














    

      

         

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Praise for 
 THE ASCENT OF MEDIA

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “The Ascent of Media is really about the ascent of man: from a species that started recording his life experience on clay tablets and now records it on computer tablets. In Mr. Parry’s view, the future isn’t a rejection of the past. It’s just a natural evolution. There are two reasons to read any book: To learn or to be entertained. With The Ascent of Media, Roger Parry manages to do both. We can’t wait to see the movie.”

         
 

         David Bernstein and Beau Fraser, co-authors of Death to all Sacred Cows

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Whatever the technology, mankind has always enjoyed a good story. The Ascent of Media tells a cracking story with a cornucopia of insights. Read Roger Parry and you’re equipped to imagine where digital media might take us next.”

         
 

         Peter Bazalgette, TV producer and President, Royal Television Society

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Media are going through huge changes. This book provides a thought provoking read and a terrific insight into where we are now and where media might go next.”
 

         James Palumbo, founder of Ministry of Sound

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “The aptly titled Ascent of Media is a must for anyone with even a passing interest in today’s vast and exploding world of media. From students of the industry to the leaders of businesses who may struggle to know how to spend their shareholders’ advertising money wisely, Roger Parry provides insights into what is really happening in the digital chaos of the twenty-first century…”

         
 

         Richard Wheatly, Chief Executive of Jazz FM

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “The Ascent of Media is a wonderful overview of the history of all forms of media and the key people responsible for their development. It leaves the reader in no doubt as to its power to influence our opinions and emotions, leverage commercial and political messages, stimulate the senses and at the same time enhance our productivity.”

         
 

         Neil Blackley, director of Ingenious Media, former Head of UK and European Media Research, Merrill Lynch 

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Roger’s enjoyable and wide-ranging book should definitely be read by young people entering or thinking of entering the media industry, but also by older people like me already passionately immersed in it and wrestling daily with the digital monster.”
 

         Richard Hooper, former Deputy Chairman of the Office of Communications (Ofcom)

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Roger Parry provides a fascinating narrative of media past, present and future which will inform all practitioners and all who are interested in the development of the zeitgeist and of the great forces in society. The shape of the media is constantly altered by changes in technology, lifestyles and fashion, and the media affect all political, commercial, cultural and scientific developments.”

         
 

         Claire Enders, media analyst
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            The number of books will grow continually, and one can predict that a time will come when it will be almost as difficult to learn anything from books as from the direct study of the whole universe. 
 Denis Diderot, 1763

            
 

            

                


            
 

            The multitude of books is making us ignorant. 
 Voltaire, 1764

            
 

            

                


            
 

            I deplore the putrid state into which our newspapers have passed and the malignity, the vulgarity, and mendacious spirit of those who write for them.
 Thomas Jefferson, 1787

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Telegraphs of any kind are now wholly unnecessary. 
 John Barrow, British Admiralty, 1816

            
 

            

                


            
 

            The telephone has too many shortcomings to be considered as a means of communication. 
 Western Union, internal memo, 1876

            
 

            

                


            
 

            The cinema is an invention without a future. 
 Louis Lumière, pioneer of photography, 1895

            
 

            

                


            
 

            The radio craze will die out in time. 
 Thomas Edison, inventor of the phonogram, 1922

            
 

            

                


            
 

            While theoretically and technically television may be feasible, commercially and financially I consider it an impossibility. 
 Lee De Forest, pioneer of radio, 1926

            
 

            

                


            
 

            The VCR is to the American film producer… as the Boston Strangler is to women alone at home. 
 Jack Valenti, President, Motion Picture Association of America, 1982

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Billboards will be abolished. 
 David Ogilvy, founder of Ogilvy & Mather, 1983

            
 

            

                


            
 

            It doesn’t matter how good or bad the product [the Kindle] is; the fact is that people don’t read anymore. 
 Steve Jobs, co-founder of Apple, 2008

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Greek philosopher Plato lived more than 2,000 years ago, but he has left us one of the most fascinating discussions of the role of media in society. In his book The Republic, he described the Allegory of the Cave, which served to stimulate debate about what was reality and what was perception. Imagine, suggested Plato, a group of prisoners who have been born and raised in a cave and chained in such a way that all they can see is a flat, white wall in front of them. Behind their backs burns a fire that gives off light and between the fire and their backs are a group of puppeteers, who use their hands to throw shadows onto the visible wall of the cave. The shadows are all that the prisoners know and see. Denied any other realities, they give different shadows names and endow them with human characteristics. They discuss among themselves the shadows’ activities. They ascribe to the shadows motivations and give them a past and a future.

            
 

            Now let one of our imaginary prisoners escape, said Plato. This person gets outside of the cave and discovers the existence of the actual world. He experiences the reality of day and night, sun and moon. He now understands that he has been a victim of the false reality created by the puppet masters. He returns to his fellow prisoners and tries to explain the truth to them, but they are unable to comprehend what he has seen and unable to relate to anything but the shadows. They reject his crazy ideas. For them their reality is the true one. He, the escapee, is now a dangerous and disruptive malcontent.

            
 

            The Matrix is a film that explores the idea of humans trapped inside a wholly manufactured world created by computers. In it people make real life-and-death decisions based on false information. Another film, The Truman Show, has Jim Carrey’s character live his entire life on the set of a television program. Every aspect of his environment is an illusion, but he is the only one deceived. Recent commentators have found Plato’s cave a powerful analogy for the way in which mass media work on the public mind and the perception of reality.

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Preface


         
 

         This book began a few years ago, in a coffee shop in Palo Alto, California. Faced with several hours’ wait before going to the nearby airport of San Francisco I started to write an article, trying to make sense of the economic hurricane blowing through the media industry, uprooting established structures and destroying traditional organizations. At that time Palo Alto felt like the eye of the media storm.

         
 

         Drinking a cappuccino on University Avenue, I was a few hundred yards from where Google had its first real office, over a bicycle shop, and just as close to the first HQ of Facebook. The mouse and the internet were pioneered a short bus ride away, at Menlo Park. Apple created its magic devices down the road at Cupertino. Behind me was the tunnel under the rail tracks to Stanford University. For a media professional in the early twenty-first century it was like being a priest on a trip to the Vatican or a wine drinker visiting Bordeaux. Unremarkable though it looked (Palo Alto is a small college town), this was ground zero for the new digital media. I wondered what Plato would have made of it.
 

         In the late 1600s the nascent newspaper industry had congregated on London’s Fleet Street because of its proximity to the original book market of St Paul’s churchyard; around 1910 Hollywood had the weather, space, and willing workforce to make movies; by the 1920s New York was the origin of much early radio broadcasting, as it was home to the most important paymasters, the advertising agencies. And now Palo Alto had become the place for digital media, because it brought together the computer scientists of Stanford, the technologists of Silicon Valley, and the venture capitalists of Sand Hill Road. It was an environment that encouraged the collision of ideas between software, engineering, and finance.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Over more than 3,000 years of development, mediated content has become increasingly important in making society function. It has been a story of constant growth in the amount and range of material available as media has taken up more of our time and become an ever larger part of the economy. The recent creative destruction initiated by the internet has been just one more, typically disruptive, era in the media story. 

         
 

         The advance of media has not been smooth, however, and the equivalent of the recent dot-com boom and bust has happened many times before. The development of electricity and railways led to the telegraph network in the 1850s, which, in turn, laid the ground for the telephone and, ultimately, the internet. Mass-market newspapers were born in the 1880s because of a combination of steam presses, automated typesetting, cheap newsprint, and advertising. Photosensitive film, clockwork motors, and the new working-class audience created cinema around 1910. And the vacuum tube, electromagnetic waves, and recorded sound enabled radio in the 1920s.

         
 

         Each of these media revolutions produced a frenzy of financial speculation. Fortunes were made and lost, and preexisting media companies turned upside down. The first few years of each new technology created confusion and false starts and gave little indication of the media landscape that would finally emerge. This time it has been no different.

         
 

         Nevertheless, now there is a better understanding of how digital media will fit into the broader picture. Old media formats have suffered disruption but are adapting to the changed conditions. New media are emerging to exploit screen-based, internet-enabled devices. By 2011, stimulated by a huge increase in sales of electronic readers, the value of ebooks sold monthly in America was greater than the amount spent on buying trade paperbacks1; film studios were beginning to make money out of streaming; record companies were finding legal solutions for downloading music; newspapers were experimenting with charging for online content; Google made record profits; and Facebook recruited its 600 millionth member. After the initial chaos a more ordered and reengineered media industry is taking shape. The technology is in place, so the challenge now is to develop the political and economic frameworks to allow creativity to flourish, reward innovation, and preserve quality.

         
 

         In trying to understand all this, it became clear to me that looking back at the history of media can provide real insights into its future. Part One considers the building blocks of mediated content; namely, speech, music, images, and writing. Part Two analyzes the three forces that have shaped the media—politics, economics, and technology—and describes the people, organizations, and events that have defined the 16 main media types. Part Three speculates on the future of media in the context of past experience.

         
 

         Media are going through a time of great change and are entering one of great opportunity. This book tells the story of their unstoppable ascent.
 

         

            Notes


            1 Andrew Edgecliffe-Johnson, E-books overtake print sales, Financial Times, April 14, 2011.

            


         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         A NOTE ON SPELLING
 

         This book has been written for a global audience with an Anglo/American perspective and uses American spelling throughout. In effect, The Ascent of Media has adopted Noah Webster rather than Samuel Johnson as its guide. The book argues that English is well on its way to becoming the global common language, but a major factor in its preeminence is its ability to adapt and adopt conventions driven by its users rather than originated by its home nation. Accordingly, it is likely, over time, that American spelling conventions will become the global norm and thus they are adopted here. Apologies to those who reside in the parts of the map still colored pink who might be upset.

