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STUDY GUIDE 
 
MAKING THE CONNECTION: 

• Learning from the past is the most important benefit of history. Recorded music has evolved since the late 1800’s 
and in each major evolution, has changed how we create and listen to music. 

 
• The Acoustic era (1877-1925) 

o Prior to the acoustic era, music was recorded by an experimental machine called a phonautograph (see 
example 1). While this was more of an experimental machine, it lead the way to the first practical 
recording device, the phonograph (see example 2). This machine captured sound through a large horn 
and wrote the music via a stylus (or needle). The phonograph was also the first device to not only record 
music but also to play it back. 

o The quality of the recording (or fidelity) was not very good. The device was much better at picking up 
louder instruments, hence why many bands of the period had instruments like trumpets, trombones, and 
tubas. 

 
• The Electrical Era (1925-1945) 

o The electrical era introduced an important element into recording music, the microphone (which was an 
electrical component to what had been a mechanical only process). The recording process was similar to 
the acoustic era in that music was still being recorded to vinyl (see example 3). However, the recording 
quality had improved. Another major invention in this era was the advent of multi-tracking. The ability to 
record multiple parts at different times. This was also the era that ushered in the job of the recording 
engineer. 

 
• The Magnetic Era (1945-1975) 

o The magnetic era brought in some huge changes to the music recording industry. Most notably, the 
advent of magnetic tape and reel to reel machines (See example 4) as a substitute to vinyl. Magnetic tape 
brought in a much higher fidelity (quality) than vinyl. In addition, an artist or band could now record an 
album of much longer duration. Another important milestone of this period was the advent of the 8-track 
tape (see example 5). This would replace vinyl as the primary way people would consume music. Car 
companies began installing 8-track players in cars and would be the first alternative to listening to the 
radio in the car. 

o By the end of this era, a smaller compact version of the 8-track had evolved, the cassette tape (see 
example 6). This meant that the 8-track was rather short lived as the cassette was not only smaller and 
easier to carry but companies had also designed portable machines, to carry with you when you went out, 
the Walkman. 

 
 

• The Digital Era (1975-present) 
o The digital era brought in, perhaps, one of the biggest changes to music recording, the computer. With 

the introduction of computers, new software was created, that is still used today, to record audio, the 
digital audio workstation (DAW) (see example 7). Audio was now played into microphones which were fed 
into digital audio converters which converts analog signal into a digital signal (computer language). 
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o Now that recordings were in a digital format, a new means of media was being used to store the 
recordings, Digital Audio Tape or DAT (see example 8). This was important as the information stored on 
the tape was no longer analog but digital. However, the DAT was short lived as the compact disc (see 
example 9) was a superior tapeless way of storing music. 

o One great advantage of the compact disc was that you could play it as many times as you like and it 
would never wear like analog tape. It also allowed the user to move instantly to any song without having 
to fast forward or rewind. The sound quality was also much higher than analog tape. The compact disc 
remained one of the most efficient means of storing recorded audio until people realized that we didn’t 
need a physical medium to store music anymore. 

o Being that music was already digital, and the internet had become an important part of our lives, it was 
inevitable that someone would figure out that music could just be downloaded to a computer. Enter the 
iPod (see example 10). This was a small portable computer device that was capable of carrying 
thousands of songs with the user at all times. 

o While the iPod was a strong and much needed advancement for music listening, there was one invention 
which the music industry never saw coming, streaming. This began by a company called Napster which 
developed a file sharing program in which anyone, anywhere in the world, could share any music they 
owned for free. This crippled the music industry as record sales began to plummet. 

o After years of dramatic sales declines and tons of record labels closing up shop, the music industry had 
finally found a way to monetize music once again, streaming services. Streaming services stored the 
music in a virtual cloud so that the user does not have to worry about how much storage is on their 
phone. Now that most people have a smart phones (which enveloped the iPod) to listen to music, users 
now have limitless music at anytime with no storage maximum for a small monthly fee. 

 
 


