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1.


An Android at the Opera


1.1


Deep inside your ear, between the outer parts you can see and the inner parts that you can’t, there is a thin cone of flesh called the tympanum—or ear drum. Its job is to convert the vibrations of sound waves passing through the air into mechanical vibrations that your brain can understand.


For over a hundred years, whenever people built machines to listen for us—like telephones, walkie talkies, or hi-fi equipment— they based the working of those machines on the tympanum. Today, still, all technologies for capturing and reproducing sound are based upon the working of the ear.


Three hundred years ago, when no-one was very much interested in the ear and even ear doctors were dismissed by their colleagues as “mere aurists”, the model for sound technologies was not the ear, but the mouth. 


To reproduce the workings of the human mouth was thought by some to be just a few steps from reproducing the soul.


The people whose job it was to undertake such a task were not scientist-entrepreneurs like Thomas Edison or Alexander Graham Bell, but clockmakers. 


The greatest of these mechanical geniuses was a Frenchman named Jacques de Vaucanson.
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1.2


When Jacques de Vaucanson was a child, growing up in the town of Grenoble in the east of France, his mother would take him to church with her every week.


While she was in with the priest, the young Jacques would stare up at the clock in the church tower. As his mother whispered her confession, the clock ticked on resolutely and Jacques gazed rapt at its perfect, regular movements. 
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