
Recording Technology and Music, Part I: The electrical man himself 

 

 

Who was the most influential person on the entire landscape of music in the 

20th century? You might be surprised at my answer.  He’s not even from the 20th 

century.  Heck, he's not even a musician. 

 

Let’s travel back in time first.  Music before the 20th century was entirely live.  That is an 

extremely hard thing for our 21st century minds to grasp.  The only time you could hear 

music was when someone was playing it for you or when you were creating it yourself.  

Think about that for a second.  More often than not, this meant going to a concert hall 

to experience music.  Feeling power in numbers, wind and string players flocked 

together and played as a single unit (the orchestra).  Only rarely did they play smaller 

gigs that were outside the concert hall.  Some people had parlor pianos but those were 

expensive (and not at all portable).  With the exception of some medieval composers, 

people didn’t treat the guitar as a singer-songwriter type of instrument.  Again, this all 

points to the fact that the concert hall was the dominant place to experience music.  You 

could argue that in other places in the world music might have had more of a presence 

in everyday life.  Even still, music was a purely live entity that was most likely reserved 

for special occasions.  

 

You ready for my answer now?  Thomas Edison.  His invention of the phonograph in 

1877 radically changed the landscape of music forever.  It fractured music into a dual 

identity: live performances and recorded performances.  The effects took a long time to 

sink in, though.  Recording a live concert and playing it back is one thing; treating 

recording technology as an artistic medium in itself is a complete other thing.  I would 

argue it took 90 years for the latter idea to be realized to its fullest.  Before we go there, 

let’s analyze how the phonograph specifically altered the art of music forever: 

 

 



 
 

 

1. Music went from being a memory to being an investment.  

 

A concert is ephemeral.  Once a piece of music is over, it’s over.  The sound waves have 

evaporated from the air and exist only in the annals of your memory.  You would have 

to pay again to hear the music, and that’s only if the orchestra is willing to stick around 

and do an encore performance (fat chance).  So if you are a composer, your music better 

stick the first time.  Ever wonder why there are so many repeated measures in classical 

music?  The composer is making sure the audience gets it.  There is no rewind button.  

Recorded music changed that.  You can listen to the same song 100 times in a row if 

you really wanted to.  Suddenly, the experience of music becomes a long term 

relationship.  The composer and the listener are in it for the long haul. 

 

      2.  The recording became the “text”.  

 

Here is an abridged day in the life of a classical composer.  Musical ideas are bouncing 

around in their head.  They agonize over the collation of these ideas.  They slowly 

transmit them from their brain to the end of their pencil.  They utilize the language of 

music notation to create a written score, which is the “text” of classical music.  They 

hand this text to a conductor, who then wills a team of 80+ musicians to play the said 

music.  At this point, the music is out of the composer’s control.  They are at the whim of 

the conductor and their team of musicians.  Here begins the rehearsal process, where 

the musicians have to act as a composer-in-reverse.  They start small.  They have to first 

master their own part, then understand how it fits into what the 79 other people around 
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them are playing.  The goal is to acquire a holistic interpretation of the music, which 

edges them closer to getting back to the primordial state of the music: in the 

composer’s mind.  Finally, the orchestra puts on a performance and the music is 

received by the listeners in the audience. 

 

Recorded music takes out the middle man.  The composer records the music onto a 

recordable medium.  The “text” becomes a piece of vinyl, a laser etched CD, magnetic 

tape, or digital bits and bytes.  The composer gives this directly to the listener.  No 

conductor.  No other musicians, except the ones you collaborate with in your own 

band.  It is hard to say this makes a more “authentic” product in the end.  The issue of 

perfectly extracting the musical ideas from the composer’s mind is still there.  The music 

just goes through one less interpretive process.  Besides, many bands will attest that the 

recording is still only a snap shot.  Songs often organically evolve in live performances.  

Radiohead has given the songs off their album “The King of Limbs” a whole new 

rhythmic energy live.  Bono testifies to this day that the authentic version of U2’s “Where 

the Streets Have No Name” is the live version.  So if anything, recording technology 

simply provides an alternative method for a composer to extract the musical ideas in 

their head. 

