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Chapter 1: Modernism, modernity, technology 

 

 

 

It is generally acknowledged that the growth of industrialization in Western societies 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries led to an unprecedented degree of 

quantitative and qualitative change in those societies.  In the Marxist interpretation of 

history these changes were driven by the economic imperatives of emergent systems 

of capitalism, whose conditions of possibility are in part constituted by 

industrialization.  The transformation in the means of production brought about by 

mechanization, and its proliferation in most walks of everyday life stand as signifiers 

of the degree and nature of such changes.  Even where the perspective from which the 

driving forces of modernization are understood is not specifically Marxist, accounts of 

industrialization are unanimous in foregrounding technological innovation, and the 

concomitant exponential increase in the socio-cultural significance of technology, as 

important characteristics of the process.  This process is often termed 

ñmodernizationò, though modernization as a concept is not restricted solely to the 

mechanization of industry.  The resultant socio-cultural state is often termed 

ñmodernityò, but, because of the broad spectrum of other applications to which it is 

subject, this can be a precarious term to use.  In contemporary cultural studies  

ñmodernityò covers a wide range of historical phenomena and conceptualization 

thereof.  At one polarity it is the totality of cultural activity since the appearance of a 

gradual shift towards secularization, usually identified with the rise of empirical 

sciences and philosophies during the sixteenth century, up to contemporary 

applications of the term where its scope may almost be restricted to the negative 

correlate of ñpostmodernityò.  As a number of recent theorists and historians have 
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argued, and as I shall be discussing in the present chapter, ñmodernityò as it is 

understood from the perspective of the present day, is a highly polysemous term, so 

that it and its derivative terms -  modernize, modernism and modernist ï engender 

strings of paradoxes, inconsistencies and contradictions, conditions that characterize 

ñthe modernò in all its forms.1 

 

I shall be drawing upon Lacanôs notion of ñthe egoôs eraò, a theory of history whose 

constituent ideas appear scattered throughout Lacanôs writings and seminars.  In his 

so-called ñRome reportò of 19532 Lacan identifies the start of the egoôs era with the 

publication of the Pensées of Pascal (1670)3 at which point the epistemological 

conditions of the longue durée of historical modernity have been irrevocably 

consolidated.  Though the egoôs era is thus coeval with historical modernity (longue 

durée) Brennan notes that ñ[i]t is with Victorian imperialism that the egoôs era gathers 

steamò,4 and she elaborates this with reference to the dramatic increase in the cultural 

importance of science, rationalisms of one sort and another, a tendency for the visual 

to be dominant and most particularly the disempowerment of difference5 through its 

appropriation, denigration or disavowal at a multitude of cultural registers.  It is this 

Victorian intensification of what Lacan conceives as the more generally characteristic 

attributes of longue durée modernity, and its extension into the twentieth century to 

                                                 
1
 See Williams, Raymond, Keywords (London: Fontana Press, 1988), pp. 208-209; Thormählen, 

Marianne, ñIntroductionò in Thormªhlen, Marianne (ed.), Rethinking Modernism (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave, 2003), pp. 1-4.  
2
 Lacan, Jacques, ñThe Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysisò [1953], in 

Lacan, Jacques, Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), 

pp. 33-125. 
3
 Brennan, Theresa, History After Lacan (London and New York: Routledge 1993), p. 39. 

4
 Brennan, History, p. 41. 

5
 Difference is, of course, a charged word in contemporary theory, and in discussing some critiques of 

psychoanalysis below I shall be using difference as it is used in post-colonial frames of reference.  

However, in using it to talk about that which is appropriated, denigrated or disavowed in the egoôs era, 

ñdifferentò refers to anything that does not fit into the egoôs own self-regarding image of itself - that is, 

things which are either different to the ego, or things which the ego refuses to recognise about itself.  

This issue will be dealt with in more depth later in this, and subsequent, chapters.   
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which I shall be referring when I use the term modernity, unless otherwise qualified.  

This sense of modernity is thus marked by the cultural and socio-political conditions 

pertaining in the urbanized and industrialized sectors of the Western world, conditions 

that began to carry a sense of irreversible social transformation by the middle of the 

nineteenth century, with the processes of industrial and technological ñmodernizationò 

seeming to set the agenda.  This sets a start point for my use of the term that more or 

less coincides with the view that the French poet and critic Charles Baudelaire is the 

first ñmodernistò (itself another slippery term used in this sense to delineate his 

conscious embracing of, and commentary on, the emergent forms of modernization).  

An end point is a more difficult thing for which to set such a confident date; the 

modernity/postmodernity debate is but one of the more visible problematics in 

thinking about an end to modernity.  The historical period to which I shall be devoting 

most of my attention comes to an end with the start of the Second World War, but this 

should of course not be taken to imply an end to modernity as such. 

 

Though modernization has often been presented as a positive thing - foregrounding 

increases in scientific knowledge, socio-economic effectiveness through processes of 

rationalization, the abandoning of oppressive superstitions in favour of liberating, 

empirical knowledge, and offering the promise of future utopias where material needs 

would be fulfilled with the aid of technology - there has also been much said and 

written about the negative impacts concomitant with such progress.  Indeed, the 

struggle between positive and negative valorizations of the modernization process, the 

ambiguity of the conflicted values attributed to modernity, can be seen to characterize 

ñthe modernò as a whole.  Claims for the positive aspects of modernization/modernity 

can be traced back to the early modern, and have persisted in variously contested 
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forms - whether socially  utopian or trans-/post-human - ever since.  One of the earlier 

writers whose thinking would have a great deal of influence on subsequent 

developments in modernity was Rousseau who, despite invoking the ideal of ñthe 

noble savageò did so in the spirit of a prelapsarian Golden Age before organised 

superstition and the nation state.  Although one legitimate reading of the noble savage 

ideal would thus be that it is a nostalgic position, and thereby resistant to modernity, a 

more plausible reading (though there is an argument to be made that Rousseau is both 

progressive and nostalgic) would propose that, according to Rousseau, there is a 

natural and free state for humankind, one that is still attainable if the ñchainsò of state 

and religion accumulated through monarchy, feudalism and religious proscription of 

free thought were lifted and society were able to progress to a better condition than 

that pertaining to Rousseauôs own, immediate, historical situation.6  

  

The more acutely negative associations of modernity can be seen to have become  

more strongly marked towards the latter half of the nineteenth century.  Raymond 

Williams maintains that ñthe majority of pre-C19 [sic] uses [of  the terms ómodernô 

and ómodernizationô] were unfavourable . . . there was . . . a clear sense of a kind of 

alteration that needed to be justifiedò.  Although he goes on to note that the term 

modern would become almost synonymous with ñimprovedò by the start of the 

twentieth century, its ñunfavourable sense . . . has persistedò.7  Rather than a negative 

view being transformed by historical process into a positive one, then, ñthe modernò is 

                                                 
6
 see Lewis-Williams, David and Pearce, David, Inside the Neolithic Mind: Consciousness, Cosmos 

and the Realm of the Gods (London: Thames and Hudson, 2005), pp. 37-40.  Freud would write how 

the discovery of people living in and with nature would throw into relief the neuroses of ñcivilizedò 

societies resulting from ñthe degree of privation that society imposed on them in the service of its 

cultural ideals and it was inferred that a suspension or a substantial reduction of its demands would 

mean a return to possibilities of happinessò (Freud, Sigmund, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. 

David McLintock (London: Penguin Books, 2004), p. 31).   
7
 Williams, Keywords, p. 208. 
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a state of conflicted co-existence of frequently oppositional valorizations.  Marshall 

Berman, for instance, writes that despite offering ñan environment that promises us 

adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the worldò, modernity 

is a phenomenon which ñat the same time, . . .  threatens to destroy everything we 

have, everything we know, everything we areò.8    

 

Walter Benjamin spotlights how destruction can be seen as quintessentially of the 

modern, purely as destruction for the pleasure of clearing out or making a space that 

may be filled by who-knows-what in his short essay ñThe Destructive Characterò of 

1931, right in the very midst of interwar modernity, and his Angel of History in 1940 

stands with hand outstretched as catastrophe and destruction pile up at his feet.9  

Though cinema, photography, Socialism, and Surrealism offer ways of moving 

forward culturally, Benjaminôs work is always shot through with an eschatological 

streak, more pronounced in his earlier writings though re-emergent in his very latest.10  

Benjamin was in contact with Hugo Ball, who almost twenty years earlier (1913) had 

written that ñ[t]he urge to destroy is a creative urgeò.11  Around the same time 

destruction and redemption come together in Ballôs writing in ways that anticipate 

                                                 
8
 Berman, Marshall, All That is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity (London and New 

York: Verso, 1999), p. 15. 
9
 Benjamin, Walter, ñThe Destructive Characterò [1931], in Demetz, Peter (ed.), Reflections, trans. 

Edmund Jephcott (New York: Schocken Books, 1986), pp. 301-303; Benjamin, Walter, ñTheses on the 

Philosophy of Historyò [1940], in Arendt, Hannah (ed.), Illuminations, trans. Harry Zorn (London: 

Pimlico, 1999), pp. 245-255. 
10

 For a full account of the eschatological dimension, and its redemptory possibilities in Benjamin see 

Wolin, Richard, Walter Benjamin: An Aesthetic of Redemption (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: 

University of California Press, revised edition, 1994), pp. 29-77.  It is worth contextualizing this further 

with reference to Wolinôs reading of ñOn the Mimetic Facultyò on pp. 239-249.  
11

 Ball was writing in the periodical Revolution, 15th October, 1913, cited in White, Erdmute Wenzel, 

The Magic Bishop: Hugo Ball, Dada Poet (Columbia, SC.: Camden House, an imprint of Boydell and 

Brewer Inc. Rochester, NY. and Boydell and Brewer Ltd. Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK, 1998), p. 27. 
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Benjamin: ñThe artist must have the idea of redeeming the world through ecstasy and 

fire, or he is witlessò.12 

  

The dichotomous character of the experience of modernity, which Berman sees as 

moving constantly across its positive and the negative poles, finds itself manifest in ña 

maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of 

ambiguity and anguish.  To be modern is to be part of a universe in which, as Marx 

said, óall that is solid melts into airôò.13  The apparently miraculous expansion of the 

urban environment comes with the ñdreadful human consequencesò of overcrowding, 

insanitary conditions, noise and violence; urbanization and industrialization benefit 

capitalists on the one hand, yet can also undermine (in theory) capitalism through 

intensifying the revolutionary desires embodied in ñmass social movements fighting 

[industrial modernization] from above with their own modes of modernization from 

belowò; in art resistance to modernity is evidenced in the ñpassionateò strivings of 

nineteenth-century modernists to ñtear . . . down or explode [modernity] from withinò 

but who nevertheless still find ñthemselves remarkably at home in it, alive to its 

possibilities, affirmative even in their radical negationsò.14  Bermanôs phrase 

ñaffirmative in their radical negationsò stands as an emblem of the conflicted and 

agonistic phenomenon of modernity itself.   

 

                                                 
12

  ibid. p. 27 
13

 Berman, Solid, p. 15 Though Bermanôs book has come to be something of a standard work on 

modernity he does sometimes make assertions about the universal character of modernity, such as the 

first sentence of the quotation above, that are not fully sustainable.  Perry Anderson has written an in-

depth critique of some of the shortcomings of Bermanôs book, though being careful not to throw out the 

baby with the bathwater, so to speak ï insofar as it is allied with those more recent accounts of 

modernity and modernism that seek to demythologize the notion that they are reducible to a dominance 

of abstraction.  Andersonôs ñModernity and Revolutionò is a text that I shall be referring to later in this 

chapter (see Anderson, Perry, ñModernity and Revolutionò, New Left Review I/144 (March-April 

1984), pp. 96-113).  
14

 Berman, Solid, pp. 18-19. 
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In works of literature, as well as in the cultural and political criticism beginning in the 

later half of the nineteenth century and continuing into the twentieth, positive notions 

of progress are shadowed and often eclipsed by anxieties circulating around the 

effects of modernization on human life and culture, pessimistic projections into a 

future that seems more and more like a place where the losses engendered by 

modernization outweigh the gains.  The realist fiction of the likes of Emile Zola, with 

its gritty and often unsettling pictures of the life of the urban, industrial poor, or 

Charles Dickensôs grimly dysfunctional novels of Victorian London, exemplify 

nineteenth-century disquiet at the social conditions resulting from the mass migration 

to the cities.  Associated with the institution of social research by the likes of Henry 

Mayhew, whose London Labour and the London Poor of 1861 drew attention to the 

appalling conditions of urban modernity for the working-class majority, these works 

focus on pressing contemporary social issues.15    Many of the negative readings of 

modernity articulated in literary fiction have centred upon the idea that ñthe humanò, 

despite certain material advances in medicine, telecommunications and industrial 

productivity, is under threat by the very forces of technology (industrialization, 

automation) and rationalization (objectivity, regulation, standardization) that make 

such ñprogressò possible.         

 

                                                 
15

 The Arts and Crafts movement pioneered by John Ruskin sought to reinstate individual 

craftsmanship and the self-respect of artisans who seemed to be vanishing beneath the onslaught of 

modernization, mass production and mechanization.  There is more than a trace of a similar ideology 

underlying Walter Benjaminôs mourning of the decline in storytelling which he associates with a pre-

industrial way of life.  The longer-term implications of the socio-cultural transformations, though, 

appear in literature somewhat later.  Early examples would be H. G. Wellsôs The War of the Worlds or 

The Time Machine, with the classic novels of dysfunctional, monolithic modernity appearing towards 

the middle of the twentieth century: Orwellôs Coming Up for Air traces the sense of a lost rural past 

swallowed up by urbanization, whereas Nineteen-Eighty-Four and Animal Farm articulate fears of 

totalitarianism predicated upon technological surveillance and the excesses of Stalinist rationalization;  

Huxleyôs Brave New World can be read as a bleak satire on a culture in which scientific rationalization 

has effectively resulted in an infantilized, unfeeling mass who do not realize the extent to which they 

have surrendered their humanity to a seamless, rationalized, technologically-dependent modernity. 
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According to Drakakis and Liebler the machine, and the related processes of 

mechanized industry, begin to be associated with objectivity and fatalism in the 

nineteenth century, an association that continued into the twentieth.16  These qualities 

are manifest by the ideal machine which needs no volition or soul, and will continue 

to complete its tasks for as long as it is required to do so.  Mechanized industry is not 

only an inexorably powerful force of capitalist production, but it is modeled according 

to the terms of its machinery and its economic ñlawsò, not the bodies or the minds of 

its workers.  As Tim Armstrong puts it, ñfrom the point of view of Capital, a zombie 

is an ideal workerò, 17 a worker who neither thinks, feels nor gets tired.  However, the 

cultural imagination of the machine is rather more complex.  Machines are not only 

monolithic apparatuses contained in factories but they are found to be increasingly 

present in all walks of daily life.  Relations between humans and machines become 

interdependent and ambiguous, perhaps never more so than when the machine and the 

human become ambiguously inter-related to one another in the phonograph, the 

ñtalking machineò that is evidently a machine, yet can embody within its mechanics 

one of the principal markers of the human, the speaking voice.   

 

In pointing to objectivity and fatalism, however, Drakakis and Liebler identify only 

one side of the story of the machine, and although it is by no means inaccurate to 

make the associations they do, they miss the sense of dialectical tension - the feeling 

that the two sides of the story must co-exist - that other writers, Berman for instance, 

see as defining attributes of technological modernity.  The machine may seem 

objective, but it coexists in a complicated relationship with the human; the human is 

                                                 
16

 Drakakis, John and Liebler, Naomi Conn, (intro. and eds.), ñIntroductionò, in Tragedy (London; 

Longman, 1998), p. 2. 
17

 Armstrong, Tim, Modernism, Technology and the Body (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998)  p. 98. 
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never quite completely colonized by the machine, but neither are humans and 

machines, under the regime of modernity, radically separate from one another; indeed, 

the modern cultural imagination is filled with instances of machines become human, 

and vice versa (E. T. A. Hoffmannôs ñThe Sandmanò, or Villiers de lôIsle Adamôs 

LôEve Future, for example).  I suggest that technological modernity is in part 

constituted according to a series of culturally articulated tensions and slippages 

between the human and the machine amounting to an anxiety or ambiguity about their 

statuses with respect to each other.  Such anxieties have an epistemological genealogy 

that can be traced back to antiquity, well before the nineteenth centuryôs explosion of 

modernization, though these roots appear to become more acutely significant 

contemporaneously with the emergence of longue durée modernity.  Moreover,  as the 

modern period developed these anxieties and tensions co-existed with increasing 

acuity alongside a fascination with machines and their effects, further complicating 

the picture.    

 

Humans and machines - fear and fascination 

Nicholas Daly identifies a ñcultural imaginaryò around the 1860s ñin which the 

impact of the machine, or industrial modernity more generally, on the human is a 

source of trepidation, or even terror, though also of fascinationò.18  In Dalyôs account 

ñfascinationò runs against the grain of ñtrepidation, or even terrorò and yet these 

conditions are simultaneous with one another.  He points up the cultural dissonance 

between technological progress as improvement and the anxieties about the effects of 

                                                 
18

 Daly, Nicholas, Literature, Technology, and Modernity, 1860-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), p. 1. 
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such technologies upon the human individual.  This runs through much of the 

analytical and critical writing on late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century culture.19   

 

At the same time, though, there is an aestheticization of technology through which 

both its positive and negative aspects are thematized.  As Andreas Huyssen suggests, 

the nineteenth centuryôs experience of technology was book-ended, as it were, by an 

optimism in technology expressed through the great world expositions and the utter 

horror of mechanised warfare of the First World War.20  Interestingly, Walter 

Benjamin, whose writings I use extensively as primary source material in this thesis, 

picks up on the same bookends as Huyssen (though admittedly, given his work on 

Benjamin, Huyssenôs chronological frame may well owe a (perhaps unconscious) debt 

of gratitude to him), celebrating the great expositions and the arcades that proliferated 

contemporaneously with them in his unfinished Passagenwerk, and registering the 

shock and horror of the First World War in the memorable opening section of ñThe 

Storytellerò:  

A generation that had gone to school on a horse-drawn streetcar now 

stood under the open sky in a countryside in which nothing remained 

unchanged except the clouds, and beneath these clouds, in a field of 

force of destructive torrents and explosions, was the tiny, fragile 

human body.21     

 

                                                 
19

 Robert Spadoni, for example, notes that antagonisms between humans and machines feature 

significantly in the early years of the cinema (Spadoni, Robert, ñThe Uncanny Body of Early Sound 

Filmò, The Velvet Light Trap, 51 (2003), p. 4).  Ivan Kreilkamp cites an ñanonymous editorialò from 

The Spectator of 1888 which asks ñ[A]re not men becoming . . . less and less impressive in proportion 

to the machinery for taking impressions of them?ò, which Kreilkamp suggests ñacidly [captures] the 

threat to the ñhumanò in such a technology of inscription [i.e., the phonograph]ò (Kreilkamp, Ivan, ñA 

Voice Without a Body: The Phonographic Logic of Heart of Darknessò, Victorian Studies: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal of Social, Political, and Cultural Studies, 40/2 (Winter, 1997), p. 222). 
20

 Huyssen, Andreas, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington 

and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1986), p. 10. 
21

 Benjamin, Walter, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, 

Mass. and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999); Benjamin, Walter, ñThe 

Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskovò [1936], in Arendt, Hannah (ed.), 

Illuminations, trans. Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 84. 
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Huyssen also makes that point that the horror of technology that climaxed in the 

industrialized slaughter of the First World War is part of the more general horror of 

technology throughout its development.  As with several of the other authors I have 

cited so far, Huyssen suggests that the situation is not one of causality or a binary 

choice between technology as either good or bad, but something altogether more 

polyvalent, ambiguous and heterogeneous.  By way of an example, even as the First 

World War stands as a high point in man-machine anxiety (if that is not an 

understatement), the Italian Futurists were able to find aesthetic value (admittedly of a 

perverse nature) in it, as manifest in various polemical writings on the subject of the 

beauty of war and modernity, as well as in Marinettiôs still famous onomatopoeic 

poem, ñZang Tumb Tumbò, allegedly inspired in response to the sounds of the 

bombardment of Adrianapolis in 1912.22  The valorization of destruction is, as I have 

already suggested, a significant part of the modern episteme.23     

 

Hal Foster positions surrealismôs apparent aestheticization of the machine in a critical 

light, listing ñthe mutilated and/or shocked soldierò, the Fordist industrialized body 

                                                 
22

 Gale, Matthew, Dada and Surrealism (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1997), p. 31.  See also 

Butler, Christopher, Early Modernism: Literature, Music and Painting in Europe 1900-1916 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1994), pp. 172-175.  
23

 Another aesthetic response to the war, which, though sharing a number of the same personalities and 

anti-establishment roots as Futurism, would fairly quickly move radically away from the Futurist 

celebration of war, was Dada and, what is generally seen as its successor (largely because of shared 

personalities rather than any coherent ideological development qua cultural movement), surrealism.  

