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Abstract
The recently published Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture & the Art of Studio Recording from
Edison to the LP (Johns Hopkins Press, 2013) is historian Susan Schmidt Horning's first book.
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Sounding Out! - SO! Reads: Susan Schmidt Horning’s Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture and the Art of Studio Recording
from Edison to the LP

The recently published Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture & the Art of
Studio Recording from Edison to the LP (Johns Hopkins Press, 2013) is historian Susan Schmidt
Horning's first book. Veering away from the usual sound recording suspects (like the phonograph),
Chasing Sound shows the studio and the audio engineer as central to the cultural and
technological changes associated with the production and reproduction of sound.

According to Schmidt Horning, such changes were reflected in the shifting ideal of recorded music
as a representation of live performance to the ideal of recorded music as a studio-engineered
creation. Using the accounts of those responsible for recording sound, Schmidt Horning
constructs a rich narrative that manages to be accessible while still focused on the highly
technical work required of studio workers. That said, by focusing so heavily on user practices and
anecdotes she misses an opportunity to engage with the theoretical implications of the ways
audio engineers imagine and describe the actual space in which they work. Still, | contend that
Chasing Sound represents an indispensable and critical approach for historians of sound, one
that is unafraid of reconfiguring the central players in a narrative as big as the history of recorded
music.

As a contribution to sound studies, Chasing Sound follows in the footsteps of Trevor Pinch’s
Analog Days, the first work to explicitly apply Science and Technology Studies (STS) approaches to
the history of a musical instrument. For Pinch, a critical understanding of sound requires
examining the ways in which society and technology produce historical sites of change and
stabilization. This approach focuses on understanding the ways people engage with technologies
of sound, in order to interrogate their cultural and historical meanings. A historian of science and
technology by training, Schmidt Horning has thus devoted much of her academic career to writing
about the production and reproduction of sound through the practices and tacit knowledge of
engineers, producers, musicians and technicians at music studios. By following the breadcrumbs
dropped by these actors, Chasing Sound reveals the rich history of commercial studios and the
cultural ideals cultivated therein.
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Sounding Out! - SO! Reads: Susan Schmidt Horning’s Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture and the Art of Studio Recording
from Edison to the LP

Methodologically, the author draws on a mixed bag of sources,
which include oral histories from early recordists, interviews with more contemporary audio
engineers, her own ethnomethodogical studio research, trade literature, and archival documents
from big studios like EMI. The book proceeds in chronological order, with each chapter laying out
changes in the physical and acoustic qualities of commercial studios as they shifted from bare-
walled rooms with “the recording horn jutting through a wall at the far end of the room” (9) to
multi-track studios complete with “Mission furniture, [and] hand-laid distressed wood floors”
(209) The author plots these changes alongside improvements in the science of acoustics, the
importation of techniques and tools from the more well developed medium of radio broadcasting,
the consolidation and growth of the recording industry, the rise of independent labels, the
emergence of new attitudes and musical tastes, and the professionalization of audio engineering.

Chasing Sound, unlike many other books on the topic, places the studio in relation to a set of
changing cultural expectations regarding recorded music. Where recordings were once understood
as a reflection of live performance, they later were seen as a signature creation of music studios.
Rather than focusing on the phonograph, gramophone, microphone, or magnetic tape, the author
argues that the recording studio belongs at the center of recorded music because it was there
that the ideal of music as a “technologically mediated art” was first engineered into cultural
listening norms. Consequently the audio engineer, or recordist as he (or in rare cases, she) was
known prior to the 1930s, must also be understood as central to narratives regarding recorded
sound from its inception. In this way, Schmidt Horning aims to recontextualize and centralize the
studio and its inhabitants within histories of the production and reproduction of sound.