 

     3.  Music became a commodity 

 

Recording technology turned music from a verb into a noun.  Previously, music was a 

service.  Music was a thing that musicians did in front of an audience.  Recording 

technology funneled music into a piece of vinyl, tape, plastic, or digital information.  It 

became a thing that could be bought or sold.  Music was now a commodity.  And with 

any commodity comes an economy.  Welcome the music business.  Sure, there were 

other music business in the past (sheet music publishers, kings who commissioned 

composers), but the impact record companies have had on music is intensely more 

profound.  Record companies are the faucet that controls how music is dispensed into 

our hands.  They are the arbiters who dictate popular musical taste in more ways that we 

can imagine (mostly for the worst).  While this might sound like doom and gloom, David 

Byrne remarks that we as consumers of music have an “eternal urge to have a larger 

context beyond a piece of plastic”.  We don’t just want the product; we want culture, 

society, and above all else, communication within this culture and society.  We want to 

be moved, but we want to move others through the process of sharing the musical 

experience. 

 

 

 



4.   A “tropical situation” 

 

Can you really wrap your head around the fact that I can pull up a recording of a 

Javanese Gamelan ensemble in less than 10 seconds on the internet?  The famous 

French composer Claude Debussy had to wait until he was 27 years old to hear Javanese 

Gamelan music at the 1889 World’s Fair in Paris.  Even then he was a lucky one.  Before 

that time, he would have to had taken a boat to Indonesia to hear that kind of music 

(they came to him first, thankfully).  The cross pollination of music was glacially slow 

before recorded music.  Faster transportation was definitely a catalyst, but alone it did 

not suffice.  Even in the age of the airplane, England was exposed to American 

R&B/Blues music via sea travel.  American sailors brought over American records that 

ended up in jukeboxes at English pubs in the port cities (including Liverpool…hint hint).  

It appears that vinyl could even out fly a winged metal bird.  

 

Today, the advent of globalization is making the world even smaller.  Musical cultures 

can more readily slam into each other and create new hybrids.  Music is mixing faster 

than the critics can taxonomize it.  This is what Brian Eno calls a “tropical situation”: a 

seemingly infinite amount of new musical species evolving from a sonic landscape. 

 

5.   Music became ubiquitous 

 

Unlike any other technology, iPods helped to carve out an intimate space between two 

earbud headphones.  Music became even more personal, even more custom tailored.  

Even greater than this, iPods took the idea of the ubiquity of music to the nth degree.  

We guzzle music like it’s water.  The sheer volume of songs in such a tiny portable 

contraption makes the phrase “I can listen to any kind of music at any time” an 

astonishing understatement.  Let’s not forget something though: others can invade my 

personal listening space and bombard me with music as well.  Have you ever been 

inside of a clothing store of a mall that doesn’t have its own soundtrack?  This 

information overload shifts music from a state of ubiquity into a new state altogether: 

an invisible wallpaper that domes our lives.  What happens to the value of music when it 

becomes too accessible and slips unnoticed into the background?  I still think we are 

trying to parse through that question. 

 

So all this from a needle, a wax cylinder, and a metal cone.  In Part II and Part III, I will 

trace an arc from Thomas Edison through two prominent musical groups that took this 

new medium to unfathomable heights.  I’ll give you a hint: they are both British. 

 

 



Recording Technology and Music, Part II: The British are coming! 

 

 

I argued in Part I that it took 90 years for Thomas Edison’s phonograph to 

be fully utilized as a new artistic medium.  89 years to be exact.  The year: 1966.  The 

band:  The Beatles. The song:  “Tomorrow Never Knows”. 

 

 
 

 

First caveat.  Sound engineers like George Martin and Geoff Emerick were essential to 

utilizing the recording technology in The Beatles’ music.  Therefore, all references to 

“The Beatles” here on out also refer to them by association. 

 

Second (and much longer) caveat.  The Beatles were not the first to use recording 

technology artistically.  Many other musicians had tampered with recorded sounds 

before they did.  The Beatles were simply very good at keeping their ears open to 

outside influences.  So you might want to think of The Beatles as more of a summation 

or crystallization of what many others were doing.  There was also a little luck involved.  