The political and ethical motivations for Dada have often been cited as the insanity of the mechanized 

warfare of the First World war, so from the start there is in Dada a critical stance in relation to 

machines and technology that sites them on the side of destruction and war, against which the human is 

figured in opposition. As Huelsenbeck writes of the early days of Z¿rich Dada, ñIn the liberal 

atmosphere of Zürich, where the newspapers could print whatever they pleased, where magazines were 

founded and antiwar poems recited, where there were no ration stamps and no ñersatzò food, we could 

scream out everything that we were bursting with.  It was here that my Phantastische Gebete were 

written,  They are typically dada [sic], but I could have written them even without the cabaret [The 

Cabaret Voltaire, the birthplace of Dada, and its base in Zürich].  They are human, they are a liberation 

from impossible conditionsò
 
(Huelsenbeck, Richard, Memoirs of a Dada Drummer (Berkeley, Los 

Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1991 [1969]), p. 14 [emphasis added]).  This work 

offers a first hand account of some of the connections between Dada personalities and other avant-

gardists in Europe, Tristan Tzaraôs contacts with the Italian futurists for example (pp. 14 and 18).  A 

decent, broad account of Dadaôs immediate predecessors, fellow travellers and sympathizers in culture 

at large is in Gale, Dada and Surrealism, pp. 11-80. 
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and the fascist ñworker-soldierò as paradigmatic articulations of the human body and 

technology of the post-First World War period.24  Even though there is no doubt that 

the machine does have a genuine aesthetic fascination for the surrealists, it is a 

fascination that, in a characteristically modernist way, runs hand-in-hand with 

ñtrepidation, even terrorò.25  While it would be too deterministic to suggest that the 

broader socio-cultural effects of the modernization process are simply the effects of 

which technology is the cause, it is also undeniable that technology, as the primary 

material means of industrial mass production, distribution, and slaughter enabled the 

revolutionary increases in speed and efficiency that made such productive and/or 

destructive forces possible.  Though not reducible to bare, causal determinants, the 

interrelated phenomena of mechanization, technological innovation, and scientific 

development in general, centre a rich nexus of forces around which anxieties about 

the human consequences of mechanization and rationalization circulate, anxieties and 

fears vindicated by the technological excesses of the First World War.  Viewed from 

this perspective, ñthe humanò appears not as a transhistorical, universal essence but as 

                                                 
24

 Foster, Hal, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Mass. and London: MIT Press, 1997), p. 136. 
25

 see Foster, Compulsive, p. 136;  ñ[T]ogether these figures [of the human body emerging during and 

after the First World War] form the dialectical object of attack of the mechanistic grotesques that 

surrealism developed, after dada [sic], to contest the modern cult of the machine - a cult variously 

promulgated not only in technophilic movements such as futurism, constructivism, purism and the 

middle Bauhaus, but also in the everyday ideologies of the Fordist state, whether capitalist, communist, 

or fascistò [emphasis added].  Andreas Huyssen, from a different perspective to Foster, notes 

something of the same order of critique; ñby incorporating technology into art, the avant-garde 

liberated technology from its instrumental aspects and thus undermined both bourgeois notions of 

technology as progress and art as ónaturalô, óautonomousô, and óorganicô. . . . the avant-garde's radical 

critique of the principles of bourgeois enlightenment and its glorification of progress and technology 

were manifested in scores of paintings, drawings, sculptures, and other art objects in which humans are 

presented as machines and automatons, puppets and mannequins, often faceless, with hollow head, 

blind or staring into space.  The fact that these presentations did not aim at some abstract óhuman 

conditionô, but rather critiqued the invasion of capitalism's technological instrumentality into the fabric 

of everyday life, even into the human body, is perhaps most evident in the works of Dada Berlin, the 

most politicized wing of the Dada movementò (Huyssen, Great Divide, p. 11).   
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a historically specific category, emerging as a retroactive construction against the idea 

of ñthe technologicalò in its varied manifestations.26   

 

As I have suggested, it is often difficult, when dealing with processes like nineteenth-

century modernization that seem driven by technology, to resist the temptation to 

reduce complex and convoluted dynamics to a technological determinism.  Lorenzo 

C. Simpson, for example, asks whether technology should be understood as a 

determining force or as the subservient tool of humankind, ñan autonomous 

phenomenon with its own dynamicò, or ña value-neutral ensemble of instruments 

wholly subservient to human needs?ò  Either position, taken as an absolute is 

problematic,27 and Simpson rejects such an either/or choice between ñautonomy or 

mere instrumentalityò, advocating instead a reading of the socio-cultural position of 

technology that evades the ñunnecessary philosophical impassesò that arise from ñthe 

dichotomous wayò in which the question of the status of technology in relation to the 

human is often framed.28   

 

Mechanization by the second half of the nineteenth century had radically increased the 

speed of production of goods and of their distribution, of communications and of the 

turnover in raw materials, but this had put enormous pressure on human capabilities, 

stretching them to their limit.  As Marx wrote in 1856, ñ[m]achinery, gifted with the 

                                                 
26

 The historical specificity of such figurations is made explicit if we consider that around a century and 

a half earlier a rather different imagination of technology and the human emerged, exemplified in 

Lôhomme machine (Man a Machine) by Julien Offray de la Mettrie (1748).  Here, Man (sic) is 

presented as a machine for the purposes of undermining the claims to legitimacy of the monarchy and 

the clergy, founded as they are in non-material superstition and myth.  The reduction of Man to a 

machine allows for a liberatory rationalism that severs the repressive ties of the institutions of power.  

A distant echo of something like this idea sounds through Benjaminôs notion of the withering of aura in 

his ñWork of Artò essay.  
27

 Simpson, Lorenzo C., Technology, Time, and the Conversations of Modernity (New York: 

Routledge, 1995), p. 14.  I shall develop this idea later in chapter 2. 
 
28

 Simpson, Conversations, p. 13. 
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wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour, we behold starving and 

overworking itò.29  One answer was to find technological means for extending human 

capabilities through new machines and the training and management of the human 

body now figured as a ñhuman resourceò.  Anson Rabinbach notes how, as the 

nineteenth century progressed, ñthe metaphor of the human motor - a body whose 

experience was equated with that of a machineò30 became increasingly prevalent.  As 

this mechanistic model of the body gained in prominence, there was a ñwidespread 

fear that energy of mind and body was dissipating under the strain of modernity . . . in 

wanton disregard of the bodyôs physiological lawsò.31 The machine is internalized as a 

model for the body, and the body then subject to the objectifying, quantifiable, 

scientistic rationales that conceptualize it in terms of the laws of physics, which is then 

short-circuited in the cultural imagination with the productive forces of industrialized 

capital.32   

                                                 
29

 Marx, Karl, ñSpeech at the Anniversary of The Peopleôs Paperò, in Robert C. Tucker, editor, The 

Marx-Engels Reader, 2
nd

 edition (Norton, 1978) pp. 577-78, cited in Berman, Solid, p. 20. 
30

 Rabinbach, Anson, The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity (London: 

Basic Books, A Division of Harper Collins Publishers, 1990), p. 18. 
31

 Rabinbach, Human Motor, p. 6.  The evidence of this was fatigue, a pervasive malaise that indicated 

ñthe bodyôs stubborn subversion of modernityò (Rabinbach, Human Motor, p. 6).  According to 

Rabinbach, prior to the ñdiscoveryò of fatigue, idleness had had a ñmoral coloration . . . as the source of 

indolence and criminalityò.  Such a view, though, had begun to fade, and ñ[T]he long tradition of 

industrial edification in which the moral, intellectual, and spiritual benefits of work are opposed to the 

debilitating effects of sloth and the endemic laziness of barbaric peoples, is beginning to lose its 

discursive power.  The language of labour is evolving into a language of labour power as a quantifiable 

force of production, localizable in the economies of energy distributed within the body and the psycheò 

(ibid, p. 38).  Such a shift in perspective from qualitative morality to quantitative energy flow traces the 

general trend towards a secularized and empiricized understanding of the social and physical world 

throughout the nineteenth century, whereby the imperatives of an earlier, religious morality were 

progressively subordinated to rationalized and materialist conceptions, which for Rabinbach are 

manifest in ña more scientific evaluation of work, often materialist in emphasis, [which] gradually 

displaced the old moral discourseò (ibid, p. 36). 
32

 Though there is nothing new in equating corporeality with the machine (for example Mettrieôs 

Lôhomme machine mentioned in note 26 above), and there is a strong thread in modern Western 

thought that equates the body with the machine (and with nature) as things to be subject to the mastery 

of the rational (usually male) mind, there is a significant difference in the histories standing behind the 

terms ñmachineò and ñmechanicalò, Raymond Williams shows how the supposition that the term 

mechanical is simply a derivative term from that of machine is ñmisleadingò (Williams, Keywords, p. 

201).  Though from our present day perspective something described as ñmechanicalò would be thus 

described because of similarities to the behaviour of a machine, the two terms have, in fact, ñlong had 

certain separate sensesò.  ñMachineò was used - and in some respects still is - to describe ñany 

contrivanceò but from the seventeenth century was more and more ñspecialized to an apparatus for 
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Marx:  tools or machines? 

In Das Kapital Marx proposes a distinction between the terms ñtoolò and ñmachineò in 

relation to the human in which the former is associated with the land and artisanal 

labour practices, the latter with industrialized modernity.  In simplistic terms, a tool 

extends the intrinsic capabilities of the human body.  In contrast to the tool Marx sees 

the machine as a primary instrument of industrial capitalism, and thus bound to the 

production of the commodity, with the fetishization and alienation implicit in that 

process.  Marxôs criticism of the machine occupies the ñanxious interstices of the shift 

between the tool and the motorò,33 in other words between the notion of 

straightforward bodily extension that remains under the control of the user, and the 

body imagined as machine, an objectified bio-physical system subject to the demands 

of production.  ñFor Marx, the horror of the factory system is that it implies a 

reciprocity of persons and machines, subordinating the former to the latter and 

óconverting the worker into a living appendage of the machineôò.34  

 

                                                                                                                                            
applying power and from C18 [sic] to a more complex apparatus of interrelated and moving partsò. 

Though the term mechanical, when used to describe a ñsense of routine, unthinking activityò would 

seem to be derived from the action of the machine, it is in fact connected to an earlier use, dating from 

the fifteenth century, where mechanical describes ñthe main range of non-agricultural productive 

workò.  The players of the play-within-a-play of ñPyramus and Thisbeeò in Shakespeareôs A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream are described as ñmechanicalsò.  The term then acquired ña derogatory 

class sense, to indicate people engaged in these kinds of work and their supposed characteristicsò.  The 

negative and derogatory meanings of mechanical are therefore carried through from this earlier 

meaning, connecting with and becoming layered with the notions of tedium and meaningless repetition 

associated with the machine.  Ironically mechanical can refer to the artisan lower classes, and to the 

technologies that would come to replace them.  We might also note, particularly with reference to the 

split of mind and body in Descartesôs philosophy, that both derivations imply either an absence or 

relative insignificance of thought, at least that kind of thinking upon which a subjectivity might be 

predicated, in relation to an excess of materiality - the bodies of the mechanicals, or the physical 

apparatus of the machine.  All references in quotations are from Williams, Keywords, p. 201. 
33

 Armstrong, Technology, p.79. 
34

 Armstrong, Technology, p. 79 (citing Marx, Karl, Capital, vol. I, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: 

Penguin, 1976), p. 503). 
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The machine, in contradistinction to the tool, is not simply an extension, and does not 

allow the body to retain its privileges of precedence.  Instead the body becomes ña 

living appendageò, is subordinated to the needs of the machine, is subject to the 

imperatives of a machinic logic.  The tool, being primarily extensory, remains subject 

to the user; the machine, however, instigates its own pseudo-subjectivity.  To operate 

successfully, there are operational systems that need to be fulfilled that may well be at 

variance with the needs of ñthe humanò.  Such are the terms of ñobjectivity and 

fatalismò to which Drakakis and Liebler reduce the machine, but as I have already 

argued, such a reduction gives only part of the complete picture, and misses out the 

dialectic tensions and fluidities characteristic of the modern.    

 

The machine can be an extension of a human capability,  but its relations with the 

body are such that its functions tend to have a disciplinary effect.  Similarly devices 

that appear on the surface of things to be benign extensions can acquire a disciplinary 

effect upon the body and the individual as forceful and inexorable as that ascribed to 

ñthe machineò.  For example, to play a Boehm system clarinet is, on the one hand 

(admittedly a rather romanticised one) to extend the human voice; on the other it 

potentially subjects the player to the disciplinary strictures of orchestral playing, 

notation and subservience to a conductorôs direction and a composerôs text. 

 

There is an anxiety about technology internal to the structures of modernity that comes 

about in connection to human subjectivity and agency.  Where technology operates 

according to the logic of the machine, human agency is imagined to be undermined or 

displaced.  Halliday seems to echo Marx when he writes that there is ñan equation 

between being a machine and the liquidation of agency . . . When one is part of a great 
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machine, one ceases to act on oneôs own behalfò.35  The modern concept of ñthe 

humanò emerges against the fear that ñ[a]ll our invention and progress seem to result 

in endowing material forces with intellectual life, and stultifying human life into a 

material forceò.36  This marks an anxiety that as humans seem to be becoming more 

and more machine-like they are thus less capable of free thought and less ñhumanò as 

a consequence, while machines seem to be taking on lives of their own.37 

 

The human body has long been thought of in terms of a machine, and consequent 

upon this is a strong line in cultural theories of the body that places it on both the side 

of technology (figured rather crudely as tool and under the control of a masculine, 

intellectual agent) and of the feminine in opposition to mind, agency and the 

masculine.  That the body is in some senses always already mechanical need not in 

and of itself problematize ñthe humanò as the body is not seen, under such a Cartesian 

ideological light, as much more than the place ñthe humanò inhabits.  However, when 

                                                 
35

 Halliday, Sam, ñDeceit, Desires and Technology: A Media History of Secrets and Liesò, Forum for 

Modern Language Studies, 37/2 (2001), p. 150.  The loss of individual agency through becoming ñpart 

of a great machineò is noted by Freud in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego where he notes 

the loss of individuality that individuals experience in a crowd.  Crowds and machines can be seen as 

characterising modernity and have been imaginatively short circuited together as sites in which 

individuality is subsumed into something greater - the individual as part of the mass, or a component in 

a machine - or otherwise effaced. 
36

 Marx, ñSpeech at the Anniversary of The Peopleôs Paperò, cited in Berman, Solid, p. 20. 
37

 Klaus Benesch identifies a similar issue in Walter Benjaminôs ñThe Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproductionò where Benjamin seems to anticipate Roland Barthesôs idea of ñthe death of 

the authorò through the proposition that by becoming ñexpertsò readers have some ñaccess to 

authorshipò (see Benjamin, Walter, ñThe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproductionò [1936], 

in Arendt, Hannah (ed.), Illuminations, trans. Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), pp. 224-226).  

Benesch suggests that Benjamin touches ñupon a recurring theme of Western cultural discourse; . . . an 

essentialist, technophobic anxiety about the loss of authorial control, a fear that resurfaced with each 

invention of new modes of writing and communicationò  (Benesch, Klaus, ñWriting Machines: 

Technology and the Failures of Representation in the Works of Franz Kafkaò, in Tabbi, Joseph and 

Wutz, Michael (eds.), Reading Matters: Narration in the New Media Ecology (Ithaca and London: 

Cornell University Press, 1997), p. 78).  In the same essay, Benesch cites Kafkaôs diary entry for 

February the 5th, 1912, where he writes of a visit to a factory in connection with his work.  He sees the 

factory girls as having ñexpressions on their faces fixed by the incessant noise of the transmission belts 

and by the individual machinesò.  These girls ñarenôt people, you donôt greet them when you bump into 

themò.  For Benesch ñ[T]his is certainly not the Whitmanesque stance of the poet hailing the modern 

age and its corollary, rapid technological progress [as exemplified in Whitmanôs poem ñI Sing the 

Body Electricò of 1855].  Rather, Kafka chimes in with the antimodernist discourse of humans 

becoming machinesò (Benesch, ñWriting machinesò, p. 89.  See Whitman, Walt, The Collected Poems 

of Walt Whitman (Ware, Herts.: The Wordsworth Poetry Library, 1995), pp. 88-96). 
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the mind, associated as it is with agency and the masculine, also becomes susceptible 

to mechanization qua loss of agency, there quickly emerges a cultural panic about the 

threat to ñthe humanò.38  The machine has no room for error, for a soul that can be 

tempted, or for kindness and feelings.39  When the mechanization of the human 

becomes an issue, exacerbated by an apparent increase in hard-nosed rationalism, 

there is suddenly less and less room for the comforting sense of fallibility and 

unreliability in which ñthe humanò was seen to reside.40  If the machine is predictable 

and consistent, the human, under the sign of technological modernity, is not.  For 

Freud, writing in 1930, humans have ña natural tendency to be careless, irregular and 

unreliable in their workò.41  This has become something of a cultural trope, finding 

persistent expression at many levels of culture up to the present.42  

                                                 
38

 Benesch traces a series of relays in Kafkaôs thinking about his own creative (as opposed to official) 

writing in which ñthe hand still represents the pen represents the text represents the manò.  However, 

this is a technophobic view, and ñin the real world of the turn of the twentieth century . . . body and text 

always represent only the machineò (Benesch, ñWriting Machinesò, p. 90).  While this has a ring of 

Kittlerian hyperbole, it does crucially underline the cultural panic when machine culture seems to lead 

to a breaking down of the separation between mind and body.  The loss of authorial control of the text 

under the regimes of technological writing, dissemination and reception (even if this is ultimately only 

the fantasy of the loss of control) that Benesch finds in Kafka, is a site of just this kind of anxiety. 
39

 It is worth noting here the internally inconsistent mapping of technology, body and the feminine as 

an indicator of the human-machine anxiety; the precision and lack of feelings attributed to the machine 

do not sit well next to the moral fallibility, maternal kindness, or emotionality attributed to the 

feminine.  Though similarities may be attributed to the feminine and the machine at certain ideological 

levels, these mappings are exposed as contradictory within  the self same ideological configuration.   
40

 Raymond Williams notes the sense in which to be human is to suffer from an ultimately likeable, 

comforting fallibility, something which distinguishes the human, even the morally corrupt human (the 

likeable rogue, the weak spirit that cannot help itself), from the perfection, infallibility and coldness 

associated with the machine.  As mechanization proceeds, the notion of what it is to be human begins 

to be characterized by those aspects of human behaviour that are counter-mechanical, behaviours that 

are spontaneous, instinctive, unpredictable or fallible. (Williams, Keywords, p. 151).  Interesting, but 

the subject for a different text, is the persistent anthropomorphization of certain machines, particularly 

cars by their owners, and ships and (at least in American popular song) steam trains by their operators. 
41

 Freud, Sigmund, Civilization, pp. 38-39. 
42

 Raymond Williams discusses this issue in some detail in Keywords, pp. 148-151, particularly pp. 

