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Chapter 1: Where It All Began (1877-1945)

During my 80 years of being part of the recorded music industry, I’ve worn a lot of hats…musician, engineer, studio designer, producer-and teacher. One of the most rewarding things I ever did was design and teach a studio technology course for Columbia College in Chicago. The students would come into my studio wide-eyed, and I’d walk them through everything-from microphones to tape machines. We didn’t just talk about recording…we did it. The course would culminate in each class producing and recording a musical group they selected themselves. One class selected a Hungarian Folk group that was active in Chicago. That recording is now in the Library of Congress as an example of ethnic music in America.

At some point during the semester, I’d get into multitrack recording. Naturally, the students thought this was a modern invention-something that started with tape, or maybe The Beatles. That’s when I’d stop them and say, “Not so fast. Multitrack recording…in spirit…goes all the way back to the early 1900s.” I’d tell them about Thomas Edison and his experiments around 1910 with what we might now call a “three-track” cylinder. These weren’t tracks in the modern sense of isolated channels on tape-but they were close in concept. Edison’s engineers cut multiple grooves into a single cylinder. Each groove contained a different performance. When played back through separate horns, the idea was to simulate sitting in the room with the musicians. Primitive? Of course. But also visionary.

It’s important to recognize what those early audio engineers were trying to do. They weren’t just capturing sound-they were chasing realism. They were trying to preserve a performance in a way that made you feel like you were there. In many ways, they set the table for everything we’ve done since. The story of recorded music begins in 1877, when Edison invented the phonograph. His first machine used a tinfoil-wrapped cylinder to both record and reproduce sound. You spoke into a horn, the vibrations moved a stylus, and that stylus etched a groove into the spinning cylinder. To play it back, the process reversed. Simple in theory. Revolutionary in practice.

For the first time in history, sound could be captured, stored, and replayed. By the late 1880s, the fragile tinfoil was replaced with wax cylinders, which allowed better fidelity and repeated playback. This was the beginning of recorded music as a consumer product. By the 1890s, people could actually purchase cylinders and play music in their homes. That was the birth of the recorded music business as we know it.

Cylinders vs. Discs: While Edison was refining cylinders, another innovator-Emile Berliner-was developing a competing format: the flat disc record. The difference was more than shape.


	Cylinders were recorded in real time, often one at a time


	Discs could be mass-produced using stamping methods


	Discs were easier to store, ship, and catalog




By the early 1900s, discs began to overtake cylinders, and by around 1920, the cylinder format had largely faded away. But cylinders deserve their place in history. They were the first practical format for recorded sound, and without them, nothing that followed would exist.

The Acoustic Era: From 1877 through the mid-1920s, all recordings were made using what we now call the acoustic process. No microphones. No electricity. No mixing consoles. Everything revolved around a horn.

Musicians would gather around a large recording horn, and their performance would be captured mechanically. Loud instruments like trumpets and trombones were placed farther back. Softer instruments like violins were pushed right up front. Singers practically had to lean into the horn to be heard. Balance wasn’t controlled with faders-it was controlled with distance and positioning.

Imagine recording an entire orchestra with a single “input”…and no way to fix anything afterward. What you played was what you got. Those early engineers had to think like both technicians and conductors. The technology shaped the music. Early recordings favored loud, clear, midrange-heavy performances that translated well through horns and mechanical playback systems. Some of the most popular genres from this era included:


	Opera and classical music - Caruso became one of the first recording superstars


	Vaudeville and novelty songs - Short, entertaining pieces suited for home playback


	Ragtime - Syncopated piano music that bridged the 19th and 20th centuries


	Early jazz - Emerging out of New Orleans and spreading across the country


	Big band and swing - By the 1930s and early 1940s, this became America’s




dominant sound

Artists like Enrico Caruso, Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Benny Goodman helped define what recorded music could be-not just technically, but culturally.

The Electrical Revolution: Everything changed in the mid-1920s with the introduction of electrical recording. Microphones replaced horns. Amplifiers boosted signals. Cutting heads became electrically driven.

Suddenly, recordings had more frequency range, nuance, and realism. Softer instruments could be heard. Vocal styles became more intimate. Crooners like Bing Crosby could sing naturally instead of shouting into a horn. This was the moment when recorded music began to sound like…music.

When I’d stand in my studio talking to students about multitrack recording, about isolating instruments, controlling balance, shaping sound…I always made a point to bring it back to those early days. Those engineers didn’t have what we have. No tape. No overdubs. No editing. No plugins. But they had something just as important: intent.

They were trying to capture a performance as faithfully as possible using the tools they had. And in doing so, they laid the groundwork for everything that came after-from analog tape to digital audio to the virtual studios we use today. So when you hear the word “multitrack,” don’t just think of modern recording. Think back to a spinning cylinder… Three grooves… Three horns…and a group of engineers over a hundred years ago trying to bring you into the room with the music. That’s where this story really begins.





Chapter 2: When the Needle Began to Move

During World War II, American industry had one job-win the war. Everything else took a back seat. Even in my neighborhood in Chicago, I saw it happen right in front of me. A factory that once made pots and pans suddenly switched over to making shell casings for bullets and mortar rounds.

As kids, we didn’t think about the bigger picture. We were more interested in those railroad cars parked near the plant in our hood. Sometimes loose brass shell casings would spill out. We’d sneak around, pick them up, and admire them like they were treasures. They were shiny, heavy, and mysterious. To us, they were cool. To the world, they were survival.

Very little innovation happened in the recording business during that time. You could sum it up in one line: Bullets trumped microphones. After the war, the country exhaled. When the war ended, it didn’t all come rushing back overnight. Factories had to retool. It took about a year before America started making things for living again instead of fighting. But when it did…something changed in the air. Music changed. The heavy, patriotic songs gave way to something lighter. Happier. Romantic. People wanted to feel good again-and music delivered. The young men came home. The young women left the factories. And together, they started families. Lots of them. There was a record number of marriages and an explosion of babies. That wave of children would later be called the Baby Boomers. At the time, nobody knew they were about to create the biggest audience the music business would ever see. But before all that took hold…something happened to me.
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