The Beatles were the top band in the world when a slew of new recording technology 

came out (especially multi-track recording technology).  Of course the greatest band in 

the world is going to have access to a thing like this in their recording studio.  Of course 

no one at Abbey Road is going to question them when they start turning knobs and 

moving sliders on these machines in ways that you weren’t supposed to.  

My favorite story (via Geoff Emerick) is when they recorded the song “Yellow 

Submarine”, John Lennon wanted to sound like he was singing under water.  Out of 
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ideas, a recording engineer at Abbey Road put a microphone in a milk jug filled with 

water and put a condom over the mic to protect it.  This did not work and, thankfully, no 

one was electrocuted.  Of course The Beatles got away with this.  They were The Beatles 

for christ sake.  Adding to the idea that The Beatles were in the right place and the right 

time, Brian Eno notes, “[recording technology] was a new medium that was being 

explored and suddenly everybody could relate to it in a new way.  It was very thrilling 

that it had broken open…much like cinema in the 40s and novels in end of the 

19th century.  When a new medium appears like that and everybody knows about it and 

everybody’s keeping up with it, it becomes a cultural center through which people can 

connect with each other.”  (Interview with Sound Opinions). 

 

Not to say luck trumped their musicianship, though.  I think The Beatles used recording 

technology more diversely and more musically than anyone else had up until that point.  

I’m just saying if you disagree with me, my point is you can’t argue the fact that The 

Beatles were the most visible musicians using this recording technology.  They became a 

megaphone for what all of the lesser know musicians were doing deep in the crevasses 

of 1960s musical subculture.   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

So what did The Beatles exactly do?  Here is a factoid that has an imbedded hint: In 

1963 they recorded their entire debut album “Please Please Me” in 10 hours.  In 1967 

they reportedly spent 34 hours recording the single song “A Day in the Life”.  Brian Eno 

helps explain, “Music from about 1950s onwards with the birth of multitrack recording 

became something much closer to painting than to traditional performed music.  A 

piece of music doesn’t have to exist before we start making it in the studio.”  In other 
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words, The Beatles used to invest time practicing their native instruments (voice, guitar, 

drums, piano) and then simply record a live take of it.  Now the opposite was true: they 

would start by recording individual brush strokes (snippets of sound) and then spend 

hours modulating it with new machinery.  The recording studio, once thought to be an 

invisible backdrop, became their new instrument.  Brian Eno butts in again, “If you think 

back to the 18th and 19th century, the huge technological discovery then was the 

orchestra.  I think the great technology of the 20th century in music has been not the 

orchestra, but the recording studio.” 

 

And with this new instrument came a slew of wild sounds.  Although you can hear hints 

in The Beatles’ music as early as 1965 (listen to the guitar sound fade in and out in the 

beginning of “I Need You”, or the incredibly distorted-beyond-instrument-recognition 

bass line in “Think For Yourself”), “Tomorrow Never Knows” was the capstone in 1966.  

Odd thing is, it has nothing to do with the fact that the song by a British boy band 

begins the first 2 seconds with a bizarre Indian instrument (sitar).  You don’t even have 

to talk about the backwards guitar sounds, the high pitched seagull noises, or the aural 

game of tennis between the left and right speakers.  Take a simpler example.  The sound 

engineer Geoff Emerick notes, “The other thing I was going for was this closer sound on 

Ringo’s drum kit.  We moved the bass drum mic to get that.”  And with that simple 

gesture, the microphone was not just a passive receptacle anymore; it was a tool that 

helped sculpt the sound of the drums.  Recording technology jumped up to a new 

height of artistry. 

 

The most astonishing thing for me is that the technology to make this song was so 

primitive.  They recorded it on a magnetic tape recorder that could support a maximum 

of 4 recording tracks at a time.  They had to “bounce” multiple recorded sounds onto 

one track in order to free up space on the other tracks.  Panning a sound from the left 

speaker to the right had to be done live as the sound was being played back.  Computer 

technology is ridiculous by comparison: nearly unlimited tracks that can all be tweaked 

(and untweaked) with unlimited effects.  Also, this 40+ year old song does not sound 

dated to my ears.  It sounds as lively, saturated, and just plain weird as it did to someone 

back then.  Isn’t it amazing 80s music sounds more dated than this? 