150-151.  A fairly recent manifestation of this can be seen in the conflation of the term ñhumanizationò 

in early MIDI sequencing technology with a process that, with more or less subtlety, randomly 

displaces the otherwise metronomic regularity (with its associations of rigidity and coldness and lack of 

ñfeelò) of the placement of MIDI on-off and velocity data.  Paul Théberge notes that it is interesting 

ñhow the óhumanô has been defined, primarily within technical culture, as órandomô in the first placeò 

(Théberge, Paul, Any Sound You Can Imagine: Making Music/Consuming Technology (Hanover and 

London: Wesleyan University Press, 1997), p. 226).  In other words the nearest approximation to a 

human ñfeelò that a MIDI sequencer is capable of is to randomize.  Randomization is, however, quite 

uncharacteristic of human behaviour, which tends to be patterned and - loosely speaking ï repeatable; 

the random is a key element, for instance, in John Cageôs efforts to remove the composer and their 
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For Anson Rabinbach ñthe technology of the factory systemò models a loss of human 

agency.  The system requires not simply an ñexternally imposed discipline and 

direction, but rather an internally regulated body ancillary to the machineò.43  In these 

terms, the body is not simply extended by the machine, neither is it simply subjected to 

the logic and regulation of the machine from the outside ï framed, as it were, by the 

machine.  Something of the machine seems to enter into the body of the worker, to 

possess the worker, whose body is not then simply connected but is ñancillary toò the 

machine and ñinternally regulatedò by it.  There is an implicit violation of the 

boundaries of the self and the body that also, by virtue of being ñinternalizedò, 

threatens the very sense of interiority and mind.  This provides a familiar theme for 

many different forms of twentieth-century horror story, standing for sexual 

penetration, infection, possession or invasion.44  The machine that can be regulated 

allows for regulation to flow back, so to speak, into the body, usurping agency as it 

imposes its own sets of controls upon the worker; from the apparent externalisation of 

the body into the machine the machine comes to be internalized back into the body, 

which becomes regulated according to the imperatives of the machine in its turn.  The 

                                                                                                                                            
human expression from music.  However, when compared with the regularity of the machine it can 

stand metaphorically more towards the human than the inhuman side of things. Though it would be 

going too far to try to construct an argument that equated the random with the human, Freud and the 

programmers of MIDI sequencing software render transparent an anxiety that machines are too rational 

and predictable.  For explicit cultural expressions of this one can turn to the imaginative, technological 

dystopias of the mid-twentieth century (the already referred to novels of Huxley and Orwell, Fritz 

Langôs Metropolis, Wellsôs The Time Machine ï though we might also include Chaplinôs Modern 

Times not as horror but as a technological dystopia reduced to ridicule).  The horror of these works is in 

the fear that a humanising irrational which stands for human fallibility, choice and agency and therefore 

humanity per se  is absent or under threat.  These human attributes only become human when what it is 

to be human is constructed as the opposite of the machine. 
43

 Rabinbach, Human Motor, p. 35. 
44

 A brief list of examples might include films such as The Devils of Loudon, Invasion of the Body 

Snatchers, Twenty-Eight Days Later, and novels such as Bram Stokerôs Dracula, Thomas Mannôs 

Doktor Faustus.  For the ways in which the boundaries of the body are transgressed see also Kristeva, 

Julia, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1982).  The trope of infection and contagion in culture is central to Hutcheon, Linda, 

Opera: Desire, Disease, Death (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996). 
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machine emerges, in this reading, as a kind of screen of the actual control of the 

individual under the disciplinary regime of modernity, a scapegoat of capitalist modes 

of production, the reification of the imperatives of capital manifest as nothing more 

than a more modern and efficient means of production.  However, as I have already 

suggested with reference to Raymond Williamsôs historicization of the terms 

ñmachineò and ñmechanicalò, there is a long-standing sense that the non-agricultural 

labour force were already cast as somehow less-than-human ñmechanicalsò.  It is thus 

possible to trace a redoubling of the sense in which to be human is to be in opposition 

to the machine that is exacerbated by the anxieties inhering to technological 

modernity.   

 

Prosthetics 

One productive way of negotiating a relationship between the human and the 

technological has been proposed by Tim Armstrong, whose research I have already 

briefly cited.  He presents modernity as it is reflected in a diverse range of different 

sorts of written texts (novels, advertising, poetry, newspaper reports, pulp fiction etc.) 

where the idea of the prosthesis serves as a means of interpreting and understanding a 

range of different technologically-informed cultural expressions.  He identifies two 

general categories of the prosthetic, one of which extends human capabilities 

(microscopes and telescopes, for example, enhance otherwise normal vision at either 

end of the scale of distances), which he often refers to as ñpositiveò prosthesis, while 

the other compensates for human deficiencies, making up for a lack or incapacity - 

often figured in terms of an incapacity to cope with the demands of modernity, but 

also including corrective spectacles, hearing aids, artificial limbs, and so on - which 
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are thereby figured as ñnegativeò.  I shall be drawing extensively upon these ideas in 

the remainder of this chapter. 

 

Armstrong notes how prosthesis is defined in an early edition of the Oxford English 

Dictionary as a prefix to an existing word, and only in a slightly later edition does it 

acquire the modern sense of artificial limb or other replacement body part.  He writes 

that ñ[w]hat is grammatically an addition becomes the covering of a lack in the body.  

óProsthesisô is thus a useful heading under which to consider the general field of bodily 

interventions, technology, and writing in Modernismò.45  This offers up an especially 

productive model through which to examine the phonograph as it relates to the human 

voice ï it is an extension of the voice, but also covers the lack of the voice insofar as it 

is able to put the voice where the voice is not.  A number of writers on modernity, 

from Baudelaire onwards, have noted pressures, tensions, anxieties, and stresses 

generated and exacerbated by industrial, urban societies that can test the human 

capacity to cope to its limits.  It is thus possible to see a connection between the idea 

of extensory and compensatory prostheses; extensory prostheses extend the human, 

and what is expected of the human, to the point of stress, some form of compensatory 

prosthesis then becoming necessary to cope with the experience of deficiency, or lack, 

in the face of such an over-extension.  

 

Armstrong traces the relays that occurred between technological developments that 

may have been initially modelled on the body (and, by a kind of metonymic analogy, 

on the perception of the ñhuman conditionò in general) and technological changes 

affecting the body from the later nineteenth century through to the interwar period of 

                                                 
45

 Armstrong, Technology, p.78. 
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the twentieth.  He examines the body in modernity in relation to theories of energy 

flow and consumption or waste.  He thus talks in terms of the engineering of gender by 

medical intervention,46 of ideas of the bodyôs reproductive facilities controlled through 

eugenics, and how experimental artistic procedures such as automatic writing, 

cinematic editing and montage, and other aesthetic structures that have acquired 

privileged positions in many twentieth-century accounts of modernism, relate to ideas 

about the body during the period.  What becomes clear as his argument proceeds, 

resulting in a productive set of ideas for the present work, is the way that technology is 

not simply a thematic - a subject for discourse -  but has concrete and identifiable 

effects upon the material of literary culture and upon conceptualizations of what ñthe 

humanò can mean at a time when its emergence as a reaction against mechanization is 

threatened by precisely that mechanization.  In relation to the present work 

Armstrongôs concept of ñprosthetic modernismò provides a productive grounding from 

which to negotiate the relations of voice and phonography.  Since his theory of 

prosthetics allows not only for the co-existence but the interdependence of their 

negative and positive attributes, it seems appropriately formulated to deal with the 

structurally and epistemologically interdependent contradictions that I have noted as 

integral to modernity and modernism.  Significantly, he also allows for prostheses to 

take on the function of tools and/or machines (in Marxôs terms) according to the 

conditions of their implementation rather than any essential, immanent characteristics 

of their own qua prostheses.  

 

 

                                                 
46

 He deals specifically with early surgical sex-change procedures, and hormonal supplements for 

rejuvenation (Armstrong, Technology, pp. 133-183).  Suggestively, he also notes that the term used for 

the addition of sound effects, music and dialogue to previously silent films - prosthetically 

compensating for a lack that becomes apparent once ñthe talkiesò become the norm - was known 

colloquially as ñgoat-glandingò (Armstrong, Technology, pp. 221-226, 244-247).   
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Prosthetic phonography 

Armstrongôs theory of prosthetics opens up a space in which to think about the 

relationship between the voice and phonographic recording.  The phonographic voice 

thus becomes a site at which the issues and anxieties of the human are played out in 

specific and particular ways.  I propose that phonography can be understood in terms 

of four prosthetic functions - prosthetic memory, prosthetic writing, prosthetic 

listening and prosthetic speech.  Examining the phonograph in these terms can serve 

as a hermeneutic starting point from which to expose some of the anxieties concerning 

the human in relation to technology in the latter part of the nineteenth, and the first 

half of the twentieth centuries.  To what extent is the phonograph a tool, and to what 

extent is it more of a machine, accepting the possibility that prostheses can occupy 

both positions?  What status does the phonographic voice acquire, either as a 

disembodied human presence, or the voice of a machine?  What is the more general 

effect of this on the cultural imagination of the voice itself?  There is a reciprocity in 

our relations with sound recording as tool that draws the human out, and articulates it, 

whereas as a machine the phonograph subsumes and subordinates the human, 

reducing it to an element in the machine, governed by a machine logic.  The voice of 

the phonograph in Alfred Jarryôs prose poem, for example, sounds like a wonky 

machine: ñO my head, my head, my head, All white underneath the silk sky: They 

have taken my head, my head - and put me into a tea tin!ò47  Osvaldôs voice at the end 

of Ibsenôs Ghosts also sounds like a machine; his syphilis-ravaged brain having 

                                                 
47

 Quoted in Kittler, Friedrich, Gramophone Film Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and 

Michael Wutz (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), p. 28.  See also Kahn, Douglas, ñAudio Art 

in the Deaf Centuryò, Sound Culture, 2004, http://www.soundculture.org/texts/kahn_deaf_century.html 

(unpaginated web page), accessed 16:22, Saturday 12
th
 January, 2008.  Kahn cites Maurice Marc 

LaBelle, who likens the techniques Jarry uses to ña recurring motif, like a record with a scratch on itò 

(LaBelle, Maurice Marc, Alfred Jarry: Nihilism and the Theatre of the Absurd, (New York: New York 

University Press, 1980), pp. 26-7 cited in Kahn, ñDeaf Centuryò (unpaginated web page). 
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finally collapsed, his human capabilities for thought, interaction and feeling have 

disappeared.  He is left repeating over and over again, like a cracked record, his last 

words, ñthe sunò, the machinic dehumanization of his unchanging voice thrown into 

horrific relief by his motherôs ever more emotional repetitions of the word ñnoò.48   

 

The earliest models of the phonograph were envisaged by Edison as recording and 

playback devices: ñThe main utility of the phonograph being . . . for the purposes of 

letter-writing and other forms of dictation, the design is made with a view to its utility 

for that purposeò.49  The phonograph at its inception was thus predominantly for 

recording voices rather than the dissemination of prerecorded materials.  It could store 

speech and replay it at a later time and in another place, and is in these terms best 

figured as a positive, extensory prosthesis.  John  Picker, a cultural historian who has 

done much to account for the aural experience of the later nineteenth century,50 notes 

that ñ[t]hrough its mechanical reproduction of the voice, [the phonograph] offered 

forms of control and interaction that late Victorians found not impersonal and fearful 

as moderns often did, but, in a period of diminishing mastery over empire and the self, 

individualized, reassuring, and even desirableò.51  This suggests an early phonography 

that is personal, so to speak, human even, a technology that could be figured in 

                                                 
48

 Whereas Osvaldôs ñthe sunò has no interpretative indications in the text of the play, those for his 

motherôs ñnoò are extensive, and different for each iteration of the word.  That they are both, in a sense, 

stuck on their final words allows for the radical differences in their subject positions to be dramatically 

reinforced, Osvald the brain-dead machine, uncannily repeating an identical sound, his mother 

performing the hysterical, hyper-human, tearing at the emotional limits of her single word as though it 

were something binding her against her will; see Ibsen, Henrik, Ghosts, trans. Michael Meyer (London: 

Eyre Methuen, 1973 [1881]), pp. 97-98. 
49

 Edison, Thomas Alva, ñThe Phonograph and its Futureò, The North American Review, 126 (January-

June 1878), p. 531.  As S®rgio Freire notes, ñEdison kept launching phonographs with domestic-

recording capabilities until 1912, when he abandoned the recordable cylinder for a disc model, a move 

that preculded excursions into dilettante sound recordingò (Freire, S®rgio, ñEarly Musical Impressions 

from Both Sides of the Loudspeakerò, Leonardo Music Journal, 13 (2003), p. 68. 
50

 see his Victorian Soundscapes, for example, (Picker, John M., Victorian Soundscapes (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2003)), as well as the article cited in note 51 below.  
51

 Picker, John M., ñThe Victorian Aura of the Recorded Voiceò, New Literary History, 32/3 (2001), p. 

770.  He cites Joyce, Woolf and Eliot as examples of such ñmodernsò. 
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Benjaminian terms as ñauraticò,52 and this would be exemplified by the early record-

playback phonographs.53  Benjamin relates what he calls the aura of the original and 

unique artwork to its ñcult valueò.  Cult value diminishes as reproductions, and 

artworks designed for reproduction, proliferate so that photography, for instance, is 

read as a primary site for its displacement.  However, Benjamin notes that ñcult value 

does not give way without resistanceò, it ñretires into an ultimate retrenchment: the 

human countenanceò.54  In the faces of family and friends ñthe cult of remembrance of 

loved ones, absent or dead, offers a last refuge for the cult value of the pictureò.55  

Within the impersonal, democratized and counter-auratic technology of photography, 

then, a residue of cult value, of aura, remains.  If, as Benjamin asserts, ñ[i]t is no 

accident that the portrait was the focal point of early photographyò,56 something 

similar could be said for the human voice in phonography.57 No matter how many 

copies are produced of a recording, listeners still feel a degree of personal proximity 

                                                 
52

 Part of the uncanniness of the voice is its ability to endure reproduction with hardly any loss of its 

aura.  It would seem that this endurance of aura, the persistence of presence even in absence, is most 

likely an attribute of human perception which has a particular relationship to the voice.  One 

explanation of Raudive voices is the perceptual illusion that one can hear the human voice in anything 

if one listens selectively enough (rather like seeing faces in random assemblages of objects, or the 

surface of the moon, or in clouds).  This suggests that active listening is able to impose a spectral 

template, as it were, upon noise suggesting the primacy of the voice in sound perception.  Michel 

Chion writes ñIn actual movies, for real spectators, there are not all the sounds including the human 

voice.  There are voices, and then everything else.  In other words, in every audio mix, the presence of 

a human voice instantly sets up a hierarchy of perception.ò (Chion, Michel, The Voice in Cinema, 

trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p. 5)   
53 It is important to qualify Pickerôs assertion by noting that for some of the earliest listeners the 

phonographic voice was anything but reassuring; as one early commentator wrote ñIt sounds more like 

the devil every timeò (Picker, ñVictorian Auraò, p. 769).  I shall be examining some of the less-than-

reassuring aspects of the early experience of the phonograph later in the present work.  However, it 

does seem likely that the earliest recordings would retain more of a sense of direct connections with the 

moment of recording than would be the case twenty or thirty years later when the commercial sale of 

prerecorded discs and cylinders had become much more widespread.   
54

 Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, p. 219. 
55

 Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, p. 219. 
56

 Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, p. 219. 
57

 This needs to be qualified by the pragmatic caveat that the phonograph was developed most 

specifically to record the voice, and the very earliest models were, for basic technical reasons, not 

much use for anything else.  This is due to the small mouthpiece for recording, and the necessity that 

the speaker (or singer) more or less press their mouths into the mouthpiece.  
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to the recorded voices of people they know or knew.58
  This (in a sense always 

already) auratic quality of the recorded voice has been internal to phonography from 

the start,59 the phonograph was closer in spirit to Marxôs tool than to his machine.  

When Edison presented his machine in public for the first time, he listed potential 

uses for his invention in which he included recording the last words of the dying, 

significant moments in oneôs life, and the speeches of great orators.  Any of these can 

be read as the sonic equivalent of photographyôs retaining traces of the auratic.  What 

is crucial to remember from the present-day perspective is that in the late 1870s the 

notion that phonography would become overwhelmingly used for the commercial 

distribution of pre-recorded music, rather than as a recording and playback device for 

the human voice, was not really on the agenda.60   

                                                 
58

 Sara Danius, writing about Leopold Bloomôs reverie about memory in Joyceôs Ulysses proposes that 

Bloomôs thoughts allow for the correlation that ñThe gramophone . . . is to the voice as the photograph 

is to the faceéò (Danius, Sara, The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), p. 182.   
59

 Though as I have already hinted, this auratic quality has run in parallel with an equally powerful 

uncanny and disquieting sense of presence. 
60

 Technical restrictions meant that it was difficult to mass produce copies of any particular phonogram, 

and in any case, Edison thought of the device primarily as a means for taking instantaneous and 

automatic dictation.  See Gitelman, Lisa, Scripts, Grooves, and Writing Machines: Representing 

Technology in the Edison Era (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), pp. 21-61.  Jason Camlot 

assembles considerable evidence that ñ[I]n early promotions of the idea of the phonograph, the loss of 

ñauraò, the failure of a sound recording to convey authentic presence, is rarely identified with the 

degrading effects of mechanical reproduction (as it is in Walter Benjaminôs analysis of the 

reproductions of paintings)ò  (Camlot, Jason, ñEarly Talking Books: Spoken Recordings and Recitation 

Anthologies, 1880-1920ò, Book History, 6 (2003), p. 154).  In fact, even though the claims made for 

the realistic reproduction of the voice were often wildly exaggerated (see Emily Thompson, ñMachines, 

Music, and the Quest for Fidelity: Marketing the Edison Phonograph in America, 1877-1925ò, Musical 

Quarterly, 79/1 (Spring, 1995), pp. 134-138 on how poor the quality of recordings were, often making 

it impossible to confidently identify the identity of the speaker), it is surprising how much listeners 

were prepared to suspend their disbelief and hear the recordings as ñauraticò.  As I shall discuss in 

more depth in other sections of the present work, this suspension of disbelief is in and of itself a 

significant phenomenon.  One of the fascinating aspects of the reception of the phonograph was the 

levels to which early listeners were willing to assent to the realism of the recorded voices when it is 

clearly the case that the sound is in fact nothing like the original speaker.  This suspension of disbelief 

is paralleled in the reception of early films ï audiences were prepared to believe so strongly in the 

degree to which film reproduced reality that they famously jumped out of the way of an apparently 

approaching train projected onto a wall, despite the images being jerky, black and white, two-

dimensional and devoid of any of the associated sounds of the railway; see Jean-Louis Comolliôs 

observation about ñthe extreme eagerness of the first spectators to recognize in the images of the first 

films ï devoid of colour, nuance, fluidity ï the identical image, the double of ólife itselfôò (Comolli, 

Jean-Louis, ñMachines of the Visibleò, in de Lauretis, Teresa and Heath, Stephen (eds.), The Cinematic 

Apparatus (New York: St. Martinôs, 1980), p. 141 cited in Silverman, Kaja, The Acoustic Mirror: The 

Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
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Since, as already noted, the early phonograph was a recording and playback device (a 

function that disappeared in domestic technologies until the commercial availability 

of tape recording after the Second World War), the voice as it exists in what I shall 

call its ñrecordabilityò, unique and specific, entwined with the social relations in 

which the recording takes place, retains a sense of aura.  Despite its technological 

mediation and reproducibility, it retains a connection to the lives of the speaker and 

the intended listeners.  The voice-in-its-recordability has a comparable status to the 

family photograph; it retains specificity as to its making, and has persistence, unique 

in time and place.61  Although it is a different order of phenomenon, there is also an 

affinity that can be traced (or perhaps a trace that can be imagined) between a cultural 

phenomenon that retains aura, despite the technological mediation that might destroy 

it, and Marxôs idea of the tool.  Though the family photograph and the pickaxe are 

both, in a sense, technological mediations of ñthe humanò they do not necessarily or 

inherently affect any specific human being such that he or she becomes subject to a 

discipline that is machinic in nature.62  The phonograph operating on the voice-in-its-

recordability, then, has a status comparable to that of the tool (at least in terms of what 

we might call the structure of its functioning).     

 

However, the phonographic voice also sets up, or is appropriated in the setting up of 

power relations that can be understood in terms of the machine.  This is when the 

phonograph is used as a playback-only device, or when its effect is dependent upon 

                                                                                                                                            
1988) p. 5. 
61

  For theoretical positions on family photography see Liu, Catherine, ñGetting to the Photo Finish: 

Photography, Autobiography, Modernityò, The South Atlantic Quarterly 101/3 (Summer, 2002), pp. 

519-539; Barthes, Roland, Camera Lucida, trans. Richard Howard (London: Vintage, 2000). 
62

 Though there is a discussion to be staged as to whether a photograph could become the fetish of an 

obsession, and thereby exercise something of the effect of what Hal Foster terms the ñmechanical-

commodifiedò upon someone (see Foster, Compulsive, pp. 125-153). 
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the playback function in isolation, separated in time and space from the act of 

recording.  Under these circumstances the phonograph acquires a machinic, 

disciplinary function reminiscent of Marxôs characterisation of the relationship 

between the machine and the worker.  Under the regime of phonography the live 

voice becomes subject to the machine as the phonograph is transformed from a local, 

personal device into a technological base for the industrialized distribution of pre-

recorded music and voices.63  Under this process the logic of the machine flows into 

that which is subject to the machine, transforming it rather than simply disciplining 

and ordering it.  Prosthesis thus does not simply extend, or compensate for things, but 

can have a more determinant effect upon human subjects under modernity.  Benjamin 

alludes to this in his essay ñThe Storytellerò; the novel and the newspaper do not 

simply externalise something inside writers, but their form, the modality in which 

they circulate information, also has an effect upon the reader and the culture at large.64  

To control the apparatus is to control its operator; the disciplinarity inherent in the 

machine flows back, as it were, into the body and consciousness of the operator.65   

 

                                                 
63

 Much of the early commercial exploitation of the phonograph and gramophone was for recitations of 

poetry, dramatic scenes and monologues, and spoken comedy; see Camlot, ñTalking Booksò.  
64

 Benjamin, ñStorytellerò, pp. 87-89. 
65

 Rabinbach notes that when the symptoms of fatigue are treated the workerôs body seems to be re-

energised.  The ñcureò for modernity is thus to become ever more imbricated with modernity - an 

escalating and inescapable logic of coercion and control.  If the human subject can be controlled and 

disciplined through interaction with something externally manifest such as a machine a similar logic 

pertains to some early theories of psychiatry.  Charcot, for example, treated the hysterical patient Mme. 

