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On 25 July 1930, the editors of the New York Times called attention
to the fact that Americans were now “sound conscious” in a way they
had never been before. The newspaper highlighted “the listening habit”
as an important element of “modern life.” The formation of this
modern sound consciousness originated fifty years earlier, with the
invention of the telephone and phonograph. Still, it was only at the
close of the 1920s that auditors began to reflect self-consciously upon
their new soundscape. A 1930 advertisement for Insulite Acoustile, a
sound-absorbing building material, explained why this was so: “Espe-
cially since the advent of the ‘talkies,’” the ad claimed, have people
“become ‘sound conscious.’” The technology of the talkies both
culminated and celebrated the modern soundscape in ways that were
impossible to ignore, for sound motion pictures gave voice, not just to
the silent shadows on the silver screen, but to modernity itself (Branston
2000; Charney and Schwartz 1995; E. Thompson 2002).

This voice would ultimately reverberate around the world. Like the
waves of sound broadcast from its loudspeakers, the new technology
moved outward in all directions at once. From its technical origins circa
1926 in the American radio and telephone industries, the electro-
acoustic machinery moved into the realm of motion picture production
and exhibition, until, within a few years, virtually every studio and
theater in the United States was wired for sound. The expanding wave
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migrated far beyond its country of origin, and the expansion did not

stop until a global empire of sound was constructed. From Fiji to Spain,
rural New Zealand to the streets of Tokyo and Calcutta, the arrival of
talkie technology was heralded with banners, signs, and parades.!

The American engineers who led those parades perceived themselves
to be on a technological mission. Their goal was to get the world “in
sync” with the modern United States, and they thought they could
accomplish this through their synchronous sound technology. While
the engineers deployed military and moral rhetorics of colonialism to
understand their role in this ambitious enterprise, the models they drew
upon were about to become outdated, for the proliferation of sound
film technology proved to be a catalyst in moving the world away from
earlier models of colonial imperialism and toward something that
would become, by the close of the twentieth century, a tangled set of
often contradictory relationships known today as globalism.

American engineers (as well as filmmakers) saw the worldwide
expansion of sound film as a broadcast enterprise—one in which
American technologies, commodities, and culture would disseminate
throughout the world, standardize it, and thereby make it modern.
Those at the receiving end of this broadcast, however, chose not simply
to accept the machines and messages that were sent their way. Instead,
they quickly learned to use the technology to talk back, and what they
had to say was not necessarily what the American engineers expected
to hear. Sound motion pictures provided a new forum in which nations,
and colonies struggling to become nations, could transmit messages of
their own. The messages they sent, while certainly influenced by what
they had heard from the United States, simultaneously reflected the
unique circumstances of each country and colony. Sound movies
provided a powerful new means by which to articulate national agendas,
and the end result was not a single, standardized and unified modern
voice but a cacophony of competing signals and messages.

The essay that follows is a very preliminary exploration of this
complicated and wide-ranging story. I am not primarily concerned with
the actual sound of sound motion pictures (for more on this, see Crafton
1997; Lastra 2000; E. Thompson 2002); instead, I examine the cultural
meaning of the new technology to those who deployed it. I open with
a brief survey of the technological development of sound motion
pictures and then consider the experiences of the engineers who wired
America’s theaters for sound. I close by sketching the global dimensions

of this story and considering how the engineers’ optimistic vision was
defeated by a diversity of sounds.

Wiring the World 193

]

A Brief History of the Development of Sound Motion
Pictures

Thomas Edison’s earliest ideas for moving pictures had been stimulated
by his invention of the phonograph, and he intended from the start
to synchronize his images with recorded sounds.? Turning this idea into
a working technology proved difficult, however, and only after years
of work, with considerable input from his assistant William Dickson
and with the abandonment of synchronized sound, was Edison able
to making his pictures move. In April 1894, the world’s first Kinetoscope
Parlor opened in a former shoe store in New York. Each peep-show
device contained a twenty-second loop of film that customers viewed
individually for a nickel a shot. Strongman Eugene Sandow flexed his
muscles in one machine; in others appeared a barber shaving a bearded
customer, the contortions of Madame Bartholdi, and a pair of fighting
roosters. Edison’s Kinetoscope was a tremendous success, and exhibitors
were soon placing the machines in bars, amusement parks, and arcades
across the nation. Rival devices also appeared, and the public developed
a voracious appetite for moving images. A new industry was born as
producers photographed virtually anything that moved to meet the
seemingly incessant demand.

