of in recording but usually isn’t.”%” Calling for the industrywide elimi-
nation of this practice and the greater standardization of technique, Dreher
further located the problem in the use of multiple microphones to record a
scene so that “when an actor turns away from the audience there is not the
change in his voice one would usually expect.”8® Instead a second micro-
phone “was used to pick him up when he turned away and the recording
expert neglected to bring down the gain control somewhat on his trans-
mitter to take care of its direction with respect to the future audience.”®9
Dreher proposed a solution for this kind of “faulty” recording in Febru-
ary 1929 when he suggested that film projectionists compensate for such
an unrealistic recording practice by riding gain (increasing and decreasing
volume of reproduction) with a control located in the theater audience. For
a time, such theater volume control systems were incorporated into some
projection installations, but this film projection practice ran counter to the
desire for increased standardization among film producers.9° Although
initially aligning himself with Cass, Dreher with his often apparently shift-
ing position in the sound practice debates demonstrates the vast disagree-
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ment among sound practitioners as they struggled to standardize sound
protocols and conventions. Only ten months after identifying the absence
of sound perspective as a problem, Dreher in a different publication advo-
cated close miking—a practice that would eliminate the sound perspective
effects for which he had earlier called.?

Perhaps the most strident critic of close miking independent of shot
scale was ERPI’s J. P. Maxfield. In a series of articles, Maxfield clearly artic-
ulated the failure of what Lastra has called “telephone” models of sound re-
cording to approximate the reality of human perception.9? Unlike Dreher,
who in 1929 suggested imposing spatial effects through manipulating vol-
ume during the exhibition of films, Maxfield proposed a system that care-
fully recorded spatial signature through not only volume control but also
control of the relationship between direct and reflected sound. Like many
of the participants in the sound practice debates, Maxfield conceptually
premised and rhetorically presented his model in terms of the human body
and human perception. Taking as his goal the technological reproduction
of the experience of binaural hearing through electrical acoustics’ mon-
aural system, Maxfield advocated the use of a single microphone for each
camera position, thereby allowing (with careful attention to microphone
placement) a sound recording that, through volume but more importantly
through the relationship between direct and reflected sound, approximated
the spatial conditions denoted in a given shot. Microphone placement
would depend on the position of the camera and the focal length of'its lens.
Maxfield’s system avoided the use of a mixer during a take so that once
appropriate volume levels for the action were set, no manipulation during
a scene would change the consistent relationship between the viewer ad-
dressed by the image and the auditor addressed by the sound.

Maxfield’s careful calculation of “appropriate” microphone positions
ran counter to those who suggested more arbitrary methods of micro-
phone placement.93 Dreher, for example, claimed that “with even the
shrewdest technical personnel on the job, microphone placing is a mat-
ter of cut and try.”94 As late as 1931, Albert W. DeSart, technical director
of sound at Paramount-Publix Studios, in an essay that immediately fol-
lowed Maxfield’s in a publication of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences, described a complicated studio setup and concluded: “This
particular arrangement was, like any other arrangement, an arbitrary one;
there are a large number of ways of arriving at equally good results in the
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making of sound pictures, and no director and technical crew are likely to
use exactly the same set-up as another staff would.”95 Even advocates (with
Maxfield) of careful attention to sound perspective offered less than pre-
cise solutions. Coffman, for example, suggested that any director or sound
technician could locate the best microphone position by simply covering
one ear (thereby mimicking the monaural recording system) and moving
around the set during rehearsal.9°

Maxfield’s system of microphone placement and recording practice
also ran counter to those more concerned with intelligibility than approxi-
mating human perception of the depicted scene. Referring implicitly to
Maxfield, Porter Evans wrote,

It has been suggested many times that the microphones be placed ap-
proximately the same distance from the action as the camera. Some
people claim that satisfactory results can be obtained in this way if the
sets are given the proper acoustical characteristics. It has been our ex-
perience, however, that when the microphone is placed at any distance
from the action, the noise level is greatly increased by comparison with
the sound, and a great deal of detail in the speech or music is lost, and a
blurring of effect is introduced.9”

The clash between positions respectively advocated by Maxfield and
Evans has been taken by some historians, most eloquently Altman and
Lastra, as a conflict between two distinct models for recording practice.
One could also identify a similar conflict between the various positions
articulated at one time or another by Carl Dreher. Dreher first identified
the absence of perspective matching as a problem, then advocated close,
“cut and try” miking which would largely eliminate aural spatial markers,
and finally concluded in June 1931 by acknowledging this tension. Not-
ing that “the principal characteristics of good recording” included both
intelligibility of dialogue and “acoustic fidelity to the original rendition,”
Dreher argued in 1931 that “since the reproduction of sound is an artificial
process, it is necessary to use artificial devices in order to obtain the most
desirable effects.”98 This tension then, between sound practices privileging
dialogue versus those that privilege acoustic fidelity to an original sound
event, was for Dreher by 1931 less a conflict between mutually exclusive
models than two goals that equally might well be accomplished by artificial
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means. While on the surface the conflict Altman and Lastra find in these
Hollywood sound practice debates between “telephone” versus “fidelity”
(or “construction” versus “realism”) models for sound seems to echo the
two conceptual categories I develop (transcription vs. signification), in ac-
tuality I take my cue from Dreher and the observation that both the posi-
tions advocated by Evans and Maxfield involve the use of sound technology
for the purpose of signification.

Signifying Fidelity: Hollywood’s Changing Sound Practice and a Third
Conceptual Paradigm

Maxfield’s system of guaranteeing sound perspective analogous to shot
scale prevented the disjunctive perceptual experience characterized by
Cass’s description of a grotesque, multi-eared body. Maxfield’s model, es-
pecially in terms of sound perspective and sound/image matching, appears
to coincide with a paradigm of sound recording practice conceived of as the
technological transcription of an acoustic event. Indeed recent historians
like Altman and Lastra have found in Maxfield a champion for the use of
“realism” instead of “construction” (or “fidelity” instead of “telephony”).
But the conception of sound technology’s function as properly signification
underwrites Maxfield’s system as well. Because electrical-acoustic tech-
nology’s status as a monaural system clashed with the professed goal of
repeating the experience of binaural hearing, Maxfield advocated several
types of compensatory acoustic manipulation. In Maxfield’s view, monaural
recording and reproduction decreased the audience’s ability to consciously
discriminate between sounds of varying levels of importance. Therefore, in
recording practice it was necessary to limit both the volume and reverbera-
tion of sounds categorized as unimportant (i.e., irrelevant to narrative or
other signifying needs) to lower than their naturally occurring levels. This
manipulation was necessary, in Maxfield’s words, “to satisfactorily create
the illusion of reality.”99 Recording practice thus involved the creation of
a hierarchy of sounds so as to compensate for the technology’s inability to
reproduce binaurally. As Maxfield stated,

