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The papers in this session explore aspects of technological mediation in the recording, 
reproduction, and transmission of sound during the twentieth century. The papers investigate the 
mutual shaping of innovative sound technologies, listening practices and the staging of sound 
and image. Krin Gabbard contrasts the approaches of two highly respected jazz record producer-
engineers. While equally well-regarded among jazz connoisseurs, each holds a unique and 
innovative sonic vision; one influenced by cinema, blending the ear and the eye in a unique way, 
and the other seeking to refine the aural experience. Stefan Krebs describes the invention of 
binaural stereophony in the 1970s. Head-related stereo was initially praised for its “super stereo” 
quality and seemed to add a new chapter to the quest for high fidelity sound recordings. 
However, binaural technology was soon rejected by most sound professionals. Krebs shows that 
the denial of dummy head microphones was based in specific listening and recording practices of 
the time. Melissa Van Drie investigates the longer history of the théâtrophone, often credited as 
first binaural sound technology. She describes what hearing through a théâtrophone meant to 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century users, and how the “virtual experience" of following a theater 
or music performance through telephone was related to aesthetic and practice-based changes 
occurring simultaneously in French theater culture. Van Drie argues that théâtrophonic listening 
contributed to the development of a refined ear, capable of detecting sonic nuance, that was 
central to artistic sensibilities at the time. Susan Schmidt Horning traces the short histories of two 
early music video devices: the American  Panoram and the French Scopitone. Preceding by 
several decades the emergence of MTV, which ushered in the music video revolution, these 
video jukeboxes displayed sound and image in often elaborate productions, but their successes 
were short-lived. The paper explores the technological, cultural, economic, and other factors that 
led to their demise. 
 
Jazz and the Aural Image: Van Gelder, Eicher, and Godard 
Krin Gabbard 

 
Since the early 1950s, Rudy van Gelder has engineered several thousand of the most revered jazz 
recordings. Just as the Classical Hollywood Cinema tried to convince audiences they are looking 
directly into the lives of real people, Van Gelder’s recordings are engineered to make listeners 
believe they are hearing the authentic sound of performed jazz. But Van Gelder has taken pains 
to curate his sound, most notably by turning down the volume on the drums and creating a 
balance that makes every instrument distinctly audible. People who grew up listening to Van 
Gelder’s recordings may find the music to be chaotic and distorted when they actually hear it in a 
club. By contrast, producer Manfred Eicher, who has released thousands of recordings on his 
ECM label since 1969, has asked audiences to confront the music as a scrupulously recorded 
artifact. Eicher has said that French filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard’s practice of exposing or 
dispensing with cinematic conventions has influenced his own work as a record producer. Like 
Godard, whose films seldom strive to be transparent renderings of reality, Eicher and his 
engineers ask us to confront their recordings as recordings. On one ECM LP, for example, the 
bass is entirely on the left channel and the drums are entirely on the right. Eicher presents his 
music as carefully engineered artifice entirely unlike the Van Gelder recordings with their 



illusion of unmediated sound. This paper considers these two traditions in the technology of jazz 
recording and their relationship to cinematic art. 
 
Krin Grabbard is Adjunct Professor of Jazz Studies at Columbia University. From 1981 to 2014, 
he has been Professor of Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies at Stony Brook University.  
His writing on cinema includes Psychiatry and the Cinema (Univ. of Chicago Press, 1987), 
Jammin’ at the Margins: Jazz and the American Cinema (Univ. of Chicago Press, 1996), and 
Black Magic: White Hollywood and African American Culture (Rutgers Univ. Press, 2004). He 
has also published more than 60 articles in journals and anthologies, and is the co-editor of 
Screening Genders (Rutgers University Press, 2008). He has published two anthologies, Jazz 
Among the Discourses and Representing Jazz (both Duke Univ. Press, 1995), and became one of 
the fathers of the “New Jazz Studies.” In 2009, he published Hotter Than That: The Trumpet, 
Jazz, and American Culture (Farrar Strauss/Faber and Faber). Directed at an audience outside of 
academia, the book focuses on the role the trumpet has played throughout history with special 
attention to the achievements of jazz artists such as Louis Armstrong and Miles Davis. His 
current project is an interpretive biography of Charles Mingus, tentatively titled "All the Things 
You Could Be by Now." 
 