D.  by hypnotizing her then re-enacting a modified form of her originary trauma.  This technique ñde-

elaborates the memory and thus removes its potency.  In Charcotôs terms, by manipulating the image 

[in the memory of the patient] he destroys its ability to continue to affect the nervous system.  The past 

is in the way.  By changing the past [through the re-enactment of a modified form of the initial trauma 

while the patient was under hypnosis], the psychologist opens the possibilities of new memory for 

Mme. Dò (Roth, Michael, ñHysterical Rememberingò, in Modernism/modernity 3/2 (1996), p. 10). 
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Because the phonograph transforms from tool to machine once the device enters into 

the industrialization of sound,66 it is as a playback-only device that its auratic potential 

withers.  There is nothing inherent to the phonograph that determines whether or not 

the recordings are auratic, but rather the socio-cultural circumstances within which it 

operates - the chief effect of the commodification of playback as such seems to be a 

kind of perceived standardisation of product, rather than anything explicitly 

ñmachineò sounding that could be attributed to some immanent tendency of the 

phonograph qua machine.  The Marxian machine is thus a socio-cultural phenomenon 

that constellates particular production practices, behaviours and power relations 

around a particular technology, not something essential about the technology itself.   

 

Exemplifying this, and locating it historically, is Adornoôs statement that ñ[t]he 

performance sounds like its own phonograph recordò.67  The recording usurps the 

place that should be occupied by the spontaneous and live engagement of musiciansô 

minds and bodies with their texts.  The phonograph figured as prosthesis is not only a 

subservient tool for storing and distributing sound, but turns back on its ostensible 

subject (in this case a live musical performance) and subjects it to a machine logic of 

repetition and standardization which, through its social production, becomes 

conceptually internal to the musical sound.  As the recording acquires the status of 

precedent or standard, so live performances become not simply extended by recording 

but subject to it as a standardizing and disciplinary phenomenon.68  At it most 

                                                 
66

  ñ. . . the separation of recording and playback . . . turned the gramophone into a means of 

consumption of prerecorded discsò (Chanan, Michael, Repeated Takes: A Short History of Recording 

and Its Effects on Music (London, New York: Verso, 1995), p. 41). 
67

 Adorno, Theodor W., ñOn the Fetish-Character in Music and the Regression of Listeningò [1938], in 

Adorno, Theodor W., Essays on Music, ed. Leppert, Richard (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: 

University of California Press, 2002), p. 301. 
68

 For example, Adorno hears singersô voices becoming increasingly similar because of the 

fetishization of music that comes about as a result of the recorded music industry: ñVoices are holy 

properties like a national trademark.  As if the voices wanted to revenge themselves for this, they begin 
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extreme, the living body of the performer is reduced, according to the internalization 

of the  logic of recording, to little more than a machine itself so that in the same way 

that the factory worker is imagined to be subject to the rule of the machine, the 

musical performer is subject to the rule of the phonograph.  For Adorno, the logic of 

the machine is always in opposition to the proper production of art69 and he singles out 

one of the most commercially successful recording artists of his day, Toscanini, to 

exemplify this.70  It is, however, important not to equate the fetishization of music 

with the mere fact of recording.  As I have indicated, recording, in and of itself, can 

retain ñauraò, and need not lead to standardization; in fact the possibility to stockpile 

every different interpreterôs performance of a work, or every individual performance 

of a work by a single interpreter, means that in theory the listener could ï to all intents 

and purposes - always hear a fresh interpretation.  It is the conjunction of the 

phonograph with industrialization and its socio-cultural consequences that sets up the 

conditions of possibility of, but which does not deterministically cause, 

standardization and fetishization, which Adorno sees as contributing to a ñreduction 

of listeningò.   

 

This attitude to recording is not restricted to anti-populist Frankfurt School critical 

theorists, and it is interesting to note how pervasive the notion is that music is 

somehow more authentic if it is distinctly different from the recording.  It is even 

possible to suggest that producing live performances that are explicitly at variance 

with the recorded version can be figured as a site of resistance to the machinic and 

                                                                                                                                            
to lose the sensuous magic in whose name they are merchandised.  Most of them sound like imitations 

of those who have made it, even when they themselves have made itò (Adorno, ñFetish-Characterò, p. 

295).   
69

 see Adorno, ñFetish-Characterò, pp. 301-305. 
70

 ñThe official ideal of performance, which covers the earth as a result of Toscaniniôs extraordinary 

achievement, helps to sanction a condition which, in a phrase of Eduard Steuermann, may be called the 

barbarism of perfectionò (Adorno, ñFetish-Characterò, p. 301; see also pp. 293 et seq). 
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industrial logic of the recording industry.71  The punk singer Joe Strummer, in a 

televised excerpt from a live concert in the late-1970s jeers into the audience ñWho 

wants it to sound like the record?ò and when the audience jeers back at him he sneers 

ñMe neitherò and launches into the next number.72  For many jazz musicians the 

challenge is to reinvent the same materials in new ways every time, and in free 

improvisation there remains a strongly held position that only the live, spontaneous 

event is worth experiencing.  Derek Bailey, who was ironically one of the most 

prolific recording artists in the world of free improvisation, suggests that repeated 

listening to records dulls the effect of the music, and that ñif you could only play a 

record once, imagine the intensity youôd have to bring to the listeningò.73  

 

Because it became the primary ñproductò of the phonographic industry, the examples 

above are taken from music, and do not exemplify the voice per se.  The principle, 

though, by which the recording becomes the model or the standard, the way that the 

disciplinary function of the machine can be internalized through phonography, can be 

traced in the use of the phonograph in elocution, the setting up of a standard that can 

be repeated over and over until the voice of the person whose speech is being trained 

can perfectly imitate the standard pronunciation.  Eliza Doolittle in Shawôs 

Pygmalion, or in the film-musical adaptation as My Fair Lady, is subject to the logic 

of the machine in this way.  Ethnomusicology has similarly used the phonograph as a 

                                                 
71

 Though the pessimistic reading of this might well arrive at something like Adornoôs own notion of 

ñpseudo-individualizationò where any apparent deviation from the norm carries ñthe halo of free choice 

or open market on the basis of standardization itselfò.  In this way, the rebelliousness of punk is simply 

another saleable attribute of a mass cultural standard.  See Adorno, Theodor W., ñOn Popular Musicò 

[1941], in Adorno, Theodor W., Essays on Music: Theodor W. Adorno,  ed. Leppert, Richard 

(Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2002), pp. 437-469, in particular 

pp. 444-446. 
72

 The Way They Were, by Trish Linane (Granada Television, 1986), BFI on-line catalogue, 

http://ftvdb.bfi.org.uk/sift/title/392356 
73

 Watson, Ben, Derek Bailey and the Story of Free Improvisation (London, New York: Verso, 2004), 

p. 416.  Bailey also discusses whether recording - producing a finished artefact - might not even miss 

the point of free improvisation completely (Watson, Derek Bailey, pp. 412-416). 

http://ftvdb.bfi.org.uk/sift/title/392356
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kind of scientific device for the dissection and categorization of folk songs, bringing a 

particularly Eurocentric order to musical expressions that would otherwise be seen, in 

those same terms, as undisciplined.74  

 

The disembodied voice 

Strong and culturally meaningful relationships relate the voice to the living body and 

presence.  These relationship have constituted some of the more significant discursive 

topics of a broad spectrum of thought during the twentieth century where the voice 

finds itself located within a complex economy of meanings and mediations.  Notions 

that the voice evidences an embodied consciousness, for instance, have led to its being 

co-opted in discourses about self, mind and authentic presence, a ñmetaphysics of 

presenceò whose deconstruction was the subject of much of Derridaôs early critical 

writing.75  To reductively schematise the complexity and subtlety of Derridaôs 

critique, speech, for the speaker, is simultaneous with thought and as such appears to 

by-pass signification with its associations as the external representation of an internal 

consciousness.  As Jonathan Culler puts it, ñ[s]peech is seen as in direct contact with 

meaning: words issue from the speaker as the spontaneous and nearly transparent 

signs of his present thought, which the attendant listener hopes to graspò.76  This is 

seen as evidence that such self-presence is proximate to an ideal (in the Platonic 

sense) truth that is figured as being external to mundane experience.  Subjects who 

hear themselves speak, and who simultaneously understand their own speech are 

figured in terms of sôentendre parler (the French verb entendre meaning both to hear 

                                                 
74

 I will attend to the implications of this in more depth in Chapter 4 of the present work. 
75

 The best known of which is probably his Of Grammatology (Derrida, Jacques, Of Grammatology, 

trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1976)).  See also Norris, Christopher, Derrida (London: Fontana Modern Masters, 1987), pp. 71-81; 

Culler, Jonathan, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism After Structuralism (London and 

Melbourne: Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1983), pp. 89-110.  
76

 Culler, On Deconstruction, p. 100. 
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and to understand), a concept that permits a naturalization of the equation of voice 

with presence, the critique of which forms the backbone of Derridaôs Of 

Grammatology.77 

 

The idea that the voice is continuous with the individual, whose soul survives death 

and is therefore immortal is reinforced by the phonographic experience of voice.  That 

which is most evanescent and transitory and tied to the physical presence of the 

speaker is suddenly able to exist independently.  The human voice, 

at any subsequent time [to the instance of its recording] might be 

automatically re-delivered with all the vocal characteristics of the 

original speaker accurately reproduced.  A speech delivered into the 

mouthpiece of this apparatus may fifty years hence - long after the 

original speaker is dead - be reproduced audibly to an audience with 

sufficient fidelity to make the voice easily recognizable by those who 

were familiar with the original.78 

 

The voice that is still ñrecognizable by those who were familiar with the originalò 

after fifty years underlines the auratic aspects of the earliest imaginations of the 

phonograph.   

 

The disembodiment of the voice, though, does its own cultural work; the voice of the 

phonograph - and of other audio technologies such as the sound film, radio, and 

telephone - resonates with the voices of the dead.  The immortality of speech was one 

of Edisonôs very first claims for his machine79 and at the same time, the phonographic 

voice, having no evident human source, is able to be read as a ghostly or spiritual 

                                                 
77

 see Derrida, Grammatology, pp. 6-73. 
78
Johnson,  Edward H., ñA Wonderful Invention - Speech Capable of Indefinite Repetition from 

Automatic Recordsò, Scientific American, 17
th
 November, 1877, reproduced in facsimile in Wile, 

Raymond R., ñThe Wonder of the Age ï The Edison Invention of the Phonographò, in Phonographs 

and Gramophones (Edinburgh: Royal Scottish Museum, 1977), p. 22 fig. 10.  
79

 ñSpeech has become, as it were, immortalò (Johnson, ñWonderfulò, in Wile, ñWonderò, p. 22). 
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voice.80  On the other hand, the phonographically disembodied voice (and its 

radiophonic, telephonic and cinematic relatives) also works in the other direction.  

Rather than reinforcing the connectedness of voice and self and spirit, it undermines 

many of the assumptions about the nature of the voice, in particular the way it had 

been assumed to anchor presence and the individual in one time and in one place ï 

what Derrida marks as the authentic self-presence of sôentendre parler.  Being 

separable from the individual speaker, transferable in space and in time, and even 

being audible long after the speaker has died, the voice is also disconnected from its 

privileged position as guarantor of authenticity and presence, and becomes, in Ivan 

Kreilkampôs words, nothing more than ñautonomous, detachable phonemesò.81  This 

emptied out phonographic voice can, under certain cultural circumstances, flow back 

(in a process similar to that obtaining in the relationship of human and machine 

already discussed) into speech itself, emptying it.  This is the subject for part of 

Chapter 5 where I will examine phonography in terms of a prosthesis of speaking. 

 

Even if, as Raymond Wile has written82, accounts of the actual origins of the 

phonograph are somewhat confused and distorted by mythology and ñAmerican 

romanceò,83 we do know that the experimental researches which were to lead to the 

eventual invention of the prototype phonograph in 1877 were concerned with 

                                                 
80

 See Connor, Steven, Dumbstruck: A Cultural History of Ventriloquism (Oxford, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), pp. 362-393; Sconce, Jeffrey, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from 

Telegraphy to Television (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2000), pp. 1-91; Peters, John 

Durham, Speaking Into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication (Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, 1999), pp. 63-108, 137-176;  Weiss, Allen S., Breathless: Sound 

Recording, Disembodiment, and the Transformation of Lyrical Nostalgia (Middletown: Wesleyan 

University Press, 2002), pp. 29-66.  
81 Kreilkamp, ñPhonographic Logicò, p 217. 
82

 see Wile, ñWonderò, pp. 9-18. 
83

 Théodose, Vicomte du Moncel, dismissing the story in which Edison discovered the basic principle 

of the phonograph accidentally, ñwould rather believe that the discovery was made in a more serious 

spirit. . . . we think too well of [Edison's] powers to attach much credit to this American romanceò (du 

Moncel, Théodose, Vicomte, The Telephone, The Microphone and The Phonograph (London: C. 

Keegan Paul and Co., 1879), pp. 310-311).  The story is recorded in Edisonôs own words in J. B. 

McClure, Edison and his inventions of 1879 quoted in Wile ñWonderò, p. 10. 
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improvements in the range and quality of telegraphic and telephonic 

communications84.  There is, thus, a significant strand in the phonographôs history that 

conforms to the model of a prosthetic strategy for coping with the demands of 

modernity.85  At its origins phonography is imbricated with extensory devices that are 

themselves drivers of modernity at the same time that they function as coping 

strategies for modernityôs demands on the human individual.  This aspect of its 

history marks the phonograph as in a sense always already prosthetic.     

 

The phonograph was intended to work primarily with the spoken word, and was quite 

generally seen as a device for the automatic writing-down of spoken text.  Speech 

content was primary, and the consequent equating of phonography with writing is 

persuasively argued for by Lisa Gitelman86 who amasses a good deal of convincing 

evidence that the ñprimary modelò for phonography lies not in electromagnetic 

communications devices but in phonetic shorthand,87 a notion that was also noted in 

one of the earliest eye-witness accounts of the phonograph in Europe.  The vicomte du 

Moncel writes in 1878 that 

                                                 
84

 See also Chanan, Repeated, p. 2; Kittler, Gramophone, pp. 27-28. 
85

 Freud, for example, notes that we should not need the telephone or telegraph if it were not for the 

relative proliferation of rail and sea travel (Freud, Discontents, p. 32). 
86

 Gitelman, Scripts, pp. 21-61. 
87

 ñIt is only with blurry and uncritical hindsight that Edisonôs two models look like the preexisting 

music box and human memory.  Instead, Edisonôs primary model was shorthand, while his secondary 

models were versions of the telegraph, telephone, and phonautograph, a scientific instrument for 

drawing sound wavesò (Gitelman, Scripts, p.15).  Originally conceived by Léon Scott de Martinville in 

1857, the phonautograph that Gitelman refers to anticipates some aspects of the phonograph of twenty 

years later in so far as sonic vibrations received at a membrane are transferred, via a short stylus, onto 

lamp-blacked paper which is revolved to record a visual trace of the sound vibrations.  For more details 

see Wile, ñWonderò pp. 10-11 who quotes the detailed description of the phonautograph given by 

Arthur S. Browne in his deposition in connection with the case of the American Phonograph Co. versus 

the United States Phonograph Company. (Full bibliographic reference given in Wile, ñWonderò p. 43 

n3).  The connections of the phonograph to shorthand writing is also noted by James Lastra who writes 

that ñthe very term óphonographyô initially referred to a stenographic system developed by Isaac 

Pitman in 1837, which, by transcribing sounds instead of words, was expected to offer a more direct, 

analogical form of writingò (Lastra, James, Sound Technology and the American Cinema: Perception, 

Representation, Modernity (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), p. 29).  There is, of course, 

a strong phonocentrism identifiable in the notion that transcription of sound is somehow closer to the 

true than the otherwise written word. 



 

 

36 

 

According to the newspapers, Mr. Edison has already discovered a 

way of collecting, without the aid of an acoustic tube, the sounds 

uttered at a distance of three or four feet from the instrument, and of 

printing them on a metalic sheet.  From this there is only a step to the 

power of inscribing a speech uttered in a large hall at any distance 

from the phonograph; and if this step is taken, phonography may be 

substituted with advantage for shorthand.88  

 

Though I would find it difficult to affirm Edisonôs priorities quite so conclusively as 

Gitelman does, she notes that phonography was in fact originally a term for shorthand, 

and her account offers a well-informed and thoroughly-researched alternative reading 

of the primary sources which challenges deterministic, linear models that see all 

technologies evolving from their apparent ñnearest relativesò.  In bringing phonetic 

shorthand together with ñversions of the telegraph, telephone, and phonautographò as 

joint ancestors of phonography she contributes to a significant ñthickeningò89 of the 

network of precedents, concepts and influences that converged at the birth of sound 

recording, as well as uncovering some of the layers within the cultural imagination of 

the phonograph at its inception.90  The idea that prosthetics can be both extensory and 

compensatory finds strong resonances with the circumstances of the earliest 

experiments in audio technology.  Notwithstanding the fact that phonetic shorthand, 

the telegraph, phonograph and telephone are all, in different ways, extensory 

prosthetic phenomena, they are also tied to compensation from their earliest 

developments.91  
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 du Moncel, Phonograph, p. 326. 
89

 In the sense of ñthick descriptionò, the term Clifford Geertz takes from Gilbert Ryle and applies to 

his own outline for an ethnographic methodology in the first chapter of his The Interpretation of 

Cultures (Geertz, Clifford, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (London: Fontana Press, An 

Imprint of Harper Collins Publishers, 1973), p. 9). 
90

 Gitelmanôs research resonates with a historically established congruency between phonography and 

writing that is picked up later in its development; Adorno, for example, comes to the conclusion that 

the particular significance of phonography applied to the recording of music is as a technologically 

mediated form of musical script (see Adorno, Theodor W., ñThe Form of the Phonograph Recordò 

[1934], in Adorno, Theodor W., Essays on Music, ed. Leppert, Richard (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 

London: University of California Press, 2002), p. 279. 
91

 ñAt the end of the nineteenth century, it could still be said that many technological developments 

were modelled on the body - particularly the deficient body, the telephone emerging from research on 
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Although much of the material investigated in this thesis complicates the notion that 

the voice stands for the presence of an individual, a presence that is ñembodiedò in the 

voice regardless of whether that voice is bodily present (the speaker is in the same 

time and place as the listener), distanced in space (at the other end of a telephone), or 

distanced in space and time (in a sound recording), there remains a strong trope in 

Western culture that the voice does evoke, and thereby metonymically stands for, the 

presence of the speaker.  In distinguishing between telephony and phonography the 

deciding factor is temporality; the voice on the phone embodies a presence which the 

listener, in interacting with the other through conversation, may be fairly sure is 

synchronic with the other listenerôs experience of the conversation; in the case of the 

phonograph there is no such real-time (or real-world) interactivity to provide such 

assurance.  John Durham Peters notes that the phonographic voice unidirectionally 

addresses the listener like the voices of the dead which are oracular rather than 

dialogic and which form objects for hermeneutic reading rather than direct and 

dialogic questioning.92  However, it is also the case (as I shall discuss in Chapter 4 of 

the present work) that the phonograph can model the notion of ñpresenceò, under 

different conditions, through an anthropomorphic fantasy of sôentendre parler.  

                                                                                                                                            
the mechanism of the ear; the typewriter from a desire to let the blind write by touch; film from 

persistence of visionò (Armstrong, Technology, p. 81  [emphasis added]).  Friedrich Kittler and Steven 

Connor, in different ways, register Edisonôs deafness as a significant factor in understanding the 

circumstances of the invention of phonography (Kittler, Gramophone, pp. 22-23; Connor, Steven,  

ñTouching Hearing: Edisonôs Teethò, http://www.bbk.ac.uk/english/skc/edsteeth accessed 16th 

November, 2007@00:36, unpaginated).  Alexander Graham Bellôs father, Alexander Melville Bell 

published a pamphlet on ñVisible Speechò in 1869, seven years or so before the first practical use of his 

sonôs telephone.  This presents a phonographic system of speech notation for the deaf based on 

abstracted graphic representations of the correct shaping of the vocal organs in order to produce the 

correct sounds of speech, which he had also imagined being applied as a method of telegraphy that 

would be functional in any language because what was transmitted was not words but sounds.  The 

telegraph operator sufficiently well practised at producing the requisite sounds could then ñspeakò any 

language transmitted, for the benefit of the receiver, without needing to understand the specific 

language him or herself (see Rée, Jonathan, I See a Voice: Deafness, Language and the Senses ï A 

Philosophical History (New York: Metropolitan Books, Henry Holt and Company, 1999), pp. 258-265. 
92

 Peters, Speaking, p. 149. 

http://www.bbk.ac.uk/english/skc/edsteeth
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Despite this one of the cardinal lessons of the telephone, the possibility that distance 

can be overcome by the illusion of presence as manifest by the voice, places an 

uncanny ambiguity on our hearing of the phonographed voice.  The spatial separation 

from the act of speech on the telephone opens up the possibility for the illusion that, in 

the case of the recorded voice, the temporal separation is overcome as well: 

The telephone was justly regarded as an ingenious invention . . . 

but it is destined to be entirely eclipsed by . . . the phonograph.  

