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Introduction


Vinyl records are back—in a big way. More and more music lovers are forgoing digital files and turning back to vinyl for its pure sound, more complete listening experience, and the fun of collecting. Whether your musical tastes are jazz, rock, country, classical, or show tunes, you can find vinyl records from your favorite artists.


If you’re brand-new to vinyl, this book will walk you through all the basics—how records are made, how to purchase a record player (which is actually called a “turntable”), and how to take care of both the machine and your vinyl records. If you’re a more advanced audiophile, you’ll find plenty of information about machinery beyond the entry-level options, along with intriguing tidbits and stories about artists and the industry that you’ve never heard before.


Once you’ve learned about the equipment, you can delve into building or expanding your vinyl collection. You might choose to search online for a particular album you just have to have. Or you might prefer browsing at your local independent record store to see what cool surprises await you. Either way, I’ll make sure that you become a master at finding used records that are in good shape and are a great value.


My venture into the world of vinyl began accidently in 2006. My spouse and I were running an online radio station, PunkRadioCast, which had built a dedicated listening audience, one of the largest in online radio at its time, but not so successful in monetizing since Internet radio was still in its infancy. Due to the recession’s impact on the music business, we had to make a change immediately. To keep our record label advertisers and friends on track, we offered them free advertising in exchange for “dead stock” they had laying around their warehouses—which often happened to be vinyl. We created a little marketplace within PunkRadioCast called ShopRadioCast, in which we sold this product to our large listening audience. Little did we realize that these small trades would grow into what is now known as SRCVinyl, a leading independent online retailer of vinyl and one of the larger vinyl-only reissue labels.


During the early years of SRCVinyl, we discovered a website, Vinyl Collective (www.vinylcollective.com), a large community of vinyl collectors that we acquired in early 2011. Prior to the vinyl boom, I would spend countless hours searching through various record labels’ and distributors’ inventories, finding tons of hidden gems that vinyl collectors were on the hunt for. As the market grew and these old records became more and more scarce and our vinyl-buying audience grew, we decided to look into working with the record labels to release titles on vinyl. To date, we have released just under 100 albums and have overseen the production of hundreds of thousands of records on vinyl. In 2015, we opened up a retail store in Niagara Falls, Canada, with a retail shop opening up in Toronto shortly after. I spend a lot of my day buying vinyl to stock our online and brick-and-mortar stores, researching titles to release next, listening to test pressings for upcoming projects, reviewing and brainstorming artwork for our releases, and maintaining the Vinyl Collective website. Over the last ten years, I have spent just about every day (I do not take many weekends off) living and breathing vinyl. Once you get used to hearing the warm, rich sounds of vinyl, you might never go back to your digital music player. Let’s get started!







Chapter 1


The History of Vinyl: How a Record Is Made


Vinyl record production began in the middle of the nineteenth century, during the second Industrial Revolution, an era that saw many of history’s notable inventors formulate and refine technologies, significantly altering history. By the late nineteenth century, there were three patented records and accompanying turntables—the phonograph, Graphophone, and gramophone. These three terms are often applied interchangeably when referring to vinyl records, under the assumption they convey the same meaning. However, they were, in fact, three distinct devices. Each one has significantly contributed to the development of not only how vinyl is made today but the creation of the music industry and the birth of the record label.


Phonautograph


Although it was never developed into an actual sound playback device, the phonautograph is the earliest known mechanism that had the ability to record sound, paving the path to the possibility of the record player. It was invented and patented by Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville in 1857 as an apparatus to graphically record sound with a stylus. The device used a horn to collect sound and was attached to a diaphragm that vibrated a strong bristle. The bristle inscribed an image on a cylinder that was coated in black ink. The intent was to visually record audio for the purpose of studying sound properties, and it did not offer any audio playback. (Prior to the 1870s, no one knew how to play back sound.)


