
Audio Recording History 
…and an explanation of 3 pieces of  

equipment and their associated techniques 
A Chronology 
 
1857 - Phonoautograph. 

-It used a cone to capture sound waves and these vibrations 
moved a fragile stylus along a rotating cylinder blackened by 
smoke and drew a two dimensional record of the sound made. 
- Not played back 

 
1876 - Alexander Graham Bell invents telephone. 

This included a very basic form of the microphone 
 
1876 - Emile Berliner re-works the microphone of the Telephone as this 

improved version of Bell’s microphone was bought by The Bell 
Telephone Company 

 
1877 - Phonograph invented by Thomas Edison 

-It used a cone to capture sound waves and these vibrations 
moved a fragile stylus along a rotating cylinder making indents; a 
record of the sound made. 
-Cylinder made of tin. He later experimented with wax and other 
materials. 
-Edison Discovered that the information stored on his cylinders 
had the capacity to be played back. 

 
1878 – David Edward Hughes invents new Carbon Microphone. This is 

the earliest known stand-alone microphone and all modern 
microphones are based loosely around its design. 

 
1885 – The Gramophone is invented by the ‘Volta’ Company 

The recordings could be amplified through the large cone when 
played back 
Thus, music became recorded with the intention of being played 
back and danced to. 

  
1892 – Emile Berliner - “Gramophone/Phonograph record” – This is the 

first known existence of a disc recording method over the 
cylinder 

   - More easily mass produced 
- Four times as much recording time 
- More durable 
- More cost effective 
- More user friendly  

… than the cylinder 



 
1902  - First ever recorded Music Superstar (widely sold) 
 Tenor Enrico Caruso  
 
1912 - “Diamond Disc” – Edison’s new Phonograph disc invention 
 
            Everything                    recorded         acoustically  
 
 This meant that when recording, the engineer was focused on 

placing the musicians in the room in relative distance to the 
cone to achieve the correct balance of volumes in the final mix. 

 
            Electrical             recoding                      begins 
 
 This meant that now, due to the advancements in basic electrical 

telephone microphones, the music industry could use 
microphones to electrically record sound with single 
microphones placed in relation to the musician to achieve a 
specific sound quality. Although this change was not immediate, 
it was quickly becoming a widely used technique. 

 The technique was developed largely by Western Electric Company 
where they captured a sound through the microphone and then 
amplified it with vacuum tubes then used that amplified signal to 
propel an electromagnet recording head that would make the 
groove in a vinyl record. 

 
1915/20’s – Condenser Microphones and Carbon Microphone 

developed  by Western Electric 
 
1928 – Magnetic tape Invented by Fritz Pfleumer of Germany 
 Used in WWII 
 
1930’s – Germans begin to use this tape for recording music and then 

also during the war for transmitting messages 
 
1931 – Ribbon and Dynamic Microphones invented for the purposes    

of Radio broadcasting for public entertainment 
 
1946 – Brush Development Company (Germany) release first ever 

commercial tape recorder 
 
1950’s – Magnetic tape used in WWII now stolen by Americans and 

studied it subsequently revolutionizing radio broadcasting and 
then music recording 

 
1979 – Sony releases Audio Compact Disc 

Led to higher 
fidelity of sound 
and more 
appreciation of 
that higher 
quality recording 
Therefore, more 
recordings were 
bought thus 
encouraging 
companies to 
further develop 
the technologies 
to feed their 
capitol greed. 



Equipment and Associated Techniques 
 
 

Recording Media through the Ages: 
  
The very first medium that sound was 
recorded on was a piece of paper blackened 
by smoke first used in 1857. In this method, 
Leon Scott’s Phonoautograph would capture 
the vibrations of the air in a cone that was 
focussed in on a delicate needle and that 
needle then moved sideways with the 
vibrations in the air to mark a line through the 
smoky paper. Tin was the next medium to be 
used for recording. Using a similar technique, 
the vibrations of the air (sound) were again 

captured by a cone but now the needle vibrated up and down thus 
creating physical indents or hills and dales as they were often referred 
to. Later on in the development of this Phonograph that Thomas Edison 
had invented to use this technique with, the cylinders were 
experimented with, changing their material from tin to wax and many 
other mediums. This meant that in fact the cylinders of tin and other 
materials that the clips of sound were recorded onto could be set back 
to the start of the clip and rather than putting sound into the cone, 
playing the cylinder again and the sound could essentially be played 
back through the needle and then amplified by the cone. (Note: this 
cone would later be replaced by the gramophone to amplify the 
sound from a vinyl disc to a level to which it could be used as 
entertainment eg. for dancing to) This was the first time that anyone 
had ever heard their own voice played back to them.  The next wave 
of recording medium came in the form 
of Emile Berliner’s 
Gramophone/Phonograph Record of 
1892 which was a flat, pressed disc of 
vinyl plastic onto which the needle 
would again make indents to be 
played back at a later date, most likely 
through the Victor Gramophone. In 
1912 Edison Followed Berliner with the 
invention of his Diamond disc which 
although essentially the same product 
did not do as well in the market and 
was slowly pushed out of production as 
the Victor company became just that 
as they became His Masters Voice record company and dominating 
the market for many years to come.  With the developments of 