 

The Beatles did many other things. John Wetton comments on how they were genre 

mashers: “I think were we’re lucky in Britain is that we stand between two continents: we 

have the sort of American R&B blues music influence and we have a couple of thousand 

years of classical music on the other side as well. And that’s where the Beatles came in- 

they just melted the two into one. They took American R&B, which is very plain and 

simple, and put European melodies and harmonies on tip of it.” Robert Fripp notes The 



Beatles’ perfect equilibrium between the visceral and the cerebral: “The Beatles,” said 

guitarist and producer Robert Fripp, “achieve probably better than anyone the ability to 

make you tap your foot first time round, dig the words sixth time round, and get into 

the guitar slowly panning the twentieth time.” Despite all of this, the greatest gift The 

Beatles gave to the musical world was the latter part of Fripp’s quote: the artistry of 

studio production. 

 

 
 

 

It is impossible for this to be overrated.  When they say that the music of today wouldn’t 

sound the same without The Beatles, they literally mean it.  What would Eminem be 

without his signature vocal sound, which utilizes stacked vocal tracks?  How could Public 

Enemy, The Beastie Boys, and Kanye West think to extract, chop up, and loop samples 

from a song if The Beatles hadn’t made using tape loops popular to a mainstream 

audience (tape loops were only being used by weird modernist classical composers 

before that point)?  Does Skrillex use any other instrument beyond the recording 

studio?  Would T-Pain had thought to mangle his voice using auto tune if John Lennon 

had not done it first with a Leslie speaker cabinet on the 3rd verse of “Tomorrow Never 

Knows”?  And how exactly would Nicki Minaj and Katy Perry get their beats without 

effects such as EQ and compression?  

 

Of course the influence of The Beatles is not direct in all of these cases.  Their ideas are 

subtly filtered through generations of other musicians.  If The Beatles (and their sound 

engineers) never existed, would another combination of musicians back in the 1960s 

have had the same impact?  I doubt it.  The Beatles’ collaborative creativity involving the 

use of studio production was a direct testament to their deep well of musicianship.  

Who else would think to make an underwater microphone condom? 
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Recording Technology and Music, Part III: We Sing the Body Electric 

 

 

Let’s recap.  Although Thomas Edison’s first phonograph was spring-powered, it set 

events in motion that eventually brought music to come into contact with electricity for 

the first time.  With the invention of the electronically-powered microphone came the 

genesis of a new medium to be manipulated, although no one knew this at the 

time.  Musicians saw recording technology as an extension of live performance.   They 

entered a recording studio and did a live take.  The microphone’s job was to capture 

exactly what was happening as accurately as possible.  The technology was passive, 

invisible.  This is quite similar to the early movements of film and photography: the 

camera lens was there to capture pure realism.  A moving train.  A self portrait.  A scene 

from nature.  

 

It’s laughable now to think that people thought film and photography would eclipse 

theater and painting, respectfully.  They didn’t understand what we understand in 

retrospect, which is that these things were “diverging into separate artforms” (Brian 

Eno).  Artists started to embrace the idiosyncrasies of these new mediums.  Slicing a film 

strip can create a jump cut.  A long lens exposure can create a blurry, ghostly 

image.  Filmmakers and photographers were now magicians, creating surreal illusions 

that were pure artifice; they had no grounding whatsoever in real life.    

 

Along came The Beatles.  Just like Orson Wells (and his movie “Citizen Kane”) wasn’t the 

first to utilize innovative cinematography, The Beatles were not the first to utilize 

recording technology as a new artistic medium.  They were to some degree a 

summation.  Regardless, they are credited with setting a brand new paradigm of how to 

artfully utilize the recording studio as an instrument unto itself.  To close out our long 

arc that soars through Thomas Edison and The Beatles, we are going to look at yet 

another British rock band:  Radiohead. 