Within a year, however, the novelty had worn off. Edison attempted
to reinvigorate the business by returning to his idea of pairing the
picture with sound. With the Kinetophone, a customer peered through
the standard viewfinder and listened to the sound of an accompanying
phonograph through a set of ear tubes. No synchronization was
attempted, the sound consisted of little more than background music,
and the public, not surprisingly, failed to respond with enthusiasm to
the new device. The nascent industry was nonetheless rejuvenated, not
by sound, but by projection. Moving images projected onto a large
screen and viewed in the company of others left a far greater impression
upon an audience than did the tiny, individually experienced peep
shows, and with projection, a new and permanent class of popular
entertainment was established.

With projection, the challenge of providing synchronized sound
became even greater. Now, there was not only the difficulty of maintain-
ing synchronization between sound and image but also the problem
of providing sound loud enough for everyone in a large theater to
hear—a real challenge in an era in which the only source of recorded
sound, the acoustical phonograph, was non-electric and non-amplified.
Numerous inventors in Europe and North America confronted the dual
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| challenges of synchronization and amplification, and a variety of sound United States Justice Department. Case left the organization, taking with

motion picture systems appeared during the first two decades of the
twentieth century. All suffered from a lack of sound volume and
frequent loss of synchronization between sound and image, and none
was commercially successful. '

Edison himself tried one last time to marry his two inventions by
tenuously linking a mechanically amplified, oversized phonograph to
a projector via belts and pulleys. Although initially impressive, Edison’s
system ultimately proved as vulnerable as others to the loss of synchron-
ization. At the Kinetophone’s debut in February 1913, the audience was
duly impressed, but subsequent screenings were far less successful.
Synchronization came and went, the amplifier amplified the surface
noise of the record as well as the voices recorded upon it, and within a
month the Kinetophone had been branded a failure.

At this point, the motion picture industry basically gave up on the
idea of synchronized sound. If Edison himself couldn’t make the movies
talk, who could? Besides, the public clamored for silent films; why
change an already successful product? The impetus to continue experi-
menting now came, not from the industry itself, but from outsiders,
electrical inventors and manufacturers who were not already benefiting
from the success of silent films and who had not been discouraged by
previous attempts to add sound to them. These men realized that
vacuum-tube amplifiers and loudspeakers—innovations recently applied
to the new electroacoustic technologies of long-distance telephony,
radio, the electric phonograph, and public address systems—could also
provide high-quality amplification of sound in a motion picture theater.

Even as Edison’s Kinetophone was failing in 1913, the electrical
inventor Lee de Forest, whose Audion vacuum tube was the basis for
all forms of electroacoustic amplification, began experimenting with a
means to record sound onto photographic film. The inventor Theodore
Case improved upon de Forest’s design and devised a method by which
to reverse the process, thereby re-creating the sound that had originally
been recorded on film. Case and de Forest ultimately created a system
that provided synchronized and amplified sound, and the De Forest
Phonofilm Corporation was formed in 1924, with Case as a partner.
De Forest persuaded several dozen theater owners to install his equip-
ment and to present the short sound films that Phonofilm produced.
These films—typically musical numbers performed by vaudevillians—
met with mixed reviews, but cranky critics were soon the least of the
inventors’ worries. De Forest pursued highly creative financial strategies
to generate operating income for Phonofilm and soon ran afoul of the

him the patents for his own contributions to the system. Although de
Forest’s American company went bankrupt in 1926, he had licensed
numerous international subsidiaries that continued to promote his
system, and many moviegoers around the world experienced their first
tantalizing taste of synchronized sound film in the late 1920s via
Phonofilm installations.

Back in the United States, AT&T and General Electric shared legal
access with de Forest to the technologies of vacuum-tube amplification
and broadcast loudspeakers, and these companies simultaneously began
to explore the development of sound pictures. GE researcher Charles
Hoxie devised his own version of an optical sound recording system
and euphoniously dubbed it the Pallophotophone. When the Radio
Corporation of America was created in 1919 by merging the radio-
related resources of GE and Westinghouse, the Pallophotophone was
put to use recording music and speech for delayed radio broadcast. The
company chose not to pursue its application to motion pictures.

Unlike RCA, the telephone company was interested in moving into
the movie business. Experiments were made with both sound-on-film
and sound-on-disc, but the engineers at Western Electric (the manu-
facturing subsidiary of AT&T) chose to focus on discs, taking advantage
of the recording skills they had recently developed when they electrified
the phonograph. A means of maintaining synchronization between
camera, phonograph, and projector was devised, and by 1924, tele-
phone salesmen were demonstrating the system to Hollywood’s biggest
players. Almost no one was interested. Virtually all of the industry’s
leaders had long since dismissed the viability of sound pictures, and
the phone company was not about to change their minds. But while
Paramount, MGM, and other first-tier studios all closed their ears to
the new technology, a second-class outfit run by four brothers named
Warner chose to listen.