Because the audio engineer represents an inextricable part of this history, each chapter devotes
time to the technologies and practices cultivated by the amateur recordists and trusted
professionals responsible for recording sound. Initially such practices formed the basis of their
tacit knowledge regarding the proper “staging” of artists in relation to acoustic recording horns
among other techniques, but by the 1950s, sound engineers were responsible not just for
positioning artists, microphones, and the increasingly important work of “enhancing” recordings
during post-production. The book concludes by charting the unfettered rise of independent
studios as well as the consequent proliferation of (and backlash to) new sound manipulation
technologies in the 1970s.
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Sounding Out! - SO! Reads: Susan Schmidt Horning’s Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture and the Art of Studio Recording
from Edison to the LP

Throughout the text the author notes the ways in which audio engineers often lamented the
increasing technological mediation involved in record production, even as it granted them more
creative control and prestige.
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Schmidt Horning's methodology represents Chasing
Sound’s strongest quality. The rich narratives of the audio engineers allow the author to directly
connect their technologically and culturally informed ideas about what constitutes good sound to
the desires and expectations of listeners. In addition to this work, Schmidt Horning also highlights
the ways in which advances in engineering technology did not necessarily overlap neatly with
cultural norms. Throughout the text the author notes the ways in which audio engineers often
lamented the increasing technological mediation involved in record production, even as it granted
them more creative control and prestige. Such examples reveal the tightly knit relationship
between ideas of liveness, talent, creativity, and authenticity. Chasing Sound is full of stories that
detail the complex material, artistic, and ethical constraints around which recordists and
engineers navigated in order to achieve the perfect sound.

The author’'s methodological approach certainly helps to structure the narrative, but there are
also ways in which it prevents her from digging in to important theoretical discourses regarding
the studio. As Eliot Bates notes in his article, “What Studios Do,” the way audio engineers conceive
of their workspaces is crucial for making sense of the power relations and social interactions that
govern and are governed by studio spaces. Chasing Sound does not pursue these discourses. The
author briefly mentions how the metaphor of flight is often used by sound engineers regarding
the increasingly complex console controls of the 1950s and 60s but does not provide further
elaboration on the implications of such a comparison. Even if the participants in her study did not
reflect on their colloquial notes about the studio space, it would have been interesting to see
Schmidt Horning consider what these metaphors reveal about the changing roles of the engineer.

These points aside, Chasing Sound is an important read both for those with a general interest in
the history of sound production and reproduction as well as those scholars more specifically
invested in understanding the role of recorded sound in society. Since | discussed the book’s
limitations in “Making Music in Studio X" Chasing Sound has become a foundational text in much
of my research. Specifically, the author’s claim that the studio is (and has been) a critical site for
examining broader industrial, technological, and cultural changes resonates deeply with me
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from Edison to the LP

because it offers a critical methodology for considering issues of identity and power within studio
spaces that are often neglected. In this regard, Chasing Sound is important not just for what it
discusses, but also for what it does not. Noting the lack of female and black audio engineers
discussed throughout the book, the author laments, “For the first century of sound recording, the
field of audio engineering and recording studios in particular comprised a profoundly white male-
centered culture that reflected corporate culture at large and technical professions in particular”
(9) The absence of these faces serves to remind us that while successfully “chasing sound”
certainly relies on the cultivation of craft skill, and tacit knowledge, it also depends heavily on
access.
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Sounding Out! - SO! Reads: Susan Schmidt Horning’s Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture and the Art of Studio Recording
from Edison to the LP

Chasing Sound stands out as the most exhaustive history of audio engineering available. Schmidt
Horning's user-focused narrative successfully ties together changes in studio configurations and
audio engineering practices with cultural expectations regarding recorded music. This helps to
show how the studio and audio engineer can easily be recognized as central figures in the history
of sound reproduction. Chasing Sound’s intervention is necessary as the history of recording is
often told through artifacts like the phonograph, microphone, and magnetic tape, not living
spaces like the studio and its inhabitants. Schmidt Horning’s dedication to telling these neglected
stories is what makes the book come to life. Her research promises to open up new avenues for
others interested in these issues. For me, this means pursuing lines of inquiry related to the
growing philanthropic interest in the recording studio as a site for engaging and “assisting” low-
income communities. In this way Chasing Sound asks us to recognize the recording studio as a
critical site for the production and reproduction of our assumptions about what counts as
appropriate, good, or real in music and people.