With the loss of the sense of direction, which accompanies the use of
monaural hearing, this conscious discrimination becomes much more

difficult, and the incidental noises occurring in a scene, as well as any
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reverberation which may be present, are apparently increased to such
an extent that they unduly intrude themselves on the hearer’s notice. It
is, therefore, necessary to hold the reverberation, including these noises,
down to a lower loudness than normal, if a scene recorded monaurally is
to create a satisfactory illusion of reality when listened to binaurally.’*°

Here, limiting the volume of sounds categorized as extraneous and limit-
ing some degree of reverberation (this necessary extra acoustic “deadness”
was conveniently provided by the absent ceiling and fourth wall of most
studio sets) amounted to manipulating acoustic phenomena neither to
document an acoustic event nor at the service of signification (as under-
stood by Potamkin, for example) but rather to simulate the perception of
an event. Despite a rhetoric grounded in appeals to the human body and
perceptual experience, even “realistic” approaches like Maxfield’s simulta-
neously preferred the strategic use of sound technology for the purpose of
signification. Maxfield advocated manipulation so as to signify bodily expe-
rience, to signify fidelity to the perceptual experience of an acoustic event.

Maxfield was not alone in advocating a kind of fidelity to acoustic phe-
nomena through carefully mobilized procedures of signification and, in
fact, if anything can characterize in general the range of sound practices
developed by Hollywood in the aftermath of technological change it is this
notion of signification of fidelity. Later in the decade, when RCA’s Harry
Olson and Frank Massa advocated the use of directional recording and re-
production for the sake of realism, they too described a series of signifying
procedures at the service of connoting fidelity to acoustic phenomena.™’
Building on advocates of scale matching like Maxfield and Cass, Olson
and Massa assumed from the outset that the space indicated by a sound
should be consistent with that depicted by the accompanying image. Like
Maxfield’s, their system of realistic acoustic representation sought to com-
pensate for the currently available (and, in their view, acoustically impaired)
monaural sound systems. In calling for procedures that “established the
center of gravity” of action through the strategic suppression of extrane-
ous sounds, Olson and Massa’s use of directional microphones technologi-
cally structured acoustic events so as to approximate and encode human
perceptual processes. The directional microphone Olson and Massa had at
their disposal (the velocity microphone) was a recent engineering develop-
ment incorporating into the design of sound collection itself the directional



270

Transcription Versus Signification

qualities previously supplied to microphones through accessories like baf-
fles and sound condensers.’®* To some extent, Olson and Massa success-
fully redefined the apparent clash between sound practitioners advocating
fidelity versus those privileging intelligibility of the voice. For Olson and
Massa, Hollywood’s emphasis on intelligibility was itself an acoustic fidel-
ity to human perception of an original event, since in binaural hearing the
individual, like the directional velocity microphone, is able to attenuate ex-
traneous sounds.

Throughout these sound practice debates, the various positions advo-
cated are not necessarily as distinct as they might at first appear. While
advocates of speech intelligibility to the exclusion of acoustic markers of
realistic space argued for sound technology as a signifying rather than tran-
scribing apparatus, advocates of realistic sound perspective also in practice
called for strategic signification at the service of simulating the human per-
ception of auditory phenomena. In his 1931 contribution to these debates,
Dreher noted that when reproducing dialogue at volume levels greater than
the original performance (a practice necessary for theatrical film exhibi-
tion) it was sometimes necessary to drop out some of the lower frequencies
to insure clarity of dialogue. “This is an artificial device to preserve intel-
ligibility; properly used, however, it may enhance the illusion of natural
sound reproduction for the audience.”®3 Even while bemoaning the less
than realistic practice used by Hollywood, Cass announced the importance
of signification to recording practice in the title of his article: “The Illusion
of Sound and Picture.” Maxfield, Olson, and Massa, and their use of the
human perceptual experience as the standard against which sound prac-
tices were to be judged, called for a series of procedures designed to create
acoustic illusions of reality. The sound practice debates thus reveal less two
competing models for the function of electrical-acoustic apparatus than the
development of a third conceptual paradigm that, while often embracing
the rhetoric of fidelity characteristic of transcription practices, relied upon
recording procedures mobilized at the service of signification. The conflict
between transcription versus signification models of handling sound was,
in effect, healed by a new paradigm in which the standards invoked for
measuring fidelity often shifted from a preexisting event to perception of
that event. While some sound practitioners overtly called for technology
to serve narrative or entertainment ends, advocates of so-called “fidelity”
or “realism” models of sound practice were themselves calling for technol-
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ogy to serve signification. Both “telephone” and “fidelity” models involved
signification; the difference was largely one of rhetoric. Maxfield, Cass,
Olson, and Massa disguised the fact of signification through a rhetoric that
invoked the human body and human perceptual processes as an objective
standard.

Simultaneous with Maxfield’s rhetoric of a documentary model of sound
recording, numerous Hollywood production practices relied on the strate-
gic use of technology at the service of manipulating acoustic events. These
manipulations occurred both during recording and after an acoustic record
had been collected. Microphone baffles and concave sound collectors at-
tached to microphones focused microphone pickup to limit “extraneous”
sounds. These accessories limited the amount of reflected sound reaching
the microphone and, in effect, simulated the perceptual focusing charac-
teristic of binaural hearing and/or supplied the “presence” to match close-
up images when “the use of a long-shot camera precludes the possibility
of getting a microphone close enough to the actor to produce the desired
close-up sound.”™4 Other types of microphone baffles together with vari-
ous kinds of electrical filters could disproportionately record various sound
frequencies. Often used to eliminate the “boominess” of recorded dialogue
due to the reinforcement of lower voice frequencies by qualities of a set,
these devices allowed greater flexibility in sound recording at the service of
aesthetic rather than documentary goals. As L. E. Clark, technical director
of sound at Pathé Studios wrote in 1931, “To be specific, a narrow bathroom
or kitchen set is generally boomy. In certain cases it is allowable to repro-
duce exactly what the microphone hears. In others, artistic requirements
demand a close match of voice quality with what has gone before. In this
case, since the principal frequencies affected are below 200 cycles, a filter,
attenuating below this value, will often work wonders.”’°5