The former transmitted sound.  The latter bottles it up for future 

use.93 

 

That the phonograph emerges from the shadow of the telephone only to exceed it in 

the degree to which it performs miracles with the voice is a common trope in the late 

1870s94.  Through this genealogy we can suppose an imaginary lineage whereby the 

telephone, in itself remarkable, gives rise parthenogenetically to the even more 

remarkable phonograph95.  In this movement the interaction of the interlocutors, 

which crucially we would locate as the actual signifier of presence, is displaced by a 

force that draws its power from the phonographôs ability to transcend the transitory 

and temporally situated nature of the voice ï at least as it had been experienced under 

normal conditions up to the invention of the phonograph.  The dissociated voice of 

the telephone that nevertheless still happens in real-time naturalizes the possibility 

that the voice and the speaker are not simultaneously, physically present.  When a 

                                                 
93

 New York Times report dated November 7th, 1877, reproduced in Wile, ñWonderò p. 23 fig. 11. 
94

 See, for example, du Moncelôs Phonograph, where one of the first commentators to write extensively 

on the subject, bundles the phonograph together with the microphone and the telephone.  Something 

similar surfaces in an anonymous article in Journal of Science in 1878; "No sooner had [Bell's 

telephone] been practically demonstrated in England than we were startled by an announcement in the 

American journals that another instrument had been invented, by Mr. T. A. Edison, which would not 

only receive and register, but also reproduce at any distant period, whatever sounds were uttered into it 

by the human voice" (Anon, ñThe Phonographò, Journal of Science 58 (April 1878), p. 245).  In this 

report receiving and registering would seem to be already accepted; the distinction of the phonograph, 

as I have mentioned above, is primarily in the disruption of temporality. 
95

 This is, of course, far from the historical realities in the development of the phonograph, but the fact 

that there is evidence to support such a position in the accounts of the time that excludes ï intentionally 

or incidentally ï the other determinants suggests that the notion that the phonograph both descends 

from and supersedes the telephone would be a plausible, if somewhat unreflective, position to hold.  
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listener then hears the voice issuing from the phonograph, the naturalization of 

dissociation combines with an otherwise unprecedented mimetic power to dissemble 

the absence of interlocution.  In the cultural imagination of the phonographic voice, 

the voice is dissociated from physical presence, yet presence colonises the sound of 

the voice such that the one carries the other within itself, supported by a phonocentric 

metaphysics that is so deeply culturally embedded as to be practically illegible.  

  

 

The position of modernism in relation to the machine  

The anxieties inhering to modernity are a central theme of many accounts of the 

period, and since the early twentieth century there has been a thematization of this 

through the idea that the experimental art movements grouped together under the 

banner of ñmodernismò express culturally articulated reactions unified, as an ñ-ismò, 

by their critical attitudes to modernity.  Tony Pinkney, writing in the introduction to 

Raymond Williamsôs posthumously published collection of late essays96 identifies two 

strands that were (in Williamsôs account) retroactively established through (mostly) 

mid-twentieth-century theories of modernism.  That such theorisations of modernism 

were established after the fact, rather than contemporaneously, is central to Williamsôs 

critique of them as manifestations of a selective history constructed by post-World 

War II interest groups, rather than a historically more complete account.  These 

strands of post-war thinking divide modernism into an ñenactiveò form that embraced 

and celebrated modernization and change through the valorization of the machine 

culture of technological modernity, often citing the destructive aspects of warfare, or 

the ñperfectionò of Fordist production methods to celebrate the passing of a 

                                                 
96

 Williams, Raymond, The Politics of Modernism: Against the New Conformists (London, New York: 

Verso, 1989). 
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sentimentalized humanism,97 and a ñreactiveò modernism, by way of contrast, that 

withdrew from the quotidian experience of modernity in favour of a nostalgic and 

hermetic art, mourning the losses resulting from modernization, and aestheticizing the 

angst and the pathological psychic conditions of the sensitive human soul under such 

a regime of machines and crass populist entertainment.98  The latter position has been 

figured as a neo-aristocratic reaction, a ñmodernismò that raised its ivory towers of 

abstraction, transcendence, and lôart pour lôart against the masses, the former as 

another articulation of exclusionary elitism, in the case of the Italian futurists 

constituting an aesthetic support to fascist ideology that sees a heroism in the 

supplanting of human fallibility and frailty by the inexorable force of depersonalized 

machinery.99            

 

If modernity expresses itself in often contradictory ways it would be unreasonable to 

expect the artistic response to focus on only one of those expressions.  Modernity, 

though a useful indicator, is not one ñthingò.  Like technology, it is not a case of good 

or bad.  Where socio-cultural reality appears so contradictory, the notion that 

modernist art could be simply a critical reaction to the negative attributes of modernity 

or the wholehearted embracing of modernity cannot hold much water.  As modernity 

is itself marked by ambiguity so the idea of a radical split between modernity and 

                                                 
97

 The Italian futurists and British vorticists would exemplify such a trend. 
98

 We might imagine Schoenberg in such a role, or even Mahler.  T. S. Eliot has, until some fairly 

recent reappraisals, been taken as the example par excellence of such a reactive position; later in this 

thesis I shall be examining his The Waste Land, in the light of recent Eliot scholarship, and arguing that 

not only this canonic work of interwar modernism, but other works of the period, cannot be reduced to 

one tendency or the other.  
99

 For Berman the futurist embracing of modernity in being ñable to experience political upheaval in an 

aesthetic (musical, painterly) wayò is, on the one hand, ña real expansion of human sensibilityò.  On the 

other hand, however, ñall the people who get swept away in [Marinettiôs ñmulticoloured, polyphonic 

tides of revolutionò, as he wrote in ñThe Founding and Manifesto of Futurismò, 1909]ò find that 

ñ[T]heir experience is nowhere in the futurist picture.  It appears that some very important kinds of 

human feeling are dying, even as machines are coming to lifeò (Berman, Solid, p. 25).  It is against the 

Fascist aestheticization of politics that Benjamin raises his argument in the first chapter of the ñWork of 

Artò essay, asserting the need for a politicization of art as an essential oppositional strategy to Fascism 

(Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, pp. 234-235).  
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modernism - whether of the enactive or reactive sort above - has been intelligently 

challenged in recent years.  A particular challenge has been mounted against the 

position - which finds its best known articulation in Adorno and Horkheimerôs 

critique of the culture industry100 - that ñpopular cultureò (and ñmass cultureò, the two 

terms often appearing as virtually synonymous) was an effect of, and on the side of, 

ñmodernityò, characterized as being of the (undifferentiated) masses, infinitely 

reproducible, and (at several registers) mechanical, against which modernist ñArtò101 

stood as individual, unique and (resonating at several registers) organic.   

 

Ideologically, one of the foundational moments in the philosophical lineage of the 

Frankfurt School critique is Baudelaireôs attack on photography in his ñSalon of 

1859ò where he critically places photography (as a technology) with ñindustryò and 

ñthe action of the mass on individuals, and . . . the involuntary , forced obedience of 

the individual to the massò.102  Photography, as a mechanical, industrial process, is the 

antithesis of art and is confused with art because, as Baudelaire sees it, the ñidolatrous 

mobò demanded of Art [sic] ñan ideal worthy of itself and appropriate to its natureò.  

The (mass) public understands Art only  as mimesis.  Baudelaire caricatures the man 

in the streetôs attitude as ñóI believe that Art is, and cannot be other than, the exact 

reproduction of Natureôò .  These people  

are  not artists, not naturally artists; philosophers perhaps, moralists, 

engineers, connoisseurs of instructive anecdotes, whatever you like, 

but never spontaneously artists.  They feel, or rather they judge, in 

stages, analytically.  Other more fortunate peoples feel immediately, 

all at once, synthetically.  

                                                 
100

 See Adorno, ñOn Popular Musicò (note 71 above), and Adorno, Theodor W., ñOn Jazzò [1936], 

both texts in Adorno, Theodor W., Essays on Music, ed. Leppert, Richard (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 

London: University of California Press, 2002), pp. 437-469, 470-495.   
101

 with a capital óAô. 
102

 Baudelaire, Charles, ñThe Salon of 1859: The Modern Public and Photographyò [1859], in Frascina, 

Francis  and Harrison, Charles (eds.), Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology (London: 

Harper and Row, Publishers; The Open University Press, 1983), pp. 19-21. 
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The standard of value, then, is an analytical one based on mimetic veracity:  

óan industry that could give us a result identical to Nature would be the 

absolute of art [sic].  . . . Since Photography [sic] gives us every 

guarantee of exactitude that we could desire (they really believe that, 

the mad fools!), then Photography and Art are the same thingô.103    

 

Though Baudelaireôs lôart pour lôart position still exists today,104 it by no means has 

the power and influence it once had.  The sustainability of such positionings has been 

challenged by, among others, Raymond Williams, who argues that this particular and 

reductive figuration of modernism, was in fact canonised in the intellectual circles of 

the period immediately following the Second World War, to the detriment of other 

intellectual and practical positions that did not fit such an Us-and-Them perspective.105  

Perry Anderson identifies a very similar move, noting how ñthe ideology and cult of 

modernism . . . is scarcely older than the 1950s, as a widespread currencyò;106 this is 

the  modernism that Williams terms ñconscious modernismò,107 a post hoc constructed 

image of modernism that is belied by the actual diversity of aesthetics and practices 

figured variously as modernist.108  In the analyses of Williams, Anderson, and 

                                                 
103

 Baudelaire, ñSalonò, p. 19 (quotes in Baudelaireôs original). 
104

 For example, Baudelaire writes that ñthe photographic industry was the refuge of every would-be 

painter, every painter too ill-endowed or too lazy to complete his studiesò  (Baudelaire, ñSalonò, p. 20).  

If we were to replace ñphotographic industryò with ñsampling technologyò or ñhip-hopò, and ñpainterò 

with ñmusicianò, we would have something very like the kinds of criticism hurled at sampling and hip-

hop artists in the most recent past; that the recourse to recording technologies is because such 

musicians lack the ñmusicalò skills or work ethic to produce ñoriginalò work.  I am indebted to Alastair 

Gillies, an excellent dissertation student whom I supervised in the final year of his degree at the 

University of Newcastle in 2007, for drawing my attention to the correlation between allegations of 

laziness and ineptitude levelled at Hip-Hop artists.   
105

 ñModernism is canonized . . . by the post-war settlement and its accompanying, complicit academic 

endorsements . . . marginal or rejected artists become classics of organized teaching and of travelling 

exhibitions in the great galleries of the metropolitan cities . . . confined to this highly selective field and 

denied to everything else in an act of pure ideologyò (Williams, Politics, pp. 34-35). 
106

 Anderson, ñModernity and Revolutionò, p. 108. 
107

 Williams, Raymond, ñThe Estranging Language of Post-modernismò, New Society (16 June, 1983), 

p. 439, cited in Pinkney, Tony, ñEditorôs Introduction: Modernism and Cultural Theoryò, in Williams, 

Raymond, The Politics of Modernism: Against the New Conformists (London, New York: Verso, 

1989), p. 3.  
108

 ñModernism as a notion is the emptiest of all cultural categories . . . it is completely lacking in 

positive content.  In fact, as we have seen, what is concealed beneath the label is a wide variety of very 
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Pinkney, voices such as Adornoôs and Baudelaireôs would be historicized as one 

among several; it seems quite possible that had these ideas not chimed so closely with 

the ñideology and cult of modernismò of ñthe post-war settlementò109 they would not 

have attracted such weight of authority to themselves.   

 

 

Scott Lash and Jonathan Friedman highlight how ñthe now well-known and quite 

institutionalized genre of debates on modernism and postmodernismò in which ñthe 

central dominant notions [are] not of movement, but of stasis, of fixityò, in other 

words notions of the abstract, have been similarly exposed as post hoc 

constructions.
110

  The dominance of the abstract and removed model that they identify 

is clearly related to the criticisms that Pinkney and Williams level against the post-

World War II construction of modernity and modernism as monoliths, and it does not 

take much digging below the surface to find widespread exceptions to this orthodoxy, 

even amongst the canonic practices of artistic and literary modernism.
111

  That notions 

                                                                                                                                            
diverse - indeed incompatible - aesthetic practices: symbolism, constructivism, expressionism, 

surrealism.  These, which do spell out specific programmes, were unified post hoc in a portmanteau 

concept whose only referent is the blank passage of time itself.  There is no other aesthetic marker so 

vacant or vitiatedò (Anderson, ñModernity and Revolutionò, pp. 112-113). 
109

 It is, in all events, certainly rather fatuous to speculate whether either writerôs work would have been 

more or less valorized by a less restrictive ideology of modernism.  There can be little doubt that work 

of such broad scope and complexity as Adornoôs (except for his infamous blind spot about popular 

culture) or the foundational position of Baudelaire would figure prominently in any intellectual 

engagement with ñthe modernò.  What is crucial to note is the blindness to difference that is projected 

onto modernism by its own ideologues.  As Pinkney writes, ñ[M]odernism cannot be periodized by 

drawing upon its own internal ideologies ï not even if we recognize that the óenactiveô and óreactiveô 

positions . . . are part-truths which must be synthesized, Adornoesque twin halves of an integral 

modernist practice to which they do not quite add upò (Pinkney, ñEditorôs Introductionò, p. 6).  
110

 ñ[T]he paramount figure in modernism is that of the static and abstract model separated from the 

dynamic ebb and flow of reality.  This figure is that of the Cartesian óIô, of the abstract natural rights of 

the French Revolution, of Kantian reason, of the unsuccessful blueprints of the worst of orthodox 

Marxism, of city grids, of Corbusierôs machine à habiter, of Habermasôs ideal speech situationò. 

Against this abstraction they propose that ñmodernity is a matter of movement, of flux, of change, of 

unpredictabilityò (Lash, Scott and Friedman, Jonathan (eds. and intro.), ñIntroduction: Subjectivity and 

Modernityôs Otherò, in Modernity and Identity (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1992), p. 1 

[emphases in original]).  
111

 There are numerous occasions where the notion that abstraction, even where explicitly invoked, 

proves to be unsustainable in practice.  Pierre Schaeffer, for example, was eventually forced, in his 

pursuit of a theory of musique concrète, to accept that for many sounds their indexical attributes cannot 
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of fixity and stasis are unreliable as indicators of modernity/modernism is 

underwritten when they note that ñ[t]he dominant figure in postmodernism is equally 

static and abstractò.
112

  Thus, if modernism and postmodernism are to be 

differentiated, the notions of fixity and stasis, being something they appear to hold in 

common, can not be the basis for such a differentiation, and therefore cannot also be 

the basis for their individual identification.  Of course, a critic such as Fredric 

Jameson who understands postmodernity as nothing more than an extension of 

modernity under modified economic conditions would expect to find continuity 

between the two, in part predicated upon exactly such structural phenomena.  What is 

significant for the present work, particularly from chapter 3 forwards, is that there has 

been a suppression of knowledge in the ideological constructions of modernism that 

has marginalized and disavowed that which does not conform to the model of 

abstraction, stasis and fixity.  

  

Shock and anxiety: modernism as a homeopathic treatment for modernity 

Though Anderson asserts that modernism is ñthe emptiest of all cultural categoriesò, 

rather than taking this as a basis upon which to discard the term it seems pragmatic to 

use it inclusively as a catch all for any art that explicitly engages with the cultural 

phenomena of modernity, excluding only that which is avowedly conservative, and 

which self-consciously and uncritically resists modifying or abandoning the aesthetic 

                                                                                                                                            
be completely effaced, that the abstraction implicit in the notion of lô®coute reduite cannot be an 

absolute requirement for the production of musique concrète.  Similarly, it is unsustainable to attempt 

to account for Dada collage in terms of abstraction, or, on a different track, for Brechtôs political 

theatre.  Psychoanalysis is dynamic and rooted in dialogue, ñthe talking cureò, and the many 

appropriations of Marx that do not fall under the category of ñunsuccessful blueprints of the worst of 

orthodox Marxismò, by emphasising the dynamic operations of the historical and social dialectic, also 

give the lie to the notion that modernism or modernity are characterized by stasis and fixity (implicit 

elsewhere in the notion of abstraction).  I would include Walter Benjaminôs work from the late-twenties 

onwards, and Andr® Bretonôs ñmodern materialismò in this (for an account of modern materialism, see 

Cohen, Margaret, Profane Illumination: Walter Benjamin and the Paris of Surrealist Revolution 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), pp. 120-153. 
112

 Lash and Friedman, ñIntroductionò, p. 1. 
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norms of the previous age.  From this perspective certain of the films of Chaplin and 

Keaton could be understood as modernist, despite being also popular or mass cultural 

phenomena; a similar situation would obtain where some early jazz is concerned.   

 

One trope that has been identified with much modernist art (though with by no means 

all modernist art) has been a sense of anxiety or nervousness which it both represents 

and invokes.113  However, prior to its inclusion in modernist art anxiety had become a 

characteristic of urban and industrial modernity.114  Modernist art also makes - 

sometimes strategic, and sometimes gratuitous - use of the modality of shock.115  

Freud connects these two phenomena in his A Note on  the Mystic Writing-Pad116 and 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle,117 where he speculates that anxiety may be a 

protection against shock.  Sense impressions pass through the outer layer of 

consciousness without leaving a mark on them - there is, for Freud, no memory in the 

consciousness.  The problem is that extreme sense impressions can penetrate and 

damage the unconscious; the putting of consciousness onto ñalertò, as it were, through 

anxiety, primes the system to deflect unwanted or damaging impressions.  Those that 

                                                 
113

 ñ. . . we identify anxiety and nervousness with modernism, and with the twentieth century rather 

than the nineteenth.  Central modernist artefacts from Edvard Munchôs The Scream (1893) to T. S. 

Eliotôs The Wasteland [sic] (1922), seem to depend on the representation of, and appeal to, a 

specifically anxious modern subjectò (Daly, Literature, Technology, Modernity, p. 38).  The 

association of industrialized modernity and modernism with anxiety is ubiquitous.   
114

 ñI will be taking up Walter Benjaminôs argument that the hyperstimulation of the nerves is itself a 

component of historical modernization, and enters into the fabric of everyday life in the great 

nineteenth-century metropolises before it makes itself available as artistic technique or as subject 

matterò (Daly, Literature, Technology, Modernity, p. 38). 
115

 ñBu¶uel/Dal²ôs Un Chien Andalou (1928), or Picassoôs Guernica (1937), for example, depend on 

the judicious use of shock to destabilize the audienceôs relation to the art object.  In this particular 

sense, shock may be thought of as the  technique of the historical avant gardeò (Daly,  Literature, 

Technology, Modernity, p. 38).  See also Hughes, Robert, The Shock of the New: Art and the Century of 

Change (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1980), passim. 
116

 Freud, Sigmund, ñA Note on the Mystic Writing-Padò [1924-1925], in Strachey, James (ed. and 

trans.), The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychoanalytical Works of Sigmund Freud XIX  

(London: The Hogarth Press, 1961 ), pp. 227-232.  
117

 Freud, Sigmund, ñBeyond the Pleasure Principleò [1920], in Strachey, James (ed. and trans.), The 

Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud XVIII (London: The Hogarth 

Press, 1961), pp. 7-64. 
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do get through are traumatic in the extreme, as evidenced by the experience of dealing 

with shell-shock victims of the First World War that forced Freud to fundamentally 

rethink his theory that the psychic economy was grounded on ñthe pleasure 

principleò.  Benjamin takes up a similar position in his ñWork of Artò essay
118

 

making a connection between the cinema experience and the idea that urban 

modernity has a threatening aspect.  In his end-notes on the ñWork of Artò essay 

Benjamin, having already drawn parallels between psychoanalysis and cinema in 

terms of the ñoptical unconsciousò makes another psychoanalytically informed 

connection between cinema and the idea of the threatening dimensions of urban 

modernity:    

The film is the art form that is in keeping with the increased threat to 

his life which modern man has to face.  Manôs need to expose himself 

to shock effects is his adjustment to dangers threatening him.  The 

film corresponds to profound changes in the apperceptive apparatus - 

changes that are experienced on an individual scale by the man in the 

street in big-city traffic, on a historical scale by every present day 

citizen.119 
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 Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, p. 232.   
119

 Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, p. 243 n19.  As Daly puts it, for Benjamin ñlow-level anxiety . . . is the 

subjectôs defence-mechanism against shock . . . [T]he subject protects itself against modernity by 

secreting a layer of consciousness . . . Where nervousness or anxiety is, then, shock is not: by living on 

his/her nerves, the modern subject seeks to actually cocoon him or herself from the impact of 

modernizationò (Daly, Literature, Technology, Modernity, p. 39).  The febrile nervous state of the 

urban, modern individual is a theme reaching back to Rousseau at least, and appears in the section 

dealing with the young Thomas de Quinceyôs experience of London recounted in his Confessions of an 

English Opium Eater first published in The London Magazine in 1821 (de Quincey, Thomas, 

Confessions of an English Opium Eater (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979 [1821]), pp. 45-65).  The 

crowd, in particular, acquired the status of a key motif of urban modernity, the impersonality and 

information-overload of crowds leaving the sensitive individual with a paradoxical sense of isolation 

and alienation.  Benjamin, for example, writes that ñno subject [the crowd] was more entitled to the 

attention of nineteenth-century writersò, and cites Edgar Alan Poeôs short story ñThe Man of the 

Crowdò as well as Baudelaireôs various references to crowds and urban modernity in his poetry and 

critical writings (Benjamin, Walter, ñOn Some Motifs in Baudelaireò [1939], in Arendt, Hannah (ed.), 

Illuminations, trans. Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 162).  Perhaps the best known examples 

of critical writing on crowds are Gustave le Bonôs La Psychologie des Foules (1895) and George 

Simmelôs ñThe Metropolis and Mental Lifeò of 1903.  As Benjaminôs Baudelaire essay makes clear, 

crowds and the experience of urban modernity features prominently in the earliest ñmodernistò writers 

such as Edgar Alan Poe, Baudelaireôs ñParisian Scenesò (see Baudelaire, Charles, The Flowers of Evil, 

trans. Richard Howard (London: Picador Classics, 1987 [1857]), pp. 87-109) as well as in Rimbaudôs 

ñCityò poems in The Illuminations (see Rimbaud, Arthur, The Illuminations, trans. Enid Rhodes 

Peschel (New York, London, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974 [1886]), poems xiii, xiv, xv, xvii, 

xix, pp. 130-143). 
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In Dalyôs reading of the situation, the state of anxiety pre-exists its appearance in 

avant-garde art, it is a ñcomponent of historical modernizationò.  Rather than a 

reaction against modernity, such anxiety is integral to, and simultaneously a 

protection against, the modern; as though modernism were a homeopathic remedy for 

the management, though not cure, of modernity.120  He cites Frederic Jameson who 

suggests that modernism can be read as an ñextremely specialized phase of that 

immense process . . . whereby the inhabitants of older social formations are culturally 

and psychologically retrained for life in the market systemò.  Modernism is thus one 

of the cultural processes that make ñus increasingly at home in what would otherwise . 