         
 

         A NOTE ON TYPEFACES 
 

         The text typeface used in this book is Minion Pro, designed by Robert Slimbach for Adobe. Highly readable, it was inspired by the classical, elegant typefaces used in the late Renaissance.

         
 

         The typeface used for the headings is ITC Legacy Sans, the sans serif companion to a typeface designed by Ronald Arnholm based on Nicolas Jenson’s fifteenth-century Eusebius.


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            PART ONE
 

            Introduction | Media’s Building Blocks
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            Media channels developed to move content from originator to recipient, from creator to consumer. That content is constructed from the building blocks of speech, music, images, and writing.
 

            For early humans communication was one to one: the drawing, music, or speech was seen or heard directly.
 

            Once writing and documents developed, the content became mediated. The communications capabilities of the originator were extended and remote audiences were able to be reached.
 

            Printing, broadcasting, and the internet then expanded the audience and thus the size of manageable human society by a huge degree.
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            The ascent of media has not been neat and tidy. Successive eras do not  have defined start and end dates. When a new medium comes along it does  not simply replace the previous ones, it absorbs aspects of its  predecessors and causes them to become modified. Old forms of media do  not die out, they evolve. New forms adopt and adapt past conventions.  Each era provides richer and more extensive communications than the ones before.

            


         
 

         The media industry is now undergoing fundamental changes—revolution is not too strong a word—as the internet connects and empowers people and we move to an increasingly screen-based and interactive global communications culture. Digital technology allows information and entertainment to reach us instantly, at any place and any time. Most of us now have the tools to create content as well as to receive it. Media is moving away from the publication or broadcast by the privileged few to the exchange of ideas involving the enabled many.

         
 

         Although it is less than 20 years since the web emerged, it has been hugely disruptive of conventional media, with the likes of Mozilla, Napster, Google, and YouTube turning traditional economics inside out. It has been wonderful for media consumers but challenging for media managers. However, the initial period of chaos and confusion is coming to an end. The ascent of media is continuing its historical and relentless pattern of growth. We are seeing the start of a dynamic new era in which the convergence of text, audio, and video is creating a rich and compelling media mixture.

         
 

         The framework of the internet has enabled the medium of the web. Digital technology, combined with new hardware like smartphones and new concepts such as Facebook, is changing the way we live. Notions of privacy and editorial balance are being challenged. The internet is barely adolescent, so it is difficult to predict what sort of media landscape will emerge when it has matured. While it took many decades for the full impact of innovations such as printing, the telegraph, and broadcasting to become apparent, we can now study the lessons from these past media eras to construct a guide to the likely future.
 

         

            

               

                  

                               

                                 

                                        

                              	
Key Media Formats

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Graphic

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	c30,000 BC             

                              	Cave drawings         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1415             

                              	Perspective         

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Oral

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	c10,000 BC             

                              	Speech         

                           
         

                                        

                              	534 BC             

                              	Athenian drama         

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Written

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	c3,500 BC             

                              	Clay tablets         

                           
         

                                        

                              	c100 AD             

                              	Codex books         

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Printed

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	1450             

                              	Gutenberg bible         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1843             

                              	Rotary press         

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Aural

                                           

                              	          

                           
         

                                        

                              	1876             

                              	Telephone         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1877             

                              	Phonogram         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1885             

                              	Radio         

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Visual

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	1839             

                              	Photography         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1895             

                              	Cinema         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1926             

                              	TV         

                           
         

                                        

                              	
Digital

                                       

                           
         

                                        

                              	1971             

                              	Internet         

                           
         

                                        

                              	1993             

                              	WorldWideWeb         

                           
         

                                        

                              	2010             

                              	iPad         

                           
     

                         

                     


                  


               


            


         
 

         Media have come to play a central role in our lives. In the 1960s Canadian writer Marshall McLuhan described media as the extensions of man and talked of the creation of a global village. With the arrival of the internet and the web, his predictions have come true. “We have been hit hard by seismic shifts wrought by the web… Media is profoundly being transformed,” said Steve Forbes, publisher of Forbes magazine, in a memo to his staff in 2009. This emphasizes the magnitude of the economic challenge posed by converting content into digital code.

         
 

         The alphabet is itself a code that allows the sounds of spoken language to be expressed in simple symbols. Samuel Morse devised another code using dots and dashes to turn the alphabet into electric blips that could be sent down telegraph wires. These wires inspired the telephone and ultimately the internet. Morse created a communications revolution in the 1850s, but that was as nothing compared to what is happening today. Now all forms of content—sounds, pictures, text, and video—are being created, edited, stored, distributed, and consumed in coded digital form. Just 30 years ago this prospect was science fiction; now it is commonplace in every home.

         
 

         Over many hundreds of years the media has become a huge, wealthy, and powerful industry, but it now faces fundamental issues. Long-established practices such as selling advertising, protecting intellectual property, and expecting consumers to pay for content are all being challenged. The tools and skills of content creation that were, until recently, only available to a small elite are now anybody’s for the using. Expensive and exclusive distribution methods like printing presses and broadcast towers no longer present a barrier to entry. Any teenager has the technology in their bedroom to be William Randolph Hearst or Louis B Mayer.

         
 

         According to the Financial Times, in the first decade of the twenty-first century the media industry had an annual negative return on assets of more than 4 percent, which compares very unfavorably with plus 7 percent a year 40 years ago.1 Readers, viewers, and listeners are experiencing unprecedented choice and flexibility, but media companies and media professionals have been shocked by the pace of change and overwhelmed by the economic and technical challenges facing them. In the past the development of new media types has enabled or in same cases precipitated major changes in society. It is happening again.

         
 

         MEDIA EVOLUTION
 

         There is no escaping the all-pervasive influence of media. Whether we want news, information, or entertainment, half of our waking hours are taken up by the consumption of mediated content.2 The mass media have been a feature of life since the 1920s when the term “media” was first coined, reflecting the addition of radio, talking pictures, and the gramophone to what had been the dominant technology of print.

         
 

         Less than 100 years later the arrival of another new technology is driving change, so extreme that just because a medium is popular does not mean it is profitable. Digital production and distribution are as profound an event for media as were the inventions of Gutenberg, Morse, and Marconi. Nevertheless, the arrival of new forms does not imply the extinction of the old. Traditional media have a remarkable ability to adapt and survive. A thousand years into the future, assuming the asteroids keep missing us and the super-volcanoes stay dormant, human beings will be reading books. That moment is too far removed for us to be sure of the book’s exact format, its subject matter, or indeed its language. But it’s a reasonably safe bet that books of some sort will still be around.

         
 

         While media are continually evolving, their individual formats have a robust longevity and find new roles even after their period of being the dominant form has passed. Each medium has its golden age: it booms and declines but never disappears entirely. Media types mutate, they influence their successors, and what was once a channel of mass communication often metamorphoses into a niche form of art.
 

         All media channels were once analogue and separate; now they are digital and converging. The typical office in the 1970s reverberated to the sounds of the typewriter, telex, and mimeograph machine. These communication tools are now gone, replaced first by the fax and then by word processing and email. To suggest that total replacement awaits newspapers, magazines, or books is too extreme, but in the face of high-speed broadband and advanced screen technology the status quo cannot possibly be sustained.

         
 

         Radio was hit by the rise of the iPod and other MP3 players. Sales of music CDs slumped in the face of digital downloading. Newspapers saw classified advertising collapse as people shifted their notices for secondhand cars and houses to the web. And broadcast television has lost audience to cable, satellite, personal video recorders, and internet TV.

         
 

         Although the traditional media formats are being challenged, most will adapt to operate alongside the new digital media. And the new media themselves are confronting the issues that have cropped up through history such as censorship, privacy, copyright, piracy, and ways of getting paid for content.
 

         THE NEW ERA
 

         The web has been taking over the role of many of its predecessors in terms of both consumers’ time and advertising revenues. That is not to say that a website can reproduce the excitement and impact of a blockbuster movie on a big screen or the relaxation and pleasure of flicking through a top-quality glossy magazine on a beach. But it will radically change the economics of traditional media—indeed, it already has—which now have to find ways to reinvent their value proposition. While some media will continue to operate with a model financed solely by advertising, that pool of time-honored revenue is shrinking as online does a better job of targeting consumers. Some legacy media are experimenting with charging for their existing content online, although the most successful are those who design material specifically for the web audience rather than simply trying to sell their old product via a new media channel.

         
 

         Traditional media resent and resist new arrivals. The BBC’s first Director-General, Lord Reith, had trenchant views on the introduction of commercial television in the 1950s, describing it as “akin to the bubonic plague.” Thirty years earlier newspaper owners had gone to great lengths to undermine Reith’s own plans to develop BBC Radio. Jack Valenti, the longstanding president of the Motion Picture Association of America, was vehemently critical of any new development that might threaten the movie studios. In 1974 he told Congress that “Cable TV was a huge parasite in the marketplace” and in 1982 that “the VCR is to the American film producer and American public as the Boston Strangler is to women alone at home.”3 The web and digital media are viewed with equal concern. Rupert Murdoch, for example, accused Google and others of “theft” by aggregating news without payment.4

         
 

         To predict what happens next we need to understand the impact of digital and screen technology. Speech was the medium that allowed human society to function, but it was limited to a small crowd in a single place at a specific time; it did little to extend man’s reach. Writing and documents created a permanent record and thus extended communication over time and distance. Printing made books numerous and portable, which extended their impact further. The telegraph made long-distance messages instant. Radio and television extended our ability to hear and see at a distance, although initially these were ephemeral media that only happened in real time: unless you were tuned into a particular station and at a particular moment, the program was gone. But with digitization everything is now available to everyone, everywhere, and for ever. Media is now timeless and borderless and its distribution costs are near zero. 

         
 

         WHAT ARE MEDIA?
 