It is particularly difficult to sustain a characterization of Hollywood
sound practices as documentary or as conforming to a transcription para-
digm at the time of Maxfield’s interventions, given the strategies for acous-
tic manipulation of previously recorded sounds that were then commonly
practiced. The use of electrical filters to simulate the quality of the voice
when augmented by telephones, old gramophones, or radios might be char-
acterized as electrical-acoustic manipulation at the service of “realism,” but
such realism was accomplished through the strategic use of sound technol-
ogy’s signifying potential.’°® Similarly, the use of sound-looping technol-
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ogy could be categorized as “realistic,” providing the sounds of real street
scenes, a realistic acoustic ambience, under studio-produced images. But
the technological bases of looping, the repetition of a series of prerecorded
sounds, and period characterizations of the process as an acoustic equiva-
lent to process photography, point toward the larger conception of tech-
nology increasingly underwriting Hollywood’s sound practices during the
1930s—the ability of electrical acoustics to signify fidelity to (non)existent
events.'?’

Whether to improve sound takes (with high- or low-frequency filters),
add previously recorded sound effects and music, or overtly manipulate
prerecorded sounds (adding reverberation and distance effects, or, for ex-
ample, slowing down a recorded rifle shot to approximate the sounds of
a distant cannon or even thunder), post-synchronous dubbing technology
provided a wide range of options for sound signification.”® One period
commentator, Kenneth Morgan, recording manager at ERPI, estimated
that fully 50 to 100 percent of all film sound was rerecorded in some way
by 1931.1°9 While some sound practitioners advocated that dubbing could
be used to alter either volume or frequency, others argued that it was un-
desirable to manipulate or modify in any way the frequency characteris-
tics of original recordings.”® Loyalty to conceptions of an original acoustic
event provided fewer constraints on the wholesale use of the signifying
potentials of dubbing than other factors. Public reactions to revelations of
voice doubling prompted some limitations on the possibilities technology
offered for acoustic manipulation. Because the initial announcement and
construction of electrical acoustics stressed the increased fidelity it offered
and conformed to a transcription paradigm for the relationship between
technology and acoustic events, careful discursive management was neces-
sary when the public was presented with the possibility of voice doubling
and other instances of technology mobilized for an overt signifying func-
tion. The report by the Progress Committee of the Society of Motion Picture
Engineers for February 1930 noted that, “There has been further progress
in voice doubling so that it can on occasion be done to a very high degree
of perfection, but a public reaction against it has developed in those cases
where it has become known. The practice is, therefore, being very rapidly
discontinued.”™ Whether discontinued or not, the possibility of voice dou-
bling was officially incorporated into the range of protocols available to
Hollywood sound practitioners. In 1930 the practice was first codified in
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the “Players’ Standard Contract,” the industrywide document specifying
employment conditions between freelance actors and producers.’? Public
perception and the Society of Motion Picture Engineers aside, the Produc-
ers’ and Actors’ Branches as well as the Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences as a whole had clearly endorsed the practice early on.'

The SMPE’s “Progress Report” also noted that a procedure similar to
voice doubling was being used increasingly. The voice and image of the
same actor would be recorded but at different times. The voice, recorded
first to control acoustic conditions, would then be played back during film-
ing of the image: the two distinct recordings were eventually combined
through dubbing technology.”# Some historians attribute to The Broadway
Melody (MGM, 1929) the initial use of this form of prerecording, suppos-
edly innovated by Douglas Shearer for the film’s culminating Technicolor
number, “The Wedding of the Painted Doll.”*5 Period reports claimed that
such a procedure characterized the production of entire revue films, such
as Universal's King of Jazz (1930).""® Prerecording became an acceptable
procedure within Hollywood sound practices, albeit largely limited to rep-
resentations of musical performances. The examples of voice doubling and
prerecording musical performances point toward further ways in which
Hollywood sound practice quickly embraced some of the possibilities of-
fered by the signification paradigm for technology’s relationship to acous-
tic events.

At issue in the sound practice debates was thus less a conflict between
two competing paradigms for the cinematic use of electrical acoustics than
a rhetorical conflict, a struggle between competing methods of talking
about and, more importantly, thinking about technology-in-use (i.e., how
do practitioners of sound think about the relationship between technol-
ogy and their representational tasks). This rhetorical conflict threatens to
obscure the extent to which Hollywood’s sound practices increasingly con-
formed to a new paradigm for technology-in-use, what I have labeled signi-
fying fidelity."7 Although held up as perhaps the paradigm for “documen-
tary” or “fidelity” models of recording sound, Joseph Maxfield’s carefully
calculated model of sound recording and reproduction clearly involved the
deployment of electrical acoustics as a technology of strategic signification.
The rhetoric of Maxfield’s presentation of his model (or for that matter
Olson and Massa, or Cass) emphasized the technology’s relationship to the
human body, to human perception as a standard against which recording
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practice was to be judged. With such a standard, a monaural system would
always be deficient. Although wrapped in a rhetoric of fidelity to actually
existing acoustic events, the task for Maxfield and for Olson and Massa was
the strategic use of electrical acoustics so as to simulate, that is to signify,
binaural perception.

Despite those, like Maxfield (or movie audiences scandalized by revela-
tions of voice doubling), who invoked a rhetoric of sound technology as an
instrument of transcription, the practices used by Hollywood’s sound tech-
nicians moved toward this third conceptual paradigm. Edward W. Kellogg,
from General Electric’s Research Laboratories, anticipated in 1930 the even-
tual attitude of Hollywood’s practitioners toward a tension between sound
technology envisioned as an instrument of transcription or as a tool of sig-
nification. “While we are accustomed to thinking of the purpose of elec-
trical sound equipment as that of faithfully imitating sounds which have
been produced by voices or musical instruments, there is no reason why its
function should be so limited.”"® Kellogg’s use of the word “accustomed”
points to the dominance of a transcription paradigm for conceptualizing
the function of sound technology before the advent of electrical methods.
This dominant model functioned conservatively to shape initial Vitaphone
and Movietone synchronous-sound films. But as Hollywood sound practice
adopted procedures designed to signify fidelity, the initial conflict between
competing conceptual paradigms was tenuously resolved with the develop-
ment of this new paradigm.

