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The Early Years of the Acoustic Phonograph 
Its developmental origins and fall from favor 

1877-1929 

"Mary had a little lamb, its fleece was white as snov̂ . 

And everywhere that Mary went, the lamb was sure to go." 

With the recitation of a child's nursery rhyme, thirty-year-

old Thomas Alva Edison ushered in a bright new age--the age 

of recorded sound. 

Edison's successful reproduction and recording of the 

human voice was the end result of countless hours of work 

on his part and represented the culmination of mankind's 

attempts, over thousands of years, to capture and reproduce 

the sounds and rhythms of his own vocal utterances as well 

as those of his environment. 

Although the industry that Edison spawned continues to 

this day, the phonograph is much changed, and little resembles 

the simple acoustical marvel that Edison created. The 

acoustic phonograph was a dominating force in the entertain

ment industry for nearly forty years. From its inception in 

1877 until competing technologies such as electric recording 

techniques, and more importantly radio, forced the major phono

graph companies to rethink their strategies, it controlled enter

tainment. With these developments the scope of the phonograph 

was changed forever. 

Mankind had long pursued v/hat Edison accomplished. 

There exist three thousand year old Chinese texts which 



relate the story of a powerful Chinese prince who was in 

the habit of corresponding with his brother v/ho lived in 

a neighboring province, utilizing a strange and complicated 

box. The manuscripts go on to relate that upon opening the 

box, a message could be heard distinctly and in the sender's 

2 own voice. 

The technologically advanced ancient Egyptians also 

attempted to simulate and reproduce speech by artificial 

means. By 1490 B. C , the colossal statue of Memnon was 

erected and reputedly spoke a greeting to his mother, Goddess 

of the Dawn, each morning at daybreak. This feat was sup

posedly accomplished through a series of hidden airchambers 

which were carved within the massive stones of the statue. 

The air which operated the mechanism was provided by a large 

system of leather bellows which v̂ ere concealed from sight 

within the base of the monument. The poet, Strabo, wrote of 

the statue several hundred years later while visiting Thebes 

in 8 A. D. An earthquake later toppled the statue in 24 A. D., 

and it lay scattered until the advent of the Romans. In the 

year 196, Roman Emperor Severus had the colossal statue 

rebuilt. Upon completion, however, the statue no longer 
3 

possessed its "speaking ability." 

It was not until the works of the visionary inventor 

Robert Fludd were published in 1618 that the concept of the 

mechanization of the human voice began to gain a wider 



appreciation. Fludd was considered at the time to be 

somewhat of a dreamer rather than a man of practical inten

tions, although his imaginative concepts and often grandiose 

designs were copied and expanded upon in the centuries that 

followed. 

In the 1800s attempts were made to mechanize the human 

voice, spurred on no doubt, when the Academy of Science at 

St. Petersburg, Russia offered a widely publicized award to 

any person of science who could successfully define and 

analyze the nature and structure of vowel sounds. As a 

result of this announcement, several developments were forth

coming. In 1860, after improving his design and experimenting 

further, R. B. Faber of Vienna who won the prize by devising 

a remarkably complex apparatus that could produce vowel and 

consonant sounds with a marked degree of accuracy. His 

machine, known as the Euphonia, was an elaborate arrangement 

of air tubes that carried currents of air to the various parts 

of the machine. The air was regulated by a series of levers 

and air stops. A description of the Euphonia at the time 

was as follows: 

It [the Euphonia] has lips of rubber and 
also a rubber tongue . . . In its throat is 
a tiny fan wheel by which the letter 'R' is 
rolled. It has an ivory reed for vocal 
cords. Its mouth is an oval cavity, the size 
of which is regulated by sliding sections 
operated rapidly from a keyboard. A tube is 
attached to its nose when it speaks French." 



An audience at the Egyptian Hall in London was singularly 

unimpressed with the device; however, this did not dampen 

enthusiasm for further research. Devices of this type were 

much like the early music boxes with the exception that 

they did not possess a pre-recorded offering. 

By the late nineteenth century scientists were further 

stimulated to analyze the nature of sound and to determine 

the processes involved in its production by the appearance 

of a lucrative and financially attractive market. The currently 

available musical devices such as music boxes, automated organs 

and other machines for entertainment were achieving a large 

degree of popularity throughout the world. 

Noted physicist George Christoph Lichtenberg was among 

the many determined scientists experimenting in the field 

of sound. Lichtenberg worked on a number of problems involving 

the vibration patterns of iron powder over an electrified resin 

cake. The results of these experiments led Lichtenberg to 

publish several theories on the way sound waves are constructed. 

Earnest Chaldni, the father of modern acoustics, took Lichtenberg' 

work one step further and devised a method of making the 

sonorous vibrations of sound appear as visible patterns in 
Q 

sand scattered over a vibrating steel plate. Chaldni's work 

still stands as the basis of modern acoustic theory. 

In eighteen fifty-six there occurred what was probably the 

most significant development in the field of study that eventually 



led to Thomas Edison's discovery. This development was M. 
Q 

Leon Scott's device known as the phonautograph. In overall 

concept, the machine was very similar to Edison's phonograph. 