         Put “media” into Google and you get more than one billion results. It’s a very broad term. The search reveals that Media was an ancient region of Asia near the Caspian Sea that flourished about 1,000 years before the fall of Rome. It is roughly where the Kurds live today. That is the first recorded use of the word, but is only relevant to this story in that the region happens to be the source of what is now the English language.
 

         The word “medium” is both an adjective and a noun. As an adjective it means average, with alternatives being “intermediate” and “middle.” As a noun it is defined as “means,” with the alternatives of “vehicle,” “channel,” and “mode.” It is the use of medium as a noun that is the subject of this book. It is the vehicle by which words, images, information, and ideas are distributed. Content is mediated if it reaches us through the agency of a medium.

         
 

         The Oxford English Dictionary defines media as “the main means of mass communication (esp. newspapers and broadcasting).” The American Webster’s goes for “any means, agency or instrumentality of communication.” The more contemporary Encarta has “the various means of mass communication thought of as a whole, including television, radio, magazines and newspapers.”

         
 

         Information can be conveyed to one person from another using a device such as a letter, the telephone, or email. This is point-to-point communication: a simple transmission. A one-to-one message is a narrowcast medium, as the recipient is usually targeted by the sender. Information or ideas can also be conveyed from the one to the many by a broadcast medium such as a newspaper or a radio or television program. This is the more normal sense of the term “mass media.”

         
 

         When you talk to a friend over a table, the medium you are using is, technically, air. The carriage mechanism for your words is the mixture of gases between you. But in the sense used in this book, the medium being employed is speech. The spoken word is the medium used to communicate your thoughts. The air is the physical medium that transmits the sound waves. The thought is the content.
 

         When we “listen to the radio,” it is the radio receiver itself that we hear emitting speech and music. The radio waves are also a medium, which allow the broadcast to happen although you cannot hear the radio waves themselves. You need the receiver to translate the electromagnetic pulses into sound waves your ears can recognize. 

         
 

         Most media act as a carriage mechanism for other, more basic media forms. At the simplest we have spoken words and hand-drawn images. Both of these can be argued to be, at their most fundamental, expressions of raw thought: manifestations of activity in the brain. They are building blocks of the more complex communications by which humans give instructions and express ideas. The written word is a tangible and permanent manifestation of transitory spoken language. It uses symbols—the alphabet—to communicate the thoughts expressed by speech.

         
 

         Is music a medium? The answer must be yes, as it conveys a message. Music evokes emotion and thus creates communication. That little tone on your PC tells you Windows is starting up. Reveille says “wake up” to soldiers. The “Wedding March” signals the arrival of the bride as surely as a text message or an electronic sign.
 

         THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF MEDIA
 

         There are 16 main media channels, which are the vehicles used to convey the four basic elements of speech, music, images, and writing. These are the tools humans have developed to express our thoughts and emotions. The various media formats—books, newspapers, television, and so on—are the channels used to distribute this content more widely.
 

         In effect, both images and music communicate from mind to mind without the need for language. They are visceral and direct. Anyone in the world, of any age or nationality, can respond to a picture or a tune. Spoken and written words only communicate after we have learned the code of a particular language. They transmit more complex ideas, but require education, preparation, and analysis.
 

         SPEECH
 

         Boxgrove in West Sussex, southern England, has given its name to a very early ancestor of ours: Boxgrove Man, whose remains were found there in 1994. These were big, muscular hunters, direct forerunners of modern human beings, who lived some 350,000 years ago. The evidence suggests they had the physiology to communicate using sounds and had, potentially, a high level of control over their vocal cords.5 In 2004 more specimens of Boxgrove Man were found in Spain, which provided clear fossil evidence of advanced hearing and voice box development.6 It is not unreasonable to assume that the human ability to communicate with sound, if not actually a spoken language, can be dated back to this time.

         
 

         

            EXTENDING THE FIVE SENSES
 

            Humans’ perception of the world is based on the data obtained from our five senses: touch, taste, smell, hearing, and vision. These vary in the degree to which they access remote information and can be mediated.
 

            Touch and taste are the most intimate and the least extensive of the senses. You have to be close to the observed subject for them to function. Touch needs direct contact. Taste is triggered by receptors in the mouth. Smell provides more extension and informs us about our near environment. Nothing communicates breakfast more emotively than the aroma of cooking bacon.

            
 

            Both hearing and vision allow us to undertake a far more remote investigation of our environment. In our primitive past they were the vital senses for both hunter and prey. They let us experience what is happening at a distance, and they can be applied to specific objects, not only the general background. They can be focused. We talk about hearing (general) and listening (specific). We say that we see (broad) and we watch (narrow). Vision and hearing are the two senses most extended by the media. But it is hearing that leads to the most fundamental building block that sets humans apart from all other species: the ability to talk.

            


         
 

         It is impossible to say with any certainty when intelligible speech developed. We know that written records of language started to appear about 6,000 years ago and we can be sure that spoken language must predate this by some considerable degree. But how did it start and what did it sound like? The problem with spoken as opposed to written language is that it leaves no trace in the historical record. Numerous theories have been developed to try to solve the puzzle of its origins.

         
 

         Humans are unlike other mammals in that we do not (normally) use our teeth for hunting or fighting. Our mouths have become a specialized part of us with a big emphasis on communication. We are also unusual as we have developed two different hemispheres in our brain. In most people the left hemisphere is dominant and it is in there that the speech functions reside. Differential brain development seems linked to people having dominant left or right handedness and is also connected to manual skills such as tool making. Somewhere in our ancient history the use of tools and the development of speech are linked.

         
 

         Speech seems to happen in humans in a rather miraculous fashion. Babies learn it by imitation. Individuals who may be regarded as wholly illiterate, in that they are unable to read and write, can be highly articulate speakers. Many animals have a voice and can communicate with sound, but only humans use language, which is a set of rules to allow people to understand each other correctly.
 

         The origins of language
 

         The source of modern English can be traced back to an ancient language called Proto-Indo-European, spoken about 10,000 years ago by people living in the area of what is now Turkey—near the region of Media. This is the original linguistic root from which developed Hindi, German, Russian, and Latin, and hence French, Italian, Spanish, and so on. The links between these languages and the existence of a common ancestral tribe are well proven and accepted.

         
 

         English is an odd creation, in that it represents the recombination of two of the main language groups, taking its origins from both Germanic and Latin sources. It thus has a very large vocabulary and often enjoys both a German and a Latin version of the same idea. One intriguing example of this is with respect to food. Cow (the animal) comes from old German cu. Beef (the meat) comes from Latin bos. Sheep (the animal) come from German scep, mutton and lamb (the meat) both come from Latin.

         
 

         But what happened between the sophisticated early Indo-European languages of 10,000 years ago and what we assume were the largely inarticulate grunts and snuffles of Boxgrove Man some 300,000 years earlier? How did we get from what linguistics expert Guy Deutscher calls the “me Tarzan” stage to the oratory of Cicero and the poetry of Shakespeare?7

         
 

         A great leap forward
 

         About 50,000 years ago there seems to have been a sudden and very rapid development of humans as a species. At that point Cro-Magnon man appears in the fossil record. They would have looked almost identical to modern humans and had well-developed vocal cords, tongue, and mouth. They certainly had the physical equipment to speak but, tantalizingly, we can have no way of knowing whether they did. However, archeological evidence   shows a greatly increased incidence of communal activity and sharing of tasks: art, jewelry, and tool making. These early humans were able to work collectively and they did to a much greater extent than their immediate ancestors. Anthropologists term this “the great leap forward” and many suggest it was the development of language that enabled this social cooperation to occur.8

         
 

         A mathematical analysis of the 504 currently recognized major languages by Dr. Quentin Atkinson suggests they can all be traced back to people living in sub-Saharan Africa around 50,000 years ago who developed the basic sounds that are the building blocks of all languages.9

         
 

         Some academics argue that hand gestures, rather than sounds, were the beginning of human communication and that speech later came to accompany them.10 These initial words would have been complements to the manual signs. In Guy Deutscher’s fascinating book The Unfolding of Language, he argues that speech started with basic “thing” words (rock, water); “doing” words (run, eat); and “pointing” words (this, that), and that all subsequent grammar—the welter of adjectives, adverbs, pronouns, and the rest—can be seen as a natural development of these initial basic directions.11 Noam Chomsky, the celebrated American linguistics expert, has argued that human children have an inbuilt ability to recognize the structure of language and that all languages share the same basic logic. It is this innate ability that enables children to learn a language so rapidly.

         
 

         Language has both an interaction function to help humans organize joint tasks (“Let’s all push this boulder from the same side at the same time”) and a transaction function to pass knowledge on to others in the group and to subsequent generations (“The big yellow things are called lions. They bite”). The earliest words were probably onomatopoeic. Bang, wind, scream, and cry each sound like the phenomenon they describe. Over time they have become modified, so words like dog and cat may have started with their roots in the sound made by the animal but changed with use.
 

         The next level of language development simply requires the tacit agreement of a group of people that a particular sound denotes a commonly observed thing: sun, moon, or hill. And then, a bit more sophisticated, another sound describes an action: walk, run, jump.

         
 

         Once it moved beyond the primitive, spoken language allowed us to describe and communicate ideas and abstract notions as well as merely descriptions. A central question is which comes first: thought or speech. Is speech the articulation of thought or do we need the existence of words to help us think in abstract terms? If you do not know the word for freedom, can you understand the concept? The color red is still the color red and a rock is still a rock even if we call it something different. It exists as a tangible thing. But good, bad, and evil are concepts defined by language. Outside of the human consciousness they do not exist.

         
 

         The power of the spoken word
 

         Speech has obvious limitations as a medium. The listener needs to be within earshot to get a true, first-hand version. Communications could be passed over distance by way of a messenger, but he or she had to remember the message and might get it wrong. Nevertheless, stories could be maintained over time by the oral tradition of poetry and songs handed down from one generation to the next.