In 1924, Warner Bros was a small but ambitious studio whose biggest
asset was the canine action hero Rin Tin Tin. The studio had, howevet,
recently initiated an aggressive campaign to become a dominant player
in the production, distribution, and exhibition of films. Sam Warner
was intrigued by the Western Electric sound film system and convinced
his brothers that this was how their studio could make a name for itself:
Warner Bros could use recorded sound to replace the live music heard
in their theaters. Short films of Broadway’s best vaudevillians could
replace the less-than-stellar local fare offered in provincial theaters, and
recorded orchestral scores for feature films could similarly replace the
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variable quality of musical accompaniment that was rendered in each

individual house. By offering a standardized and high-quality musical
program, the Warner brothers could transform every Warner theater—
no matter how small or remote—into the equivalent of a “first run”
house.

Warner Bros and Western Electric joined forces in 1925 to form the
Vitaphone Corporation, and on 6 August 1926, Vitaphone presented
its first program at the Warner Theatre in New York. The program
opened with a filmed and recorded address by motion picture czar Will
Hays, and a series of “high-class” musical shorts followed. The New York
Philharmonic played Wagner’s overture to Tannhduser, and numerous
other stars performed on screen and synchronized disc for the audience.
Best received by far was tenor Giovanni Martinelli’s dynamic rendition
of the aria “Vesti la Giubba” from Ruggiero Leoncavallo’s opera Pagliacci.
The Vitaphone shorts were followed by the feature attraction, John
Barrymore’s Don Juan, a silent swashbuckler that was accompanied by
arecorded, synchronized score of symphonic music with sound effects.

Musical shorts followed by a sync-scored feature also made up the
second Vitaphone program a few months later, and this time the
recorded performances of vaudevillians George Jessel and Al Jolson stole
the show. Warner’s competitors took note of the success of these films,
but most producers remained convinced that Vitaphone was nothing
more than a fad. Al Jolson'’s subsequent Vitaphone feature, The Jazz
Singer (1927), would lead them to reevaluate this opinion.

In The Jazz Singer, musical shorts by Jolson himself were effectively
inserted into a nontalking, sync-scored melodramatic feature. But when
Jolson’s character briefly conversed with his mother before bursting into
song in one such segment, the possibilities of truly talking films became
clear. As Richard Koszarski has shown, the fictional narrative of the film
itself reinforced its technologically revolutionary impact. Jolson’s
character, Jack, is a modern, jazz-loving musician. His father, a tradition-
bound cantor, disowns his sacrilegious son, and the climactic scene of
the film occurs when Jack—now a star about to debut on Broadway—
returns home to reconcile with his parents. In the famous talking
sequence, his mother embraces his return and he woos her with snappy
conversation and a jazzy melody. When the father encounters their
revelry, however, he indignantly cries out, “Silence!” and the soundtrack
goes silent for several long seconds before the old-fashioned background
music returns. The reversion to intertitles for dialogue and the now-
mute mimings of Jack on screen as he pleads with his father profoundly
underscored the message that sound was the future and silence an
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affliction of those who would remain entrenched in the past (Koszarski
1989). This message was heard, loud and clear, by the film’s audiences

as well as by rival film producers.

By 1928, Hollywood fully realized that this new sound technology
would not fade away like its predecessors. RCA now offered a sound-
on-film system called Photophone to compete with Western’s sound-
on-disc, and the producer William Fox was turning out newsreels and
features with Movietone sound provided by Theodore Case. Production
of talking films increased dramatically during 1928 as studios raced to
build sound stages, install sound equipment, and learn how to operate
it. The number of theaters wired for sound grew, too, for exhibitors were
now eager to present the new films. By 1932, only 2 percent of America’s
theaters remained silent (Hochheiser 1989).

Western Electric emphasized the connection between sound pictures
and its older electroacoustic technologies by proclaiming the new
system “a product of the Telephone.” RCA similarly designated its sound
films as “Radio Pictures” to highlight their acoustical pedigree. But the
transition to sound in the movies was strikingly abrupt, and it focused
consumers’ attention in ways that these earlier technologies had not.
The celebratory publicity and intense competition surrounding the
different systems led listeners to listen more closely than ever before.
As the New York Times noted, audiences became “sound conscious” as
they critically consumed the new aural commodities that defined
“modern life.”

Sound Engineers and the Wiring of America’s
Theaters

It was an exciting time to be a sound engineer amid this acoustically
self-conscious culture, and new job opportunities beckoned to acoustic-
ally inclined young men. Many were hired by ERPI, Electrical Research
Products, Inc. (the subsidiary established by AT&T to handle its motion
picture business), or by RCA to install and service sound systems in
America’s theaters, and many more clearly aspired to these positions.
In 1929, ERPI received almost eight thousand applications. Only 432
of those who applied were offered employment, and while many of
those hired came from within the Bell System, many others came from
a wide range of backgrounds in radio, telephone, or electric power
systems. The men were given three weeks of training before they were
put to work in the field. They were taught the technical intricacies of
the equipment as well as the basics of architectural acoustics. They were
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also taught to listen, and this “aural training,” as it was called, enabled

each engineer “to locate system troubles through his ability to recognize
the lack of certain frequency ranges and to associate such disorders

with equipment troubles which might cause them” (Erpigram, 1 May
1930, 5).