The documentary quality of the earliest sound-on-film and sound-on-
disk shorts denoted the “mimetic objectivity” of the combined electrical-
acoustic and cinematic apparatus. This demonstration of synchronization
built on the preexisting social construction of (and consequent public
knowledge about) acoustic technology—for example, the social construc-
tion of the gramophone and phonograph and fidelity-based announce-
ments of technological change. At the time of those announcements,
signification models were marginal to the practice and social understand-
ing of recorded sound. The scandal of voice doubling or the disjunction
caused by scale mismatching (aural spatial cues clashing with visual
spatial cues) threatened to undermine epistemological faith in electrical
acoustics as a transcription apparatus. These textual practices and public
revelations of voice doubling reveal the work of sound practice as an act
of signification.
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During the sound practice debates, the film industry faced several op-
tions: it could embrace signification as a conceptual model for the work
of sound production; it could revise cinema sound practice to make it
conform to transcription models (i.e., through the use of a binaural head-
phone-based system of reproduction, or through massive capital invest-
ment in a binaural system like Fletcher’s); it could rhetorically reinscribe
sound practice as transcription while moving toward strategic signification
practices as the operative conceptual model. Hollywood embraced the last
solution. The emergent conceptual paradigm of signifying fidelity under-
wrote, and was in turn reinforced by, technological advances that were the
product of application-driven research and development: the ascendancy
of sound-on-film as the dominant recording and reproducing system; the
innovation of microphone booms; the development of electrical filters and
looping machines; the use of collectors attached to microphones and then
the introduction of the directional velocity microphone; the refinement of
mixing procedures and the rise of postsynchronous-sound production.™

The sound practice debates demonstrate that despite being technologi-
cally eclipsed and largely eclipsed in practice, the transcription model for
sound technology persisted rhetorically. It persisted in the ways that some
sound engineers framed their arguments for various sound strategies. Even
advocates of what Lastra and Altman call a “fidelity” or documentary model
of recording sound readily acknowledged the need to manipulate acous-
tic events in some ways. Although openly acknowledging the impossibility
of conforming to the model of human binaural perception, these sound
practitioners clung to a rhetoric of fidelity to an original acoustic event.
The rhetorical resilience of this eclipsed model indicates how the initial
social construction of sound technology as an instrument of documenta-
tion, transcription, or encryption persisted as an epistemological residue
attached to later developments associated with the technology-in-use.

Conclusion

With the application of electrical-acoustic technology to American cinema,
a model conceptualizing the work of recording as properly signification re-
emerged and competed with the dominant transcription paradigm under-
writing sound recording and reproduction. With Hollywood’s embrace of
a third emergent paradigm—signifying fidelity—the conception of sound
technology’s transcription function was not completely elided. Instead,
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transcription models of sound continued to exist in various practices and,
importantly, in various discourses surrounding sound technology. This re-
sidual conception of technology-in-use continued in some documentations
of musical performance, largely underwriting much of the rhetoric if not
the actual practices of the phonograph industry.’>°

The application of electrical sound technology to sound recording and
reproduction expanded the frequency range of reproduced sounds and to
that extent enhanced fidelity. The phonograph industry publicized its con-
version to electrical methods as an “epochal advance” allowing more “real-
istic” recording and more “natural” studio methods. Period accounts cited
the more natural arrangement of musicians and their use of conventional
instruments as contributing to more “realistic” results since the recording
studio now more closely approximated the conditions under which musi-
cians normally performed.™’ But the new technology also introduced mul-
tiple ways in which recording engineers could intervene in the recording
process. Typically two or more microphones were used for studio record-
ing, thereby providing the recording engineer with an opportunity to mix
the acoustic outputs from several positions. Studio performances were not
“natural” in some pretechnological way but were instead performances for-
the-sake-of-recording—a performance directed not at an audience surro-
gate, nor a future absent audience somewhere in the domestic sphere, but a
performance directed multiply toward the apparatus itself and practical un-
derstandings of its potentials and limitations. Electrical methods provided
recording engineers with an expanded arsenal of tools through which they
might technologically mediate sound so as to signify fidelity to an original
event. Engineers adjusted the shape of recording studios and manipulated
acoustic damping materials to control the amount of reverberation recorded
in the studio. Some period accounts equated this capture of “atmosphere or
room tone” with a greater sense of realism, in that recorded reverberation
signified “presence.”™? Volume indicators and monitoring loudspeakers or
headphones allowed recording engineers to adjust volume during record-
ing, and they used acoustic filters to eliminate low frequencies that could
cause the recording stylus to cut from one groove into the next. Each of
these sites of potential intervention by the recording engineer contributed
to the reconceptualization of recording as an active process rather than as
the technological transcription of an independently existing acoustic event.
Mixing the output from several microphones actively structured the result-
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ing recording as a hierarchically arranged electronic version related to but
not identical with an original studio performance. The elimination through
filters of some audible frequencies further modified the resulting sound,
and the addition or diminution of recorded reverberation was openly ac-
knowledged by engineers as an act of signification.

Throughout the late 19205 and into the 1930s, radio’s representational
practices continued to embody both the transcription and signification
models for the relationship between technology and sound. The faithful
transmission of electrically transcribed events so essential to the rise of
radio networks continued to inform radio’s representational practices. Re-
mote broadcasts of musical performances, political events, and other public
address forums continued to provide a portion of radio’s content long after
the rise and institutionalization of radio as a network-dominated, predomi-
nantly commercial-based medium. But as radio developed throughout the
1930s, the construction of illusory “events” grew in importance, especially
through the increased hegemony of serial, fictional programming. Con-
ventions of radio drama and much comedy programming (particularly the
use of sound effects and music) increasingly relied not on the transcription
of independently existing acoustic performances but on a conception of the
radio medium as an empty space to be filled with sounds. Radio’s develop-
ment of the convention of a live studio audience presents an interesting
synthesis of these two conflicting models. The construction of an acoustic
event (including the production of sound effects and “nondiegetic” music)
is performed in front of an audience. The broadcast transmission is argu-
ably a transcription of a performance, the documentation of an event, but
one that would not exist independently of its transmission.