Featured Image: My Recording Studio by Flickr User Fabio Dellutri

Enongo Lumumba-Kasongo is a PhD student in the Department of Science and Technology
Studies at Cornell University. Since completing a senior thesis on digital music software, tacit
knowledge, and gender under the guidance of Trevor Pinch, she has become interested in
pursuing research in the emergent field of sound studies. She hopes to combine her passion for
music with her academic interests in technological systems, bodies, politics and practices that
construct and are constructed by sound. More specifically she would like to examine the politics
surrounding low-income community studios, as well as the uses of sound in (or as) electronic
games. In her free time she produces hip hop beats and raps under the moniker Sammus (based
on the video game character, Samus Aran, from the popular Metroid franchise).

REWIND! . . .If you liked this post, you may also dig:

Making Music at Studio X: The Identity Politics of Community Studios— Enongo Lumumba-
Kasongo

SO! Reads: Japanoise: Music at the Edge of Circulation— Seth Mulliken

SO! Reads: Isaac Weiner’s Religion Out Loud: Religious Sound, Public Space, and American
Pluralism— Jordan Musser
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[image: SO! Reads3]The recently published Chasing Sound: Technology, Culture & the Art of Studio Recording from Edison to the LP (Johns Hopkins Press, 2013) is historian Susan Schmidt Horning’s first book. Veering away from the usual sound recording suspects (like the phonograph), Chasing Sound shows the studio and the audio engineer as central to the cultural and technological changes associated with the production and reproduction of sound.


According to Schmidt Horning, such changes were reflected in the shifting ideal of recorded music as a representation of live performance to the ideal of recorded music as a studio-engineered creation. Using the accounts of those responsible for recording sound, Schmidt Horning constructs a rich narrative that manages to be accessible while still focused on the highly technical work required of studio workers. That said, by focusing so heavily on user practices and anecdotes she misses an opportunity to engage with the theoretical implications of the ways audio engineers imagine and describe the actual space in which they work. Still, I contend that Chasing Sound represents an indispensable and critical approach for historians of sound, one that is unafraid of reconfiguring the central players in a narrative as big as the history of recorded music.


As a contribution to sound studies, Chasing Sound follows in the footsteps of Trevor Pinch’s Analog Days, the first work to explicitly apply Science and Technology Studies (STS) approaches to the history of a musical instrument. For Pinch, a critical understanding of sound requires examining the ways in which society and technology produce historical sites of change and stabilization. This approach focuses on understanding the ways people engage with technologies of sound, in order to interrogate their cultural and historical meanings. A historian of science and technology by training, Schmidt Horning has thus devoted much of her academic career to writing about the production and reproduction of sound through the practices and tacit knowledge of engineers, producers, musicians and technicians at music studios. By following the breadcrumbs dropped by these actors, Chasing Sound reveals the rich history of commercial studios and the cultural ideals cultivated therein.


[image: Chasing Sound]Methodologically, the author draws on a mixed bag of sources, which include oral histories from early recordists, interviews with more contemporary audio engineers, her own ethnomethodogical studio research, trade literature, and archival documents from big studios like EMI. The book proceeds in chronological order, with each chapter laying out changes in the physical and acoustic qualities of commercial studios as they shifted from bare-walled rooms with “the recording horn jutting through a wall at the far end of the room” (9) to multi-track studios complete with “Mission furniture, [and] hand-laid distressed wood floors.” (209) The author plots these changes alongside improvements in the science of acoustics, the importation of techniques and tools from the more well developed medium of radio broadcasting, the consolidation and growth of the recording industry, the rise of independent labels, the emergence of new attitudes and musical tastes, and the professionalization of audio engineering.


Chasing Sound, unlike many other books on the topic, places the studio in relation to a set of changing cultural expectations regarding recorded music. Where recordings were once understood as a reflection of live performance, they later were seen as a signature creation of music studios. Rather than focusing on the phonograph, gramophone, microphone, or magnetic tape, the author argues that the recording studio belongs at the center of recorded music because it was there that the ideal of music as a “technologically mediated art” was first engineered into cultural listening norms. Consequently the audio engineer, or recordist as he (or in rare cases, she) was known prior to the 1930s, must also be understood as central to narratives regarding recorded sound from its inception. In this way, Schmidt Horning aims to recontextualize and centralize the studio and its inhabitants within histories of the production and reproduction of sound.