Upon completing his training and being sent into the field, the first -

thing an ERPI installation engineer did in converting a theater for sound
reproduction was to perform an acoustical survey. He analyzéd the
auditorium’s acoustical properties in order to recommend specific
equipment for it and to suggest any architectural changes that might
be required to ensure the quality of sound in the auditorium. The
company newsletter, Erpigram, explained the procedure:

In making the surveys, engineers are required to determine the exact
volume and seating capacity, nature and thickness and amount of draping
and decorating material used in the theatre, exact nature of all seats and
furniture, etc. Also included is a noise survey and recommendations for
eliminating all noises in the house. So complete is this survey, the report
covers five pages and either accurate sketches or architects’ drawings must
be included in the survey reports. (15 December 1929, 3)

ERPI engineers were outfitted for this effort like big game hunters as
they “went on the warpath with a full complement of weapons to
banish the bogy Silence and his near relation, General Reverberation.”
“Each man,” the Erpigram explained, “has been equipped with a large
fibre knapsack in which to carry his equipment. Among other things,
it contains a steel tape so that he may measure a house, and the
structure with which he comes in contact will have to be analyzed for
hidden horrors, such as ‘plaster backed by brick.”” The kit also contained
a cap pistol, to “hunt out Reverberation, and his Echoes, and banish
him from the theater,” so that the “T.I.,” or Technical Inspector, could
“leave the field a victor when the equipment is complete” (15 January
1930, 4). The ERPI engineers sent to inspect the Loew’s Theatre in
Canton, Ohio, might have felt as if they were truly on safari (20 July
1929, 5): the men heard a loud roar coming from the screen, and after
“considerable time spent trying to trace the noise through the circuit”
(as they had been trained), they discovered that it was coming from
six caged lions that were being kept backstage!

By January 1929, more than 1,000 ERPI installations had been exe-
cuted. At a rate of 250 more per month, the end of that year saw almost
4,000 total theater installations. The Erpigram noted, tongue-in-cheek,
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that the company was instituting a “humanitarian” policy of hiring
only bachelors, in order to reduce the number of “ERPI widows.” In
fact, the majority of hires were young, single men, and the newsletter
was filled with announcements of engagements, marriages, and births.
The young men assigned to the Los Angeles area coveted the oppor-
tunity to work on private installations in the homes of movie stars like
Douglas Fairbanks and Harold Lloyd, and they planned to hold a raffle
to determine who would get the assignment if Clara Bow were to place
an order for a system in her home (Erpigram, 20 March 1929, 2).

The work of the installation engineers was followed by that of the
service engineers. Following the precedent of its handling of the
telephone business, AT&T leased, rather than sold, its sound motion
picture systems, and the follow-up service provided by the company
was a strong selling point in the competitive market. Each service
engineer was responsible for a geographic area and made regularly
scheduled visits to each theater in his district, inspecting the equipment
and correcting problems before they could interrupt a performance.
William Schlasman covered the Albany-western Massachusetts—
Connecticut district circa 1927-1928, and the care and enthusiasm with
which he executed his work was remarkable. Although the historian
steeped in twenty-first-century cynicism might tend to regard the
hyperbolic rhetoric of a company organ like the Erpigram as little more
than contrived corporate boosterism, Schlasman’s papers indicate that
such boosterism was, in fact, sincerely felt among the ranks of at least
some ERPI engineers. It was clearly an exciting lifestyle for a young
man—traveling constantly, staying in hotels, keeping in touch with
headquarters through a stream of telegrams, and bringing the new
technology to cities and towns that eagerly awaited its arrival. Schlas-
man telegraphed ahead to the manager of the Palace Theater in Fort
Wayne, Indiana, prior to overseeing a Vitaphone opening there, with

" the announcement: “Will arrive Wednesday to help thrill invited guests

with Vitaphone” (Schlasman, 12 April 1927).