Phonograph


[image: 9781440598968 phonograph]


Phonograph


In 1876, Alexander Graham Bell obtained the first patent for the telephone, after he and other inventors had worked on various iterations for decades. During this time, Thomas Edison set out to create an accompanying telephone recorder. Instead, he invented the “phonograph,” a contraption that was patented in 1877. It had the ability to both record and play back sound. The phonograph operated an electromagnet to vibrate a steel stylus, which recorded the sound to tinfoil that was wrapped around a grooved metal cylinder as it rotated. Once recorded, the sound could be played back immediately. Throughout 1878, Edison created 500 tinfoil phonographs for the purpose of demonstration. Following this, Edison pursued other projects and played no further role in the development of the phonograph and phonograph records until approximately a decade later.


Graphophone


The phonograph’s first opponent, the Graphophone, was invented by Alexander Graham Bell’s Volta Laboratory in Washington, D.C. Under the supervision of Charles Sumner Tainter and Chichester Bell (Alexander Graham Bell’s cousin), it took Volta Laboratory a total of five years to invent the Graphophone. The major difference from the phonograph was the use of wax instead of tinfoil, which resulted in better sound quality, recording time capabilities, and durability. The Graphophone utilized a lateral recording technique, whereas Edison’s phonograph used vertically cut grooves. With these enhancements, Bell’s Graphophone qualified for its own patent, granted in 1880.


Gramophone


In 1889, Emile Berliner introduced and patented a version of the record player that was intended for commercial use that he named the gramophone. Instead of using a cylinder as a medium to hold the recorded audio, the gramophone contained a zinc disc coated with wax. After the recording was carved into the wax, the disc would at this point be dipped into an acid solution. This solution would eat away at the zinc beneath and create an etched groove on the surface. The zinc disc was now the stamper that was employed to manufacture the end product. Improvements to the gramophone discs kicked off the ability to easily mass-produce records.



How Do Records Play Music?


Here’s how a modern record plays sound: When a stylus (needle on a turntable) hits the groove of a record, it glides through various peaks and valleys that have been sculpted into the record groove, creating vibrations. These vibrations are converted into electrical signals, which are then outputted into a speaker.



Commercialization of Records—The Record Labels


In 1889, “phonograph parlors” began to open up, marking the debut of phonographs to the mass market. The first phonograph parlor opened in San Francisco in May 1889. Almost all American cities had at least one by the mid-1890s. These parlors allowed customers to sit at a desk and speak through a tube to request a recorded title. The title would then play through a cylinder phonograph from a room located below, allowing customers to listen to it through two ear horns at their private desk.


At the time, the mass production of records was still in its infancy and was genuinely primitive. One of the first recording methods had live performers record their tracks onto a phonograph, filling up to ten tubes leading to blank cylinders within other phonographs. Even with this method the artist was required to rerecord a song multiple times.


Until the early 1900s, both cylinder and disc recordings were available. In terms of audio fidelity, gramophone discs were not superior to cylinder records. The disc method, on the other hand, did provide further manufacturing advantages, since discs could be efficiently stamped allowing them to be easily mass-produced.



What Is Fidelity?


When referring to audio, fidelity indicates how accurately a copy of an album sounds in comparison to the master version. When an album has been mastered with the highest quality, it is often referred to as a high fidelity, or “hi-fi,” referencing the high-quality reproduction. Albums reproduced with audio flaws such as distortion, static, and other background noise are referred to as low fidelity, or “lo-fi.” Additionally, the electronic equipment used to play an album, such as turntable and speakers, can also be “hi-fi” or “lo-fi” quality and in turn affect the output of the audio.



Emile Berliner’s disc records, the first offered to the public, were initially 5 inches in diameter and recorded on one side only. In 1895, Berliner offered 7-inch records, and by 1901 the gramophone was available in 10-inch records. The Berliner discs were the ancestor of what we know today as the 78-, 45-, and 331⁄3-rpm analog records.


The First Record Labels (1880s–1930)


Once the devices were invented, businesses sprang up around it to manufacturer music and commercial products.