Because the audio engineer represents an inextricable part of this history, each chapter devotes time to the technologies and practices cultivated by the amateur recordists and trusted professionals responsible for recording sound. Initially such practices formed the basis of their tacit knowledge regarding the proper “staging” of artists in relation to acoustic recording horns among other techniques, but by the 1950s, sound engineers were responsible not just for positioning artists, microphones, and the increasingly important work of “enhancing” recordings during post-production. The book concludes by charting the unfettered rise of independent studios as well as the consequent proliferation of (and backlash to) new sound manipulation technologies in the 1970s.


Throughout the text the author notes the ways in which audio engineers often lamented the increasing technological mediation involved in record production, even as it granted them more creative control and prestige.




[image: vinAd50AudioMafCvr]Schmidt Horning’s methodology represents Chasing Sound’s strongest quality. The rich narratives of the audio engineers allow the author to directly connect their technologically and culturally informed ideas about what constitutes good sound to the desires and expectations of listeners. In addition to this work, Schmidt Horning also highlights the ways in which advances in engineering technology did not necessarily overlap neatly with cultural norms. Throughout the text the author notes the ways in which audio engineers often lamented the increasing technological mediation involved in record production, even as it granted them more creative control and prestige. Such examples reveal the tightly knit relationship between ideas of liveness, talent, creativity, and authenticity. Chasing Sound is full of stories that detail the complex material, artistic, and ethical constraints around which recordists and engineers navigated in order to achieve the perfect sound.


The author’s methodological approach certainly helps to structure the narrative, but there are also ways in which it prevents her from digging in to important theoretical discourses regarding the studio. As Eliot Bates notes in his article, “What Studios Do,” the way audio engineers conceive of their workspaces is crucial for making sense of the power relations and social interactions that govern and are governed by studio spaces. Chasing Sound does not pursue these discourses. The author briefly mentions how the metaphor of flight is often used by sound engineers regarding the increasingly complex console controls of the 1950s and 60s but does not provide further elaboration on the implications of such a comparison. Even if the participants in her study did not reflect on their colloquial notes about the studio space, it would have been interesting to see Schmidt Horning consider what these metaphors reveal about the changing roles of the engineer.


These points aside, Chasing Sound is an important read both for those with a general interest in the history of sound production and reproduction as well as those scholars more specifically invested in understanding the role of recorded sound in society. Since I discussed the book’s limitations in “Making Music in Studio X,” Chasing Sound has become a foundational text in much of my research. Specifically, the author’s claim that the studio is (and has been) a critical site for examining broader industrial, technological, and cultural changes resonates deeply with me because it offers a critical methodology for considering issues of identity and power within studio spaces that are often neglected. In this regard, Chasing Sound is important not just for what it discusses, but also for what it does not. Noting the lack of female and black audio engineers discussed throughout the book, the author laments, “For the first century of sound recording, the field of audio engineering and recording studios in particular comprised a profoundly white male-centered culture that reflected corporate culture at large and technical professions in particular.” (9) The absence of these faces serves to remind us that while successfully “chasing sound” certainly relies on the cultivation of craft skill, and tacit knowledge, it also depends heavily on access.
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Chasing Sound stands out as the most exhaustive history of audio engineering available. Schmidt Horning’s user-focused narrative successfully ties together changes in studio configurations and audio engineering practices with cultural expectations regarding recorded music. This helps to show how the studio and audio engineer can easily be recognized as central figures in the history of sound reproduction. Chasing Sound’s intervention is necessary as the history of recording is often told through artifacts like the phonograph, microphone, and magnetic tape, not living spaces like the studio and its inhabitants. Schmidt Horning’s dedication to telling these neglected stories is what makes the book come to life. Her research promises to open up new avenues for others interested in these issues. For me, this means pursuing lines of inquiry related to the growing philanthropic interest in the recording studio as a site for engaging and “assisting” low-income communities. In this way Chasing Sound asks us to recognize the recording studio as a critical site for the production and reproduction of our assumptions about what counts as appropriate, good, or real in music and people.
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