         
 

         The two great epic poems by Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, were probably created about 3,000 years ago. Created is a better term than written, as it is likely, according to historian Robin Lane Fox, that originals were not recorded as text and that what we have today is the effort of much later scribes, who heard them from itinerant storytellers touring the ancient world reciting, extending, and modifying the epic tales that had started life as poetry readings in Athens.12

         
 

         Long after the invention of printing, the spoken word remained the main means of communication, as most people could not read. The minister in church, the orator in the public square, and the master in school used speech rather than text to communicate. The pulpits of the medieval Catholic Church have been described as the mass medium of their day.13 Shakespeare’s grammar school at Stratford-upon-Avon emphasized the practice of rhetoric and made extensive use of plays and poetry to teach.

         
 

         MUSIC
 

         Music is a fundamental communications tool, an arrangement of sounds and silences, which probably predates speech and certainly predates writing as a means of getting a message across. Even those of us who cannot read a note of music nor have any idea of the structure of composition can whistle a tune. The ranks of successful rock stars with no formal musical training are legion. You do not have to understand the technology of music to be moved by it. Music stimulates emotions and communicates ideas. It can make us happy or sad, brave or nostalgic. It can help us get to sleep. It can be romantic; it can be military.

         
 

         The archeological record demonstrates that primitive human societies had the ability to make music long before they used writing. Musical collaboration probably played an important part in the development of speech. The evocation of emotions through music must have developed out of imitating natural sounds such as birdsong and animal calls.

         
 

         The first attempts to control sound would have been using the human voice to reproduce familiar noises. The development of percussion instruments would have been a natural extension of the sounds made when using early tools like hammers. The earliest manmade musical instruments are flutes made from vulture bones in Germany about 35,000 years ago.14 Purpose-built drums have been around for at least 5,000 years and had an important signaling function, as well as encouraging soldiers in battle and slaves at work. The notion of variable pitch would have come from experiments with humming and whistling and by using primitive wind instruments such as flutes.

         
 

         Pitch is the frequency of vibration of a sound. High frequencies are high pitched and low frequencies are low pitched. A long string when plucked will emit a lower-pitch note than a short string. Likewise, a long bamboo pipe when blown across will produce a lower pitch than a short one. A range of carefully selected bamboo pipes will provide the full range of musical notes. Variation of pitch is a naturally occurring event, like wind blowing through trees. The description of musical scales and the organization of notes into octaves is a human attempt to make sense of this natural phenomenon.

         
 

         

            THE MATHEMATICS OF MUSIC
 

            In Chinese mythology music was invented by Ling Lun about 5,000 years ago. He was said to have been given a mission by the Emperor to find a set of bamboo pipes that would exactly reproduce a perfect set of tones from which all other instruments could be tuned. Having found the ideal set of pipes, he cast a set of 60 bells for the imperial palace to reproduce each perfect note. The underlying mathematics of Chinese musical theory—as described by Ling Lun’s bells—is more or less the same as that recorded by the Greeks 2,000 years later.

            


         
 

         A musical note is simply a sound at a particular frequency played for a certain length of time. A chord is a combination of notes. Harmony is a combination of notes and chords that work well together and that people find pleasing. Most people will say that music written in a major key (one type of combination) sounds happy and positive, whereas that in a minor key sounds sad and concerning.

         
 

         Combinations of notes that have certain ratios between their frequencies are either pleasing or annoying. In an octave, the ratio of the note C and G is about 2:3. It is called a “perfect fifth” and sounds attractive. The notes C and B have a ratio of about 10:19 and the combination jars on the ear.15 It is this ability to create an emotional reaction that makes music such a powerful media building block. Most societies link music to their gods and it has always had a strong association with magic. That music played a major part in ancient ritual is clear from written records and stories. Pictures 5,000 years ago depict musical instruments being played. The word “music” itself comes from ancient Greece, where education was broadly divided into gymnastica, which was physical, and musica, which was cultural and intellectual, the latter activities being those arts inspired by the Muses. What we now call music had a much broader definition then, including poetry and drama.

         
 

         

            STRINGS OR WIND?
 

            Music has always had some deep and complex link with human thinking, social organization, and even politics. In ancient Greece the followers of Apollo were conservative and classical, favoring simplicity and objectivity. They were associated with stringed instruments, particularly the lyre. By contrast, the members of the cult of Dionysus were the romantics. They were emotional and sensual and subjective. They favored wind instruments. This separation was an early version of Roundheads and Cavaliers: a great human political divide manifest in music.

            


         
 

         In religious ritual music heightened the experience and gave structure to the service. In war it was used to inspire the armies and communicate orders in battle. In physical labor it was employed to control and inspire effort. It also has a central role in folklore and religion. Joshua is said to have used trumpets to bring down the walls of Jericho. Krishna played a flute to stop the rivers flowing. Orpheus could use his lyre to charm animals. The Pied Piper of Hamelin employed music to great effect on the city’s rats.

         
 

         Prosody is the study of the rhythm and melody of spoken language   and recent studies have suggested a close link between music and speech. Research from Germany demonstrated that babies recognize the musical qualities of their mother’s speech and interpret emotional meaning (such as praise or disapproval) as much from the rhythm of the sounds as from the words themselves. Research also shows that our native language has a significant impact on the way we hear and interpret music. People bought up with tonal languages like Mandarin, where meaning is derived from the way a word is expressed, seem to have a much higher incidence of perfect pitch than those bought up with a language like English, where each word tends to have a unique meaning.16

         
 

         IMAGES
 

         Words are not always required to convey complex and abstract meanings. An image can be a universal communication. The ubiquitous smiley face ☺ transcends differences between language, culture, and education. We all know what it means. It is an emoticon. Symbols like this communicate to us intuitively. The smiley symbol, now available in any word-processing package, started out as three simple punctuation marks on early computer screens :-) which pulled together give a sideways smiling face :-). This usage was invented by (presumably bored) computer technicians at Carnegie Mellon University in 1982 to indicate emails that were intended as a joke. It was an early attempt to convert a text-based medium into something more graphic and user friendly.

         
 

         The ☺ symbol is used by some people as shorthand at the end of messages for the notion of “I agree.” At this point it becomes a rebus, a symbol that stands for a word or group of words and is usually recognized in any language—for example, the ♥ of I ♥ New York. Other images used to communicate on a universal basis are the little icons employed almost the world over to indicate male ♂ and female ♀ or the stylized airplane showing the road to the airport.
 

         Images are powerful communicators. They include everything from sketches to still photographs; from comic graphics to maps and fine art. Images can be both media in themselves and part of other media forms. Early paintings and sculpture often had a clear set of religious, political, and social messages. 

         
 

         We like visual communications. The pie chart is now a familiar part of many newspapers. We use icons to control our smartphones. Commercial brands, long-running musicals, television series, and even cities now feel the need for a distinctive logo. A worldwide audience understands exactly what is implied by the five Olympic rings, the Nike Swoosh, New York’s Big Apple, or the white mask of Phantom of the Opera. No words are needed. As communication becomes more global and as attention spans become shorter, the role of the image will only grow.

         
 

         Development of the image
 

         Creating a basic image requires some physical skill, but less training and certainly less social development than using language. An image may be two-dimensional like a drawing or three-dimensional like a sculpture, but in all forms it can convey rich elements of emotion as well as basic information.
 

         Drawings of animals on the walls of caves became abundant from about 30,000 years ago. It seems that our ancestors devoted a lot of effort to creating likenesses of the beasts with which they hunted and worked. There are more than 200 caves with art in France and Spain dating from this period, so we can safely assume that the use of images was widespread and fundamental to early human communication.
 

         The Chauvet in Southern France, for example, has accurate likenesses of rhinoceroses, bears, bison, lions, and horses. By the time we get to 17,000 years ago the artists who drew in the Lascaux caves in South West France show an amazing sophistication of form and perspective.

         
 

         From these early experiments humanity went on to develop drawing far more rapidly than writing. An alphabet is, after all, simply speech communicated through drawn images, so it needed the development of a structured, spoken language combined with a high level of graphical skill before writing could happen.

         
 

         Once papyrus and parchment became common, artists applied their skills to the pictures in books and the illustrated manuscript became the main visual art form. Pigments, oil paints, and inks allowed greater sophistication and the development of engraving meant that multiple copies could be made.

         
 

         An early practical use of engraving was the map, which used drawing to show the representation of spatial relationships, important for recording and conveying military and trading information. It was a powerful image-based medium and the first attempt to represent a concept rather than just depict an object.

         
 

         From the 1840s onward, photography allowed the capture of an image by a chemical process. Once it had become established, painters became more interested in investigating the artistic opportunities of their craft rather than merely seeking to depict reality. Digital photography allows almost unlimited manipulation of images, which has made them a ubiquitous element of most media.
 

         WRITING
 

         While speech allows instant communication, writing allows information to be preserved over time. About 5,500 years ago an unknown member of a long-gone civilization called the Harappan etched some symbols onto a clay pot in what is now modern Pakistan. We think, but do not know as we cannot read them, that the symbols indicated the contents of the pot. These fragments are the earliest-known surviving example of writing.17 Some 4,000 years later we know that a scribe called Sin-liqe-unninni made a copy of the oral legend of King Gilgamesh on clay tablets in a language called Sumarian using a writing technique called cuneiform.18 He is cited as the world’s first-named author of a story and subsequent scholarship means that we are able to read what he wrote.19

         
 

         Versions of the Gilgamesh story were recorded in hieroglyphs on scrolls of papyrus at the Great Library at Alexandria. This intellectual marvel of the ancient world was founded somewhere around 300 BC and contained some 500,000 scrolls.20 The great collection suffered many indignities and in about 43 BC much of it was destroyed by fire, possibly by accident, or possibly by Julius Caesar in an act of vandalism. Later, in about 600 AD, legend suggests that the rest was used as fuel for the city furnaces to heat public baths when the new rulers decided that these written records had little cultural value compared to access to hot water.