The phonautograph, however, did not record sound. Rather, 

through a parchment diaphragm to which a hog's hair bristle 

was attached, the visible effects of sound were recorded upon 

a cylinder that was coated with lamp black. The phonauto

graph ' s bristle moved laterally, whereas the movement of the 

Edison stylus, in relation to the moving surface of the 

cylinder, was vertical. 

Edison's discovery came about almost by accident while 

he was working in his laboratory in Menlo Park, New Jersey. 

Edison had worked in several areas, which no doubt fostered 

his interest in the phonograph. He had contributed a great 

deal to the field of automatic telegraphy both with new 

chemical methods of transcription as well as several develop

ments for embossing. Edison had devised a mechanism that 

could record Morse Code by the transfer of electrical impulses 

from the telegraph into indentations upon paper strips. 

Incoming messages could then be stored and later replayed at 
12 a controlled speed by the listener. These devices had met 

with a degree of success, and it is therefore not surprising 

that Edison arrived at the idea of storing recorded 

sounds. 



It was during the suimner of 1877, while working on an 

instrument designed to repeat the indentations of telegraphic 

dots and dashes from a strip of paraffin-coated paper, that 

Edison noted that when the indented paper was moved at a 

high rate of speed, the paper gave off a "light musical 

rhythmical sound resembling indistinct human speech." 

Edison's early notebooks show rough sketches dated as early as 

July, 1877, which contain features of the later phonograph. 

Further experimentation led Edison to work with a diaphragm 

similar in design to that of Scott's Phonautograph, with an 

embossing point attached. The point was then held against 

stiffened paraffin-coated paper. The early success of these 

experiments caused Edison to note: "The speaking vibrations 

are indented nicely, and there is no doubt that I shall be 

able to store up and reproduce automatically at any future time, 

the human voice perfectly." 

Edison's statement was not an idle boast. His continued 

experimentation resulted in a rough sketch of the device which 

he gave to machinist John Kruesi on November 29, 1877. 

Kruesi had been in Edison's employ for a number of years and 

was considered one of Edison's most skilled craftsmen. Kruesi 

was instructed to make the machine pictured in the sketch and 

was given $18.00 to construct the device. 

Edison paid his workmen by the piece and was in the habit 

of quoting the price he would pay for the work on the sketches 



given to the workmen. If the workman could make more 

than the quoted piece-work price on straight wages, then 

Edison paid him straight wages. If a workman finished the 

job in a time shorter than his straight wages would allow, 

then the workman could keep the difference. 

This practice generally led to the prompt completion 

of work around the laboratory. Edison had noted that prior 

to the piece-work policy, projects tended to drag on indefinitely 

Kruesi had seen Edison accomplish dozens of amazing things. 

But before he had completely finished the device, Kruesi 

questioned Edison as to the purpose of the instrument that he 

was to build. Edison calmly replied that if it worked, it 

18 was going to be a machine to record the human voice. The 

stoic German Kruesi thought that the whole idea was ridiculous, 

but as his job was to complete the model and nothing more, he 

did so. By December 6, 1877, Kruesi presented the odd-looking 

device he had created to Edison. Legend has it that Kruesi 

bet the machine shop foreman two boxes of cigars that the 

19 device would v/ork. Edison placed a piece of tin foil upon 

the cylinder, set the machine going by means of a hand-driven 

feedscrew and shouted into the small recording mouthpiece 

the child's nursery rhyme "Mary Had a Little Lamb." When 

he had finished speaking, Edison started the cylinder back 

at the beginning, expecting only mild and barely discernible 

murmurings at best. The group of workmen who had gathered 

in the quiet laboratory were astonished and could not believe 



their ears when the tiny machine repeated back everything 

that Edison had said. "Mein Gott im Himmel!" exclaimed 

20 John Kruesi. The group was dumbfounded as they hovered 

over the little machine. The machine shop foreman presented 

Kruesi with a box of imported Cuban cigars. Edison himself 

was shocked, and he would later recall, "I was never so 

taken aback in my life--I was always afraid of things that 

21 worked the first time." 

Edison and Kruesi toiled all night long on the phonograph, 

trying for better results. They worked on fitting the tin 

foil more carefully, and each time they achieved improved 

recordings. The next day, a weary Edison wrapped his new 

invention in brown paper and set off for New York where he 

took the phonograph to the offices of Scientific American. 

Edison revealed the instrument to F. C. Beach, editor of the 

journal. "What is it?" asked Beach. "Just a minute," came 

Edison's reply. Presently, Edison pushed the device toward 

Beach who then turned the crank. "Good morning! What do you 

think of the phonograph?" the machine questioned. Beach 

later wrote: "To say that I was astonished is a poor way of 

expressing my first impressions, and Edison appeared to 

22 enjoy his little joke on me immensely." Word quickly 

spread of the phonograph, and reporters from various news

papers, as well as curious members of the scientific community, 

swarmed the office. Soon the crowd reached such proportions 



that Beach worried that his second floor office would not 

23 stand the extra weight, and asked Edison to stop. 