Edison’s Phonograph


Although Edison initially stopped working on his phonograph after patenting it, he did return to work on the phonograph and a phonograph cylinder around 1887. By 1888, he launched Edison Records. In this launch, Edison Records unveiled what they called the “Perfected Phonograph,” a wax cylinder approximately 41⁄4 inches long and 21⁄4 inches in diameter. This Edison cylinder record played at a speed of 120 rpm and could hold approximately 3 minutes of recording. By the turn of the century, the Edison cylinder speed was increased to 160 rpm. This improved the sound quality, but decreased the playback length to about 2 minutes and 15 seconds.
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Edison’s records


Early on, blank records were an integral part of Edison’s business. The majority of phonographs included an attachment for users to generate their own recording, which was commonly for dictation purposes. Entertainment cylinders and phonographs were introduced in 1889, but were costly and hazardous due to their electric motor and therefore were primarily only accessed in public facilities, such as arcades and salons.


Home entertainment phonographs and cylinders were introduced in the mid-1890s with the creation of a more cost-effective phonograph. Edison’s laboratory was also credited for its ability to mass-produce prerecorded phonographs. In 1902, Edison’s company (named National Phonograph Company at that time) introduced the Edison Gold Moulded Records. These were cylinders made from a hard black wax, as opposed to the brown wax previously used that was soft and quickly deteriorated. The new, harder black wax cylinders could be played hundreds of times before wearing out. Edison developed a process that utilized a mold made from a master cylinder, allowing them to produce several hundred cylinders from a single mold. These new cylinders were named Gold Moulded Records because of a gold vapor given off by gold electrodes used during the production process.



Edison Was Hard of Hearing


Although Thomas Edison was the inventor of the phonograph and one of the early leaders in developing the music industry, he was actually hard of hearing.



In 1908, Edison launched a state-of-the-art line of cylinder—the Amberol. These cylinders could play up to 4 minutes of music. This was achieved by creating smaller grooves that were closer together. By 1912, Edison introduced Blue Amberol Records, a cylinder record made from a type of plastic that was tinted a trademarked blue. These new and improved Amberols played for as long as 4 minutes and 45 seconds at a speed of 160 rpm. The Amberol records could be played back over 3,000 times.


In 1912, the Edison company succumbed to the popularity of the disc and once and for all made the switch to a 10-inch disc record, titled Edison Diamond Disc. In comparison to the other disc records available, Edison’s 10-inch disc was significantly thicker—1/4 inch—to avoid warping. Edison continued to record sound vertically in the groove at 150 grooves per inch, which is referred to as “hill-and-dale” recording. The majority of other companies were cutting their records laterally at 100 grooves per inch. This gave Edison’s disc records a longer playing time than his competitors, now up to 5 minutes.


Edison’s brand-new records were titled Diamond Disc because the matching phonograph player included a semipermanent diamond stylus as opposed to the metal styluses previously applied. The combination of these upgraded discs and diamond stylus players produced a high-quality audio product that was superior to its competitors. Edison’s discs and players were costlier and were not adaptable with other players on the market due to their vertically cut grooves.



First 12-Inch Recording


To coincide with RCA Victor’s launch of the “LP,” or long-play album, the first record that could hold up to 15 minutes per a side, they pressed Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, which was performed by the Philadelphia Orchestra.



The Edison discs saw great success up until the 1920s, with a sales peak occurring in the year of 1920. Although Diamond Discs were higher fidelity and longer playing than the competitors, the Edison catalog was limited to old-fashioned musical performers and was out of touch with the jazz record–buying public throughout this time.


In 1926, Edison Records attempted a revival with the introduction of the long-playing record. Edison achieved a playing time of 24 minutes on 10-inch discs and 40 minutes on 12-inch discs. Due to problems with skipping and low volume, however, only fourteen Edison Long Play discs were created before they were discontinued.



Edison Records Today


During the 1990s, Shawn Borri of Borri Audio Laboratories purchased the assets of the North American Phonograph Company. Since then, Borri Audio Laboratories has manufactured more than 10,000 new blank and custom-recorded cylinder records. Borri Audio Laboratories also offers repair and restoration of recorded cylinders, and parts and equipment for Edison collectors.



When electric recording began in 1927, the Edison Company was the last to adapt to this method. Edison still made both disc and cylinder records commercially accessible until he discontinued cylinder manufacturing in the fall of 1929. Sales continued to drop and Edison Records (coincidentally) closed their doors just one day before the 1929 stock market crash. After the closure of Edison Records, Henry Ford bought an abundance of the recordings and metal masters and added them to the Henry Ford Museum. In 2001, the Henry Ford Museum donated its metal molds to the Edison National Historic Site in New Jersey. The Edison National Historic Site currently preserves approximately 11,000 cylinder phonograph records, 28,000 disc phonograph records, and 9,800 disc metal molds.