Service engineers like Schlasman also handled technical emergencies,
and the Erpigram is filled with dramatic stories of high-speed races and
last-minute repairs to ensure that “The Show Might Go On.” The ERPI
men regularly suffered automobile accidents or were forced to talk their
way out of speeding tickets with local police, and in special circum-
stances, parts and personnel were rushed in by boat, train, plane, or
even dogsled, in the case of the engineer who covered the Alaska terri-
tory. The men were also responsible for following up on the instruction
given to the projectionists who were in charge of operating the sound
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equipment, and Schlasman found that he often had to remind them

of proper procedures—particularly with respect to the maintenance of
the large array of batteries that powered the machinery. In some cases,
the projectionists clearly resented being subject to this new authority.
A Mr. Jarvis, for example, undertook a “heated and vigorous denunci-
ation” of Schlasman when the engineer informed him that his batteries
were poorly maintained. Theater managers sided with the ERPI en-
gineers, however, and instructed their operators to defer to this outside
authority in all technical matters (Schlasman, 9 November 1927).
The ERPI engineers’ technical expertise endowed them with excep-
tional power, commanding respect and even gaining them entrée to
places they otherwise would never have visited. In Montgomery,
Alabama, for example, service engineer J. W. Borland was the only white
person allowed to enter the “all-negro” Pekin Theatre. The theater
manager, G. L. English, was a black vaudevillian who had once per-
formed before royalty in England, and the establishment—although
owned by a presumably white family named Seligman—was “‘of, by,
and for’ negroes only.” The exception made for Borland highlights the
fact that there were no black ERPI engineers and it was thus necessary
to admit a white engineer to inspect the sound equipment. But the
Erpigram’s account presented Borland’s access as if it were a privilege,
accorded him as a result of his technical expertise (20 July 1929, 8).

The technical prestige enjoyed by the ERPL.men turned easily to
hubris, particularly when they described the reception given their new
technology by people who—due to race or nationality—were perceived
to be technologically unsophisticated. For example, the Erpigram’s
account of opening night at the New Frolic Theatre in Jacksonville,
Mississippi, noted: “It is doubtful whether the crowded audience of
Negroes gave any thought to the hidden mechanical system that
purveyed to them their entertainment,—nor could they have known
that the installation of the equipment . .. was considered one of the
most difficult ever made in the south” (20 February 1929, 6). Another
account told of the frightened response by an audience of Native
Americans at a theater in Yuma, Arizona, when an engineering test
film consisting of high-frequency squeals and pops was accidentally
projected in place of the opening reel of the scheduled feature (1 June
1930, 2).

This sense of superiority was only heightened when ERPI engineers
traveled abroad. As early as December 1928, ERPI men were at work not
only in Europe but also in Australia, India, the West Indies, and Brazil.
The fanfare with which they were greeted and the adventures they
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experienced in these far-flung lands fueled their perception of their Work
as a technological mission. By wiring the world for sound, they believed
they were installing a conduit to modernization that vYould soon enable
these seemingly backward peoples to become more like themselves.

Wiring the World

The sound engineers’ attitude toward their global mission was both
captured and promulgated in the poem “Erpilog,” by Baden Backhouse
(Erpigram, 20 July 1929, 9):

From Hollywood to Albuquerque,
From Juneau to New York,

Where movies flick across a screen
No longer are they merely seen—
For ERPI makes 'em talk!

The cities of Australia

All know the thrill of sound,

While ‘cross the pond in gay Paree
They've introduced the word “talkee”—
So ERPI's Europe-bound!

The Chinaman neglects his joss,
The Jap his hari-kari

Mahomet’s stocks are wearing thin
For ERPI is established in

The Lands of Rice and Curry!

Quite soon among the Eskimos
The fetish will be known,

While mid-equator cannibals
Leave cooking pots and Anabelles
To hear the white sheet groan!

Where nations lack a common bond
And hate grows like a cancer,

Who'll banish ignorance and strife
And give the world new lease of life?
Why, ERPI—is the answer!
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Backhouse’s poem describes a world of diverse peoples uniformly and

enthusiastically abandoning their heritage and traditions in favor of
the ERPl-enabled entertainments of “the white sheet,” to the betterment
of themselves and the world at large. The actual sending-off of the
sound engineers to the four corners of the globe to complete this poetic
modern mission was described more prosaically but in ways that
explicitly evoked an earlier American endeavor to rescue world civiliza-
tion.—the deployment of American troops during the Great War. When
the first group of ERPI engineers set sail for England in the summer of
1929, they were designated the “American Expeditionary Force.” Four
waves of “shock troops” were sent abroad, and news of the activities
F)f this “flying squadron” of fifty “skilled engineers” appeared regularly
in tbe Erpigram over the summer (20 June 1929, 1). The arrival of the
engineers was equally newsworthy in the countries that received them.
For example, when the “American experts” arrived in Sydney, Australia
they were greeted at the dock by a (silent) newsreel team. By Augus’;
1929, with an installation in a Cairo theater now under way, the
newsletter could report that “Africa Falls Under ERPI's Advance,"' and
with this installation the company claimed the last of all inhabited
continents “in the course of penetration” (15 August 1929, 1). The
northernmost ERPI-equipped theater was within sixty miles of the Arctic
Circle, and the southernmost was located on the southern tip of the
South Island of New Zealand. One single system, installed on an ocean
liner, had circumnavigated the globe by May 1930.