Public interest in the new machine grew. Special trains 

were run to Menlo Park, and the Menlo Park lab was overrun 

with onlookers. Many people were not too confident of 

Edison's abilities and suspected some sort of deception. 

This belief was short-lived as more and more people heard 

the results for themselves. Edison quickly filed for a patent, 

which he entitled "Improvement in phonograph or speaking 

machine," on December 24, 1877. The patent office did not 

so much as question his invention (more than likely due to its 

extreme novelty) and issued Patent Number 200521 to Edison 

on February 19, 1878 for his tin foil phonograph. 

It seems that Edison did not place a very high priority 

on his discovery at this time and did not immediately foresee 

any major widespread marketable applications for his device. 

He had certain aspirations that his machine would be useful 

as a tool in the business offices of the world, but it seemed 

for a time that the phonograph was to be only a scientific 

novelty. 

Edison was not unique with regard to his new invention. 

He borrowed the term "phonograph" from another inventor, 

F. B. Fenby of Worcester, Massachusetts. Fenby was granted 

a patent in 1863 for what he termed the "Electric Magnetic 

Phonograph." Similar only in name to the Edison design, 
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the Fenby apparatus, which was extremely complicated and 

was never actually built, operated through a series of 

electrical impulses. It did not possess the characteristics 

necessary for successful sound reproduction, but was designed 

by Fenby to record the dots and dashes of the telegraph. 

It was. therefore, not the forerunner of Edison's phonograph 

2 5 but of another of Edison's inventions! 

There is also the unsettling question which remains to 

this day as to who actually did invent the phonograph first. 

Edison had not been alone in his work on the concept of the 

phonograph. Experimentation was world-wide. The French 

inventor Charles Cros deposited a sealed envelope containing 

a design for a speaking machine with the French Academy of 

Sciences in April, 1877, three months prior to Edison's 
9 f\ 

earliest patents. Whether Edison knew of Cros's work is 

not known, but credit is generally given to Edison despite 

Cros's claim. For several reasons, Cros never built a working 

model of his idea, and there appear to be major and obvious 

differences between the two inventors' approaches to the 

problem such as Cros's reproducing mechanism which, though 

never actually built, would not have reproduced sound suc

cessfully. Cros also did not provide a satisfactory explanation 

of how the device was to operate. 

Despite Edison's rather indifferent attitude toward the 

phonograph at this time, he did contract to have six hundred 

machines constructed to demonstrate the principles involved 
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in sound reproduction. The machines were made by several 

local shops including Edison's own Menlo Park lab. These 

tin foil phonographs consisted of a large hollow brass 

cylinder mounted upon a shaft. At one end of the shaft was 

positioned a hand crank for turning the cylinder, and at the 

other end was a large balance wheel which was intended to 

help regulate the speed at which the shaft rotated. The 

shaft was threaded and mounted in two secure iron uprights. 

The diaphragm was made of thin metal and had a gutta-percha 

mouthpiece situated on top. The embossing point was located 

underneath. A groove encircled the hollow brass cylinder, 

and a piece of tin foil was wrapped around it. To record, 

the diaphragm's embossing point was lowered onto the cylinder, 

and the cylinder was rotated with the crank while one spoke 

into the mouthpiece. Approximately one word per revolution 

was recorded. To play the recording back, the diaphragm was 

replaced with the reproducer, and the cylinder was turned 

back to its original position. The stylus was also returned 

to its original position and earphones attached to the repro

ducer. The cylinder was rotated again, and the message then 

could be played back. 

Word of Edison's phonograph continued to spread, and 

on the morning of April 18, 1878, Edison was invited to 

Washington, D.C. to demonstrate his invention for the National 

27 Academy of Sciences. Upon arriving in Washington, Edison 
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soon found himself in the home of well-known journalist and 

socialite Mary Abigail Dodge. There he put the phonograph 

through its paces before a varied array of congressmen, 

legislators and members of the diplomatic corps. Every one 

of the dignitaries present was bewildered but impressed by 

the nev7 marvel Edison had created. Upon saying his goodbyes, 

Edison was taken to the studios of famed Civil War photographer, 

Mathew Brady, where he had his picture taken with the phono

graph. These photographs are among the first taken of Edison 

with his new invention. Later that evening, Edison was intro

duced by Joseph Henry, President of the National Academy of 

Sciences, to the membership which had gathered at the 

Smithsonian Institute to hear what Edison and the phonograph 

had to say. The demonstration was an amazing success, and 

Edison received a standing ovation for his efforts. President 

Rutherford B. Hayes heard the news of the phonograph's success 

with the academy, and Edison was invited to come to the White 

House following the demonstration. Edison's party arrived 

at the Executive Mansion around eleven o'clock in the evening 

and coimnenced to give yet another demonstration of the phono

graph for the President. President Hayes was so taken with 

the device that he sent for his wife, who had long since 

28 
gone to bed, to come down and hear the thing for herself. 

Edison was at the White House until 3:30 the next morning 

explaining and operating his invention for an ever expanding 
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group of White House staff, newspaper reporters, and noted 

statesmen. The next day, the city of Washington was alive 

with talk of Edison's creation. 