Recently, the Edison National Historic Site recorded select phonographs digitally and made them accessible through their website in MP3 format. The content of these recordings varies from popular music of that era to speeches, soundtracks, educational lessons, and more. Digitized recordings of Edison’s records can be streamed from the Edison National Historic Site archive at www.nps.gov/edis/learn/photosmultimedia/the-recording-archives.htm and from the audio curator at Edison National Historic Site at http://wfmu.org/playlists/te.


American Graphophone Company/Columbia Records (Bell)


Following the announcement of Volta Laboratory’s Graphophone invention, the Volta Graphophone Company was incorporated on February 3, 1886, to bring the Graphophone into the market. The Volta Graphophone Company merged with an organization led by businessmen from Philadelphia and was called the American Graphophone Company, which eventually became Columbia Records.


The initial launch of Columbia was in 1889 as the Columbia Phonograph Company. In its infancy, Columbia licensed and sold the Graphophone from Bell and Tainter as well as Edison’s phonograph within the Washington, D.C., area. Columbia’s business relationship with Edison was terminated in 1894 when Edison ceased providing them with blank cylinders. Edison’s recipe was a well-kept secret, and Columbia couldn’t easily replicate cylinders. The materials Edison applied to mold his phonographs were not labeled, and attempts by Columbia to steal secrets from Edison employees were not successful. Columbia was left frantically trying to find a way to produce records in-house.


In 1893, the president of Columbia Phonograph acquired control of the American Graphophone Company, with the companies consolidating around 1895. Columbia began operations in Canada in 1904 with offices in Toronto, Hamilton, Montreal, and Brantford. By 1906, Columbia had changed its name to the Columbia Graphophone Company. Throughout the entire twentieth century, Columbia Records continued as a leading company within the music industry and still exists as a record label today.


Victor Talking Machine Company (Emile Berliner)


Emile Berliner’s gramophones began as discs; they looked similar to the records we recognize today. The gramophone was initially released only within the European market and was introduced commercially in the United States in 1894 under the company name Berliner Gramophone.


One challenge Berliner faced was that the sound quality of the disc gramophone was inferior to the cylinder records of the time. Berliner’s manufacturing associate, Eldridge R. Johnson, was granted patents for his improvements on the gramophone’s sound quality. In 1901, Berliner and Eldridge formed the Victor Talking Machine Company to combine their patents. Shortly after this merger, Berliner moved to Canada to oversee production at what is now known as the, RCA Victor factory, where gramophones were manufactured. Today the RCA Victor factory still exists in Montreal, Canada, with a studio alongside a museum dedicated to Berliner.


Johnson remained in New Jersey as president of Victor Talking Machine operations.


Victor is frequently recognized by their well-known trademarked logo, which consists of a fox terrier named Nipper listening to a gramophone. Over the years, Victor developed into one of the largest record and phonograph manufacturers. Victor’s success was short-lived, however, as by the late 1920s, radio was adversely impacting the sales of phonographs. Johnson sold Victor Talking Machine to RCA in 1927.


Modern Evolution of Vinyl Records (1930s–Present)


Since the 1930s, the vinyl record industry has seen distinctive highs and lows, with speculation of possible extinction occurring several times. Undeterred by these rumors, the industry has seen consistent technological improvements in recording speed, materials, and the manufacturing process and procedures.


Understanding all these aspects of a record is fundamental for a collector, as there are many variations of records out there, especially when buying used records. As record time and speed evolved, consumers were presented with different speed options that required turntables with the ability to play these speeds. Records were not always made out of the same material, so care for one album might be slightly different than another. Records manufactured through different eras may sound significantly different to a newly re-pressed reissue. The following sections detail the different speeds and materials you might find when you purchase new or used records.