         
 

         Alphabets
 

         The earliest writing techniques such as cuneiform and hieroglyphics made use of pictures to convey meaning. They were limited, as the number of ideas that could be communicated was constrained by the lack of available images. Cuneiform symbols were a series of cuts made with a wedge-shaped reed. Egyptian hieroglyphics had about 700 images.

         
 

         The phonetic alphabet—the direct ancestor of the letters on this page—emerged about 3,000 years ago. It was invented by the Phoenicians to solve the problem of representing many words with only a small number of symbols. Letters represent the smallest sounds that can be combined, the subatomic particles of language. Each bit of sound is called a phoneme. Syllables are like the atoms; words themselves are the molecules; and sentences are the complex compounds. The Roman alphabet, as used in the English language, consists of 26 letters that create some 45 recognizable phonemes. Combinations of letters in English can give phonemes that in other languages might have a letter of their own. CH and TH, for example, are phonemes for which no single English letter can stand. The letter C in English can be a hard pronunciation as in “card” or soft as in “ceramic”—two phonemes from one letter depending on the context.

         
 

         

            NO WORDS
 

            The Chinese written language is not an alphabet but is based on logograms. A logogram is a symbol that represents an entire word or idea. An example close to home would be the logogram for the number 7. In English we say seven, in French sept, in German Sieben, and in Italian sette. But in written documents in any of these European languages the symbol 7—the logogram—can be used. A native of each country could read the written number in the others’ documents but they may well not understand the spoken or written word.

            
 

            Similarly, different Chinese dialects have developed different sounds for the same idea, but the logogram is the same in all cases. So different are the dialects that it can be hard for the speaker of one to understand another, although they can all read the same script. The problem of writing in Chinese is that a typical author needs more than 2,000 separate symbols (out of a possible 60,000) to communicate effectively.

            


         
 

         An alphabet is simply a written way to build and record the sounds of a spoken language. In Malaysia, for example, the Malay spoken language appears in both Arabic and English alphabets. The single spoken language sounds the same, but the two written representations use different symbols.

         
 

         The future of writing
 

         The English of Shakespeare and even more so Chaucer is hard to read today, although that of Bunyan and Defoe is easier. In Elizabethan times (the late 1500s) a major language transition was underway. Latin was used in most documents and was fixed in form and meaning by virtue of having been written down for generations. However, the spelling, grammar, and meanings of spoken English were evolving rapidly as immigrants arrived and people made the language up as they went along. It is said that Shakespeare created, or at least was the first to write down, some 1,700 new words. It was only with the spread of printing that the English language became fixed and standardized.

         
 

         At the risk of upsetting the Academie Française, it seems hard to imagine that English will not become the world’s common written language even if local oral traditions survive. There is just too much momentum. English is most people’s second choice of language and it is more computer friendly than Chinese logograms. Most people have to learn English if they wish to communicate with those in other countries.

         
 

         In his book Globish, Robert McCrum notes that about 80 percent of home pages on the web are “in some form of English.” He adds:

         
 

         

            Constantly in flux, at the mercy of fashion, whim and caprice, the indefinable genius—the word is hardly too strong—of the English language has always been to adapt itself, like mercury, to every new contour.21

            


         
 

         The trend toward English is illustrated by the actions of leading Japanese internet giant Rakuten, that country’s version of Amazon and eBay combined. It has adopted an English-only policy for internal meetings, documents, emails, and even building signage in Tokyo. The founder, Hiroshi Mikitani, says the company has done this in pursuit of its plans to be truly global and that “it is a huge issue for Japan [to be] the only country with all these well educated people who cannot speak English.”22

         
 

         Nevertheless, the English of the year 2100 is likely to be quite a bit different from the language of this book, because it will reflect the fluid development of the spoken word. Writing will also become more visual. We can already see the huge influence of text messaging and web pages. The following sentence may look ugly but most readers will understand it: 

         
 

         

            C U L8r @ the ♫. Lets hope for ☼. Band is rly wkd. Txt me ☺


         
 

         Writing started as a way of using made-up images to communicate speech. Images are internationally comprehensible so this use of more graphics is an inevitable development for a world language.
 

         RICH MEDIA COMBINATIONS
 

         The media experience becomes richer when two or more of the building blocks are combined. And some people experience an unusual crossover of media stimuli that gives clues as to why combinations work so powerfully. If you look at a letter of the alphabet and you always see it as a certain color, or if a particular number evokes a specific taste or music a particular smell, then you suffer from, or perhaps are blessed with, synaesthesia. As many as 1 person in 100 experiences this. Composer Richard Wagner, artists Wassily Kandinsky and David Hockney, and writer Vladimir Nabokov are all recorded as having this ability.

         
 

         Active synaesthesia organizations have now been set up around the world. In simple terms, the condition may be described as an abnormal set of connections in the brain. Researchers say that it is prevalent in creative people, has a strong genetic link, and that the ability to develop language derives from making associations between sounds, colors, and smells.

         
 

         As with other neurological phenomena like color blindness or perfect pitch, synaesthesia may be present in all of us. It can be triggered by the use of drugs like LSD. People often use references to synaesthesia by combining senses, like “a bitter wind” or “a loud pattern.” The ability to trigger multisensory responses in media is of huge interest, as it could be what makes certain works of art or music so popular and so evocative.

         
 

         The 16 media types described in this book are, for the most part, combinations of the building blocks. Books use writing and drawing, radio uses speech, and music and magazines use text and images. The greatest overall emotional impact comes from live performance such as theatre, a movie, or a rock concert, where speech, music, images, and text are all combined with touch, taste, smell, and, at times, mass hysteria.
 

         Society needs media to help it function. Media allow us to share ideas and experience and to collaborate. In a speech about creativity, Maurice Saatchi, one of the world’s most famous advertising professionals, observed:

         
 

         

            Creative people can take the three humble tools at their disposal—words, pictures and music—and carve from them weapons that will change the world.23

            


         
 

         Society has been shaped by the media that have developed to serve it and our lives would be utterly different if the media did not exist. We are now at one of the great turning points of the media industry. The rest of this book explains how we arrived here.
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            PART TWO
 

            Evolution | The Media Journey
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            From the earliest drawings on the walls of caves to writing on clay tablets through to the technical revolutions of printing, broadcasting, and the internet the experience of consuming media has become more complex and intense.
 

            Each new technology creates new media formats that both add to and modify what went before. Each new media type has brought its own creative opportunities. Part Two describes the forces that have fashioned the media industry.
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            Media have been shaped by the interplay of politics, economics, and technology—the “PET” theory of media. When a new technology emerges it can often be adapted to transmit mediated content. In its early days this new medium will be shaped by political controls, and modified by the economics of subscription and advertising revenues.

            


         
 

         As we began to see in Part One, the vast range of media we enjoy today has resulted from thousands of years of development. Primitive words allowed us to talk with the fellow occupant of our cave, but we needed to communicate further than the person standing next to us. That is how we started developing media. Smoke signals, drums, reflecting mirrors, and semaphore flags were all ways to extend our reach over distance. Carvings on clay tablets, hieroglyphs on city walls, and the oral tradition of epic poetry were ways of communicating over time.

         
 

         Long before they were able to write them down, poets and dramatists created chronicles to be memorized. A popular poem had the potential to reach tens of thousands of people through itinerant storytellers. The theatre is an extension of the spoken word, which took speech from one to one to some to many. The play in performance was the broadcast medium of Shakespeare’s time. The social comment of The Merchant of Venice or the political messages of Richard II would have reached a huge audience via the Globe Theatre.

         


          

         For several thousand years media was limited to speech and handwritten documents. The Roman senator who recorded his thoughts on scrolls in his library was using writing to communicate over time. The Roman general who sent written instructions to his troops on the front line was extending his geographic reach. But both addressed a small audience, wax tablets had limited capacity, parchment and scribes were expensive.

         
 

         In his treatise on Politics, written around 350 BC, Aristotle argued that the ideal size of a city was limited by the degree to which its people could share information.1 One way of interpreting this is that the size of a well-functioning society was limited by the size of the crowd who could hear an orator’s speech at the same time. Those spoken words were, in effect, unmediated. The crowd heard them directly. Media has developed to extend the effective size of the crowd.

         
 

         In the 1440s Johannes Gutenberg made a breakthrough and his printing press made information widely available. Its impact was on distribution more than creation. The free thinking of the Renaissance took limited and expensive manuscript books out of the churches and put printed copies into the universities and schools. This drove the rapid development of science, art, and culture.

         
 

         Nevertheless, it was not until after England’s Glorious Revolution in 1688 that print became widespread, cheap, and legal. News sheets were produced by an emboldened merchant class wanting to express their views and by the 1700s print technology was everywhere. The transmission of radical ideas was at the heart of the Revolutions in both France and America.

         
 

         Once newspapers arrived, the role of the theatre as a communication medium changed and its focus was more entertainment than propaganda. Print would reign supreme as the information channel for 200 years until radio came along in the 1920s to, once again, take the spoken word to a mass audience.
 

         In their first 30 years, radio stations offered a full range of news, documentaries, variety shows, and music. However, when television became popular they retreated into specialized formats. Cable TV accelerated the process and in 1981 The Buggles’ song “Video Killed the Radio Star” launched MTV. In spite of television’s reach, 25 years later radio star Howard Stern signed a new $500 million contract to do his (outrageous) thing on Satellite Radio. The radio star was alive and well and very highly paid, and radio had reinvented itself as pure entertainment. 

         
 

         At the turn of the twentieth century websites blossomed and dot-com companies boomed and then bombed. But the fastest-growing advertising medium, in terms of dollars spent, was posters. This millennia-old medium had reinvented itself with improved illumination and low-cost printing.
 

         So the story of media unfolds against the backdrop of the development of humanity. Social history and media history influence one another. Media are both a mirror and a window. They reflect the events around us and can also be a major force for social change. And the media themselves are continually evolving, driven by politics, economics, and technology.