Following this unparalleled success, Edison became more 

convinced that the instrument might possibly have some serious 

potential uses. In an article written one week later, Edison 

listed the following under the heading of "Phonographic 

Probabilities:" 

Dictation without the aid of a stenographer, 
phonographic books for the blind, teaching 
of elocution, musical and entertainment 
records, teaching languages, family record of 
voices, annunciator for clocks, etc. 
Preserve voices of the great, and an auxiliary 
in use of the telephone.29 

Edison soon incorporated the Edison Speaking Phonograph 

Company under the laws of Connecticut, and under the terms 

of incorporation, Edison was to be paid ten thousand dollars 

for the patent on the tin foil phonograph with a guarantee 

of twenty per cent of all profits from the enterprise. 

Among the five stockholders of the new company was Alexander 

Graham Bell. 

In contrast to the telephone, the phonograph was an 

instant coimnercial success. The Edison Speaking Phonograph 

Company leased the original 600 machines which Edison had 

had built to exhibitors who toured the country giving demon-

30 strations to the masses. People thronged to hear the 

phonograph. The thousands who attended these demonstrations 
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31 paid a small fee for the privilege. The profits of 

Edison's company came largely from a percentage of the re

ceipts generated by these exhibitions. The tin foil phono

graph was still very crude at this point, and it became 

apparent after only a year that the general public was 

32 beginning to tire of the device. Improvements were obviously 

needed if people would continue to be interested in the play

ing of a machine which offered only a marginal quality of 

33 reproduction. 

Thomas Edison had intended to continue development of 

the phonograph; however, work on the telephone and then the 

telegraph was considered much more important at the time. 

And with Edison's growing involvement on the electric light, 

research and development on the phonograph came to a virtual 

standstill. Work on the electric light began to consume all 

of Edison's time. 

Profits from the once lucrative demonstrations of the 

phonograph began to decline at an even more alarming rate. 

In a spur-of-the-moment decision, Edison decided to buy out 

all of the stockholders of the new floundering Edison Speaking 

Phonograph Company in order to prevent them from sustaining 

any further personal financial losses. The buy-out of the 

stockholders in effect closed the door on Edison's continued 

work on the phonograph for nearly ten years. 

While Edison had opted to pursue other interests, the 
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rest of the world did not turn its back on the phonograph, 

but as with any potentially profitable enterprise, competition 

flocked to the fledgling industry. This competition was 

to come from many surprising and determined sources. Edison's 

one-time friend and working stockholder, Alexander Graham 

Bell, set out to capture a portion of the phonograph market 

for himself. Several things might have prompted Bell's actions. 

Edison had worked on with an unrelenting zeal and had directly 

and, in Bell's eyes, flagrantly, aided Bell's competitors in 

the telephone industry by selling improvements to Westinghouse 

Electric. Bell might have seen the phonograph as a chance to 

get even with Edison. A more logical reason for Bell's actions 

stems from Bell's dire need for capital to shore up the 

teetering telephone company that he had created. Like most 

inventors of the time. Bell was limited financially a good 

deal of the time. Financial hardships often prevented him 

from working to his fullest potential. His inventions were 

sometimes forced to sit idle until a source of continued backing 

could be secured. To make matters worse, Bell had yet to see 

any profits from the telephone. The future of the device in 

the late 1870's, while of great scientific importance, was 

not conmiercially promising. 

A break came for Bell in the late spring of 1880 when 

Bell was given the $20,000 Volta Award from the French Academy 

of Science for his work on the telephone. With this money. 
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Bell was then able to organize the Volta Laboratory 

Association with a well-stocked research laboratory in 

37 Washington, D.C. Included in the organization were his 

cousin, Dr. Chichester Bell, a well-known English chemist 

who had come from London on a leave of absence, and Charles 

Sumner Tainter, an optical instrument maker by trade. 

Initially, their work focused on improving the telephone 

38 with an increased interest in the phonograph. Through 

their efforts. Bell and Tainter were granted five patents 

relating to the phonograph. Their machine was essentially 

like Edison's, with one extremely important change; instead 

of relying on tin foil for the recording medium, they 

utilized wax embedded within the grooves of the recording 

cylinder. This convenient point of difference allowed the 

Volta team neatly to circumvent Edison's patents. The legality 

of this difference was backed up in court due to the physical 

39 differences of the two materials utilized for recording. 

While definitely a matter of semantics and not of science, 

this victory in court gave Bell and his associates a definitive 

edge in the phonograph industry. In 1886 Bell organized the 

Volta Graphophone Company (Later to become the Columbia 

Phonograph Company). 

Among Bell's early important improvements to the phono

graph V7as the development of a wax blank which could be 

40 removed from the machine and stored after recording. 
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Edison's tin foil was prone to damage and did not readily 

lend itself to removal from the machine. The new Bell wax 

blank allowed for the use of a new improved recording head 

which incorporated a sapphire stylus and achieved much 

superior results over the Edison method of recording and 

became much in demand. 

With the Bell and Tainter improvements, the phonograph 

was brought from an imperfect invention to a device that 

demanded and achieved much wider acceptance. The results 

of Bell and Tainter's experiments were still far from per

fect, but compared to the Edison machine of a few years 

earlier, the results were amazing, not only in clarity of 

reproduction, but also in a reduced amount of surface noise 

and wear. 