RPMs—Recording Time and Space


The speed at which a record spins is measured in rpm (revolutions per minute). Playing time of a record is dependent on the speeds a turntable is able to play and the groove spacing on the disc. The first phonographs were only able to play as little as 2 minutes of recording per side. In the process of attempting to lengthen the amount of recording time a record held, inventors discovered changing the rpm of a record allowed for longer recordings. Understanding rpm is important because even modern turntables and records are available in different speeds.



RPM Doesn’t Equal Record Size


Be aware, although most people associate the rpm of a record with an actual record size, diverse record sizes are available in different rpms. For example: 7-inch records are repeatedly referred to as 45s, even though you can get a 7-inch record at 331⁄3 rpm.



Early Speeds


The first recordings were produced at varying speeds ranging from 60 rpm to 160 rpm. During the 1800s, Emile Berliner’s early 7-inch disc records were pressed at a speed of 70 rpm, whereas Edison’s cylinders played at 120–125 rpm. By the 1900s, Edison’s cylinder played at 160 rpm.


78 RPM


By 1925, cylinder records began to phase out and shellac disc records (at 78 rpm) were becoming the standard. The 78-rpm speed was the standard speed until about 1931. During the 78-rpm era, both 10-inch records that had a playing time of 3 minutes and 12-inch records that had a 31⁄2-minute playing time were common. By virtue of the popularity of 10-inch discs during the 78-rpm era, 10-inch discs today are regularly referred to as 78s. By 1924, the 12-inch shellacked 78-rpm record had a 4- to 5-minute playing time.


Columbia’s 331⁄3 RPM (LPs)


The first 331⁄3-rpm “long playing” record initially entered the market in 1931. RCA Victor launched these revolutionary phonographs that spun at 331⁄3 rpm. They were pressed on a 30-cm (11.81 inches) disc and had a playing time of 22 minutes. This record was made out of a flexible plastic disc and could play about 10 minutes per side. They achieved this by using shallower grooves placed closer together than found on 78-rpm records. Despite this revolutionary creation, the long-playing disc was initially a commercial failure, mainly because of timing. The Great Depression brought about financial hardships, and most consumers couldn’t afford luxuries like records.


On June 18, 1948, the Columbia Record Company hosted a suspenseful press conference in New York to dazzle everyone with the 331⁄3-rpm “microgroove” record, which was the first album with the ability to play 20 minutes per side, as opposed to the previous standard of 5 minutes a side. The first microgroove LP released by Columbia was catalog number Columbia ML4001, Mendelssohn: Concerto in E Minor for Violin and Orchestra, Op. 64 (with soloist Nathan Milstein and Bruno Walter conducting the Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra of New York). The Library of Congress, which currently holds the Columbia Records Paperwork Collection, shows the label order for this release, ML 4001, was written on March 1, 1948, indicating that Columbia began production on the first LPs at least three months prior to its announcement.



An Eighteen-Hour Album?


Sometime during the late 1890s, composer Erik Satie wrote “Vexations,” a musical composition that was intended to be performed 840 times, lasting more than 18 hours. Vinyl versions with a pianist performing this piece do exist; however, the piece is only performed thirty-five times, totaling just over 50 minutes—meaning you must spin this record twenty-four times to hear the full composition.



Shortly after Columbia’s announcement, RCA Victor began releasing LPs in 1950, with other major American labels following suit. In the United Kingdom, Decca Records was the first to release LPs. Since the 1950s, the 331⁄3-rpm, 12-inch disc is what is commonly released for full-length albums.


RCA Victor’s 45 RPM and the EP


To rival Columbia’s microgroove LP, RCA Victor introduced the extended-play (EP) album, which is a 45-rpm record that contains more music than a single but not enough for a full-length album (LP). While Columbia’s LP boasted up to 22 minutes of music per side, RCA distributed tracks off an album across multiple 45s that could be stacked on a tall spindle up to about 6 inches high. This spindle and stacking mechanism was exclusive to the RCA-manufactured turntables. Once a side of the 45-rpm record finished playing, the turntable’s tone arm (see Chapter 3 for a turntable diagram) moved away and the next record would drop from the spindle. The tone arm then swung back into place and the music would continue playing. Although each of the 45s was shorter in length than a full LP, the RCA player could theoretically play music continuously for a full hour from the stacked spindle.