The Failure of Binaural Stereo: German Sound Engineers and the Introduction of Dummy 
Head Microphones 
Stefan Krebs 
 
In 1973, binaural stereophony was introduced to the German public during the International 
Broadcasting Fair (IFA) in Berlin. Based on the invention of dummy head microphones binaural 
(or head-related) stereophony provided facsimile sound recordings that enabled the listener 
(when using headphones) to experience the full spatial acoustics of the original recording 
situation. Trade fair visitors were invited to listen to binaural test recordings, and the Berlin radio 
station RIAS broadcasted the first binaural radio play ‘Demolition’. Radio listeners and 
newspaper journalists praised ‘Demolition’ for its “super stereo” quality and the highest fidelity 
ever achieved in recording history. Despite this remarkable echo German broadcasting stations 
were quite reluctant to adopt binaural stereo. A few departments were eager to experiment with 
binaural recording technology and a small number of interesting radio plays and music 
recordings was produced in the following years. However, most sound engineers and sound 
editors (in German: Tonmeister) fiercely argued against the use of dummy head microphones; 
often they referred to certain technical shortcomings of head-related stereo in general, and 
available microphone models in particular (e.g. Neumann’s KU80). Based on contemporary 
publications, sources from broadcasting archives, and oral history interviews, this paper will 
argue that the radio makers’ rejection of head-related stereophony was rather based in 
contemporary listening and recording practices than in actual shortcomings of binaural 
stereophony. 
 
Stefan Krebs is senior researcher at the Institute for History, University of Luxembourg. He 
studied history, political science and philosophy at the universities Aachen and Aix-en-Provence. 
He received his PhD in the history of technology from RWTH Aachen University. As postdoc, 
Stefan Krebs worked in projects on the cultural history of car sound design (Eindhoven 
University of Technology) and the listening practices of engineers, scientists and physicians 
(Maastricht University). He is author of Technikwissenschaft als soziale Praxis. Stuttgart: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 2009; and (together with Karin Bijsterveld, Eefje Cleophas and Gijs Mom) 



Sound and Safe: A History of Listening Behind the Wheel. Oxford/New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014. Last year he received the Maurice Daumas prize of the International Committee for 
the History of Technology (ICOHTEC) for his article “Dial Gauge versus Senses 1 – 0” : 
German Auto Mechanics and the Introduction of New Diagnostic Equipment, 1950–1980. 
Technology and Culture 55, 2 (2014): 354–389. Stefan Krebs is board member of the German 
Society for the History of Medicine, Science and Technology (DGGMNT) and book review 
editor of the journal Technikgeschichte. 
 
The Théâtrophone: New Sonic Spaces and Binaural Listening Practices in late 19th Century 
Theatre 
Melissa Van Drie 
 
This paper presents a historical and theoretical reflection of the théâtrophone, a late nineteenth-
century telephone broadcast service that allowed users to listen in live to local theatre 
performances (spoken theater, opera and musical concerts). Often referred to as the first binaural 
experience (1881), aspects of the théâtrophone’s longer history in Paris (1889 to the mid-1930s) 
are relatively unknown. This paper considers what hearing through a théâtrophone meant to 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century users. This means adopting a methodology mirroring the 
artifact itself: moving between social, professional, artistic, sensory registers. In doing so, the 
ways in which the théâtrophone was attuned to discourse and practice emerge, as do more subtle 
processes involved in 19th century constructs of hearing and listening. Precisely, the 
théâtrophone’s development is examined in regards to its particular social context: its installation 
in sites on spectacular Parisian Boulevards and its relation to fin de siècle theater culture. The 
paper will explore how théâtrophonic listening was accorded to existent practices of 
theatergoing. Secondly, the paper develops the more radical propositions of this “virtual 
experience" in relation to aesthetic and practice-based changes occurring simultaneously in 
theater culture. The théâtrophone multiplied a performance’s forms and its modalities of creation 
and reception. Through accounts of “listening in”, the aspects of the new sonically constructed 
space are described, as are postures of early mediatized listening. Ending with Proust, who was 
one famous subscriber, théâtrophonic listening is defined as contributing to the development of a 
refined ear, capable of detecting sonic nuance, that was central to artistic sensibilities at the time. 
 
Melissa Van Drie works on cultural histories of listening practices and sound technologies. She 
explores sensory approaches as a means for examining how knowledge is shared across 
disciplinary boundaries of the arts and sciences. Her Ph.D. (Université Sorbonne Nouvelle – 
Paris 3) examined the impact of early sound reproduction technologies  (phonograph, telephone, 
microphone) on French theater. Subsequent postdoc research positions (Sorbonne-Panthéon, 
EHESS, BnF, CNRS) permitted further work on new mediatized listening practices emerging in 
the late 19th century. She also worked on training the senses in medicine, such as auscultation 
(STS Department, Maastricht University). Through these projects, the question of the archive in 
relation to digital humanities, media archeology and multi-sensorial reconstitution topics has 
emerged as a central research interest. Forthcoming publications include: “Hearing through the 
théâtrophone: sonically constructed spaces and embodied listening in late 19th century French 
theater”, Sound Effects Journal (in press); and with Anna Harris, “Sharing sound: Teaching, 
learning and researching sonic skills.” Sound Studies an Interdisciplinary Journal 1(1) (in press). 
 