. . be a distressingly alien realityò;121 this is achieved, in part, through the 

aestheticization of technology, shock, alienation and the other ñinevitableò 

consequences of modernization under the economic regime of industrial capital.  

 

Modernism seen from this angle is an integral part of modernity, representing a 

strategy that arises out of and is complementary to the anxieties immanent to 

modernity, effectively making modernity assimilable to the human experience.122
  

                                                 
120

 He takes the idea one stage further, suggesting that sensation novels are a means of ñnaturalizing the 

modern nervous subjectò (Daly, Literature, Technology, Modernity, p. 33). 
121

 from Jameson, Fredric, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1981), p. 236 as cited in Daly, Literature, Technology, Modernity, p. 3. 
122

 Jonathan Crary would be one of many recent writers to underline this point.  He understands 

modernism to be implicit in modernity: ñrather than being a reaction against or escape from the forces 

of modernity, cultural Modernism is implicated in numerous ways with the scientific, technological, 

and political shifts which characterize the modern era . . . any effective account of modern culture must 

confront the ways in which modernism, rather than being a reaction against or transcendence of 

processes of scientific and economic rationalization, is inseparable from themò (Crary, Jonathan, 

Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass.: 

MIT Press, 1990), p. 85).  Anson Rabinbach similarly questions the opposition of modernism and 

rational science, asserting that ñthe dissolution of traditional modes of perception began with the 

profound epistemological crisis that first occurred within the natural sciences.  . . . The break up of the 

orderly continuum of time and space that invigorated the arts and characterised the late nineteenth-

century crisis of perception also sprang from developments internal to the sciences, and not, as is often 

assumed, solely from a protest against the preeminence of scientific knowledgeò (Rabinbach, Human 

Motor, p. 86).  Eric Gans is another recent historian who proposes that the politico-economic system of 

modernity and the cultural production under its regime can be inconsistent with, and at the same time 

connected to, one another, identifying similar structures underlying both romanticism and modernism.  

As he puts it, ñ[R]omanticism was the culture both of and against the nascent market system just as 
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There is a connection to be made with machine logic whereby a body is brought under 

the control of a machine through prosthesis; something that seems to extend the 

human ï a prosthesis, a cultural expression, a language - can be understood to have 

flowed back into the human body, subjecting it to machine-like control and discipline.  

It is not only modernism that effects this training.  The theme of training is implicit in 

the Marxian theory of the machine to which the worker is a living appendage, and 

Benjamin, for example, suggests that ñ[t]echnology has subjected the human 

sensorium to a complex kind of trainingò.123 Modernism and technology are both 

implicated as forms of ñtrainingò - they are closely related at the sociological level 

and thus any opposition between them should be carefully qualified. 

 

The antagonism of modernism to technology: a ñmodernist mythò 

One aspect of the post hoc ñinternal ideologiesò of modernism noted by Pinkney is the 

association of the machine and technology with mass culture.  The repeatability, 

ubiquity and commodification of popular song, for example, is seen as a manifestation 

of the productive processes of industrialised capital, an argument that is, in terms of 

musical culture, perhaps best known from the writings of Adorno and Horkheimer,124 

and somewhat more recently Jacques Attali.125  Concomitant with this is the claim that 

ñmodernistò Art (with a capital óAô) refused ñthe mechanicalò in favour of ñthe 

humanò, rejecting the involuntary collectivity of the masses in favour of a chosen, 

private subjectivity, filled with agency and intent.  This is, of course, a move that 

                                                                                                                                            
modernism would be the culture of and against the maturing market systemò (Gans, Eric, ñThe Last 

Word in Lyric: Mallarm®ôs Silent Sirenò, New Literary History, 30/4 (1999), pp. 785-786 [emphasis 

added]). 
123

 Original citation from Benjamin, Walter, ñSome Motifs in Baudelaireò, in Charles Baudelaire: A 

Lyric Poet in the Era of High capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Verso, 1989), p. 132, cited in 

Danius, Senses, p. 52.  
124

 For example Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment; Adornoôs ñOn Popular Musicò, 

and ñOn Jazzò.  
125

 Attali, Jacques, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, 

London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
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ideologically repeats and is congruent with the construction of the human as the 

opposite of the technological.  In this way of thinking about technology, the mass 

culture that is produced and distributed through technological mediation, and the 

urban masses themselves, are all concatenated together on one side of the imagined 

lines of encounter, with the lonely, individual, human artist on the other.126  It follows 

a binary logic of ñus and themò or ñeither/orò that is characteristic of many of the 

dominant epistemologies of the modern West.127  

 

Binaristic and antagonistic models of the relations of technology and culture have 

been thoroughly critiqued from a diversity of standpoints by scholars such as 

Friedrich Kittler, Steven Connor, Jonathan Crary, Andreas Huyssen, Donna Haraway, 

Francois Lyotard, Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari, and Sara Danius.  This has arisen in 

part through the critique of the so-called grand narratives of modernism which often 

obscured the complexities and interconnectedness of many cultural practices during 

the modernist period.128  Also grounding such critical voices are the reconfigurations 

                                                 
126

 see, for example, Schoenberg, Arnold, ñHow One Becomes Lonelyò, in Schoenberg, Arnold, Style 

and Idea (London, Boston: Faber and Faber, 1984), pp. 30-53. 
127

 For example, Berman suggests that whereas nineteenth-century thinkers struggled with the positive 

and negative dimensions of modernity ñ[T]heir twentieth-century successors have lurched far more 

toward rigid polarities and flat totalizations.  Modernity is either embraced with a blind and uncritical 

enthusiasm, or else condemned with a neo-Olympian remoteness and contempt; in either case, it is 

conceived as a closed monolith, incapable of being shaped or changed by modern men.  Open visions 

of modern life have been supplanted by closed ones, Both/And by Either/Orò (Berman, Solid, p. 24).  

While this is true of historians and philosophers characterized by Raymond Williams as being of ñthe 

post-war settlementò, the arguments of Williams, and Anderson, already referred to should alert us to 

caution in accepting at face value such assertions as Berman makes.  Such broad universalizations are 

one of the aspects of his writing that Anderson, in particular, takes issue with.  Perhaps what Berman 

identifies is a sense that in the nineteenth century the debates around modernity where less entrenched, 

more novel, whereas, as Williams and Anderson both suggest, in the twentieth century the critical mass 

of thought and writing on the matter had become sufficient to allow for different perspectives to be 

held, the various arguments sufficiently well rehearsed for it to be possible to adhere to one perspective 

or another.         
128

 Margaret Linley relates developments in Victorian poetry, for example, to technological change 

noting how technology is neglected as a theme in and of itself in Victorian literary studies.   ñWork 

thus far on the relation between Victorian literature and technology for the most part has tended to 

converge with the culture and society tradition which subsumes the issue of technology within the class 

and gender critique of the capitalist economic system. . . . [W]hen technology is conceptualized 

separately at all, it is often cited in terms . . . that posit it as a corrupting influence on cultureò.  Such a  



 

 

50 

 

of hermeneutic approach emerging from an understanding that meaning is constructed 

as much at the point of reception as at the point of production.129   

 

Sara Danius is critical of theories of culture that disregard technological 

developments, and foregrounds the theme of technology ï and by implication science 

and industry - in her literary criticism, fundamentally interrogating the assumption 

that technological mediation is the exclusive preserve of mass culture and that 

modernism, figured as oppositional to mass culture, is, therefore, necessarily anti-

technological.  Danius understands what she calls the ñanti-technological biasò of 

modernism as a ñmodernist mythò.130  It is towards Adorno and Horkheimer that she 

directs her critique, characterizing their understanding of mass culture as being 

connected with rational planning, and the reduction of everything to ñthe sameò, 

whereas the modernist artwork is critical and heterogeneous.131  She presents a series 

                                                                                                                                            
position forecloses the possibility of ñsimply considering poetry in historical relation to the vast array 

of Victorian inventionsò which, given the ñtremendous and exciting proliferation of new industrial and 

communications technologiesò, affected more than just models of industrial production.  See Linley, 

Margaret, ñConjuring the Spirit: Victorian Poetry, Culture and Technologyò, Victorian Poetry, 41/4 

(2003), pp. 536-7).  See also Pinkney, ñEditorôs Introductionò and Williams, Politics, as already 

referenced). 
129

 The key text to this is of course Barthesôs ñThe Death of the Authorò (in Barthes, Roland, Image 

Music Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1987), pp. 142-148).  In particular this has 

led to a critique of the allegations that popular culture is merely passively consumed, tending to allow 

agency into the equation through the activities and imaginative strategies of its consumers that would 

have formerly been thought the exclusive prerogative of consumers of High Art.  See Middleton, 

Richard, Studying Popular Music (Milton Keynes and Philadelphia: Open University Press, 2002), pp. 

247-294; Hebdige, Dick, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London and New York: Methuen, 1984), 

pp. 1-19 and passim.  
130

 See Danius, Senses of Modernism, pp. 25-54.  I take this an another example of the idea that the 

scope of what ñmodernismò could be was retroactively canonized, in Williamsôs terms, or 

mythologized in Daniusôs terms, by the vested interests of the post-World War II modernist ideologues.  

The view of the later music of Webern as received in post-war Darmstadt would be a convincing 

illustration of this in musicological discourse.  See Eimert, Herbert and Stockhausen, Karlheinz (eds.), 

die Reihe, Volume 2, ñAnton Webernò (New Jersey: Universal Edition Publishing, Ltd., 1975 [1955]). 
131 Danius notes, for example, how ñthe idea that high-cultural art is more deserving of scholarly 

attention because, among other things, it is less informed by technologized production, and by the same 

token, that mass culture, as a low-cultural phenomenon, is less deserving of scholarly attention since it 

is far removed from the activity of the artistic imagination.  Generally speaking, the modernist period is 

marked by an ideology of partition ï between technology and its effects on the one hand, and the 

ostensibly free activity of the artistic mind on the other.  . . .  Underlying the topos of the split is the idea 

that technology equals streamlined industrial production, utilitarian logic, or instrumental reason.  In 
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of in-depth readings of canonic works of literary modernism132 which, far from 

eschewing technology, can be understood as occupying epistemological positions that 

are dependent not only upon specifically modern technologies but also upon the 

technological media of mass culture.133 For her, ñ[a] strong reading of modernism has 

to be based on a reconsideration of the relations of technology and aesthetics, 

technology being a fundamental, even constitutive, part of modernist cultureò.134  It 

should be apparent that what Danius argues for is not merely a positive representation 

of technology and mass culture in works of literary modernism, but for the 

recognition that the technologies of mass culture create particular conditions of 

possibility for the imagination, and have traceable effects upon language and form 

that go well beyond simple thematizations of technological content in modernist 

literature.135   

                                                                                                                                            
other words, the nature and operations of technology are subsumed under the category ñmeans,ò as in 

ñmeans to an endò (Danius, Senses of Modernism, pp. 34-35).   
132

  The Magic Mountain, Thomas Mann (pub. 1924); Remembrance of Things Past, Marcel Proust 

(pub. 1913-1927); Ulysses, James Joyce (pub. 1922).  It is probably worth noting that, despite the 

problematic nature of claims to universality, the range of geographical origins covered by these three 

works goes some way to illustrating the notion that, despite differences in style and subject matter, 

there remains something about these works that nevertheless can be identified as ñmodernistò.  This 

underlines Williamsôs position that modernism is something retroactively constructed, and yet there is 

still enough of a pragmatic basis for this construction for it to hold, even with a writer as critical of the 

received wisdoms of modernism as Danius is. 
133

 Danius, Senses of Modernism, passim.  This is a motif to which I shall be returning several times in 

the present work. 
134

 Danius, Senses of Modernism, p. 40.  Similar positions would be underlined in terms of sound art 

and technology in Wireless Imagination, edited by Douglas Kahn and Gregory Whitehead; see 

especially Gordon, Mel, ñSounds from the Museum of the Future: Russian Sound Creation (1910-

1930)ò, in Kahn, Douglas and Whitehead, Gregory (eds.), Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the 

Avant-Garde (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994), pp. 197-243. 
135

 She is far from alone in this.  Andreas Huyssen has challenged the radical opposition of modernism 

and mass culture, arguing that ñmass culture has always been the hidden subtext of the modernist 

projectò (Huyssen, Great Divide, p. 47).  Surrealism, whose avowed revolutionary position was in 

opposition to populist and bourgeois values, had productive relations with some (though not all) 

aspects of mass culture.  Many surrealists were fascinated by cinema, and by the pulp novels of the 

Fantômas series (e.g., André Breton, Salvador Dalí, René Magritte and Luis Buñuel); see Walz, Robin, 

Pulp Surrealism: Insolent Popular Culture in Twentieth-Century Paris (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 

London: University of California Press, 2000), pp. 1-12 and 42-75.  Adornoôs critical acclaim for the 

music of Kurt Weill (Adorno, Theodor W., ñOn the Social Situation of Musicò, in Adorno, Theodor 

W., Essays on Music, ed. Leppert, Richard (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California 

Press, 2002), pp. 408-409) underlines how reducing a complex phenomenon like modernity to either/or 

choices is doomed to misrepresentation, and much early (especially European) cinema similarly 

problematize the sustainability of such a separation of the popular from Art.   In addition to the 
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Danius is clear that, in empirical terms, not only did ñ[t]he advent of new 

communications technologies in the nineteenth century [have] an obvious impact 

upon the production of artò, but that these technologies were also instrumental in ñthe 

emergence of large readerships and groups of consumersò.  The line she takes on this 

is thus quite close to that of Pinkney and Williams vis-à-vis the post hoc and invested 

construction of modernism that would deny this.  According to a similar way of 

thinking, the anti-technological bias attributed to modernism by some of its theorists 

is one of many mythologies of convenience to support the position of particular 

interest groups.136  However the effect of these technologies goes well beyond the 

sociological level of production and consumption, to the extent that Danius is able to 

propose that ñModernist aesthetics and the notion of the autonomous work of art are 

indirectly related to the same processò,137 that is, the process whereby the increase in 

potential consumers goes hand-in-hand with new communications technologies.  The 

notion of the autonomous and self-sufficient artwork had come into being towards the 

end of the eighteenth century, at the point at which there was ña move from the 

understanding of the book as a physical medium for presenting preordained truths to 

the notion of the book as an emanation of the intellectual and creative capacities of a 

unique individualò.138  This then informs the emergence of ideas that such creative 

capacities should be honoured by intellectual property rights, by the commodification 

                                                                                                                                            
engagement with popular culture of cubism, and some of Kurt Schwitters ñMerzò art,  recent analyses 

of the early work and thought of T. S. Eliot similarly interrogate the received knowledge that 

modernism and mass culture, modernism and technology are mutually antagonistic; see Chinitz, David, 

ñThe Problem of Dullness: T. S. Eliot and the óLively Artsô in the 1920sò and Coyle, Michael, ñT. S. 

Eliot on the Air: óCultureô and the Challenges of Mass Communicationò, in Brooker, Jewel Spears 

(ed.), T. S. Eliot and Our Turning World (London: Palgrave, in association with Institute of United 

States Studies, University of London, 2001), pp. 127-140, 141-154. 
136 For another critical approach to the anti-technological bias, especially for surrealist visual art in 

relation to technology, see Krauss, Rosalind E., The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 

Modernist Myths (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1985). 
137

 Danius, Senses of Modernism, pp. 34-35. 
138

 Danius, Senses of Modernism, p. 37. 
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of an individual authorôs ideas, in effect.  Commodification and genius are then 

aspects of the same socio-economic process. 

 

Technology, then, cannot be put on one side of a binaristic argument when attempting 

to find a way through the complexities of the modern period.  Technologies can 

function as prostheses of the human, extending capabilities and compensating for 

deficiencies, at the same time that they can be seen to sometimes cause those 

deficiencies.  The prosthesis can function as a tool and/or a machine, in the 

specifically Marxian understanding of those terms, where in the latter model the 

machine has, in its turn, a disciplinary and regulatory effect on the human body or the 

cultural expectations.  The specific technology of the phonograph must be understood 

within this context; while it carries certain specific meanings and associations of its 

own that are peculiar to it, it also is informed by more general ideas and concepts 

about technology.  In the following chapter I shall be looking in more depth into some 

of these meanings and associations, and attempting to account for some of the reasons 

why phonography and sound technologies in general have such a relatively low 

profile in the theoretical debates internal to and contemporaneous with modernity and 

the cultural products of modernism. 
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Chapter 2: Prosthetic Writing and Prosthetic Memory -  

Voice, Loss and Death 

 

 

It could be argued that the phonograph and moving pictures are the technological 

paradigms upon which the entirety of the modern mass culture of entertainment is 

predicated.  Though there was certainly a significant popular music industry founded 

on print culture by the mid-nineteenth century, phonography was to take a greater and 

greater share of the market throughout the twentieth century and recorded music 

continues to form the fundamental base of the music industry.  The association of 

mass culture with technologies of reproduction, commodification and distribution in 

part account for the notion that mass culture is connected to technology, and 

modernist ñArtò rejects technology - the ñanti-technological biasò that Danius, and 

others, have recently challenged.  Even without taking note of Daniusôs intelligent and 

perceptive deconstruction of this ñmodernist mythò, though, sound recording did 

eventually allow for the realization of such quintessentially avant-garde dreams as the 

futuristsô ñArt of Noisesò, Var¯seôs emancipation of noise and the sounds of urban 

modernity or Cageôs music of ñjust listeningò.  Sound recording, then, is one of the 

conditions of possibility of the avant-garde as well as of mass culture, so in light of 

this it seems strange to note how little importance it has, until relatively recently, been 

accorded in accounts of modernity and modernism, particularly when one compares 

this (relative) scarcity with the mountains of print devoted to theorizing moving 

pictures and photography.  Not only are there vast quantities of writing on the subject 

of these (predominantly) visual technologies, but such writings have attained a 

generally canonic status in cultural histories and theories for which, again, until 

relatively recently, there have been very few equivalents concerning sound 
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technology;139 McLuhanôs Understanding Media does deal with audio technology, and 

some film theorists such as Metz, Balasz and Baudry did discuss sound in writing 

about film140 but in ways that, as James Lastra effectively demonstrates, ñmiss the 

pointò about how sound relates to its recording technologies.141  

 

The relative absence of sound in theories of modernity/modernism 

For twenty-five centuries, Western knowledge has tried to look upon 

the world.  It has failed to understand that the world is not for the 

beholding.  It is for hearing.  It is not legible, but audible.142 

 

Jacques Attali concisely marks the subordination of sound to vision in the Western 

episteme; though ñthe world is not for the beholdingò, we have, as a culture, failed to 

recognise this; that the world is legible, not audible, is a misapprehension.  While 

there can be little serious challenge to the idea that Western culture (and the 

epistemological positionings that in part constitute it) is dominated by visuality, Attali 

is not alone in drawing attention to the neglect of the aural dimensions of culture.143  

                                                 
139

 That sound recording technology lacks the canonical authors that photography and film have is 

noted by Miriam Hansen, writing in her ñIntroductionò to Siegfried Kracauerôs Theory of Film.  In 

terms of the ubiquity with which they appear in footnotes, Kittlerôs Gramophone Film Typewriter and 

Attaliôs Noise (which of course is more a theorization of music that engages with technology than a 

work on technology per se, rather as I argue is the case with Adornoôs ñOn the Fetish-Character in 

Music and the Regression of Listeningò) are probably two of the more visible works that work to 

redress this imbalance in theorizations between modern media technologies.  Since the early 1990s the 

work of many writers and historians (such as Douglas Kahn, Frances Dyson, Rick Altman, Philip 

Auslander, Jonathan Sterne and Michael Chanan, inter alia) has had a significant effect of shift the 

balance in the direction of aurality and audio technology. 
140

 I should perhaps note that it is through the critique of their work by James Lastra that I have come 

into contact with these theorists, see Lastra, James, ñReading, Writing, and Representing Soundò, in 

Altman, Rick (ed.), Sound Theory/Sound Practice (New York, London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 65-66. 
141

 see chapter 4 of the present work. 
142

 Attali, Noise, p. 3. 
143 Perhaps the most significant of those drawing attention to the sonic dimensions of culture and the 

world (if only because he was one of the first to articulate it in published writings) was John Cage, 

though he of course insisted on categorizing as music everything that a human listener listened to.   