Bell and Tainter went to Edison's Menlo Park laboratory 

to announce their new developments with the idea of joining 

forces with Edison. Upon hearing their intentions, Edison 

exclaimed that he would have no part in an association with 

42 the men who had in effect stolen his machine. Bell and 

Tainter were swiftly shown to the door. Edison vowed "to 

improve the phonograph himself and beat the upstarts at their 

own game." 

The news from Bell and Tainter had shocked Edison into 

action. The years 1888-89 saw numerous patents filed by 

Edison dealing with the phonograph. Long hours were spent 
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in the laboratory. It is said that in June, 1888, he 

labored for five days and five nights straight in an 

effort to improve his machine. Ten years earlier Edison 

had said of the phonograph, "It is my baby, and I expect it 

to grow up and be a big feller and support me in my old 

ii44 age. Unfortunately for nearly a decade, Edison had sadly 

neglected his baby, the phonograph, and no new improvements 

either technically or in promotional strategies had been made 

on the Edison machine. Drastic measures were needed if he 

indeed hoped to beat the ever increasing number of "upstarts" 

at "their own game." Edison had become painfully aware that 

his product, as well as his company, were sadly out of date. 

Edison's approach to business had been, and would continue 

to be, strictly rooted in the nineteenth century. Edison, 

or the "old man" as he was often referred to, insisted on 

personally overseeing all aspects of the phonograph's manu

facture. Edison did not easily delegate authority to the few 

managers he had, and from the foundry to the finishing plant, 

Edison's word was final. The various departments often waited 

weeks for approval on routine assembly changes and matters 

of production. Edison's inflexibility over changes in the 

design of his machine often brought the factory to a virtual 

standstill while the matters were being settled. This inflexi 

bility also resulted in frequent delays in production and 

distribution. 
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Equally dated was Edison's philosophy toward the adver

tising and promotion of his product. Unlike the electric 

light, which received a great deal of coverage, Edison 

felt that his phonograph did not need any and that people 

would just naturally want to own one. As a result of this 

belief, what few advertisements Edison did allow were often 

overshadowed by the exuberant claims and sheer coverage of 

Bell and Tainter's Graphophone in the leading magazines of 

the day. A new century was fast approaching, and Edison 

would find that many new competitors had entered the phonograph 

industry and that the stakes of the game were now much higher. 

Among the enterprising and determined competitors was 

Emile Berliner, a young immigrant from Hanover, Germany, 

who traveled to Washington, D.C. at the age of nineteen. 

Times were often difficult for Berliner in his new homeland. 

He made his living as a drapery clerk for several years before 

quitting that position to travel around the country, going 

from odd job to odd job. He worked temporarily as a bottle 

washer in the laboratory of Constantino Fahlberg, the man 

who later invented saccharine. His time spent in association 

with Dr. Fahlberg was invaluable as it gave Berliner an 

opportunity to educate himself about the basic principles 

involved in chemistry and physics. 

Over the years, Berliner had acquired an analytical mind 

with a penchant for invention, and he also developed a great 



20 

interest in tinkering with new ideas and concepts. His 

scientific outlook was probably a result of his time spent 

with Constantino Fahlberg and the climate of the times. 

It was a time when young men were interested in the intricate 

workings of science and mechanics. Emile began slowly by 

first setting up a small laboratory in his boarding house. 

There, he started making rudimentary experiments on the 

fledgling telephone. He sought, as did so many of his peers, 

to improve upon Alexander Graham Bell's basic telephone design. 

His first improvement came as a result of his relentless 

persistence in the form of a better telephonic transmitter. 

All of his scientific pursuits were continued during his breaks 

and after hours from his place of employment. 

The boardinghouse in which Berliner lived proved to be 

an invaluable testing ground for his new device. He ran a 

circuit from his transmitter in his third floor bedroom down 

to the rooms of the widow who ran the house. In this manner, 

they could communicate back and forth. After perfecting his 

device, Berliner applied for a patent and took his new trans

mitter, which he had made out of spare parts and which was 

mounted inside a soapbox, to Alexander Graham Bell. Berliner's 

visit with Bell could not have come at a more opportune time 

as Thomas Edison had just sold his version of the transmitter 

to Bell's competitor. It was with the $75,000 from the sale 

of this development to Bell that Berliner was able to set up 

a serious laboratory and begin work on the phonograph. 
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Emile Berliner's connection with the Bell Company was 

not very productive, and by 1883 he had severed all ties 

with Bell and his company. Berliner's work in acoustics 

naturally gave him knowledge of Edison's talking invention. 

Berliner saw many areas in which the phonograph could be 

improved. One major change he anticipated was the vertical 

hill and dale stylus used by Edison and his competitors. 

Berliner reasoned that a lateral zig-zag system of recording 

might provide results that were outstanding enough to allow 

48 him to obtain a patent. 