The Soundies and the Scopitone: The Short-Lived Pre-History of Music Videos 
Susan Schmidt Horning 



 
When MTV launched on U.S. television in 1981, the marriage of sound and image in the short 
music video led to a sea change in popular music, giving rise to elaborate productions of short 
films to accompany song releases that once only aired on radio, with the occasional live or lip-
synched television performance as promotion. It seemed that overnight, popular music had 
shifted from a predominantly aural culture to a fusion of aural and visual. But MTV did not give 
birth to the music video. During the 1940s in the United States and the 1960s in France, two 
playback devices—the Panoram and the Scopitone—featured three and a half-minute 16mm 
films of musical numbers that customers could select as they did a song on a jukebox. The films 
ranged from straight performances of musical numbers, to elaborate productions with costumed 
dancers. These video jukeboxes enjoyed rapid success, but suffered equally rapid declines in 
popularity due to a variety of factors. Based on viewing of some of the hundreds of Soundies 
made for the Panoram, and the films made for the Scopitone, and on documentary evidence and 
secondary works in cultural and technological history, this paper will explore the cultural and 
technological factors that may have prevented these innovative technologies from succeeding, as 
well as their long-term impact on musical culture. 
 
Susan Schmidt Horning is Associate Professor for History at St. Johns University. She 
specializes in twentieth century United States cultural history, history of technology, and sound 
studies, and she teaches both undergraduate and graduate courses in postwar U.S., technology 
and science,  the 1960s, media and technology, urban history, and global history since 1500.  Her 
research has been supported by the National Science Foundation, the National Endowment for 
the Humanities, the American Association of University Women, and the Association for 
Recorded Sound Collections, and her essays have appeared in Music and Technology in the 
Twentieth Century (2002), The Electric Guitar: A History of an American Icon (2004), and in the 
journals ICON and Social Studies of Science. Her first book, Chasing Sound: Technology, 
Culture, and the Art of Studio Recording from Edison to the LP (Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2013), explores the interplay of technology, music, sound engineering, and creativity from the 
birth of the music recording industry to the 1970s. Her interest in music and technology is the 
natural extension of her previous life as a rock guitarist and singer who began playing at age 
fourteen in an all-girl rock band. She is currently working on a history of girl bands during the 
1960s and 1970s, a study of how women engaged with technology and navigated the male-
dominated world of rock music in the postwar era. 
 
Session Chair: Hans-Joachim Braun 
 
Hans-Joachim Braun is Emeritus Professor of Modern Social-, Economic and Technological 
History, Helmut-Schmidt Universität Hamburg. Studied History, English Literature and 
Economics at the University of Münster, the London School of Economics, and the University of 
Bochum, 1965-1971, Lecturer in Economic History and the History of Technology, Bochum 
University, 1971-1979, studies in mechanical engineering 1971-1974, Privatdozent Bochum 
1979-1982, research and lectures at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Stanford 
University , 1979-81, Professor of Modern Social-, Economic and Technological History, 
Helmut-Schmidt Universität Hamburg, 1982-2008. Main fields of research: inventions and 
technological innovations, technology transfer, failed innovations, sound studies,  the 
relationship between technology and music in the 20th century,  comparison between creative 
processes in invention and engineering design and creative processes in musical composition and 
improvisation and in the fine arts; scientization and technologization of soccer tactics. About 130 



publications (books and articles). Editor of “Studien zur Technik-, Wirtschafts- und 
Sozialgeschiche”, member of the editorial board of ICON; History of Technology; Vulcan: 
Journal of the Social History of Military Technology; Palgrave Studies in the History of Science 
and Technology; Transfers: Interdisciplinary Journal of Mobility Studies. Member of the 
Académie Internationale d`Histoire des Sciences, former Secretary and President of ICOHTEC 
(1993-2009), Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts, former member of the scientific council of  
SHOT, chairman  of the scientific council of the Georg Agricola Society for the History of 
Science and Technology, chairman  of the Hans Schimank Foundation for the History of Science 
and Technology, member of the scientific council of the  German Air Force Museum, scientific 
adviser to the German Ministry of Science and Education. Visiting Professor at the Technical 
University of Hamburg and the Harbour City University Hamburg, Distinguished Visiting 
Scholar, Green College, University of British Columbia, Vancouver. 
 