The glamour of this global adventure affected even those who
remained rooted in the United States. The workers in the shipping
department at the Western Electric Hawthorne plant outside of Chicago
for example, experienced vicariously the excitement associated with thé
travels of the company’s engineers. The department was, according to
the Erpigram, “a scene of bustling activity”:

At the left of the room are some offices through the partitions of which
escape music from the operas . . . and the latest jazz. Not bad to pack to-
the accompaniment of music! It adds fire to the imaginations already set
off by the destinations marked on the boxes. That one over there goes
to Geisha-land. These others are marked for mysterious India—lovely
France—Sweden, the Land of the Midnight Sun—Egypt—Argentina—
Canada.

Special care has to be taken with these export shipments. Certain South
American countries will not allow cases to enter that are packed with hay.
Some governments require that cases be striped with blue paint and others
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with gray paint. Dimensions and weights must be correct and there are

other rules too numerous to mention. (1 April 1930, 2)

When the Western Electric equipment for Japan’s first installation
arrived on the docks in April 1929, a group of Japanese lawyers
attempted to block its entry into the country. They argued to customs
agents that the equipment violated patents held by a Japanese inventor,
but their attempt to claim local technological sovereignty proved
unsuccessful. ERPI engineer K. Kobayashi quickly and effectively
disarmed their claims, and the equipment was soon on its way to an
installation that would later be recognized by the emperor himself
(Erpigram, 20 June 1929, 2).

" The Japanese-born Kobayashi—the only non-Western ERPI engineer
that I have encountered in the historical record—was clearly a valuable
asset to the company. In most cases the company did not possess
personnel with a native relationship to the destination country; instead,
supervising engineers or agents who had at least some experience with
the language or culture in each location were hired to assist the
engineers. For example, ERPI engineer Pete Sheridan was accompanied
on his trip to India by Colonel W. E. Dennis, who had previously spent
several years there. Like Kobayashi, Dennis proved invaluable in moving
the sound equipment through customs. Sheridan was also assisted in
his technical and personal efforts by hired agents and by a personal
servant named Sam (Erpigram, 20 December 1928, 1). It is also likely
that the sound engineers worked with the agents for the various
American film distribution companies that, by this time, had well-
established foreign offices for arranging the exhibition of American
films in theaters all over the world (Segrave 1997; K. Thompson 1985;
Trumpbour 2002).

One can only assume that these agents and servants also served as
translators, enabling the American engineers to instruct local electri-
cians and carpenters how to install the equipment, as well as permitting
them to teach local projectionists how to operate it. Sheridan learned
at least how to swear in several Indian languages during his time abroad,
but I have found no mention of any translation, by ERPI or Western
Electric, of the English-language instruction manuals that were issued
with the equipment. The goal was always to turn over all operations
to the local theater staff as quickly as possible. In most cases, the
Americans who were sent abroad spent no more than a week or so at
any single location and returned to the United States after just a few
months.
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{ While away, however, these men wrote back with stories of the

strange customs and habits of the people—theater workers and audi-
ences—whom they met in their travels. Pete Sheridan, for example,
noted the practice in India of “baptizing” the new equipment with
coconut milk. This ceremony initially elicited his new vocabulary of
Hindi profanities, but upon learning the intent of the ritual (and upon
determining that the machinery was not damaged by it), he “fell
thoroughly in love with the idea,” because “it was meant to secure the
propitious aid of the gods that the apparatus would operate properly”
(Erpigram, 15 August 1929, 6).

The first showings of the new talking films were tremendously
popular. Although the initial installations in many countries were
generally made in theaters that catered, albeit not exclusively, to an
expatriate European population, the crowds that gathered seeking
admission on opening night proved far greater than this minority
population alone would have generated. In Cali, Colombia, people were
$O eager to gain admission on opening night that a police force of thirty
was unable to control them and they destroyed the theater’s box office.
“Such reception,” noted the ERPI engineer who reported this story,
“indicates that they like the talkies down here whether they can
understand them or not” (Erpigram, 20 July 1929, 1). Though this
sentiment proved true during the earliest days of sound motion pictures,
it would not be long sustained. When audiences began to require from
their talkies something more than the experience of an exciting new
technology, the naiveté of the engineers’ vision of one world, wired
together in acoustical harmony and sociopolitical synchronization, was
fully exposed. Indeed, before long, audiences around the world would
be rioting against sound films, not for them.

For approximately the first year of global sound film, there were few
alternatives to the American films that typically opened a newly wired
house. The film industries in most European countries were still
recovering from the devastations of the Great War, and most non-
Western countries had yet to tool up for significant domestic film
production. Many of these countries had exhibited primarily European
films before the war. When hostilities shut down European production,
American distributors took full advantage of the situation, enlisted the
assistance of the federal government, and basically saturated the world
market with the products of Hollywood (Jarvie 1992; Segrave 1997; K.
Thompson 1985; Trumpbour 2002).