         
 

         POLITICS
 

         Politicians have a love–hate relationship with the news media. They want to use it to increase their popularity and to get elected, but they fear it as a platform for their opponents. And they worry, in extreme cases, that it might promote civil unrest. Many politicians would like to be able to control the media and in totalitarian dictatorships that is exactly what they do.

         
 

         This is nothing new. Early manuscripts that did not please were banned by the Catholic Church and books that offended were burnt in public. The British monarchy controlled printing by granting a monopoly to the Stationers’ Company. Oliver Cromwell closed the playhouses when his Puritan regime took over London. Some 300 years later, Hitler closed the theatres after he invaded Poland.
 

         Governments can exercise control either directly by ownership or indirectly by taxation and regulation. Various techniques from the official censor; laws of treason, slander, and libel; licenses; and specific media taxes have all been used.
 

         The electromagnetic spectrum is a limited resource and without some form of state allocation of frequencies to radio and television, chaos would result. However, regulators have often gone well beyond the technical allocation of bandwidth and tried to control content in addition.

         
 

         As international satellites and the web have rendered domestic broadcast control meaningless, governments are seeking ways to manage web activity as well, although given its global nature this is proving to be difficult. In the 1500s attempts by France to impose strong regulation on local printing resulted in a thriving unregulated French-language publishing community in the nearby Netherlands; 600 years on, similar things are happening online. 

         
 

         State control
 

         In practice, whenever we use the term “censorship” today we nearly always take it to mean an attempt to review, in advance of publication or broadcast, a document or program and prevent it being made public. The notion of political censorship (ideas) as opposed to state security (secrets) and moral protection (offensive material) is often characterized as being at odds with freedom of speech, as in nontotalitarian societies one of the roles of the media is to monitor and control government.

         
 

         

            CENSORSHIP
 

            Censorship, be it military, political, or moral, is as old as media themselves. The most powerful medium in ancient Athens was the voice of the marketplace orator, the most potent of whom was Socrates. Afraid of his influence and unhappy with his message, the rulers of the day made him drink poison—an early example of draconian government control. The word and the practice of censorship date from ancient Rome, where the censores were a type of Roman magistrate who were given the duty of looking after the regimen moram, the general conduct and moral behavior of the citizens. The idea was also found in ancient China, where royal officers were appointed to monitor the behavior of government officials.

            


         
 

         Moral censorship—to prevent undesirable material falling into the hands of children, for example—is accepted and to a degree desirable, although in Western society only the most extreme ideas and images are regarded as illegal. From a moral point of view pretty much anything can be shown, said, or portrayed in controlled media such as theatre and cinema to which access can be restricted. Newspapers and television are expected to exercise more self-restraint, as they are more widely accessible. The rise of the web is producing particular challenges, as the mechanisms to control it are not available and, in reality, it is available to anyone of any age.

         
 

         ECONOMICS
 

         Media organizations exist to move content from the originator to the consumer. Often consumers are willing to pay for what they receive, but advertisers are also prepared to pay for the privilege of sending a message to those consumers. These means that media companies are not typical businesses, as the ability to “sell” their audience gives them an unusual source of income. 

         
 

         In addition, unlike most of human enterprise, some media owners do not have to make a profit. Media is seen by many governments as a social benefit and thus they are prepared to subsidize or even pay for it. Books and newspapers in many countries are free of sales tax. Theatres and the film industry receive grants. Many nations pay for a state broadcasting company.

         
 

         Assessing what it is that motivates people who work in media organizations is also not straightforward. There is a lot more to it than money. It is a complex mixture of artistic fulfillment, altruism, and the need to make a living. Media workers are often driven by the desire to achieve a channel for their output and recognition by their peers. There is no other industry that gives itself quite so many awards. If there is an overriding philosophy for most media people, it is probably some variant of the old MGM slogan ars gratia artis—“art for art’s sake”—implying that creative people work for the joy of creation rather than some broader social, political, or economic purpose.

         
 

         A quest for “monopoly”
 

         There are two basic parts to the business of media: production and distribution. Each requires different skills and technologies, but over time most media owners have tried to own both so that they could control the whole process. The structure of any one media industry has often been driven by a desire to obtain a vertical monopoly. The early printers were also publishers who created books to keep their presses busy. Publishers were frequently booksellers as well. They opened shops to provide a market for their output where they could control prices. In the days before copyright it was the printer rather than the author who effectively owned the value of the book.

         
 

         The most obvious example of vertical integration is the movie business. At the height of the Hollywood studio system in the 1940s, the five so-called majors owned the studios, the cameras, the film laboratories, the stars’ contracts, the distribution companies, and the cinemas.

         
 

         For much of the history of media it was ownership of the distribution channel (theatres, presses, broadcast towers, and so on) that gave media owners their monopoly power. Digital technology and the web have changed all that, fundamentally upsetting conventional media economics.
 

         The buzzword for managers of media companies for some years has been “convergence.” Everything becomes everything else. Telephones become televisions. Televisions become retail outlets. Music players become web browsers. Websites become radio and television stations. “Content is King” said Bill Gates in 1996, implying that ownership of the transmission medium is not as important as owning what goes out on it. And it is increasingly true that it is content that marks out success or failure rather than ownership of the distribution channel. Being a traditional press baron confers far less power when every home computer and, indeed, mobile phone allows unrestricted web access.

         
 

         Low or no marginal costs
 

         When you buy a coffee in Starbucks or a loaf of bread in a grocery store, you are engaged in a very straightforward consumer transaction. Someone has grown the coffee or the wheat, processed it, transported it, and, in the case of Starbucks, paid someone to make it in an expensive city-center location. The money you pay covers all these costs and leaves profit. If a lot more people buy coffee or bread, the cost per cup or loaf goes down a bit through economies of scale, but only a bit because each product has substantial physical or labor content.
 

         When you buy a newspaper or magazine you are involved in a very different transaction. The cost of creating the newspaper is the same whether there is 1 reader or 1 million. The writers, photographers, and editors will have to work just as hard no matter how many people read their product. Printing and distribution costs will, of course, vary by the size of circulation, as they are physical elements of each copy sold. If you can sell more newspapers then each marginal reader is almost pure profit; but if you charge too much you will lose readers to cheaper alternatives. If your circulation goes down normally your advertising income will follow. Getting the right balance is a fine art and managers of newspapers study price elasticity with great care.

         
 

         With broadcast media the economics are even starker. The cost of making a radio or television program is fixed by the type of show. The infrastructure of broadcast towers is fixed. The cost of serving the extra, marginal viewer or listener is essentially zero. This means that as the audience grows the cost per viewer or listener goes down, while the advertising value goes up. Extra audience is a double win, which is why ratings are monitored with such enthusiasm.

         
 

         However in media, unlike other businesses, you can choose to have a zero price as you can just “sell” your audience. Some newspaper owners, typically those with daily titles in big cities, choose to offer their papers for free, as the cost of collecting the small cover price is so high that it is not worth doing and the larger circulation makes the advertising income alone profitable.

         
 

         Hit driven
 

         Because the marginal viewer or reader is disproportionably profitable, media managers spend a lot of time looking for “hits” to capture more people. In practice, in many media businesses, some 80 percent of the profit will come from just 20 percent of the titles or stars. The “hits” are crucial but hard to find. Public taste is unpredictable and picking winners is a tricky business, which often makes media owners very conservative and encourages them to stick to confirmed performers.

         
 

         The two original media businesses, theatre and book publishing, were both capital intensive and risky. A play had to be written and produced before it was unveiled to the audience. Likewise, a book had to be physically printed and distributed to booksellers. If the play or book was not popular, the initial investment was wasted.

         
 

         This is why media entrepreneurs adopted the “proven hit” formula from early on. A house playwright like William Shakespeare reduced the risk to The Globe. His name on the playbill ensured an audience. Early book publishers sought to reduce the risk by offering bibles and religious texts, which served a proven market, or by seeking subscriptions in advance so they knew they had orders before they printed the book.
 

         The early newspapers hedged their bets. Many of the readers were known to the publisher and became loyal subscribers. Once a title had a following it was not subject to the same hit-and-miss risk as a single book or play. In addition, with bigger audiences and regular editions, newspapers could obtain advertising income.
 

         The film business has the most challenging experience of managing hits. Its product is a one-off that is expensive to make. This encourages the star system and sequels. A big name or recognized formula reassures an audience, as people are reluctant to commit two or more hours of their time and their money to an unknown quantity.
 

         The web and digital distribution are offering solutions to the “hits-only” problem. The concept of the “long tail” of accessible, niche titles has been well explained in the book of the same name by Chris Anderson.2 A typical large bookstore might carry 40,000 titles. An online operation such as Amazon can offer more like 400,000. Books and magazines can now be stored digitally and printed on demand. This means that distribution costs are reduced and books that are out of print will become available again.

         
 

         Network effects
 

         The beneficial economic impact of a network can be seen throughout media history. In simple terms, a network effect is the increase in value of a media product as the result of linking it to numerous users. A commonly quoted example is the fax machine. A single fax machine (no matter how good it is) is useless. A second fax machine owned by a supplier, customer, or friend makes the first one more useful. If everyone has one then it becomes a vital tool and the cost of buying one is likely to go down substantially because of manufacturing economies of scale. The telephone and the telegraph also exhibit classic network effects.

         
 

         Early newspapers experienced a strong network effect as they reproduced each other’s news stories (often without attribution), which made their own publication more valuable. Each title benefited from the sharing of content and the practice led to the establishment of news agencies like Reuters, Havas, and the Associated Press, which meant that newspapers could share the services of a network of foreign correspondents.