Hollywood’s sound practice debates point toward the ways in which
technology as an instrument of transcribing an acoustic event or docu-
menting phenomenal reality, although largely marginalized in practice,
returns discursively again and again throughout the history of sound tech-
nologies. This return of a largely eclipsed model for sound technology’s
function speaks to the epistemological weight attributed to notions of
sound technology’s mimetic objectivity and to the conceptual conservatism
that follows the tenuous fixing of any technology’s identity. Although the
innovation and diffusion of electrical acoustics brought about a paradigm
shift in sound practices whereby selected techniques of signification dis-
placed as the conceptual dominant transcription models of sound work,
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the residual definition of the technology’s identity as properly transcription
continued to underwrite certain representational practices, to introduce
later technological innovations, to help sound practitioners make sense of
their representational tasks, and to shape the social experience of listening
to electrically reproduced sound.’?3

Films like The Big Broadcast, which echoed at the level of practice the
discursive struggles of Hollywood’s sound debates, bring into relief the
clash between conflicting conceptual models for technology-in-use. The Big
Broadcast embodies the conflict between sound practice conceptualized as
the authentication and display of independently existing performance ver-
sus the signification of narrative business in an illusory nonrealistic space.
This tension between authentication versus illusion is literalized in the
film’s climactic scene. Leslie signifies Hornsby’s illusory presence in
the broadcasting studio by playing a phonograph record over the air. But
the badly warped record reveals the work of signification, the absence at
the heart of the recorded, at the heart of signification. Leslie himself then
steps to the microphone to provide an authentic, live, but woefully inad-
equate version of Hornsby’s signature song “Please.” He fails to fool any-
one, but Anita, hearing Leslie’s technologically mediated vocal struggles
as if she were actually hearing him for the first time, rewards him with
a kiss and her renewed devotion. In the film’s culminating moment, the
real Bing Hornsby arrives, rescuing the “big broadcast” by finishing the
song. In a final gesture of transcribed synchronization, Bing Crosby sings
directly to the film’s audience, reasserting the apparatus’ mimetic potential
and rescuing the audience’s epistemological faith in the sound film as an
instrument of transcription.



Conclusions/Reverberations

The forces at play in the technological change described in the preceding
five chapters reverberate across the history of twentieth-century media
and beyond. Our contemporary moment is characterized by the erosion of
taken-for-granted notions of media specificity. Technological change and
not-unrelated economic developments challenge commonsense assump-
tions about media forms and practices. Historian William Uricchio has
suggested that the process of digitization and convergence are redefining
“our present as a moment of media in transition.”” The situation is not
entirely unlike that surrounding the innovation of electrical methods of
augmenting sound. Electrical acoustics prompted a reimagining of the
phonograph and more particularly the cinema, the establishment of new
representational practices, the development of new economic relationships,
and the interrogation of conventional notions of media identity. Radio’s
development in the form of point-to-mass broadcasting similarly required
the construction of a medium’s identity, the determination of its represen-
tational conventions, its social role, and the economic principles that made
it “profitable.” Uricchio further notes that in the midst of our contempo-
rary media transition, “the working agenda for historians can quite produc-
tively make use of those earlier transition moments when related forms of
instability threw into question media ontologies.”> Any history is necessar-
ily implicated in its present moment of construction, and I would suggest
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that this is particularly true of histories of media undertaken in the midst
of contemporary dramatic media change. Further, to paraphrase Hayden
White, any history implies that it might have been told otherwise. So, by
way of providing a conclusion that stubbornly resists imposing closure,
I have isolated a number of themes developed elsewhere in the book and
have begun to sketch out ways in which they appear to resonate powerfully
with subsequent and ongoing media trends.

Utopian Visions

Anyone reading chapter 2 will recognize ways in which the often grandi-
ose promises used to announce electrical acoustics have been frequently
repeated to promote subsequent technological changes. Virtually any new
form of mass media has been hailed as the instrumental fulfillment of a
perpetually deferred participatory public sphere. Each iteration attests to
the continuing rhetorical power of such a fiction. First television, then
cable television, and more recently the Internet have promised to make
broadly available culture, education, news, and thereby ultimately to facili-
tate individuals’ inclusion in a broader social fabric and informed partici-
pation in public affairs. Innovators of media technology continue to invoke
the promise of a more egalitarian social formation achieved through the
latest technological wonder. As outlined throughout the book, these uto-
pian promises can cohere to the technology after it is diffused, shaping
public perceptions of media and popular understandings of specific media
practices.

Our contemporary moment takes for granted the notion of “spin"—we
assume a priori that all messages reaching us through their various media-
tions are shaped. Yet at the same time, we culturally long to experience the
unmediated, the direct, and the transparent. Rhetorical presentations of
blogging during the last presidential election cycle, for example, focused
on the absence of mediation, as if the practice provided the direct voices
of the people, even as blogging itself relies constitutively on a technology
of mass mediation. Bloggers were credited with instigating and perpetuat-
ing (Dan) “Rathergate” and the censuring of former Senate majority leader
Trent Lott. Individual citizens have become watchdogs of the political pro-
cess—stepping in for a popularly discredited mass media that now seems
transparently self-interested. Technology momentarily delivered on its
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promise of empowerment as citizens became news gatherers and directly
intervened in the political sphere. But these instances of revealing careless
reporting by CBS or holding a politician accountable for racially insensitive
remarks take on an importance in excess of their intervention into news
practices or public affairs. They reaffirm yet again the possibility that tech-
nology might deliver on the inclusive promises that surround it. Like New
York governor Al Smith circumventing a recalcitrant legislative branch and
using radio broadcasting in 1925 to take his case for a tax cut directly to the
people, these bloggers, and importantly popular knowledge about their ac-
tions, loudly reaffirm some of the faith vested in media technologies.

Compulsory Repurchasing

At a far earlier stage in this project, I arrived for a one-year teaching as-
signment as a sabbatical replacement at a small New England liberal arts
college only to discover that, much to my chagrin, the school had just “de-
accessioned” its 16mm film collection by donating it to the state’s library
system. When I discovered that I couldn’t get the films back (employees at
the state library system didn’t know where the films had ended up), I duti-
fully followed my instructions and used the department’s budget to acquire
laser disk copies of films that the school had just discarded on 16mm. Of-
ten, the same titles sat on my office shelves in both VHS and Betamax for-
mats. I often wonder now, what became of that school’s collection of laser
disks. Does the harried technician who responded to my research needs
and came up with a 78 rpm phonograph (from his parents’ garage) now
tinker away well into the night trying to keep a single laser disk player run-
ning (no doubt using parts scavenged from a stack of broken machines)?
Or have all the laser disks been “deaccessioned” as the 1t6mm films once
were? Have the laser disks been sold on e-Bay to collectors? Donated to a
state library system that didn't want them? Hauled to the dumpster and
then to a landfill? Aren’t the DVDs now on that office’s shelves themselves
on the verge of obsolescence?