 

 



 
 

 

In a typically ironic tone, Paul McCartney sums up The Beatles’ philosophy towards 

recording technology pretty well in this quote: “We would say, 'Try it! Just try it for us. If 

it sounds crappy, OK, we'll lose it. But it might just sound good’.”  Radiohead went one 

layer deeper.  They used the recording technology to make a statement about the 

relationship between human and machine.  Their music is not just about making the 

sounds themselves; it is a commentary on the process of how the sounds are 

made.   Humans use technology to make something that is ultimately human again: 

music.  In this process, what is lost?  What is gained?  How much of the music is still 

essentially “human”?  

 

This idea is buried right in the name of the band.  Adam Koehler, who wrote a 

spectacular essay called “Mutilation of Voice in Kid A”, reminds us that Radio + Head = 

Machine + Human.  The thing is, this idea wasn’t always so apparent in Radiohead’s 

music.  Their early albums (“Pablo Honey”, “The Bends”) expressed feelings of isolation 

and alienation without pointing a finger as to exactly what was causing it.  They finally 

located the problem on “OK Computer” but did not have the right tools to express 

it.  Lyrically, the album is covered in references to how the presence of technology 

makes the world around us seem noisy, lifeless, and unintelligible.  Take this example 

from “Paranoid Android” (also note the reference to machinery in the song title) “Please 

could you stop the noise/I’m trying to get some rest/From all the unborn chicken voices 

in my head”.  Or what about this one from “Let Down”:  “Transport, motorways and 

tramlines/Staring and then stopping/Taking off and landing/The emptiest of 

feelings”.  “The Tourist” features a person who gets “overcharged” and doesn’t know 
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“where the hell I’m going at a 1000 feet per second”.  The album ultimately culminates 

with Radiohead telling the listener “Hey man/Slow down” in the wake of this 

technological overload. 

 

Sonically, though, the album was far from addressing the problem.  While Radiohead 

used lots of studio production to create a slew of different soundscapes, this only 

partially lifted the veil on what Koehler calls the, “transparency of recording 

technology”.  It is a matter of self awareness on the part of the listener.  The listeners 

“[were still] pretending that a person playing an acoustic guitar and singing into a 

microphone was…less technologically determined than a band that drew from drum 

samples, distorted vocals, and software”.  In other words, the listener is not conscious of 

the machinery used to create the music they listen to.  Or perhaps more disturbing, they 

are unaware of the fact that there is a human being who is using this machinery to 

express certain values and view points; this human being can use this machinery for 

malice (controls the listener’s viewpoint by subjectively altering the music) or for 

compassion (but the message is lost in the machinery). Radiohead saw this as a 

microcosm of our broader relationship to technology in the outside world.  Technology 

is like a silk fabric we have woven into our lives.    It is so smooth that we don’t even 

know it’s there.  No one questions anything that’s invisible. 

 

 

 
 

 

Radiohead was clearly concerned with this.  What to do?  They couldn’t possibly record 

an acoustic album.  That would be running in the opposite direction.  Matthew Lampert 

argues that in order to adequately fight a technological problem, Radiohead needed a 

fully technological solution.  They, “found a way to belong by becoming a part of the 

technology itself” (Lindsey Fiorelli).   They, “use the technology that alienates us, crawl 

into it, and turn it into something else from the inside” (Koehler).  They went electronic. 
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The opening song on their album Kid A (“Everything in its Right Place”) is an 

indecipherable mess.  There is this constant cycle of chopped up noises tumbling 

around in the background.  These samples are intact just enough for us to tell that it is a 

human voice. Any more distorted and we would have been playing the fun elementary 

music game of “guess-that-instrument”.  As the sea of mangled voices rises to a climax, 

the narrator desperately calls out to the voices and asks, “what was that you tried to 

say?”.  I know exactly how that narrator feels.  Those chopped up voices sound like all of 

the talk radio hosts of the world talking all at once.  From my personal experience, those 

voices could be a dead ringer for the flurry of media coverage surrounding the 2012 

presidential debate. Confusing as hell if you ask me. 