         
 

         Furthermore, network effects defined the structure of radio in the US, as local stations (operating under a local license) quickly found that sharing programming and selling joint advertising produced huge benefits. Radio signals are localized because of the physics of broadcasting, but individual local stations can rarely afford large program budgets. Once linked together they can simultaneously broadcast to the whole country, allowing costs to be shared and advertising to be sold on a national basis.

         
 

         Broadcast networks require transmission mechanisms to join stations together. Communications networks—linking numerous one-to-one users—need some form of exchange mechanism. The structure of the internet is a direct descendant of the mail-sorting rooms and telegraph exchanges of the 1700s and 1800s. And the web is the ultimate example of the benefits of a network effect. As each incremental person logs on the network becomes more valuable. 

         
 

         Advertising
 

         The earliest advertisements used the earliest medium: speech. Ancient orators who gathered people together to tell stories must surely have used the opportunity to slip in the odd commercial. Certainly by the time we were writing on walls the medium was being used for commerce. From the excavations at Pompeii we find enough examples of commercial messaging to suggest it had been around a long time before then. Printed advertising handbills, promoting taverns and entertainment, appeared very soon after Gutenberg produced his first Bible. God may have got in first, but Mammon was close behind.

         
 

         

            SORTING AND SWITCHING
 

            The initial postal services were couriers who rode from one royal palace to another. The first telegraph lines were point to point, mostly along newly constructed railway tracks. In these early phases the main users were the palace officials for the post and station masters for the telegraph. However, once postal routes and telegraph networks linked numerous places, the demand to communicate was huge. This required messages to be continually directed and redirected. This led to the invention of sorting offices in the case of the mail and switching centers for the telegraph, with lines temporarily connecting locations by pulling plugs in and out.

            


         
 

         Display advertising is where whole pages or half pages of a newspaper or magazine are purchased to promote a brand generically, often without a specific sales proposition. Display did not really feature in the economics of media until the 1800s, when a combination of mass readership and branded packaged goods came together to create the conditions for it to be of value.

         
 

         Income from classified advertising has been important to media since the late 1700s. Particularly in the US, newspapers developed right from the start as advertising-supported vehicles. After the War of Independence, the fledgling US government encouraged the spread of newspapers as an aid to building a democracy and unifying a federal nation. It did this by subsidizing the postal delivery of papers, thus creating a mass readership. Subscriptions had to be relatively inexpensive, so advertising played a major role in financing publication. In particular, the fast-growing city-based mail-order firms like Sears Roebuck needed to advertise to reach the largely rural consumers who rarely made a visit to the store. In 1800, according to media historian Paul Starr, 20 of the 24 daily papers published in America had the word Advertiser in their title.3

         
 

         Initially all papers designed and sold their advertising themselves. However, as retailers and manufacturers grew more numerous and wanted design experts to make their messages stand out, the profession of advertising agent was created. The first was in 1841 when the American Newspaper Agency was founded in Philadelphia by one Volney Palmer. Its role was to sell space on behalf of local papers and to create eye-catching advertising for its clients. Perhaps the most venerable name in advertising, J Walter Thompson, started in 1864 when J Walter hung out his shingle in New York to sell space on behalf of magazines. He invented the idea of separating the creative department from account executives.

         
 

         

            CLASSIFIED ADS
 

            Early advertising in newspapers was what we now call “classified,” as it attempted to sell specific goods and services rather than to promote a brand. The first advertisement for coffee appeared in The Publick Adviser in 1657 promoting a London coffee house:

            
 

            

                


            
 

            In Bartholomew Lane on the back side of the Old Exchange, the drink called Coffee, which is a very wholesom and Physical drink, having many excellent vertues.4

            
 

            

                


            
 

            The term classified comes from the practice in early newspapers of grouping together types of product or service in columns, hence putting them into classes. It was regarded as an important service to readers as well as a useful source of income. The Times of London, founded in 1788, carried classified advertising on its whole front page right up until 1966.

            
 

            Classified advertising is a huge business and is of particular importance to media with a local focus, as their audience tend to be interested in selling things to each other.

            


         
 

         Agencies traditionally took a 15 percent commission from their media customers—newspapers and magazines—and worked for their manufacturing clients for nothing. The publishers were happy as this added to their sales efforts. The advertisers saw the commission as part of their overall cost of media. Nevertheless, it was an anomalous relationship where the client was not charged for creative work done and the agency had an inbuilt incentive to make the client’s media budget as large as possible. In recent years this structure has broken down. Creative agencies are now paid by clients to develop ideas and media-buying agencies are paid an agreed fee to negotiate the best possible terms and capture discounts from media owners.

         
 

         Advertising is not a medium in itself but is an integral part of most media and indeed the economic driving force. Without it the media industry would be fundamentally changed and most media would look, sound, and feel very different.

         
 

         The creative skills of media professionals have influenced the look of advertising and, in return, the work of advertising copywriters and art directors has influenced the media. Many of the early posters mimicked works of art. Many familiar ideas for television commercials are borrowed from classic film sequences. Going the other way, the tight editing and careful scripting style of the classic 30-second commercial have done much to influence the look and feel of music videos and television shows.
 

         Websites in their millions have been launched on the assumption that advertising will be their source of revenue. The argument runs that more eyeballs will lead to more income. It was the chase to establish a high-profile web presence, first-mover advantage, which drove the dot-com boom of the early 2000s. In reality, of course, the total pool of advertising is limited. While there has been a substantial shift of commercial spending away from old media toward online, the total volume of advertising has hardly risen. The net result is that many old-media formats have become unprofitable, but many new-media services also run at a loss as the advertising income is now spread too thinly.

         
 

         TECHNOLOGY
 

         The main advances that have driven the technical evolution of media are the same as those that have enabled industry generally: mechanization (printing), steam power (mass production), and electricity (telephony and broadcasting). And, more recently, the adoption of digital techniques looks like being the most profound event in media history. Nevertheless, new media are not solely a function of technology; they frequently follow from discoveries that were intended for other purposes. The way a new medium actually evolves is heavily influenced by what is happening in society at the time.

         
 

         While it was the combination of movable type, a converted wine press, and oil-based inks that allowed printing, it was the use of books by the church reformers and the newly founded universities that created demand. By the 1700s movable type was being widely used for political pamphlets, but it was the development of joint-stock companies, international trade, and the rise of a merchant class that led to a demand for regular news publications.

         
 

         In the mid-1800s, the process of making cheap paper from wood pulp was perfected about the same time as the invention of the steam-powered rotary printing press. However, it was the newly created consumer goods industry with branded products that led to the development of advertising, which, when combined with increased literacy, funded mass-market publications.

         
 

         In the 1850s the telegraph utilized the newly discovered properties of electricity. But it was the development of railways that allowed the laying of telegraph wires along the new tracks and also created the need to schedule trains.

         
 

         Radio required the discovery of electromagnetic waves. But it was intended as a form of wireless telegraph for ships at sea, and only much later did it become a medium of entertainment and information, because radio-set manufacturers wanted to create a market. Similarly, television combined radio with cathode-ray tubes to send pictures, but it was the rise of a consumer society and a huge increase in a wealthy middle class in the 1950s and 1960s that paid for it. Media professionals did not drive the demand for television; that was consumers and advertisers.

         
 

         

            ADVERTISING
 

            The late 1920s saw an explosion of commercial broadcasting in America, much of the advertising on which was tasteless and misleading. Major broadcasters such as NBC imposed conservative policies that limited advertisers to more muted forms of sponsorship. But by 1932 the US Congress ordered the Federal Radio Commission to investigate the benefits and problems of radio. The resulting report come to the firm conclusion that without advertising the medium could not develop. The shape of what is now commercial broadcasting was thus established.

            


         
 

         The internet started as a way for defense establishments to link their remote computers together in the 1960s. Academics discovered the joys of email in the 1970s. However, it was in the 1980s with the drive of Microsoft to put a computer on every desk, the development by Apple of user-friendly graphical interfaces, and fiberoptic cables that the web as we now experience it emerged. 

         
 

         Technology diffusion
 

         The pace at which new media are taken up varies. Two American academics, Everett Rogers and Frank Bass, have led the field in understanding the factors that influence the rate at which a new technology reaches the market. The differing speeds of uptake are partly a function of price, but mostly of how desirable, or indeed necessary, the service provided is seen to be. The theory identifies groups in the population such as innovators and early adopters who have a much greater propensity to try new technologies.

         
 

         Radio was relatively slow to be adopted, as the early sets were expensive and primitive and there was limited content. Black-and-white television was the same, slowed also by the fact that radio was already in place and by the Second World War. Color television was much faster, as it was a superior substitute for what was already in the home and much of the original black-and-white equipment needed replacing at a time of economic boom. The video-cassette recorder offered a unique consumer benefit with no substitute. The CD player was a greatly superior alternative to records and offered extensive new content. The take-up of cellphones was relatively slow as the fixed line alternatives were good enough for many of the occasions when people wanted to make a call.

         
 

         The internet itself has been relatively slow to reach 50 percent of the population, as in its early days it was not seen as a “must-have” and lacked compelling content, but the takeup of services such as Facebook has broken all records in terms of speed of diffusion as the network of the web was already in place. The extraordinary uptake of MP3 players could not have happened until after the internet had achieved critical mass to distribute digital files.
 

         

            

               

                            

                              

                                     

                           	
Number of years to achieve 50% penetration of US households5 

                                    

                        
         

                                     

                           	Radio             

                           	28 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	Black-and-white TV             

                           	24 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	Color TV             

                           	18 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	VCR             

                           	12 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	CD player             

                           	11 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	Cellphone             

                           	14 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	Internet access             

                           	10 years         

                        
         

                                     

                           	MP3 players             

                           	6 years         

                        
     

                      

                  


               


            


         
 

         COPYRIGHT
 

         The concept of copyright is where politics, economics, and technology come together. It is at the heart of making the creation of content a successful business and career.