Recognizing the importance of Charles Cros's work with 

the Phonautograph, Berliner coated a round piece of plate 

glass with lamp black (the same substance that Cros had 

used in his experiments) and set it spinning on a turn

table with a stylus resting on its surface. Berliner spoke 

into his device and noticed that the stylus had left visible 

patterns on the revolving disc. He then had the disc, with 

its patterns, photoengraved. When it was played back, it 

did so well enough to allow Berliner to secure a patent on 

the process. While his device represented a successful 

departure from Edison's invention, the process was far 

from practical as it involved a rather complex and often 

flawed process of manufacture. The resulting surface noise 

was also a major detraction. 

Berliner, however, was not discouraged and continued 

his work. Soon he had developed a process that relied on 
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chemical engraving rather than photoengraving. He would 

coat a zinc disc with a workable substance, record onto the 

disc, then immerse it into an acid bath. The acid would 

"eat away" where the metal had been exposed to the recording 

stylus. 

By 1888, Berliner was ready to demonstrate his new in

vention. On May 16, he brought it before the Franklin 

Institute in Philadelphia where he played several discs that 

he had previously recorded in his Washington laboratory. 

His audience was very impressed with the quality and clarity 

of Berliner's recordings. Their enthusiastic response led 

him to believe that his device would best be received as a 

medium for home entertainment for the general public rather 

than to be used solely for business purposes as Thomas 

Edison believed. It was his differing in opinion about the 

machine's ultimate purpose that later proved to be a major 

force in the battle between the flat disc used by Berliner 

49 and the wax cylinders of his strong competitors. 

Berliner had originally envisioned duplicating records 

one at a time through the process of electrotyping. That 

method, though time consuming, worked well for some years 

until he was suddenly struck with the idea of making a 

reverse or negative stamping from the acid-etched original 

and then using that to stamp positives into some suitably 

pliable material. 
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After considerable experimentation (and numerous 

failures), Berliner approached the Durnoid Company of Newark, 

New Jersey, in 1894. The Durinoid Company was primarily 

in the button-making industry but agreed to press some sample 

discs using the master plates supplied by Berliner.^^ The 

records which Berliner received as a result of these pressings 

were far superior to anything heretofore produced by his 

other methods. 

Despite this breakthrough, Berliner's young company was 

in danger of financial collapse. The money Berliner had 

received from Bell had long since been spent on new equipment 

and continued experimentation. Like Edison and Bell, Berliner 

had to be somewhat of a self promoter in order to secure 

backing and continue his work. Success or failure often 

depended on the amount of money available. Berliner needed 

money immediately. Relief came in 1895 in the form of a group 

of investors from Philadelphia who raised $25,000. With 

this money, Berliner's Gramophone Company was founded, and 

the production began of records and the machines on which to 

play them. At first, production had to be limited to a very 

1 52 
small scale. 

Sales of the gramophone were slow, and it soon became 

apparent that they would never get better unless Berliner 

fitted his gramophone with a clock-work motor like those 

used in Edison's machine. Fred Gaisberg, one of Berliner's 

employees, noticed an advertisement in the Philadelphia Ledger 
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which read: "Why wear yourself out treading a sewing machine? 
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Fit one of our clock-work motors." Mr. Gaisberg went quickly 

to the shop advertised, met with the elderly owner, and 

commissioned him to produce a clock-work motor for the gramo

phone. The results were not as improved as Gaisberg had 

hoped. The mechanism was far too large and cumbersome and 

would not lend itself to manufacture. Berliner and his 

Board of Directors were very discouraged when something 

remarkable happened. A young machinist who had worked for 

the shop that built the large and successful motor submitted 

his own design to the Board. The design which he had worked 

on privately was perfectly suited to the Gramophone. The 

motor could run for two and a half minutes when fully wound 

and possessed enough motive power to revolve the turntable 

under the weight of the heavy sound box. So successful was 

this new, improved motor that it earned the machinist an order 

for 200 more. This young machinist's name was Eldridge 

T u 54 Johnson. 

The union of Berliner and Johnson proved to be a profit

able one for both parties. Extensive advertising campaigns 

were launched extolling the many virtues of the Berliner 

gramophone. By 1898, the Gramophone Company showed sales 

in excess of one million dollars; Johnson's shop alone reaped 

a profit of over $40,000. By this time, Johnson vizas assembling 

whole machines by himself to help ease some of the burden 

placed on the Philadelphia factory. 
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Before Berliner's entry into the industry, there had 

been much litigation among the competitors. Berliner's 

marked success began to cut into the profits of his competi

tors, Bell and Tainter. They took Berliner and his company 

into court over basic patent violations. On the surface, 

the basic patents for Bell and Tainter and Berliner seemed 

miles apart, but the scheming of Bell's and Tainter's lawyer 

and his attacks on Berliner's promotional manager led to a 

victory for Bell and Tainter. An additional setback occurred 

when the promotional manager, who felt that he had been 

poorly treated by Berliner, designed and marketed a competing 

machine designed along the lines of the gramophone. 

Between the patent injunctions and the countersuits 

brought on by Berliner, Eldridge Johnson found himself in a 

predicament. He had on hand over $50,000 worth of merchandise 

for which he had not been paid. It was inventory and supplies 

that the former promotional manager of the Gramophone Company, 

Frank Seaman, had ordered. He also had mounting bills 

incurred as a result of his building a new factory for the 

production of gramophones. It became clear to Johnson that 

in order for him to save his company from bankruptcy, he would 

have to start selling and manufacturing gramophones for him

self, thereby omitting the expense of the middleman. 