 

The song “Kid A” is another brilliant example.  Do you ever feel frustrated that you can’t 

understand someone while talking to them on the phone?  Figuring out the lyrics to 

“Kid A” presents the same kind of frustration.  This song actually does have real 

lyrics.  You are not meant to understand them.  That would defeat the purpose.  The 

purpose is to “understand by not being able to hear the words that are not articulated” 

(Koehler). Radiohead wants you to feel the communication breakdown.  They want you 

to feel that something important is being said, but that the human voice has been 

mangled by machinery.  They are making you aware of, “the synthetic quality of the 

songs and the technology used to compose the album- or, at least, the texture of that 

technology” (Koehler).  And yet, the technology was the thing that provided a pathway 

for communication in the first place.  Is distorted communication better than no 

communication at all? 

 

The lyrics to “How to Disappear Completely” are more direct in their 

message.  Something terrible has happened to the narrator.  It could be a major tragic 

event, or it could be minor anxiety stemming from feelings of isolation (via technology 

and communication breakdown, of course).  We don’t know.  As a defense mechanism, 

the narrator has completely slipped away from reality.  What takes this song to the next 

level is the fact that the narrator sonically slips away as well.  The exact spot in the song 

is 4:37, where the narrator’s voice disappears into the background (via reverb effects 

created with recording technology) and becomes nothing more than another instrument 

in the mix.  Not another lyric is uttered for the rest of the song.  By the time 

“Treefingers” starts up, the narrator is simply gone.  “Treefingers” presents an interesting 

paradox: it is beautiful with an undercurrent of utter isolation.  I think of this song as 

exploring your own ‘head space’.  In itself, there is nothing wrong here.  I am reminded 

of a quote by Clive Bell, where he says that the purpose of art is to “lift you above the 

stream of life”.  The problem is, our narrator is never dropped back into the stream.   

 



 

 

 
 

 *  *  *  *  * 

 

 

Watch the video below.  It is a Taiwanese commercial called “Disconnect to Connect”: 

 

http://www.wimp.com/disconnectconnect/ 

 

This video downright terrifies me.  I’m not kidding.  What makes it worse is that the 

terror I feel is not outright; it is slow burning and patient.  I am scared that this fabric of 

technology in our lives is so pervasive yet so invisible (and as a result, it 

makes us invisible). Radiohead gives me the same kind of elusive fear; but, like this 

video, their message comes wrapped in a kernel of hope.  

 

I find comfort in the fact that Radiohead and I share the same experience, and that 

Radiohead has the ability (or the balls) to express this to me.  They are peering into the 

abyss and seeking the cold, hard truth.    They aren’t sugar coating it.  They are telling 

me, ‘It’s ok.  I feel this too.  I feel the same way you do about it’.  They are successfully 

communicating a message about a lack of communication.  It’s a wonderful paradox, 

really.  They are adding a human touch to something that is so de-humanizing.  They 

are making something beautiful out of something synthetic.  I am always aware that 

there are human beings still at work behind this thoroughly electrocuted music.  That is 
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truly beautiful.  Roger Ebert said that, “I find my greatest consolations come from Art.  I 

find that Art can shout to me across a few years or centuries, and it carries the same 

message: ‘Yes, I exist, and you are not alone’.” 

 

I also find comfort in the fact that the narrators in Radiohead’s songs fight tooth and 

nail against this machinery.  Despite being stifled, the narrator in “Kid A” still tries to talk 

to us.  He could give up and not talk in the first place, after all.  That choice is 

significant.  We don’t know if the narrator in “Everything in its Right Place” succumbs to 

the tornado of voices (the media) in the end, but he doesn’t go down without a fight.  

 

When asked what he thought about people who joined cults, Stephen Colbert replied, 

“I’m fascinated that people want to know what to do. And people want to know what to 

think. And people want to know how to feel. Not just what to feel but how to feel.”  By 

making us self-conscious of recording technology in music (and by extension, the 

technology in the world around us), Radiohead has found a way of giving us our own 

thoughts and feelings back.  They are empowering us with the tools to shift our 

perspective on the reality we live in.  Brian Eno said the job of the artist is not to be 

political or ideological, but to simply, “suggest ways of living in the world and thinking 

about it”.  In the midst of our technological world, Radiohead has volumes to suggest. 

 