The emergence of sound film placed an additional financial burden
upon European, Asian, and African producers struggling to compete,
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and so, during 1929-1930, the hegemony of Hollywood on the world’s
screens was only reinforced. India was serenaded with Umyersal's Melody
of Love; Fiji came out for Abie’s Irish Rose, and Shanghai showed _Love
Parade, Rio Rita, and Hollywood Revue. The preponderance of musicals
during this period helped minimize the language problem, afld vyester.ns
also played well, because they “concentrate on action, which is eas'lly
understandable to peoples of all lands” (Movie Show Annual 1 ?30 [Ipdla],
45). English-language musicals and westerns could captivate inter-
national audiences for only so long, however, and exhibitors soon began
to devise creative methods for dealing with the language barrier newly
imposed by the sound technology. ‘

During the silent film era, the universal language of pantomime had
ensured that motion pictures easily enjoyed an international market-.—
indeed, American and European producers had depended upon th.lS
market to cover their costs and increase profits. Textual intertitles %n
English, French, Italian, or German were simply rep%aced with titles in
the language native to the place the film was belflg shown. ]apan
integrated silent film into its distinct theatrical tradition by empl-oymg
katsuben or benshi, live narrators who commented to theater audiences
upon the action taking place onscreen. With the introduction of sound,
this valued tradition was initially maintained, although, as one ERPI
engineer reported, it turned some shows into a battle of ”EI_{PI vSs.
Benshi,” as the narrator struggled to be heard over the music and
English dialogue pouring forth from the loudspeakers (Erpigram, 15
September 1929, 2; Anderson 1992; Kenji 1992). At the.New Helep
Theater in Shanghai, the manager constructed a booth in the audi-
torium in which he placed six Chinese performers who watclfled th.e
film and carefully practiced simultaneous dialogue d‘ubbi'ng in t.helr
native language. During performances, they spoke, live, into mlcro'-
phones, and their voices were amplified and broadcast over tpe theater’s
sound system on top of the film’s original soundtrack of music and non-
Chinese language (Erpigram, 15 July 1930, 3). . '

American producers also began to experiment with releasing foreign
versions of their films with integrated dubbed soundtracks, but th.e §tate
of sound-editing technology circa 1930 rendered this process dlfﬂcu‘lt
and not very satisfactory. Dialogue subtitles were also ex‘plored, as in
Egypt, where subtitles generated from a separate ree.l of film were .run
along the side of the screen. For English-language ﬁlms, Fhe subtitles
were presented in French and Arabic; once French talking fflms be'ecame
available, theaters provided subtitles in English and Arabic (Erngnfm,

1 October 1930, 8). But audiences came to talking pictures expecting
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to listen, not to read, so subtitles—like dubbing—constituted a less than

ideal solution to the language problem.

American producers—now fearful of the loss of their international
market—briefly adopted the strategy of simultaneously producing
multiple foreign-language versions of their feature films. Paramount
dedicated a new studio at Joinville, France, to the production of these
“multilinguals,” and other studios brought French-, German-, and
Spanish-speaking actors to Hollywood to re-Create, scene for scene, the
English-language features being produced there. These films, however,
typically lacked the “star appeal” of the original productions, and they
failed to generate the expected revenues abroad. By 1931, most studios
had abandoned the practice as uneconomical (Durovicova 1992;
Garncarz 1999; Vincendeau 1999). At this time, most European coun-
tries—and a few others, notably India—were able to offer their own
domestic products to compete directly with the English-language
American films.

In Europe, the sound film situation stimulated national governments
to undertake action in support of the development of national film
industries. Germany’s courts successfully blocked both American sound
systems and American sound films for over a year through the protec-
tion of rival sound-technology patents taken out by German engineers.
Elsewhere, import quotas and taxes slowed the influx of American films
and laws were passed in France and Italy to protect both.native worker;
and native speakers in the production of films within each country
(Crafton 1997; Durovicova 1992; Gomery 1975; Higson and Maltby
1999; K. Thompson 1985).

Other countries now imported these films in addition to those from
the United States, but they also began to produce their own. The film
industry of India, in particular, began to flourish in the wake of the first
Indian-produced talkie, Alam Ara (1931), and the production of this film
was recalled with nationalistic pride upon its silver anniversary in 1956.
“When I witnessed Show Boat,” remembered director Shri Irani, “at the
Excelsior [Theatre] in 1929, I was inspired to make a Talkie in India. . . .
The project at first appeared too hazardous because in India we had
absolutely no facilities, no equipment and no experience to start a
sound film. But anyhow I decided to 80 ahead with the preparations
as the temptation to make a picture in our own national language was
simply irresistible” (Indian Talkie 1931—1 956, 23).