RCA’s 45-rpm EPs also had a larger center hole, which measured 11⁄2 inches in diameter. As a result of the 45s being dropped from the spindle onto the player, the turntable was required to rapidly spin from a dead stop to 45 rpm. If they had used a small center hole, the speed would cause the record to wobble while it spun. To make 45s playable on other turntables, a 45 adapter, a tiny plastic insert that is placed in the middle of a larger-holed 45 so that it could be played on LP or 78 turntables, was introduced. Even though RCA eventually adapted to the 331⁄3 LP during the 1950s, the 45-rpm speed has since been the standard speed for the single 7-inch record.


162⁄3 RPM—Turntable Car Stereos


Ever since the mid-1950s, the common home record player typically had three to four speeds to accommodate the commonly found record speeds—78, 45, 331⁄3, and 162⁄3 rpm. Most people who had turntables with this fourth speed likely used the 162⁄3 rpm to slow down their LPs and 45s (just for fun), and probably didn’t even know where this fourth speed originated. Although rare, 162⁄3-rpm records do exist. This speed is exactly half the speed of the commonly available 331⁄3-rpm LPs. In order to achieve this speed, an extremely small groove dubbed the “ultra microgroove” was cut. These 162⁄3-rpm records were released in various sizes for several decades; it first appeared in the 1930s, was most popular during the 1950s, and had essentially disappeared by the 1970s.



Recording Times


Records can hold more speech than music. Why? The amount and volume of audio affects the size of the groove on an album. When you just have someone talking, you are able to fit more grooves on the record player and thus hold more audio.



One of the greatest adaptations of the 162⁄3-rpm record was a 67⁄8-inch album used exclusively in Chrysler’s Highway Hi-Fi car stereo system. This personalized car stereo system appeared in Chrysler automobiles from 1956–1959. The albums for this system were manufactured exclusively by Columbia Records. These records could hold approximately 45 minutes of music or up to an hour of speech per side. The Highway Hi-Fi units were factory installed with no aftermarket options. Unfortunately, the systems had a tendency to break or malfunction, so not many titles were produced. Chrysler began to pull support for the Highway Hi-Fi as early as 1957.


RCA also attempted to manufacture an automobile record player, which was available in select Chryslers. This system could stack up and play the standard 45-rpm 7-inch records. It too suffered a short lifespan due to malfunctioning.


The 162⁄3-rpm speed was also utilized for records containing audiobooks, background music for businesses, and a limited number of albums. One famous label, Prestige Records, released jazz titles on 162⁄3-rpm records during the 1950s. Notable releases include the Miles Davis album Miles Davis and the Modern Jazz Giants and the rare vinyl find Trombone by Three, featuring J.J. Johnson, Kai Winding, and Bennie Green. This album’s cover art was created by Andy Warhol.


Vinyl Record Materials


Materials devoted to compose records have changed and evolved several times over the years. Following are some of the most common materials you’ll run into as you purchase records.


Shellac
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A shellac record.


The earliest disc records produced between 1889 and 1894 were made of various materials including wax and rubber. Shortly after, a shellac-based compound became the standard material. Each manufacturer’s exact formula varied, but records were typically made using cardboard and fiber, which were coated with a shellac (wax) resin. These shellac discs are not known for allowing a quiet, noise-free surface. Shellac records are commonly brittle and require careful treatment. Shellac 78s can break easily, with the remaining pieces loosely connected with the label. They can still be playable if the label holds them together, although there is a recurrent loud “pop” when passing over the crack, which can be damaging to your needle.


PVC


Following World War II, shellac supplies were exceedingly scarce, so records were sometimes pressed on a vinyl composite instead. In the 1950s–1960s, an innovative vinyl composition was broadly introduced. The composition used to fabricate vinyl records has changed and evolved over the years; however, it is primarily a blend of polyvinyl chloride (PVC). This is where the term “vinyl” was introduced.


Vinyl records are more durable and do not crack as frequently as shellac; however, they are easily scratched, and they attract a static charge, which in turn collects dust that is difficult to remove. The scratches and dust generally cause audio clicks and pops and on occasion can cause the stylus to skip. Vinyl records are easily warped by exposure to heat and improper storage and every so often have manufacturing defects.