Growing out from a similar ideological position, the Canadian composer and ñacoustic ecologistò R. 

Murray Schafer was instrumental is setting up the World Soundscape Project (WSP), with the purpose 

of documenting and archiving the sounds of the world, especially ones that were in the process of 

disappearing such as the steam whistles of transcanadian steam locomotives that were gradually being 

decommissioned.  He coined the term ñsoundscapeò as the acoustic equivalent of landscape, noting that 

whereas conservation of the landscape, or even the urban cityscape, in terms of them being visual 

phenomena, is widely accepted, there was, until the advent of the WSP nothing comparable in terms of 
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Noting that where sound is concerned, the field has been dominated by music, 

Douglas Kahn writes that 

As a historical object, sound cannot furnish a good story or consistent 

cast of characters nor can it validate any ersatz notions of progress or 

generational maturity.  The history is scattered, fleeting, and highly 

mediated ï it is as poor an object in any respect as sound itself.144 

 

Martin Jay claims that visuality characterises modernity (longue durée) and that prior 

to the establishment of modernity, Western cultures were considerably more aural 

than ñscopicò.145   He invokes Norman Brysonôs proposal that pre-modern painting 

had a strong narrative function for the ñunlettered massesò146  and it is only with the 

ñperspectival gazeò147 - what he in fact calls ñCartesian perspectivalismò148 - of the 

Renaissance, and the resultant transformation of pictorial space into something 

ñrectilinear, abstract and uniformò,149 that the notion of the autonomous image, 

synchronic and formal, comes to the fore.  He cites Bryson, who maintains that ñthe 

                                                                                                                                            
sonic phenomena.  That there is a political edge to his ideas is suggested by his term ñacoustic 

ecologyò, coined at a time when ecological awareness was becoming recognised as a crucial political 

issue, with the implication that something had ñgone wrongò that needed addressing before it was too 

late.  John Shepherd has also noted a relatively subordinate status of the sonic in Western culture, 

especially in comparison to other cultures in the world.  He has suggested, for example, that pre-literate 

cultures have a proportionally greater emphasis on the aural understanding of space than literate 

cultures.  In his analysis of the situation, cultures that have a written language tend to have attention 

directed forwards, and the framing function of sight is thereby intensified.  In contrast, cultures that do 

not write experience space differently insofar as space (according to Shepherd), rather than being 

partial, selected and framed by vision, is experienced aurally as surrounding the individual through 360 

degrees.  He finds evidence for the greater relative importance of the aural in such cultures in 

representational visual works of art in which those - to the Western mind - imperative and apparently 

natural spatial structures of frame and perspective are absent, and figures, plants, landmarks and 

symbols co-exist in a free-floating space that bears more of an experiential resemblance to hearing than 

it does to seeing - a visual representation in the modality of hearing, as it were (See Shepherd, John, 

Music as Social Text (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), pp. 19-35. 
144

 Kahn, Douglas, ñIntroduction: Histories of Sound Once Removedò, in Kahn, Douglas and 

Whitehead, Gregory (eds.), Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 1994), p. 2. 
145

 Though he is careful to note the danger of taking such generalizations too much at face value, 

making it clear that they are ñonly very crude ideal-typical characterizations, which can easily be 

faulted for their obvious distance from the complex realities they seek to approximateò (Jay, Martin, 

ñScopic Regimes of Modernityò, in Lash, Scott, and Friedman, Jonathan (eds.), Modernity and Identity 

(Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1993), p. 179). 
146

 Jay, ñScopic Regimesò, p. 182. 
147
Jay, ñScopic Regimesò, p. 181. 

148
Jay, ñScopic Regimesò, p. 179. 

149
Jay, ñScopic Regimesò, p. 180. 
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gaze of the painter arrests the flux of phenomena, contemplates the visual field from a 

vantage-point outside the mobility of duration, in an eternal moment of disclosed 

presenceò.150  Implicit in this is the stepping outside of diachronic time - the 

abandonment of the formerly narrative function of painting distances it from the 

temporality that such a narrative function carries.  The privileging of the point at 

which perception and reality appear to converge as singular and permanent reinforces 

the denigration of the temporal in this move to perspectivalist thinking.  

 

Cartesian perspectivalism leads to ña visual paradigm [establishing] hegemony over 

culture and hence cognitionò151 and Jayôs terminology makes explicit the 

epistemological commonalities of the ego that thinks-and-therefore-is with the visual 

structuring of space in visual representation.  On the surface perspective appears to be 

an unambiguous and true report of perception, and becomes naturalised as such, but 

this is at the expense of the understanding that what we think of as reality is 

constituted through the act of perception as an active, structuring procedure.  It is not 

until the mid-1920s that the naturalism of perspective is challenged with any 

theoretical rigour, Jay noting ñErwin Panofskyôs celebrated critique of perspective as 

merely a conventional symbolic formò.152   

 

Dieter Hoffmann-Axthelm153 makes a similar point about the dominance of visuality, 

though, like Shepherd, for whom literacy or illiteracy determines the culturally-

                                                 
150

 Bryson, Norman, Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1983), p. 94 cited in Jay, ñScopic Regimesò, p. 181. 
151

 Lash and Friedman, ñIntroductionò, p. 16-17. 
152

 Jay, ñScopic Regimesò, pp. 179-180 - see also his ñsomewhat perverseò (his own phrase) 

conclusions beginning on p. 189.  Panofskyôs ñcelebrated critique is Panofsky, Erwin, ñDie Perspektive 

als ósymbolische Formôò, in Vorträge der Bibliothek Warburg 4 (1924-1925), pp. 258-331. 
153

 Hoffmann-Axthelm, Dieter, ñIdentity and Reality: The End of the Philosophical Immigration 

Officerò, in Lash, Scott and Friedman, Jonathan (eds.), Modernity and Identity (Oxford, and 

Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell, 1993), pp. 196-217. 
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specific structuring of the perception of space,154 he sees the root of this dominance in 

literacy.  Moreover, whereas Jay sees the Cartesian perspectivalist hegemony leading 

to a visually dominated cognition, Hoffmann-Axthelm sees a mode of cognition that 

is particular to literacy ñcolonizingò sight.155  Though there is something persuasive in 

this, particularly as it resonates with Trevor Wishartôs critique of ñscribal elitesò,156 

and while there can be little doubt that the fact of literacy and the forms it takes has 

significant cultural effects,157 the argument he proffers seems to me to claim too much 

for literacy, as though it were the only factor involved.  This argument is only fully 

supportable if other contributing factors to visual culture are ignored or sidelined, if 

metaphoric representations of ñscriptò are taken as concrete realities (or even 

confused and conflated with them), and ultimately if Western culture is understood as 

a monolith with no dissension or alternative positions, subcultural or otherwise.  

There is a totalizing drive to his account which relies too much on disregarding 

phenomena that do not fit the theory,158 at the expense of a richer reading of the 

                                                 
154

 See note 143 above. 
155

 ñ. . . reading, listening and writing were the school of instrumental rationalization of the senses . . . 

Whereas medieval science had sacrificed the visible, there was now liberty to look at things.  But only 

as a function of conceptual knowledge, of written theory and for the sake of organizing the worldò 

(Hoffmann-Axthelm, ñIdentity and Realityò, pp. 208-209).  In their introduction to Hoffmann-

Axthelmôs essay, Lash and Friedman note how he ñobserves that with the development of print-culture, 

vision becomes subordinate to cognition; the eye is now primarily used in such functions as 

investigating documents and accounts.  Hearing also becomes reconstituted on a scriptural basis, and 

sensuality in general becomes dependent on script and legibilityò (Lash and Friedman, ñIntroductionò, 

p. 18).   
156

 Trevor Wishart proposes that the possession of a scribal culture by the church and aristocracy during 

the Western European middle ages and Renaissance lead to particular conceptualisation as to the nature 

and value of musical sound.  Pitch and duration become the paradigmatic essentials of music, being 

those aspects of musical sound most readily susceptible to being notated, which are also those 

parameters of the music that transcend the moment of performance and thus transmit ñthe musicò 

through history.  Associated as they are with the modus operandi of the ñscribal eliteò they acquire, in 

Wishartôs account, a disproportionate importance compared to articulation, timbre, phrasing and ñfeelò 

and other parameters of musical sound.  See Wishart, Trevor, On Sonic Art (York: Imagineering Press, 

1985), pp. 7-27.    
157

 Shepherd notes its effect on memory, and the concomitant distinction between cultures governed by 

myth and those that are historically aware, for example, as well as on the experience of space.  Ongôs 

now classic work on the impact of writing also traces a complex network of effects; see Ong, Walter J., 

Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London, New York: Methuen, 1982). 
158

 Where, for example, would Foucaultôs theory of panopticism fit into the scriptural model, or the 

network models of telegraphy, telephony and (more recently) the internet? 



 

 

60 

 

pertinent cultural conditions.  However, his is a strand of critical thinking that can be 

traced across quite a variety of different writers and it is useful in marking how the 

power relations of writing impinge upon and colonize consciousness in general.  

Though writing need not necessarily be as dominant on consciousness as Hoffmann-

Axthelm suggests, its effect is, nevertheless, one that resonates at many registers of 

culture.  

 

In musical terms, for example, it reaches a fever pitch in the period of musical 

modernism starting with Schoenbergôs arrival at the twelve-tone method,159 Adornoôs 

relentless emphasising of the necessary unity of musical form and content in terms of 

pitch and duration, and then - and what better example could there be of an interested 

coterie imposing their ñinternal ideologiesò onto the modern - the post-World War II 

fetishization of Webern, and the application of the scribal modalities of pitch and 

duration (as Wishart characterizes them) onto the other parameters of musical sound 

such as articulation, timbre, and dynamics in the period of total or integral 

serialism.160  Here the sensual modality of sound perception is subordinated to a 

scripturally-driven logic for the control of all sonic parameters through a notational 

practice in which the hegemonic formal logic of frequency and duration are extended 

to other separated parameters of musical sound which are then subject to and 

                                                 
159

 That the compositional method is designed according to pitch is  indicative of the primacy of pitch 

organization to musical identity and integrity for Schoenberg, as well as for Western composers in 

general.  This is not to say, though, that at the musical level Schoenberg or his contemporaries were 

deaf to timbre, phrasing, articulation and so on.  These parameters of musical sound are clearly highly 

significant, as testified by the innovations made in terms of timbre (the idea of the Klangfarbenmelodie, 

for instance, arising in Schoenbergôs earlier period of free atonality, and continued as a structural 

process by Webern), and the near obsessive attention to the notation of details of accent, articulation 

and phrasing in scores of the period and later (Brian Ferneyhough and the British New Complexity 

school of composers standing as inheritors of this notational practice).     
160

 for example, Messiaen, Modes de Valeurs et dôIntensit®s, Goeyvaerts, Sonata for Two Pianos, 

Boulez, Structures I. 
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organized according to this ñnotationalò logic.161  Lash and Friedman note how it 

seems that perception, as a sensual phenomenon, is subjected to cognition and 

controlled, disciplined and structured according to the modalities of cognition and 

rational thought.162     

 

 

For modernist artists, technology is implicated in this cultural nexus, offering 

unprecedented ways to realise conceptual ideas.  Man Ray, for example, though 

initially a painter, turned to technologically assisted painting using an airbrush, and 

then to photography, discovering a number of original techniques in that medium that 

extended its aesthetic possibilities ï principally solarization and the Rayograph.
163

  It 

is interesting that at this early stage he did not categorize the camera as itself 

automatic (which it surely is) but sought to exemplify the automatic dimension of the 

camera through comparison with the typewriter.
164

  The typewriter most likely 

seemed the nearest thing to the automatic recording of thoughts, so to aspire for the 

camera to attain a similar level of the automatic strongly underlines the notion that 

photography, for Man Ray, was the technology through which concepts and thoughts 

                                                 
161

 Wishart, Sonic Art, pp. 23-24. 
162

 ñHigh modernist subjectivity gives extraordinary privilege, for example, to judgement and 

especially to cognition.  It correspondingly devalues the faculty of perception, so that vision itself is so 

to speak colonized by cognition.   . . . High modernist subjectivity seems furthermore to privilege the 

cognitive and moral over the aesthetic and the libidinal, the ego over the id, and visual over touch, and 

discursive over figural communication.  It gives primacy to culture over nature, to the individual over 

the communityò (Lash and Friedman, ñIntroductionò, p. 5). 
163

 The Rayographs were made by laying physical objects onto photographic paper and then exposing 

the arrangement to light.  Shadows are left where the objects were placed, the rest of the paper being 

turned white by the action of light.  See Martin, Jean-Hubert, ñIntroductionò, and Sers, Philippe, ñMan 

Ray and the Avant-Gardeò, in  Ray, Man, Man Ray Photographs (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997), 

pp. 7, 12.  
164

 In 1921, the year that he produced the first Rayographs, he wrote to Katherine Dreier: ñIôm trying to 

make my photography automatic ï to use my camera as I would a typewriter ï in time I shall attain this 

and still avoid the irrelevant, for which scientific instruments have such a penchant.  Iôm working for 

the truth ï one is apt to get too much of it, or get it a bit exaggeratedò (letter to Katherine Dreier,  20
th
 

February, 1921, quoted in Martin, ñIntroductionò,  p. 7.  Original letter in Beineke Rare Books and 

Manuscript Library, Yale University Library). 



 

 

62 

 

could be captured and made manifest.
165

  At the same time, though, he is advocating a 

degree of human selectivity in this automatic recording process, noting how he 

intends to ñavoid the irrelevantò which scientific machines, with their (apparently) 

absolute objectivity, cannot filter out.  His automatism is, then, a very prosthetic 

automatism, where there is a dialogue between the human and technology that renders 

technology not only subject to human control but the very means by which human 

thought is manifest.  The dominance of visuality and visual technologies is persistent.  

Clifford Browder, in his 1967 biography of André Breton writes of the 

ñphotographing of the mindò
166

 that was Surrealist automatic writing, despite having 

argued in the pages preceding this statement that ñthe most striking and least 

evanescent poetic imagery results not from verbal-visual but from verbal-auditory 

automatismò.
167

  Browder nevertheless seems unable to move past Bretonôs earliest 

figuration of automatic writing as ña veritable photography of thoughtò,168 a visual 

technology for automatic recording, even though his own assessment of the centrality 

of the auditory would suggest phonography over photography.
169

  

 

                                                 
165

 Ruth Brandon writes of Man Ray and his friend Marcel Duchamp inhabiting a ñbrave new world of 

concepts, in which the retinal was merely incidentalò (Brandon, Ruth,  1999, Surreal Lives: The 

Surrealists, 1917-1945 (London: Macmillan), p.  187) suggesting something like Hoffmann-Axthelmôs 

idea of the colonization of sight by cognition.  Ray himself described how using an airbrush was ña 

pure cerebral activityò because it was possible ñto paint a picture without touching the canvasò 

(Brandon, Surreal Lives, p. 185 citing Man Rayôs autobiography  Self-Portrait (Boston, 1963) no page 

number given).  There is an interesting logic to such a statement, separating and opposing to one 

another, as it does, the cerebral and the physical.  On transferring his artistic aspirations to photography 

the cerebral nature of his work is underlined. He wrote in 1928, ñ[I]t  is light that I create.  I sit before 

my sheet of photographic paper and I thinkò (Tashjian, Dickran, A Boatload of Madmen: Surrealism 

and the American Avant-Garde 1920-1950 (New York, 1995), p. 102, cited Brandon, Surreal Lives, p. 

188).     
166

 Browder, Clifford, André Breton, Arbiter of Surrealism (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1967), p. 82. 
167

 Browder, Breton, p. 76. 
168

 Breton, Andr®, ñMax Ernstò [1921], in The Lost Steps, trans. Mark Polizzotti (Lincoln and London: 

University of Nebraska Press, 1996 [1924]), p. 60. 
169

 In Chapter 4 of the present work I shall be arguing that the ñrecording deviceò that Breton uses to 

model the surrealist writer is the phonograph in its auratic incarnation as a record-playback apparatus. 



 

 

63 

 

Hoffmann-Axthelmôs notion that the modality of sight is colonized by cognition to 

the extent that it moves away from a sensual towards an analytical model of seeing is 

not only congruent with the notion that sight is a more ñabstractò sense than 

hearing,170 but suggests a wider epistemological background to Man Rayôs 

understanding of his artistic practice, as well as resonating with Wishartôs ideas 

above.171  The logical end result of this in terms of music is the notion of the 

autonomous and non-referential nature of the musical work, and the ideal listener 

aware of the inter-relationship at all technical levels of form and content ï understood 

as being articulated in pitch and rhythm - in the Adornian ideal model of ñexpertò 

                                                 
170

 Steven Connor writes: ñJonathan Crary has described the óautonomization of sightô brought about 

during the nineteenth century as a dissociation of sight from touch, which is itself part of a separation 

and remapping of the senses. The loss of touch in particular meant óthe unloosening of the eye from the 

network of referentiality incarnated in tactility and its subsequent relation to perceived spaceô. The 

isolation of vision, and its promotion as a unifying, or meta-sense óenabled the new objects of vision 

(whether commodities, photographs, or the act of perception itself) to assume a mystified and abstract 

identity, sundered from any relation to the observer's position within a cognitively unified fieldô. The 

sense of sight became separated from the body; it became the means whereby the other senses were to 

be ordered and distinguished. We have become accustomed to identifying the rise of the scientific 

rationality with this cognitive promotion of seeing, and the demotion of the other senses, especially of 

hearing and touch. The rational remodelling of the world in the nineteenth century can be seen in terms, 

not just of the bringing of light, but also in terms of the massive production of objects for sight. To take 

only one example; the efforts to modernize cities like Paris and London meant converting the archaic 

urban experience composed of smells, sounds and uncomfortable concussions - the world of miry 

indistinction conjured up in the opening pages of Bleak House - into a rational structure available for 

actual or ideal sight. The development of gas and subsequently electric lighting in the second half of 

the century would emphasize this conversionò (Connor, Steven, ñVoice, Technology and the Victorian 

Earò  -  paper given at the conference on Science and Culture 1780-1900 at Birkbeck College, London, 

12th September 1997 http://www.bbk.ac.uk/english/skc/phones.htm accessed 24th August 

2007@23:14.).  Walter J. Ong similarly equates sight with abstraction: ñSight isolates, sound 

incorporates.  Whereas sight situates the observer outside what he views, at a distance, sound pours into 

the hearer.  Vision dissects, as Merleau-Ponty has observed.  . . . By contrast with vision, the dissecting 

sense, sound is thus a unifying senseò (Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 72). 
171

 In Wishartôs account it is those aspects of musical sound encoded by western notation that are most 

directly susceptible to meaningful rationalisation ï pitch and duration can be accounted for in relatively 

simple, reductive mathematical terms in a way that timbre, articulation and ñfeelò cannot (Wishart, 

Sonic Art, pp. 10-12).  This suggests that the choice to notate pitch and duration is not accidental or 

arbitrary (even if it was not necessary consciously ñchosenò), but in fact exposes, at the level of sonic 

experience, a similar ñcolonizationò by cognition that Hoffmann-Axthelm sees in the visual domain.  