Johnson had, for some time, been aware of the instability 

of the Gramophone Company's position in the industry and had 
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resorted to working in secret on an improved recording pro

cess. It turned out to be very successful. Eldridge 

Johnson then set up his own business as the Consolidated 

Talking Machine Company, and by using the earnings of his 

new venture, he was able to stave off his creditors.^^ 

The void left in the industry (during the time Berliner 

was involved with injunctions and cross litigation) was 

quickly filled by Johnson's company, which he had re-named 

the Victor Talking Machine Company. Johnson's business 

was successful, perhaps too much so, for Johnson had never 

aspired to being a large business tycoon. However, by 1901, 

the Victor Talking Machine Company had emerged from over 

200 fiercely determined concerns to become one of the giants 

of the industry. The lion's share of the recording and 

phonograph business was then split between the Victor Company 

of Johnson, The National Phonograph Company of Edison, and 

the Graphophone Company of Bell and Tainter, The first 

year's net profit of Johnson's company was nearly $180,000. 

From the start, Victor was a progressive and innovative 

company which employed new and promising managerial and 

promotional practices. By 1902 Victor was far out distancing 

the competition in sales by utilizing existing and well-

established trade houses throughout the country to market 

and distribute its products. Other concerns such as Columbia 

attempted to open their own distribution centers and ware

houses. This was an expensive and risky proposition for the 



27 

competition which often resulted in extremely high overhead 

and poor representation in the major marketing centers. 

As early as 1903 Victor had three times as many wholesale 

outlets as its nearest competition. 

Victor's edge was maintained by the shrewd marketing 

and promotional strategies utilized by Johnson. He recognized 

the power and potential of advertising and sought to use the 

medium to its fullest. The Victor campaigns began in a small 

way, featuring colorful ads in well-known magazines and trade 

journals. Johnson assembled the best minds in the advertising 

business and gave them free reign and an ever expanding budget, 

In 1904 Victor purchased the entire back cover of the Saturday 

Evening Post to announce the signing of Enrico Caruso as an 

exclusive Victor recording artist. Many of the advertising 

methods created by the Victor Company are still in use today. 

Johnson delegated authority to his department heads, 

paid a fair wage, and strived to provide a safe, pleasant 

environment in which to work. The sprawling plant at Camden, 

New Jersey was a model of twentieth century industry. Through

out the next few years, Victor's sales figures doubled and 

trebled (much to the dismay of the Graphophone Company which 

had by now changed its name to Columbia) and to the chagrin 

of the Edison concern. In the year 1909 there was a gross 

revenue of over twelve million dollars for Victor. Profits 

were put right back into the business in the form of adver

tising, plant expansion, and new releases. Every competing 
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attack that Columbia and Edison launched was swiftly met 

59 with a new Victor release or improvement. But it was in 

the year 1906 that Johnson made two of his shrewdest moves. 

The one which would place him at the top of the phonograph 

industry was employing Enrico Caruso, the world's most famous 

tenor, to record for the Victor Talking Machine Company. 

This guaranteed Johnson a place in history and sent the competi 

tion scrambling to find stars of their own. Caruso's records 

quickly became the bread and butter for the Victor Company, 

And later that year, Victor introduced the internal horned 

Victrola which was intended to replace the cumbersome and 

rather awkward open-horned models. It seems that American 

housewives were becoming dismayed at having the huge horns 
fir) 

protruding into their well-decorated rooms. The competition 

quickly introduced their own versions of the Victrola, which 

like the Victrola, were designed to harmonize with the other 

furnishings in the home. By 1912, the Victor catalogue con

tained over six hundred recordings. Five years later, 

Victor's assets amounted to thirty-three million dollars, and 

the factory at Camden was now a complex maze of buildings 

covering many acres. Eldridge Johnson had indeed become a 
tycoon. 

Phenomenal, almost unbelievable growth continued to be 

the norm for Victor, and by the outbreak of World War I, 

the Victor Company was the biggest concern of its kind in 

the world, and the trademark of the fox terrier listening to 
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"His Master's Voice" was known everywhere, Columbia was a 

distant second and continued to remain so by playing follow 

the leader. The staid Edison Company stayed in third place, 

biding its time and relying on its triumphs of the past. 

The war was to change things, bringing about forms of compe

tition that the Big Three had never anticipated. By the early 

1920's, trouble was in sight. 

As early as 1919, two British experimenters had begun 

to analyze and develop a relatively new form of recording 

technique. Although the idea of electric recording had been 

around since 1903, the severely limited abilities of the time 

had caused the idea to be shelved. Adequate microphones and 

amplifiers were then not available. It was not until after 

the Great War that a workable system was devised. 