The application of electrical methods to the phonograph arguably inau-
gurated the process of compulsory repurchasing characteristic of each sub-
stantial technological innovation in the mass media. U.S. media develop-
ments subsequent to the successful diffusion of electrical-acoustic media
continued a process of innovation in which the new (or the better, the more
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convenient, or that which produced more and “better” sound) introduced
competing formats and a process of compulsory repurchasing. Successful
innovations, even in the short term, demanded of consumers a repurchas-
ing of ever newer and better devices to replace those that had become out-
moded. Electrically recorded 78 rpm phonograph records would, of course,
be displaced by 33 rpm long-playing disks and 45 rpm formats. Audiotape
seemed to render the disk outmoded through, first, reel-to-reel tape, and
then &-track and audio cassettes, all of which were first displaced by CDs
and now by technologies like the iPod. Domestic 16mm film lingered de-
spite the innovation of, first, 8mm film and then super 8mm film with,
alternately, phonograph recordings for sound accompaniment, then optical
and even magnetic sound-on-film technologies. Radio added FM and then
became TV, which became cable TV, satellite radio and TV, TV with stereo
sound of various formats and now (or very soon) HDTV.

Not coincidently, subsequent twentieth-century media innovations have
often involved the dissimulation of the machine described in chapter 3.
Cable and satellite distribution of television signals eliminated the need for
consumers to physically adjust—that is, to physically interact with—their
television sets. It is a sign of one’s age to recall the location and operation
of “vertical hold” adjustments on TV sets or knobs that allowed one to fine-
tune the tint and hue of color television reception. Today, consumer inter-
action with domestic entertainment technology is largely accomplished at
a distance—via a remote, the keypad of which provides an ease and auto-
mation of the consumer’s interface with the device. Where once one had
to physically lift the tone arm of a phonograph and move it through space
to reach a desired song (literally looking at the grooves in the recording to
identify where songs began and ended), today the artifact of recorded sound
increasingly has no observable, physical quality. Listening to a desired song
merely requires the push of a button, a keystroke, a mouse-click.

More convenient? Most assuredly. Better? Well, perhaps. But the com-
parative benefits of digital versus analog are not the issue here. Instead,
I'm suggesting that the shift to electrical methods of augmenting sound
represents a crucial stage in a larger process through which domestic me-
dia technology became increasingly opaque. Technological processes have
progressively receded from consumer sight and control. This dissimula-
tion of the labor of technology takes its place alongside the progressive,
attempted dissimulation of all labor within corporate capitalism. The con-
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tainment of the phonograph within a cabinet, the physical design of radio
receivers, the innovation of single-control radio tuning, and the introduc-
tion of automatic record changers (all during the 1910s and the 1920s) are
steps in a larger process through which technological principles and pro-
cesses become increasingly opaque. Progress, convenience, efficiency—at
least as they have come to be commonly defined—all hinge on this dis-
simulation of labor, this elision of technology, the sealing of technology’s
black box. The illusion, or rather the structured containment of consumer
control, lingers in the form of the remote control, which in many ways
fulfills the onanistic promises of the Aeolian-Vocalion’s transformation of
phonograph enthusiasts into performers of sound.

Transcription Versus Signification

The innovation of electrical methods of augmenting sound introduced
previously unheard-of possibilities for the manipulation of acoustic
phenomena. Although innovators announced electrical acoustics with
grand claims about enhanced fidelity in sound reproduction, the mate-
rial practices of representing with sound moved inexorably away from
the transcription of acoustic events. Instead, as I have started to detail in
chapter 5, sound-representation practices moved more fully to a signifi-
cation paradigm. Subsequent developments in acoustic technology have
only exacerbated and enhanced this process. Research and development
within Hollywood and by sound technology manufacturers provided film-
makers with the ever-increasing ability to creatively manipulate sounds.
Later developments like, first, magnetic tape and, later, multitrack record-
ing moved sound practice further from the documentation of preexisting
events. More recent technological innovations and shifts in sound practice,
chronicled by Paul Théberge and Timothy D. Taylor, have further extended
the steps toward the creative manipulation of sound undertaken within
Hollywood following its conversion to sound.3 The visual techniques of
the modernist avant-garde film are now simply a mouse-click away on
most domestic computers, and with the introduction of consumer audio
software (most recently, GarageBand), technology that might enable Harry
Alan Potamkin’s vision of the “sonorous film” is widely diffused, if not
democratized. But this is not to suggest that “transcription” as a method
of understanding the work of sound recording has been fully eclipsed.
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Each audio innovation subsequent to the introduction of electrical acous-
tics has been announced with broad claims regarding enhanced fidelity to
original performances. The belief, indeed the faith, that technological in-
novation can further close the gap between the real and its representation
continues to have persuasive popular appeal, even in the face of continued
indications to the contrary.

Concentration of Ownership

The concentration of media ownership in the hands of a few large corpo-
rations that grew out of the innovation of electrical methods for mediat-
ing sounds received some critical attention during the late 1920s and early
1930s. Chicago’s labor-owned radio station WCFL warned its listeners and
the readers of its magazine about the threat posed by “the radio trust” to
free speech, democratic ideals, and the public’s ownership of the ether.
This criticism of radio broadcasting during the early 1930s often uncannily
echoes contemporary critiques of corporate control of the mass media. In a
1934 publication, James Rorty noted:

In brief, the broadcasting power of the nation is in the hands of a few
powerful corporations, closely connected with power trusts and public
utilities corporations. That means, not merely that time-on-the-air can-
not be had, except from relatively insignificant independent stations,
for criticisms and attacks upon the policies and performances of these
corporations, but that the status quo of business and finance in general
is protected from such attacks. This is insured by the community of in-
terests, established through interlocking directorates, financial control,
etc., to which appeal can always be made when a dissenting minority at-
tempts to attack financially important individuals or corporations.4

Today, one can have the uncanny experience of holding Rorty’s book in one
hand and, for example, Robert McChesney and John Nichols’ Our Media
Not Theirs in the other.5 The arguments are strikingly similar, the stakes
seem equally as high. McChesney and Nichols’ critiques of corporate me-
dia dominance now seem a bit stronger than Rorty’s because of the weight
of evidence culled from decades of corporate control of U.S. media dating
back precisely to Rorty’s moment. Media ownership in the 1930s was not
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as fully or as systematically concentrated as it is today, but to a large extent
the rise of vertically and horizontally integrated media conglomerates that
is justifiably of such concern to today’s media activists originated in the pe-
riod surrounding Hollywood’s conversion to sound and other applications
of electrical sound technology.