microphones well before and during the war, things like the early 
carbon Microphone led to much better microphones which changed 
the way music was recorded forever.  Before the onset of the war, 
acoustic microphones were being used to capture sound which 
changed the way in which musicians could now be recorded 
(explained in Microphone section) and this happened while vinyl 

records were in use. The next stage in 
recording media came in the post WWII 
era of the magnetic tape. While the 
Germans has used it during the war, 
veterans brought that technology back to 
America like an engineer on Bing Crosby’s 
radio  show for example who brought this 
idea of recording onto magnetic tape in 
advance to Crosby and his production 
team in . Before this idea there was only 
the possibility for live shows recorded or 
broadcast in one take. Electrical 
microphones were used (one per 
instrument) and recorded onto the multi-
track capability of the magnetic tapes. This 

was the first appearance of a multi track capability and brought about 
a whole new way of thinking about recording music with the multi-
track techniques pioneered here were transferred in to early jazz 
recordings then to Mow-town, the Rockabillies then over to Brittan with 
the rise of The Beatles and from there, the technique skyrocketed.  Also, 
with magnetic tape came the splicing of tapes to cut out unwanted 
takes of songs or mistakes in parts. To do this, all that had to be done 
was find the undesirable portion of tape 
and cut it out and then secure the two 
ends of severed tape back together. 
This was only made easier by the 
change from the steel tapes of the 
early 50’s and 60’s to the plastic 
magnetised tapes of the 70’s and 80’s 
allowing for music to be recorded onto 
smaller and smaller devices ending in 
the compact cassette tape which was 
sold en masse in the 1980’s also with its 
associated players and home recording mechanisms. However, in 
1979, Japanese company Sony released a product set to change the 
music industry forever. They released The Compact Audio Disc which 
could store hours of audio files to be played back again and again 
with little or no deterioration of the disc itself due to the laser reading 
process. Now, All audio tracks, once recorded had to put through a 
computer to be formatted into a file that the “CD” would hold and a 
digital mucus player like the computers of the late 80’s and 90’s. 



Now, with the .mp3 320, .wav, .flac and any 
number of different high and low quality file 
types that you could desire, music is almost always 
recorded digitally onto a computer with tape 
methods still incredibly popular but almost always 
ending up on a website, flash drive or CD many 
people question the quality of what they hear but one thing is 
unequivocal; Music is the most accessible it has ever been. 
 
 
Microphones; Then and Now: 
As the world neared the end of the 19th century, American inventor, 
Alexander Graham Bell created a device that eventually allowed 

every one in the world to talk to, teach and learn 
from everybody else in the world. He invented the 
Telephone in 1876 which contained a device which 
captured the sound created by the caller and 
converted those air particle vibrations into an 
electrical signal. This is the basic concept for every 
microphone that exists today. However, their 
beginnings were a bit simpler than that even. The 
most basic device that we could call a microphone 
was the cone of a Phonograph or even the 
Phonoautograph which is what we could call an 
acoustic microphone. The sound was collected by a 
cone then these vibrations would cause a needle to 

either scrape a line in smoke blackened paper with the 
Phonoautograph or make an indent in a cylinder as in the phonograph 
or even to create a physical indent in the vinyl discs of Emile Berliner 
and Thomas Edison. These very basic acoustic microphones did not 
make use of electricity but instead made use of the basic physics of 
sound waves.  In the mid 1920’s the Condenser microphone 
was invented using the sound waves to move a diaphragm 
closer and further away from  a back plate in between 
which, there is a voltage. Therefore, as the diaphragm moves, 
the capacitance changes creating an electrical impulse 
which is the resulting output signal. The only problem was the 
relatively low output level so what Western Electric did in 1817 
was add a very small vacuum tube amplifier and battery 
(because this extra voltage and tube amp needed extra 
power) to the design and by the late twenties sold six 
different models of their new Condenser microphone. 1931 
saw Western Electric bring out what is now the most robust 
and common of microphones today. The introduced the 
world to its “618 Electrodynamic transmitter”, now known as 
the Dynamic microphone. This used a moving coil which 
created the electrical signal, then captured and used for 



Two ribbon Microphones in use in the CBS radio station in the mid 1950’s. 