On Armistice Day, 1920, Merriman and Guest recorded the 

Unknown Warrior burial service at Westminster Abbey by means 

of an electrical recording process. Up until this point, 

the phonograph had been developed by a system of trial and 

error, and records were still being largely made much as 
6 9 

they had been in the 1890's. Various refinements had been 

made over the years, but now the 40-year-old invention was 

beginning to receive some serious scientific scrutiny because 

acoustic recording had reached its limit; electrical recording, 

it seemed, was the wave of the future. The phonograph 

industry, like a mighty ocean liner, was slow to turn and 

change course. 
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As if the advent of the electrical recording was not 

enough, 1919 saw the birth of yet another enemy to the old 

acoustic phonograph. The industry could have possibly 

adapted to the introduction of the new electrical process 

and remained largely intact as it was before, but this new 

phenomenon, radio, was to change the course of the phonograph 

forever. 

The year 1919 witnessed the opening of the first radio 

station, KDKA, in Pittsburg. This station, owned by 

Westinghouse Electric, marked the end of one era and ushered 

64 in another. The acoustic recording industry, and thus the 

acoustic phonograph, were almost overnight becoming obsolete. 

At first, there was little indication that this new fangled 

radio craze would last, but within a year or so radio stations 

began to crop up all over the United States and Canada. 

Nightly audiences increased steadily from the scant thousands 

into the millions. This trend was lost on the large phonograph 

companies. The Big Three were, unfortunately, "like the three 

Hindu Monkeys--they could see no radio, could hear no radio, 

and refused, as far as they were legally able to do so. to 

permit their recording artists to engage in radio broadcasting." 

The power of radio to spread a message to a mass audience was 

an advantage the phonograph did not have. The business seg

ment of the Country soon realized the potential advertising 

power offered by this new medium. The phonograph was unable 

66 to compete. 
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By 1922, the Victor Talking Machine Company's assets 

dropped from $47,000,000 to $35,000,000. Trouble was on 

the horizon. Victor, Columbia, and Edison were slow to 

adapt, but by 1923, each had attempted to release electrically 

recorded records. These early electrical records were often 

flawed and raucous, as there were still many "bugs" in the 

early electric recording systems. Techniques were being 

introduced faster than they could be perfected. The buying 

public was not impressed, and if anything, the release of the 

new records indirectly bolstered radio's standing. Record 

and phonograph dealers and distributors became uneasy. Victor 

placated them at least temporarily by producing a cabinet 

that ivas radio adaptable. This was Victor's first admission 

that there was a problem. The coming years proved to be full 

of change. Eldridge Johnson sold his interests in the company 

following the near disastrous years of 1924-1925 when Victor's 

68 
sales dropped fifty percent to an all-time low. The company 

attempted to change the recording practices further and even 

began development of a new machine designed to better meet 

the changing whims of the public. Early in 1926 came the 

introduction of the Victor Orthophonic, and the Columbia 

Vivatonal which were designed to play electric recordings. 

Oddly, Columbia was experiencing its first profitable 

period in several years due in part to an all-out effort to 

hop on the radio bandwagon. In 1929, the long-suffering and 

badly mismanaged Edison Company gave up production of records 
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and phonographs altogether. Edison, always slow to adapt, 

had tried to recapture a portion of the changing market by 

issuing an electrical lateral-cut record only ten months 

before he shut dov/n. Edison was now like his company, old 

and tired. The change had come too late. 

The phonograph industry as a whole survived, but it 

was markedly different from what it had been even a few 

years before. In the aftermath of these changes, the Victor 

Company was resold in 1929 to the giant conglomerate Radio 

Corporation of America (creating RCA/Victor). Columbia 

survived in an altered form for a time, but it was later torn 

apart in a series of mass reorganizations. Thomas Edison's 

Company went into the strict production of office dictating 

machines (the purpose which Thomas Edison originally intended 

for the phonograph) and ironically enough, radios. The 

golden years of the acoustic phonograph had come to an end. 

Edison lived to see the phonograph grow into a "big 

feller," and revenues from its sales did indeed support him 

in his old age. However, by the time of Edison's death in 

1931, the phonograph industry that he had spawned showed 

little similarity to his original concept of v̂/hat the machine 

was to be. Edison's outlook had remained stubbornly rooted 

in the ways of the nineteenth century, and as a result, 

competing concerns and technologies had passed him by. 

The success of Johnson and his Victor Company by contrast 

was the result of continuing efforts to remain on the cutting 
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edge of technology. The new twentieth-century ideas of 

marketing and promotion, as well as those concepts of larger 

and more efficient corporate organizations, had paid off 

for Johnson. 

The story of the phonograph is, however, more than just 

three large companies selling record players. Rather its 

history traces a pattern very familiar to American technology. 

Success or failure often depended on financial backing at 

a critical point or a court ruling over patent disputes. 

Perhaps most importantly, success or failure came simply as 

a result of how one played the "game." Even though the 

phonograph continues to survive and would no doubt be scarcely 

recognized by its creator, it is once again being challenged 

by competing technologies in forms that Edison would not have 

dreamed possible. 

Then as now, the cycle of change is never ending, and 

whatever the end results of the latest trends may be, the 

phonograph will never again be the way it was when Thomas 

Edison gave it its voice and recorded for history that Mary 

did indeed have a little lamb. 
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