Marketplace Democracy and Economic Alternatives

Although the period surrounding the introduction of electrical acoustics
led to an intensified concentration of ownership across mass media forms,
the U.S. culture industry did not become monolithic. Within each medium
small manufacturers, theater owners, and/or broadcasters continued an of-
ten precarious economic existence. For the U.S. system and its ideology of
consumer choice to work, there had to remain some illusion of a market
place that was indeed free. In his 1934 critique of U.S. broadcasting, Rorty
quoted economist Walton Hamilton to characterize the ideological implica-
tions of corporate broadcasting: “Business succeeds rather better than the
State in imposing restraints upon individuals, because its imperatives are
disguised as choices.”® While concentration of media ownership did not
eliminate consumer “choice,” the dominance of mass media by a handful
of for-profit institutions necessarily imposed limitations on the extent and
type of such choices available.

One of the abiding fictions of American life in the twentieth century
was and is the notion that the market is an articulation, an enactment, of
Democracy. U.S. media industries, like all firms entrenched in consumer
culture, have long promoted the notion of consumer sovereignty. In his
analysis of interwar advertising, Roland Marchand describes the “Parable
of the Democracy of Goods,” through which the U.S. advertising industry
depicted a version of social reality where equality was achieved through
the consumption of goods.” A similar principle underwrote the rhetoric
surrounding emerging sound technologies and the notion of “service” pro-
mulgated by media conglomerates. The cinema, the phonograph, but most
particularly the radio (because of the provision of “free” programming),
promised consumers equal access to “quality” entertainment irrespective
of social status. Such consumption also promised a participation of sorts.
Consumers voted with their dollars or by tuning their radio dials, and the
entertainment industry promised to listen and respond to consumer de-
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mands. Participation in the form of purchasing, or indeed of listening, col-
lapsed citizenship with consumption.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, labor-owned WCFL, socialist-operated
WEVD (New York), and a few other media organizations vocalized and
embodied in practice a critique of so-called marketplace democracy and
the corporate domination of media. Our contemporary moment arguably
includes a broader range of media directly opposed to that domination.
Perpetually embattled (for there is no other way within the current politi-
cal economy of mass media), a radio network like Pacifica joins dispersed
public-access television activists (sometimes coordinated through Deep
Dish TV or the Alliance for Community Media), various practitioners of
LPFM radio, the international proliferation of “indymedia” centers, and a
host of sometimes short-lived, always raucous, grass-roots alternatives to
the corporate media status quo.

Intermedia Commodities, “Synergy,” and the Commodity Logic
of the Multimedia Conglomerate

In a broad overview of the music industry in the twentieth century, Reebee
Garofalo characterizes the goals of 1980s-199o0s transnational music com-
panies as cultivating and exploiting “multiple revenue streams,” including
not only record sales but also revenue from licensing music to advertisers,
movie tie-ins, and cross-media nrlaurketing.8 He further notes the key role
played by technology in this shift in business practices (specifically satel-
lite and cable television, CDs, and the promise of, eventually, streaming
audio on the Internet). As I've described in chapter 1, such a process also
characterized the late 1920s and early 1930s and the business practices of
U.S. entertainment companies in the aftermath of the diffusion of electri-
cal acoustics. The integrated, transmedia marketing of Amos 'n’ Andy that
accompanied the national release of Check and Double Check in 1930, or

o«

Warner Bros.” “placement” of popular songs that they controlled in feature
films, cartoons, phonograph recordings, and sheet music might seem al-
most historically quaint in light of the standard set by the contemporary
“high concept” motion picture. The vertically and horizontally integrated
entertainment firms of the early 1930s could not also include theme parks,
television, home video, and so on in their “revenue streams.” But like to-
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day’s “high concept” media product, the synergistic marketing of entertain-



287

Conclusions/Reverberations

ment commodities in the early era of electrical sound media was the logical
and inevitable outcome of a particular economy of mass media dominated
by multimedia conglomerates.

Politics and Entertainment

While the process through which American politics adapted to mass media
clearly begins before the period covered in this book, the innovation and
deployment of radio broadcasting (and to a lesser extent the sound film)
played powerful roles in moving political presentations ever closer to the
entertainment commodity. American politics adapted to emerging media,
seeking to close the gap between the political process and the entertain-
ment spectacle. In 1932, when Herbert Hoover took to the airwaves and
unintentionally disrupted Ed Wynn’s Texaco “Fire Chief” Hour, he erred
in a way that has grown unthinkable today. Political conventions—unlike
the Democratic Party’s two-week marathon of 1924—are carefully man-
aged so as to be mass-mediated. In 1928 political parties began to adapt
their conventions to the emerging representational practices of radio (and
in light of the 1924 national broadcasts). Today, keynote speakers address
the floor and the nation (or that portion of it watching) within the temporal
confines of “prime time” in carefully orchestrated events that have been
designed to be broadcast. These calculated political performances become
most notable, most newsworthy, when the careful preparations fail (e.g.,
when the balloons fail to drop on cue, as happened at the Democratic Na-
tional Convention in 2004).