If a record is made with partly recycled vinyl, the quality suffers. For that reason, look for records that are made with virgin vinyl (meaning they contain no recycled vinyl). Increasing the weight of the vinyl to 160–200 grams has helped avoid warping and damage. During the 1970s energy crisis, substantial petroleum shortages led to records being pressed with recycled vinyl composed of as little as 90 grams of PVC per record. The sound quality of these pressings suffered.


Colored Vinyl


Colored vinyl records have been available since as early as Edison’s Amberols, which were a blue-colored shellac cylinder available between 1912 and 1929. Colored discs also appeared during the early 1900s while records were still made of shellac. Early examples include releases from Vocalion, a New York–based record label that was known for using Edison’s vertical-cut method (up until 1916) and their high-quality reddish-brown shellac discs.


Between 1916 and 1949, a few other companies offered colored shellac discs, including a blue-shellacked series from Columbia during the 1930s and chocolate-colored pressings from a budget label Perfect Records prior to the 1930s.


In 1949, when RCA Victor launched its 45-rpm format, it began color-coding its records based on genre. The classifications are as follows:



	Black: pop (prefix 47)


	Green: country-western (prefix 48)


	Red: classical (prefix 49)


	Cerise (orange): R&B (prefix 50)


	Sky blue: international (prefix 51)


	Midnight blue: light classics (prefix 52)


	Opaque yellow: children’s (prefix WY)



RCA only continued this practice until 1953 because it became too costly to offer these variations.


Although colored vinyl was occasionally available throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the widespread availability of colored vinyl rebounded in full force during the 1970s. During this time, the album artwork was the primary visual expression of the album, but colored discs boosted the artistic value of the entire package. Some colors that were available during the ’70s included clear, transparent white, red, blue, and yellow.



Colored Vinyl Sound Quality


The color of a record can slightly affect the sound quality. Black records tend to sound best, while many believe that neon, glow-in-the-dark, glitter, and splattered records sound the worst. Black vinyl has the lowest amount of surface noise, followed by standard colors, which do not require any mixing of polyvinyl.



Today, colored vinyl has grown to include almost any possible color variation. Pressing manufacturers like Erika Records in Buena Park, California, can create a record in almost any custom color. Additionally, they can create colored effects, including splatters, rainbows, swirls, and half-and-half records using just about any color combination.


Picture Discs


Picture discs are records that feature an image visible on the playing area. They began to appear as early as the 1900s—not as discs but as square postcards with miniature records glued on the illustration. Picture discs first appeared in the 1920s, yet they did not become popular until the 1930s. The artwork on these 1930s picture-disc releases varied from images designed for the music it accompanied to film graphics and even political images with accompanying propaganda. Prior to the 1940s, the majority of picture-disc records were made of printed cardboard covered with a thin plastic, which didn’t yield the best audio.


Following the end of World War II, picture discs became popular again. Vogue Records, a Detroit-based label, is noteworthy among collectors for their release of picture discs throughout the 1940s. These releases were a hit due to their attractive picture discs and quality sound. However, the appeal of these picture discs never really caught on, causing Vogue to go out of business after releasing approximately sixty-five records.


Picture discs experienced a resurgence in the 1970s through rereleases, which were used to drive up sales of highly charting albums. Some of the first modern-rock picture discs released during at that time included Black Sabbath Black Sabbath (1974), Pink Floyd Dark Side of the Moon (1973), Boston Boston (1976), and To Elvis: Love Still Burning (a various artist compilation released by Pickwick Records, which is credited by Billboard magazine as the first picture disc to be released in the United States).


Pickwick Records, an independent label based in Arizona, released the tribute compilation album, To Elvis: Love Still Burning, on an initial run of 6,000 copies, for sale through a biweekly newsletter, The Record Digest. After the initial release of 6,000 copies, word spread quickly and Pickwick Records had to press another 20,000 units. The success of this release showed the record industry that there was a market for picture discs.


Picture discs evolved to include shaped discs that complemented the image. Early examples include picture-disc singles such as Devo “Beautiful World,” which was shaped like an astronaut head; Guns N’ Roses “Nightrain,” which was in the shape of a suitcase; Joe Strummer “Love Kills,” shaped like a gun; and Gary Numan “Berserker,” which was shaped like Gary Numan’s head.