Irani purchased a portable sound film recording setup, and he recalled
that when this foreign equipment arrived at his Imperial Studios
“everyone felt that this was the dawn of a new age.” Although hé
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!
initially hired a foreign expert, Wilford Demming, to instruct him and i
his crtew in the use of the sound system, by the time Irani was ready to
shoot his film, Demming’s expertise was no longer required, and Alam
Ara was entirely and proudly the product of Indian labor. Its reception
was tumultuous, and Indian film—particularly musicals like Alam Ara—
was soon a vital and growing industry (Rajadhyaksha and Willemen
1999; Ramachandran 1985).

Within its boundaries, India reiterated the international language
problem, because different populations spoke Hindi, Urdu, Telugu, and
numerous other languages. Although sound films were produced in
each of these many languages, one producer claimed that the growing
prominence of Hindi films actually accomplished, within India, the
ambitious international goal of unification that the ERPI engineers had
projected. “The greatest achievement to the credit of our film industry,”
Shri Chandulal Shah claimed, “is the fact that the Talkie has been
mainly responsible for spreading the Hindi language among the masses
in every nook and corner of India. Provinces like Bengal and Madras
were, literally speaking, taught Hindi through the Talkies” (Indian Talkie
1931-1956, 33-34).

Though I am not equipped to evaluate this claim, it is clear that talkie
technology increasingly served the nationalistic agendas of numerous
countries and colonies around the world over the course of the 1930s
and beyond. Prem Chowdhry has characterized Indian cinema as a
“nation space” that preceded the formation of the nation itself and has
described how Indian films often explicitly challenged the views (and
voices) of Indian colonials as presented in American and British films
about “The Empire” (Chowdhry 1995: 11). In Greece, sound technology
similarly proved a catalyst for the self-conscious creation of a defini-
tively Greek cinema (Hess 2000). In Italy, Mussolini was one of the first
to recognize the political usefulness of sound motion pictures, and the
loudspeakers of Germany helped constitute National Socialism as they
broadcast its messages to the German people. Non-Germans also reacted
to the German voice as transmitted through sound picture technology.
In Prague in 1930, German-language films instigated street demonstra-
tions and the destruction of several theaters’ interiors (Garncarz 1999:

255). French moviegoers reacted similarly against American English
when the Fox Movietone Follies of 1929 opened in Paris. There, too,
displeasure at the sound of foreign dialogue filling a French theater
precipitated protests that escalated into a mob riot and the destruction
of the theater (Danan 1999: 230). Although the stars, stories, and songs
of Hollywood—from Al Jolson and Gary Cooper to Humphrey Bogart
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and Shirley Temple—would ultimately survive this wave of protest and Notes

maintain a global presence through another great war and beyond, it |
is nonetheless clear that, with the introduction of sound, the inter- 1. See Erpigram, 20 July 1929, 2 (Tokyo), and 15 May 1930, 8 (Bundaberg),
nationalism of silent film was quickly replaced by a diversified market
of national products.

By this time, however, the ERPI engineers were long gone. Experienc-
ing only the euphoric initial reception of their technology by the many
different peoples of the world, they failed to appreciate the complicated
legacy that technology left in its wake. In his study of technology and
colonialism in French Guiana, Peter Redfield charts the transformation,
over the course of the twentieth century, of the modern “era of empire” i
into the postmodern “age of global connection” (Redfield 2000: xv). :'
ERPI engineers operated within an age of empire. They understood their
work through a thoroughly modern mentality, even as their work
played a critical role in transforming the world into a postmodern
network of global connections. For that brief moment when they
traveled the globe, the engineers’ dream that their sound technology
would render harmony ‘round the world seemed almost attainable. The
new technology itself, as well as the flappers, gangsters, and jazzy
melodies of the films it brought to life, embodied an idea of innovative
modernity whose appeal was perceived to be universal. “You bet the
world has changed,” asserted the newsletter for the newly wired Capitol
Theatre in Sydney, Australia, “and the Capitol is a 1929 example of the
‘new’ world—always there with the latest” (Capitol News, 19 May 1929,

3). The far reaches of the globe, it appeared, might be brought closer
together through the machinations of Western—or, rather, Western
Electric—technology.

Ultimately, this vision proved to be a chimera. While the new sound
systems indeed provided a common materiality and stimulated techno-
logical progress in this sector around the world, they. simultaneously
enabled filmmakers in each country and colony to articulate—literally,
to give voice to—their unique and often competing national characters.

In striving for a transcendent international standard but also in falling
short of that goal and instead reinforcing increasingly nationalistic

tendencies, the “groans of the white sheet” were truly those of the
modern condition.

for representative photos of these parades.

2. This brief survey is a condensed version of that found in E. Thompson
i 2002: 235-248. See that work for citation of the numerous sources from which
the survey is derived.
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