broadcasting onto radio. The Ribbon Microphone followed it less than 
six months later by the RCA Company. It used a thin strip of corrugated 
aluminium suspended between the two poles of a magnet which 
serves as both the diaphragm and the voice coil. Its vibrations due to 
the velocity of the air particles were transferred through the contact 
spots at the clamps of the aluminium as changes in voltages of the 
electricity between the two poles of the magnet were transmitted to a 
step up transformer 
where the signal was 
amplified. This was a 
new, higher fidelity 
microphone which 
revolutionised radio 
broadcasting and 
music recording in 
terms of the fidelity 
and final quality that 
could be achieved. 
Along with the 
gradual 
development of 
these microphones, 
engineers and 

musicians alike have 
learnt with the new 
technology to use it in its fullest capacity. When in the early days of 
recording, engineers would have recorded groups by placing each 
member of the group in a different spot of the room in relation to the 
cone of the phonograph so that each member would be louder or 

quieter on the recording because they were further 
away or closer to the cone in the room. This was the 
only way they could ‘balance’ a group but with the 
invention of microphones and then later, mixing 
consoles, new techniques were created. With 
microphones, you can get a completely different 
tone from an instrument depending on where you 
place it. For example you will receive a different 
sound when the microphone is placed at the neck, 
body or bridge of an acoustic guitar just as you get 
a different sound depending on whether you place 
the microphone in relation to the cone of an electric 
guitar amp; nearer or further from the cone. Now 
with DAWs and Mixing Consoles all that has to be 
done in terms of ‘Balancing’ tracks or instruments is a 
slide of the fader; with the hand or mouse. 

 
 



Equalization in the 60’s and today: 



What most people would associate 
with the idea of equalizing 
frequencies of a music track would 
be the treble and bass knobs on their 
home stereo. This, although the basic 
principle of Equalization in an audio 
sense, is not the full extent of the 

technology. With the widespread appearance of recording studios 
and audio engineering innovation, the music industry was looking for 
ways in which the sound they recorded could be altered so 
that the final sound would be clearer and ultimately, a 
higher quality. The first appearance of this sort of device 
was in holly wood in pre WWII times where the industry 
strived to cut single frequencies of sound which interfered 
with the soundtrack and these technologies were 
developed a certain John Volkmann through the 30’s who 
worked for the RCA Company to develop the first variable 
equalizer to improve sound in film. Almost all development 
in this field came to a halt during and after the war until 30 
years after Volkmann’s work. In the 1960’s something called 
a parametric Equalizer unit (EQ) came about. The Western 
Electric Company brought out the first parametric EQ in the 
1960’s invented by Harold Seidel and its use was geared 
towards reducing impurities from the sound source before 
recording. The instruments would send their electrical signal 
through the unit then into the mixing console and tape 
deck. The unit itself would at that stage have consisted of 
only two or three knobs which would control the decibel 
level of a certain frequency being increased or decreased 
from the sound source to the final track. Engineers of that 
day would have used these ‘presets’ to eliminate the undesirable hum 
or string buzz of an acoustic guitar, the harsh sibilance of a singer or 
even unwanted signal noise produced by interference. Early EQ’s had 
either a selection of set frequencies and the volume band width which 
could be changed or a set band width and then changeable 
frequencies and volume controls. These early EQ’s are known as quasi 
parametric EQ units because they only control a very limited range of 
frequencies. The fully parametric EQ units were finally made possible 

with the likes of ‘ProTools’ which 
was a computer program made 
by ‘DigiDesign’ and will be fully 



explained later. The parametric EQ units of the 60’s were quickly 
developed and the graphic EQ was the new, exciting invention of 
audio technology. With the Graphic Equalizer (left) the engineer was 
able to choose from a wide range of frequencies and rather than 
twiddling the pot around to the right decibel level to fix his problem, he 
could visually raise or lower 
the fader on the unit to the 
correct level and have a 
visual representation there 
for him to use as reference 
for his mix. Many companies 
have cashed in on this very 
easy to use technology from 
the likes of speaker giants, Altec to Yamaha and API.   
Although this product is seen as being easier to use, the units never 
seemed to create the ‘warmth’ or ‘harmonious’ nature that the 60’s 
and 70’s developments on those first parametric EQ’s gave. By the time 
DigiDesign brought out their ProTools in the mid 1990’s there was a 

hunger in the market for a whole new level 
of precision not yet available with the quasi 
parametric EQ units like the one seen 
above or like the 31 band units seen in 
many studios by the 80’s. ProTools and its 
predecessors in DAWs (Digital Audio 
Workstations) brought about the ability to 
choose, very precisely, any frequency 
within the established hearing range of 
humans and increase or decrease the 

decibels of that frequency present in the track. Also, we could now 
change the Q and precise decibel level as well as today where we are 
able to automate the changes we make in the equalisation to slowly or 
quickly change throughout the course of the track to individual tracks 
independently.  This allows the engineer to be very precise about the 
way he edits either the snare 
drum or the bass guitar or just 
one part of the vocal. Before 
EQ’s and then the computing 
power of DAWs,  none of this 
precise tuning if you will could 
possibly be achieved. From 
the days of the early low pass 
filters and single band filters to 
the days of innumerable plug-
ins, the audi recording 
business has come a long way 
a will continue to develop for 
years to come.       