The collapsing (or at least the blurring) of the boundary between politics
and entertainment is perhaps no more evident than in presidential elec-
tion debates or public policy presentations that opt for a “town-hall” for-
mat (e.g., George W. Bush discussing his plan to privatize Social Security).
In a highly theatrical enactment of “direct” interaction with “the people,”
citizens rise in turn (often nervously and hence “authentically”), read their
preapproved question from a note card, and hurriedly return to their seats
to await an answer that seems every bit as prepared as the hairstyle and
necktie selection of politicians. The mise-en-scéne of the town square, the
grange hall, or the shop floor is here invoked under the glare of television
lights and an inflated sense of seriousness recalling, but most clearly not
reproducing, a fictional historic moment when men vying for public office
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addressed the people directly from the rear of train cars or the crush of
a crowd. While, first, Western Electric’s public address system and, later,
radio broadcasting allowed politicians to address ever-widening circles
of citizens, the electrical-acoustic expansion of the audience threatened a
loss—the loss of intimacy, of direct connection. U.S. political culture has
developed a series of compensatory strategies to address such a loss, in-
cluding today’s “town-hall” format. The “intimacy” of FDR’s fireside chats
was cut from the same bolt of rhetorical cloth as Jimmy Carter’s cardigan
sweater, “Dutch” Reagan’s blue jeans, or John Kerry’s hunting jacket.

Much of our shared contemporary understanding of the twentieth cen-
tury revolves around a series of mediated, theatrical moments, endlessly
recycled in mass-mediated accounts. Consider popular memory of the Cold
War. In a broadcast speech from Missouri, Winston Churchill named for
us the “Iron Curtain.” Nixon went toe to toe with Khrushchev in a faux
American kitchen. And while Khrushchev banged his shoe on the desk
at the UN, Adlai Stevenson would later sit at a remarkably similar desk
and instruct the Soviet representative not to wait for the translation but to
answer the question now. When Ronald Reagan theatrically proclaimed,
“Mr. Gorbacheyv, tear down this wall!” the televisual moment bore all of the
same theatrical drama as when Kennedy declared, “Ich bin ein Berliner.”
But consider other moments: Ike warned us of the threat posed by a vast
military industrial complex; CNN broadcast to the world the image (from
China in 1989, after the Tianemen Square massacre) of an anonymous
man standing in front of a tank (weren't there virtually identical images
from Prague in 1968?); U.S. presidential politics changed forever with
the Nixon-Kennedy debate; and John Dean’s hyperbolic testimony about
a “cancer on the Presidency,” although widely scorned at the moment of
its utterance, has come to signify “Watergate.” What these and many other
readily recalled moments of U.S. and international political history have in
common are both their endless recycling in retrospective accounts of par-
ticular moments (their incorporation into a mediated mythos of the twenti-
eth century) and the structural ease with which they were so incorporated.
Each of these mediated events consciously played to the medium of its mo-
ment. With increasing intensity since the innovation of ever-new tools of
mass mediation, politics have taken on, indeed embraced, the conventions
of the melodramatic spectacle. After all, isn’t FDR’s statement about “fear
itself” the first legitimate sound-byte?
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Although I have begun to outline above a series of resonances that rever-
berate and echo between the historical innovation of electrical acoustics
and subsequent media developments, this is not to suggest that the process
of technological change is ultimately predetermined by events originating
in the 1920s and early 1930s. Instead, as this book has argued, the process
of technological innovation is always and inevitably the site of contestation
and struggle. That contemporary events resound with the past attests to
continuities between the past and the present that shaped technological
innovation then as well as now. Among those continuities are the power of
corporate capitalism to influence and in many ways control technological
change, the longing for and recurring faith in media technology’s ability to
unite disparate individuals despite their differences, and the assumption
that such a (inter)national unification, such a shared imaginary, is indeed
desirable, the continuing pervasive fiction of a participatory public sphere,
and the ideological erasure that equates capitalism with democracy.

Just as dominant ideology always bears within itself a series of gaps and
fissures, so too does corporate control of mass media and technological in-
novation ultimately leave open a series of spaces that alternatives might in-
habit and from which they indeed speak. Hegemony seeks to disguise in-
ternal contradictions and mutually contradictory beliefs. Its success might
be measured in the absence or marginalization of alternative visions. Cor-
porate media’s hegemony can be measured (historically and in our present
moment) in the degree to which such alternatives remain marginalized and
essentially contained. In an era when large corporate scandals are repre-
sented (that is, mediated) as essentially aberrations attributed to individual
avarice (Ken Lay at Enron)? or as proof that existing structures of oversight
will, in fact, eventually catch up with “poor accounting practices” (we need
only strengthen such oversight and reform such practices), there appears
to be little conceptual ground from which a rigorous critique of corporate
domination might gain some purchase. Such ground must be created.
While technology—particularly media technology—most assuredly will not,
and indeed cannot, in and of itself create such ground or fulfill the promise
of a more egalitarian social formation, it may indeed play a role.

But such a view is fully complicit with the recurring notion that techno-
logical change offers us access to those grand, utopian promises.
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generally, contemporary musical culture, conventions of shopping), I am more con-
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catalogs addressed an elite market segment that perhaps predated the technologi-
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but the wealthiest, but credit for the highest quality is given the Victor” (“Digest of
Conditions of Phonographic Trade in Northern New Jersey Towns,” May 31, 1910).
The Edison trade report is reprinted in Raymond R. Wile, “Market Research—1910
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Victor’s contract with Caruso in 1904 exemplifies Victor’s larger marketing strat-
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Patent History, 1xv.)
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nograph. Edison, for example, offered free to customers such booklets as “What
Edison Likes in Music.” In keeping with the promotional emphasis on “Edison” as
a carefully constructed icon, the booklet featured “an intimate personal interview”
with the man who had “probably listened to more music than any other man in the
world’s history” and included a list of Edison’s twenty-five favorite compositions.
“What Edison Likes in Music,” 21.

30. “The World’s Greatest Catalog of Music,” The Independent 88 (Nov. 20, 1916):
inside cover.

31. This mode of address also appears on the back of some Victor single-sided
Red Seal recordings. The 12-inch Victor release of “O sole mio” recorded by Emilio
de Gogorza (#74105) includes on the reverse side a translation of the lyrics and
brief information about both Neapolitan songs and de Gogorza.

32. F.H. Martens, “Making the Music Room Attractive,” The Musician 19 (Apr.
1914): 229. Quoted in Jessica H. Foy, “The Home Set to Music,” in Jessica H. Foy
and Karal Ann Marling, eds., The Arts and the American Home, 1890—1930 (Knoxville:
U of TN P, 1994), 69.



322

Notes

33. Jessica Foy’s “The Home Set to Music” outlines the larger historical connec-
tion between American musical culture in the home and the notion of “uplift” from
the 189os into the 1930s.
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