         
 

         The idea of patents over inventions has been around since the 1400s when the Republic of Venice recognized various glass-making methods as patent. However, before mechanical printing—that is, before Gutenberg—the notion of being able to own the right to a story or idea was not really an issue. The cost of producing copies of books was very high and the number of copies very small. Most of the texts were religious or scientific, so it seemed reasonable that any value created should go to the book’s manufacturer rather than the original author, who was often not an identifiable single individual in any event. Early writers like Chaucer had no protection in copyright. They worked for patrons, Chaucer himself being famously granted “a gallon of wine a day for life” by King Edward III.

         
 

         The original idea of copyright was a mechanism to enforce the monopoly of printing enjoyed by the members of the Stationer’s Company. At the time William Shakespeare was writing his plays, around 1600, there was no legal way for an author to own the rights on his work. Anyone could make copies, which is one reason he never published the texts in his lifetime; he made his money from the tickets at live performances.

         
 

         However, in response to lobbying from writers in 1710, the British Parliament enacted the so-called Statute of Anne, subtitled “An Act for the Encouragement of Learning, by vesting the Copies of Printed Books in the Authors or purchasers of such Copies.” The idea was that to encourage writers to share knowledge and produce entertainment, they must be allowed to obtain an income no matter who chose to publish the work. The author, not the printer, would own the copyright and it would stay with them for 28 years. At the time this was a radical idea, but it proved successful and paved the way for the professions of author and journalist and led to the development of the novel as an art form.
 

         In the US, copyright legislation was written into the Constitution in 1787. Perhaps tellingly, the American Copyright Clause made much more explicit the industrial importance of intellectual property. Its stated objective was: “To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries.”

         
 

         The notion that a creative artist owns the right to reproduce their work has been extended to the visual arts and to sheet music, then to records, radio, television, and film. The duration of an author’s or composer’s rights has been extended time and again over the past three centuries, driven by vocal lobbying by the creative community. 

         
 

         

            CROSSING THE LINE
 

            When being entertained, we often need to cooperate with the medium concerned to achieve a suspension of disbelief. It is our own imagination that allows us to believe that the actors on a bare stage presenting Henry V, in what Shakespeare called the “Wooden O,” are engaged in the battle of Agincourt. Or that Superman can leap tall buildings or that Dorothy went to Oz. We want to believe, so we do.

            
 

            Nevertheless, this can have a less attractive dimension. Video games have become so compelling that many people spend more time playing them then on any other media. Fantasy games involving the control of characters in artificial worlds have proved to be the most addictive. Online role-playing games are building a fanatical worldwide following. People often spend all weekend online and a player in South Korea died after an unbroken 50-hour session. Players can earn in-game money by doing tasks like slaying dragons and then spend it on virtual products such as advanced weapons. In China a real-life murder was committed by a player who suspected another one of stealing his in-game possessions.6 Plato would have been fascinated by this collision of fantasy and reality.

            
 

            This has an artistic aspect, too. There are times when an author, actor, or director wishes to remind us that we, the audience, are part of a mutually created illusion. In effect they want to get us to agree, for a moment, to cross the line and recognize the artifice at work. Theatre directors call this “breaking the fourth wall,” but it occurs in all media.
 

            Letting the audience in on the act is not a new idea. In the seventeenth-century play The Knight of the Burning Pestle by Francis Beaumont, actors are located in the audience and open the production by complaining about the subject matter of plays. Shakespeare has Puck address the audience directly at the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream to say he hopes they have enjoyed the action. Characters in television or film dramas occasionally look straight to camera to address the audience. The blurring lines of truth and fiction and reality versus fabrication are also behind both the popularity of, and the controversy over, programs such as Big Brother.

            


         
 

          

         Copyright law in the UK and the US is continually changing to keep up with new technologies. For example, the 1911 UK Copyright Act gave films protection as “works of dramatic art” or as a “series of photographs.” It was not until the 1956 Act that they were protected as films in their own right. The same Act introduced copyright law to television, which previously had had no protection.

         
 

         The advent of digital media has made it simple not just to copy but to make a perfect clone of the original of any digital product. This can be done anywhere in the world and distributed at almost no cost. Such developments have called the whole issue of copyright into question.

         
 

         

            THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE
 

            By 1967 McLuhan’s Understanding Media had become a bestselling cultural sensation, but there was much confusion about the exact interpretation of his ideas. To explain them he teamed up with a leading graphic designer to create a book combining images and text. They planned to use his famous “medium is the message” phrase as the title, but when it came back from the typesetter a mistake had been made and it read “The Medium Is the Massage.” McLuhan, who loved playing with language and enjoyed the juxtaposition of ideas, adopted the error as neatly emphasizing his thesis that it is not just the content but the medium itself that is a sensory experience that works directly on us and changes society. He also liked the idea that it echoed, in a punning way, his notion that media were entering an era of the “mass age.”7

            


         
 

         THE MEDIUM IS THE MESSAGE
 

         Hidden away in a car park at the University of Toronto is a small mock Tudor building, which houses the McLuhan Program in Culture and Technology. It is a modest legacy for the man who did more than any other to influence thinking about how the modern media really work.
 

         In 1964 Canadian academic Marshall McLuhan wrote the now iconic Understanding Media. Unfortunately, this is one of those books that was much discussed but not all that much read. This is a pity, as it was a fascinating, if rather bleak, analysis. It provided a prescient forecast of how media would develop and, in places, is almost religious and mystic in tone. Reading it today, it is a shock to realize it was written more than 40 years ago. It is a book about communications theory and the cultural impact of media rather than an economics or business book, but it gave us one of the famous media phrases—“the medium is the message”—which is resonant but surprisingly difficult to explain.

         
 

         Broadly, the idea is that a new medium has an effect on the way society works because of the existence of the medium itself. The impact of the medium is more than its content. In McLuhan’s own words, and demonstrating an obvious love of puns, he says:

         
 

         

            the instance of electric light may prove illuminating. Whether the light is being used for brain surgery or a night-time game of baseball is a matter of indifference. It could be argued that these activities are in some ways the “content” of electric light. This fact merely underlines the point that the medium is the message because it is the medium [electric light] that shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action.8

            


         
 

         In another explanation, journalist James Harkin uses a McLuhan quote to show the importance of the medium itself by saying that content is simply “the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind.”9

         
 

         McLuhan also argued, and indeed it is the subtitle of his book, that media are the “extensions of man,” saying that media have, in effect, extended the central nervous system of the individual and or society. He said that it was the creation of a medium itself rather than its content that had the impact. The development of newspapers supported democracy and thus changed for ever the role of monarchy. The arrival of radio provided a forum for leaders like Hitler, Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt to reach an entire population directly, which changed the nature of political leadership. Television in the home changed the way in which families live and interact and the web changed the nature of retailing.

         
 

         Understanding Media was preceded by two years by McLuhan’s other major book, The Gutenberg Galaxy. In this he argued that the new broadcast media marked the end of the original mechanical book and printbased era. Modern media, he said, were creating “the global village.” Given that he was working some 30 years before the internet, he would have found quite extraordinary the way in which websites have made his comments come true. 

         
 

         

            GOLDEN AGES OF MEDIA
 

            

                


            
 

            Pictures – 500 to 1600 
 Before printing, pictures were the main way to record ideas. When books became dominant, art reverted to being mainly decorative.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Theatre – 500 BC to 100 AD and 1580 to 1750 
 A central part of Greek society, theatre declined in the dark ages. With the Elizabethans it again became the main way to communicate.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Books – 1550 to 1820 
 Books did not reach a wide audience until well after printing. They became the main communications medium until overtaken by newspapers.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Postal systems – 1750 to 1860 
 Mail coaches were a vital part of Georgian life. Then the telegraph took over and the letter became more of a social grace.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Posters – 1890 to 1920 
 The urban poster in Paris started the boom and it continued until the 1920s’ color magazines reduced its advertising value.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Newspapers – 1820 to 1930 
 The earliest publications had a limited readership. Steam-powered presses gave newspapers mass circulations and huge power until radio.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Magazines – 1880 to 1960 
 Color printing made magazines attractive to advertisers. They survived radio, but declined in the face of TV.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Cinema – 1910 to 1955 
 The golden age started with the opening of movie theatres in most towns and ended with the arrival of TV.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Comics – 1935 to 1955 
 Comics flourished with low-cost printing and a desire for escapism after the Second World War.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Radio – 1925 to 1955 
 The power of radio started with the creation of institutions like NBC and the BBC and continued until the audience switched to television.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Television – 1955 to 2010 
 Broadcast TV became dominant once it was in more than 50 percent of homes but its prominence declined after cable, satellite and the web. 

            


         
 

         

            Notes
 

            1 Aristotle, Politics, Book VII, Chapter 4. Translation by Benjamin Jowett says: “all cities which have a reputation for good government have a limit of population… when too many it is not a state, being almost incapable of constitutional government. For who can be the general of such a vast multitude, or who the herald, unless he have the voice of a Stentor?… If the citizens of a state are to judge and to distribute offices according to merit, then they must know each other’s characters; clearly then the best limit of the population of a state is the largest number which… can be taken in at a single view.”

            
 

            2 Chris Anderson, The Long Tail, New York: Random House, 2006.

            
 

            3 A Short History of Coffee Advertising, www.web-books.com.

            
 

            4 Paul Starr, The Creation of the Media, 2005, p86.

            
 

            5 Adam Thierer, On measuring technology diffusion rates, May 28, 2009, http://techliberation.com/author/adamthierer (citing Forbes magazine and Census Bureau). 

            
 

            6 ABC News reporting China Daily, March 30, 2005; www.abc.net.au.

            
 

            7 The accidental title of The Medium is the Massage is explained on the website maintained by the McLuhan Estate, www.marshallmcluhan.com.

            
 

            8 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media, New York: Routledge Classics, 2003, p9.

            
 

            9 James Harkin, Lost in Cyburbia, Toronto: Alfred A Knopf, 2009, p54.
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