The Voyager Golden Records


In 1977, NASA created records that contained sounds and images documenting the life and culture on Earth. These were intended for extraterrestrial life forms and were sent into outer space aboard both Voyager spacecraft.



Picture discs continue to be in demand today and are still being released quite frequently. However, due to the difficult manufacturing process, picture discs tend to be a bit pricier. Even with modernized picture-disc pressings, consumers often complain about the low-quality audio on picture-disc pressings.


Flexi Discs


The flexi disc, sometimes referred to as a phonosheet or Soundsheet, is a phonograph record made from a flexible vinyl sheet. Flexi discs were created as an affordable way to include music in printed materials, such as magazines and music books. Flexi discs were introduced in 1962, when the company Eva-Tone Soundsheets patented the idea.


The use of flexi discs continued throughout the ’70s and ’80s, with diverse and innovative ideas. One of the more treasured flexi disc releases is The Beatles’s Christmas flexi disc series. Each Christmas from 1963 through 1969, The Beatles sent out flexi discs containing messages and music to their official fan-club members. These flexi discs are popular among Beatles and other vinyl collectors, with complete sets selling for as high as over $1,000.


In addition to music, it also became common for corporations to incorporate flexi discs into their marketing. In 1988, McDonald’s held a flexi disc contest that gave one lucky winner a million dollars! Chances of winning were only 1 in 80,000,000, but this campaign drew momentary attention. Flexi discs were also common additions to cereal boxes. Kids could cut out an Archie Comics disc on the back of their Super Sugar Crisp box or a Kiss flexi with their Kiss Krunch cereal. Even though flexi disc releases were mainly designed for fun and creative purposes, they are easily worn out, can warp and bend, and were not quality products.


Unusual, Obscure, and Creative Records


Over the years, obscure and unique records have been pressed using strange color combinations and unexpected materials. Here are a few memorable pressings.


X-Ray Records


During the 1950s in the Soviet Union, x-rays were used to duplicate banned music. Using x-rays discarded from hospitals, a bootlegger would cut them into circles, create a hole in the center by burning the x-ray with a cigarette, and imprint music onto the x-ray. X-ray records are highly treasured by some vinyl collectors.


Ice Record Project


To promote a single off their fourth album released in 2012, the band Shout Out Louds created ten copies of an album on ice that they sent out to select friends and press. The select group received a kit that contained a mold and bottle of water used to create the ice record. To make this record, you placed water from the bottle provided into the mold and put the mold in your freezer for a minimum of six hours. Once created, the record could be played on any turntable, giving the purchaser the opportunity to exclusively hear the debut album single before anyone else. Although ice does not project the best sound quality and could not be used for a long period of time, Shout Out Louds demonstrated it is a possible material one can use to create a record.


Laser-Etched Vinyl


Many records bear etchings, which are done on a side not containing any music. However, with a laser, an etching can be created on the grooved side of the recording and it doesn’t interfere with the ability to play the music. When the album is hit by light, you can see the multicolored etching.


Liquid-Filled Records


Various pressing plants and labels have experimented with pressing different objects inside records. A few labels have experimented with pressing liquid inside a record. For Record Store Day 2012, Jack White (of The White Stripes) and his label Third Man Records released a blue-liquid-filled version of his single “Sixteen Saltines.” While you play the vinyl, you can gaze at the blue water swooshing around inside the record. The band Worthless released a limited edition of only fifteen liquid-filled records for their single “Greener Grass” (shortly after, they did an additional run of fifty copies). These liquid-filled records were created by the artist Curtis Godino.


[image: 9781440598968 Aliens Liquid]


A liquid-filled Aliens soundtrack.


In 2016, Mondo, an arts-based company out of Austin, Texas, that is famous within the vinyl community for their elaborate soundtrack record releases, announced the release of a liquid-filled Aliens soundtrack that is filled with green Xenomorph “blood.” The record release coincided with 20th Century Fox’s declaration of April 26 as Alien Day. This liquid-filled record was limited to only seventy-five copies and was also handcrafted by artist Curtis Godino.
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