Those parameters of musical sound that are most adaptable to rationalization become dominant as 

music ï by which is meant, of course, notated Art music - becomes increasingly associated with its 

visual encodement.  Visualisation of music is thus paralleled by its colonization by cognition 

articulated through a reduction of musical meaning to those of its parameters through which the 

rational and cognitive can be most easily modelled.  

http://www.bbk.ac.uk/english/skc/phones.htm
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music listening.172  Reading Hoffmann-Axthelm through Wishartôs critique of the 

ñpitch-duration paradigmò, a plausible line of argument is uncovered suggesting that 

writing - and by implication other forms of visualisation - falls under the dominance 

of cognitive and rationalist models of reality that suppress or devalue phenomena that 

are less susceptible to rationalisation and linear thought. 

 

Thus, it is not that sight as such becomes, de facto, dominant in modernity (a notion 

that might well end up appealing to suspect biologistic and naturalistic 

essentializations of human culture as determined by, among other things, upright gait, 

binocular vision, or the sensory support necessary for foraging for an omnivorous diet 

ï the dominance of sight thereby being a transhistorical human universal that remains 

in modernity like a disproportionately significant vestigal organ), but it is sight as 

appropriated as the executive right arm of analytic, linguistic, rational thought that, in  

both Wishartôs and Hoffmann-Axthelmôs accounts, explains its cultural dominance.  

Sight ñlooks outò, as it were, from inside the modern, Cartesian subject, who is 

because ñheò thinks, and whose body is separate from ñhisò mind.  This directed, 

selective gaze emanates from the subject conceived as inhabiting a single and unitary 

perspective.173 

  

                                                 
172

 See Leppert, Richard, ñCommentary to óCulture, Technology, and Listeningôò, in Adorno, Theodor 

W., Essays on Music, ed. Leppert, Richard (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California 

Press, 2002), pp. 228-229, especially fn. 40. 
173

 I have highlighted the third person singular as masculine because though it is a subject that exceeds 

the scope of the present work, the gaze has tended to be overwhelmingly presented as male and 

heterosexual in Western culture, with womenôs bodies objects of that gaze; see Mulvey, Laura, ñVisual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinemaò, Screen, 16/3 (Autumn, 1975), pp. 11-12.  There is a huge amount of 

research on this subject, for example, Caws, Mary Ann, The Surrealist Look: An Erotics of Encounter 

(Cambridge, Mass. and London: The MIT Press, 1999); a more explicitly critical psychoanalytically 

nuanced approach to the male gaze is Irigaray, Luce,  Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. 

Gill (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985 [1974]);  for an examination of a more recent cultural 

move towards the specular economy of the male body see Bordo, Susan, The Male Body: A New Look 

at Men in Public and in Private (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999), pp. 15-35 and 168-225.     
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However, over the past twenty-five years or so there has been something of a 

flowering of theories concerning themselves with the neglected sonic domain at the 

same time that new theorizations have emerged to redress the imbalance.  On this 

issue Jay Clayton has gone so far as to question the ñglobal applicability of the term 

[modernity]ò because of the ñabsence of sound technology from most models of 

modernityò,174 a lack of attention underlined by Rick Altman when he writes that the 

1980 issue of Yale French Studies, of which he is the editor, has a ñremedialò 

function.175  As I have already noted, the idea that sight is either better disposed to 

                                                 
174

 Clayton, Jay, ñThe Voice in the Machine: Hazlitt, Hardy, Jamesò, in Masten, Jeffrey, Stallybrass, 

Peter, and Vickers, Nancy (eds.), Language Machines: Technologies of Literary and Cultural 

Production (New York, London: Routledge, 1997), p. 212.  For Clayton the notion that modernity is 

generally thought of as dominated by the visual is destabilized by Carolyn Marvinôs placing of the 

telegraph as the first of, and therefore precedent to, the mass networks of communication that were to 

exponentially expand in socio-cultural significance through to the mid-point of the twentieth century 

(see Marvin, Carolyn, When Old Technologies Were New: Thinking About Electric Communication in 

the Late Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 93-94 cited in Clayton, 

ñVoice in Machineò, p. 210).  The telegraph is a technology that operates by sound, which 

problematizes the received theories of modernity which tend to centre around the notion that it is a 

predominantly scopic phenomenon (Clayton, ñVoice in Machineò, pp. 211-212).  His point is that the 

experience of the telegraph at the time of its invention (and presumably for the period prior to the 

widespread use of the telephone and radio when it was unrivalled as a mode of instant connection 

across the globe) foregrounded ñ[T]he physical impact of sound in the instrumentôs operationò.  Such 

an emphasis on sound and the aural offers a point of resistance to ñthe disembodiment often thought 

characteristic of the modern subjectôs encounter with technologyò.  In the light of Connorôs 

problematization of a simple either/or choice where sound and vision are concerned exposes an 

oversimplification in Marvinôs notion that the telegraph - and the birth of modernism, as she sees it - is, 

at its heart, aural.  As I have argued in Chapter 1 of the present work, the meaning of any technology is 

mediated by a complex network of cultural acts, knowledge, histories and discourses.  As with a skilled 

instrumentalist, sending and receiving telegraph messages involves a complex series of inter-

relationships between hearing, seeing, touch and muscular control and reaction.  The often dramatic 

roles that telegraphy plays in nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature adds other layers of culturally 

significant information, thickening any attempt at a description.  It might be better to suggest that 

telegraphy tends to be dominated by the aural, and that this leads to something like an auralization of 

the other senses ï vision, touch ï that is actually at odds with later technologies that are understood to 

lead to a visualization of the non-visual sensory modes; in these terms sound recording is understood in 

visual terms as ñwritingò, or the photography of sound.
174

  However, by remaining open to the 

culturally mediated nature of what can often look like (and be culturally represented as) the biological 

givens of sensory perception, Connorôs synaesthetic model can lead us to a more dialectical picture that 

evades the reduction of the relationships between sound and vision to fixed binarisms, at the same time 

as allowing for an understanding of the situation in terms of tendencies towards one or other dominant 

modality. 
175

 In what is one of the first major publications devoted entirely to the sonic dimension of cinema, 

Altman writes: ñ[M]ore than half a century after the coming of sound, film criticism and theory still 

remain resolutely image bound.  Early filmmakersô skepticism about the value of sound has been 

indirectly perpetuated by generations of critics for whom the cinema is an essentially visual art . . . The 

role of this issue of Yale French Studies is thus remedial; by concentrating attention on a neglected area 

it will perhaps suggest new directions and possibilities for a more integrated approach to the entire film 

experienceò (Altman, Yale French Studies, p. 3). 
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observation, distancing and therefore abstraction, or is somehow more directly 

connected to and controlled by rational consciousness, are tropes that have currency in 

many debates on the modern.  Clayton argues that ñ[s]ound has been historically 

constructed so as to make it appear less abstract than vision and thus, less integral to 

the development of modernityò.176  He is, however, aware of the dangers of thinking 

too rigidly in binary structures and of over-literal abstraction.  He proposes ñnot that 

sound is inherently more embodied than sight but that our experience of both sight 

and sound is historically constructedò.177  The notion that sight is abstract and sound 

embodied is thus a historical factor of modernity, like visual perspective in post-

Renaissance painting, a cultural and historically contingent convention.178  Steven 

Connor also resists any simplistic binarism that seems to emerge between sound and 

vision, seeing modernity less in terms of a radical bifurcation of sound and vision and 

more in terms of synaesthesia.  He suggests that as one sensory modality becomes 

culturally dominant so the other senses are pulled into its orbit, taking on some of the 

attributes of the dominant modality.179   

 

Like Hoffmann-Axthelm, Rick Altman centres in on linguistic matters in his earliest 

attempts to account for the neglect of sound in film theory, though in rather different 

terms.  The neglect of sound is a factor of the camera-oriented vocabulary of the 

                                                 
176

 Clayton, ñVoice in Machineò, p. 223. 
177

 Clayton, ñVoice in Machineò, p. 211 [emphases added]. 
178

 There are plenty of instances where such a contingent cultural ñtruthò finds a sustainable position in 

twentieth-century theorizations of sound.  R. Murray Schafer proposes that sound is ñtouching at a 

distanceò (Schafer, R. Murray, The Tuning of the World: Toward a Theory of Soundscape Design 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1980), p. 11); in popular culture the beat is something 

we feel.  Kittler, in his prehistory of the gramophone finds plenty of instances of the physicality of 

sound ï Willis, Scott de Martinville, Edison (see Kittler, Gramophone, pp. 24-28) - and the physicality 

of the perception of sound is focused on by Steven Connor in his essay ñTouching Hearing: Edisonôs 

Teethò.   
179

 Connor, ñEdisonôs Teethò (unpaginated webpage). 
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majority of film critics,180 following the line of logic that we can only talk about things 

for which we have the vocabulary, and that the vocabulary of film sound is the 

ñprovince of a few specialistsò.  Though at first glance this may seem persuasive 

ñcommon senseò,181 as an explanation it remains tautological.  It does not engage with 

the question as to why the vocabulary of sound should be more restrictive than that of 

camera operators, lighting engineers or set designers (who all surely have specialist 

terms that are nevertheless comprehensible to those occupied in other parts of the 

industry).  All aspects of cinema production have their specialist vocabularies and 

discourses, so why have ñthree-quarters of a century of film criticsò developed a 

vocabulary that deals overwhelmingly with the visual and its technologies, and not 

also taken on board the vocabulary to deal with sound?
182

  Altman shifts his focus 

somewhat later to suggest that soundôs neglect in cinema studies is because film 

theorists and critics took a  more historical, socio-politically oriented position.
183

  

Again, though, Altman is not able to offer any concrete reason as to why a shift of 

orientation towards the human sciences should continue to exclude sound.  Though 

                                                 
180

 He writes; ñ[T]he source of the imageôs current dominance is closely linked to the vocabulary 

developed by three-quarters of a century of film critics.  With few exceptions film terminology is 

camera-oriented . . . [which] . . . provide[s] the field of cinema studies with a basic languageò.  

Although this vocabulary, along with other terms that are not directly camera-related, ñconstitute[s] part 

of an introductory film course, the corresponding audio terms remain virtually unknown . . . [and are] . . 

. the province of a few specialistsò (Altman, Yale French Studies, p. 3).   
181

 A similar argument has been put forward to account for the inclusion of just about every form of 

cultural practice within the domain of anthropology, with the notable exception of music, which has its 

own ultra-specialist discipline of ethnomusicology, see Nettl, Bruno, The Study of Ethnomusicology: 

Twenty-Nine Issues and Concepts (Urbana, Chicago, London: University of Illinois Press, 1983), pp. 

134-135. 
182

 One argument would be that for film, sound is synonymous with music which has, of course, its 

own theoretical systems and terminologies that only make real sense to those who have learned them as 

practitioners.  However, it is patently obvious that film sound cannot be reduced to an understanding of 

the music theory of the background music.  The voice, overdubbing, lipsynching, sound effects, 

ambience, spatialization, atmosphere are also matters that pertain to the soundtrack and the audio 

dimension of cinema.  Like music, though, these have been until fairly recently quite subordinated 

issues in terms of film studies, as Altman argues in the works cited throughout the present chapter. 
183

 For example, in the ñIntroductionò to The Sounds of Early Cinema, a collection of essays co-edited 

with Richard Abel, he writes that ñ[U]ntil recently, sound . . . has been relatively neglected by 

historians writing about cinema, as they have focussed on cinemaôs development as a major mass 

culture industry, as a popular, sophisticated (and eventually respected) form of story-telling, or as a 

venue for marketing personalities (from stars to auteurs)ò (Abel, Richard, and Altman, Rick (eds.), The 

Sounds of Early Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), p. xii ).   
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there are perceptive and productive insights to be gained through Altmanôs analyses, 

there remains, still, something of a mystery as to why the situation is as it is.
184

 

 

Sound technology not up to the demands of the modern 

One line of argument I shall propose - though one that approaches perilously close to 

technological determinism, to be sure - is that in the earlier twentieth century the 

technologies of sound recording
185

 were not so well disposed towards those 

techniques that had become associated with  avowedly modernist creative practices - 

collage, montage, de- and re-contextualization, time-axis manipulation, material 

transformation (such as film negatives, scratching onto film, animation) - that had 

developed in cinema and photography, and as such sound technologies seemed less 

prominently ñmodernistò.186  Sound recording technologies were less able to generate 

the aesthetic surfaces of modernism, and therefore in a sense less intrinsically 

modernist, than their technological equivalents in the visual domain.187  Paul 

Théberge comes to the conclusion that despite the well documented fascination with 

ñthe talking machineò there was little appreciable effect of the new technology on 

                                                 
184

 As I discuss Lacanôs theory of the egoôs era in Chapter 3 I shall be highlighting how he identifies as  

a powerful element in the egoôs era ideas that resist their own understanding.  Such an element may go 

some way to accounting for how someone like Altman is able to identify that there is a problem and yet 

somehow fail to be able to fully address it.  
185

 I explicitly single out recording technologies at this point to focus on the relations of the technology 

to the creative process, rather than include the complications of those technological modes for the 

distribution of recorded sound - the nickelodeon, radio, and so on.   
186

 Paul Th®berge, for example, points out that the ñinherent possibility of reproductive [audio] 

technology [to overdub etc] could not be fully exploited (for technical as well as aesthetic reasons) until 

the second half of the twentieth centuryò (Théberge, Any Sound, p. 217). He mentions H. Stith Bennett 

citing the early electric guitarist Les Paul as having been the first musician to commercially exploit the 

ñunperformableò through overdubbing, although on a ñone-man bandò recording released as early as 

1941 the jazz musician Sidney Bechet is reputed to have over dubbed through a process of sound-on-

sound recording similar to the one that Les Paul used slightly later. 
187

 Douglas Kahn proposes that, in fact, sound technology in the earlier half of the twentieth century 

was technically able to produce aural equivalents to the modernist aesthetic surfaces of cinema and 

visual art, citing the fact that Pierre Schaefferôs earliest musique concrète works were made with disc 

gramophones (See Kahn, ñDeaf Centuryò, unpaginated).  As I shall be discussing in the present 

chapter, however, and as I have already noted in the previous chapter, cultural practices are not 

determined only by technological potentials, but are dependent upon the interaction of many different 

epistemological, technological and socio-political phenomena.    
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music prior to electrical recording in the 1920s, and it was really not until the 1960s 

and later that musical production would be affected in substantial terms by recording 

technologies.
188

  Though the experimental genre of musique concrète  that arose in 

the studios of Radio France in the late 1940s can be viewed as the first instance of 

something like the radicalising effect of cinema or photography happening in music, 

it was a very esoteric and circumscribed practice in relation to the music industry 

which would be generally seen as far and away the most ubiquitous context for sound 

recording. 

 

Adorno was one of the few exceptions to the majority of writers on technology in the 

first half of the twentieth century in that he expressed quite early on the need to take 

account of new audio technologies.  On becoming editor of the Viennese 

contemporary music periodical  Anbruch he advocated, as editorial policy, articles 

dealing with the specific effects that (relatively) recent audio technologies were 

having on musical culture.189 The reality, though, was more problematic.  As Richard 

Leppert notes in his introduction to that section of his collection of Adornoôs Essays 

on Music dealing with audio technologies, ñthe impact [of sound recording] on 

                                                 
188

 Théberge, Any Sound, pp. 191-192 and  215-217.  A similar diagnosis is made by Mark E. Cory 

who, despite bringing together evidence that optical film soundtracks had been used to produce avant-

garde works of radiophonic art in German radio during the second half of the 1920s, states that their 

effect remained ñmarginalò (Cory, Mark E., ñSoundplay: The Polyphonous Tradition of German Radio 

Artò, in Kahn, Douglas and Whitehead, Gregory (eds.), Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the 

Avant-Garde (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), p. 342).  Cory puts the high cost of such technologies, 

and the relatively small number of potential radio listeners forward as factors that contributed to this 

marginal status.  He also notes that another reason for the lack of knowledge about experiments of this 

nature in radio during the Weimar period, what he terms ñaesthetic amnesiaò, can be attributed to the 

Third Reichôs anti-modernist cultural policies and the destruction wrought by the Second World War 

(Cory, ñSoundplayò, p. 333).  It is possible that film survived better because films tended to be pressed 

up into multiple copies for distribution, whereas the inherently distributive dimension of radio probably 

meant that rarely were more than one or two copies of any radiophonic work duplicated.  It is 

significant that Coryôs essay has very much the tone of rediscovering an art form that was marginal in 

its time, and had been largely forgotten since (though he ascribes this to the dominance of the more 

literary forms of radiophonic work that proved more popular and enduring until the radical experiments 

of the 1960s; see Cory, ñSoundplayò, pp. 349-353).   
189

 see Levin, Thomas Y., ñFor the Record: Adorno on Music in the Age of Its Technological 

Reproducibilityò, in October 55 (Winter, 1990), pp. 26-30. 
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listening habits and musical consumption was apparent but nonetheless not well 

researchedò when Adorno wrote his first significant essay dealing with sound 

recording, ñThe Curves of the Needleò, in 1927.  Leppert suggests that the ñimagistic 

and vague, at times almost free-associationalò writing reflects ña kind of theoretical 

uncertainty as to the cultural impact of the apparatusò.
190

 

 

This uncertainty pervades (and at the same time, in my reading of the essay, 

invigorates) the essay, an uncertainty in part determined by the difficulty of placing 

the phonographic effect within music; music seems to enter the phonographic world, 

and yet the phonographic world has little direct impact on the material substance of 

music, at least from the perspective of 1927 where the enormous impact of 

photography and cinema on all forms of visual culture had been theorised, debated 

and commented upon for some considerable time.  Adorno is unambiguous when he 

states that ñ[i]f one were to be thoroughly rigorous, the expression ómechanical musicô 

is hardly appropriate to talking machines.  The mechanism of the gramophone affects 

only the reduced transmission, adapted to domestic needs, of pre-existing worksò.191  

This is a position that has had a pervasive effect on the understanding of the nature of 

sound recording; as I shall discuss elsewhere in this thesis, there is a strong line of 

thinking about sound recording that holds to the notion that recorded sounds and 

ñrealò sounds are materially identical, that recording has no effect on what is 
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 Leppert, ñCommentaryò, p. 233. 
191

 Adorno, Theodor W., ñThe Curves of the Needleò [1927], in Adorno, Theodor W., Essays on Music, 

ed. Leppert, Richard (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2002), p. 272.  

Whereas musical material had been transformed under a series of apparently organic, historically 

inevitable developments - for Adorno these developments are exemplified of course by Schoenbergôs 

atonality, and then his development of the twelve-tone method - phonography affects only the 

conditions of reception and has little or no effect upon the material substance of what is received.   
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recorded.  Adorno repeats this position, though nuanced somewhat more negatively, 

in his 1934 essay, ñThe Form of the Phonograph Recordò.192  

 

There is another matter that informs the (relatively speaking) ñun-modernò character 

of sound recording, and that is its very rapid domestication.  Though cinema was 

dependent upon enormous projectors until the widespread popularization of television 

in the 1960s, and the introduction of home video in the 1980s, phonographs and 

gramophones were not only small, but were well suited to becoming articles of 

furniture.  Adorno notes in 1927 how the disruptive, subversive or critical potential of 

                                                 
192

 ñ[T]he phonograph record is not good for much more than reproducing and storing a music deprived 

of its best dimension, a music, namely, that was already in existence before the phonograph record and 

is not significantly altered by itò (Adorno, ñForm of Phonographò, p. 278).  It is the ñbest dimensionò 

of music that is lost, namely the live and organic interpretation that unfold in real time before the 

listener, the music is understood to pre-exist and the recording only carries it, having no material effect 

on it.  See also Emily Thompson who writes; ñ[T]he phonograph was put to work recording and 

reproducing music as it existed prior to the development of the new technologyò.  In this respect it is 

unlike cinema, an art form that does not simply transmit a representation of a live event but which is an 

entirely new art form with its own unprecedented aesthetic and technical possibilities.  There were  

ñfew [who] chose to use that technology to create a new kind of music in the way that Georges M®li¯s, 

Sergei Eisenstein, and others employed motion picture technology to render film an art form distinct 

from traditional theatreò (Thompson, ñMusic, Machinesò, p. 133).  Although there was, in theory, the 

potential to apply distinctively modernist structures such as montage and collage to sound, these 

possibilities were rarely pursued until the late 1940s.  Walter Ruttmanôs sound montage Wochenende 

(1928) used the audio capabilities of sound film to create a radiophonic work, but as Mark E. Cory 

writes, ñthe ability to cut and manipulate stored sounds . . . would remain unexploited until long after 

the development of magnetic tape recording after the war . . . as the process of working with filmstrips 

proved too expensiveò (Cory, ñSoundplayò, p. 340).  Though there was  radiophonic work, this tended 

not to exist in the form of recordings, as such, and it has hardly attained the canonic cultural status of 

Eisensteinôs Battleship Potemkin, Vertovôs Man with the Movie Camera, Chaplinôs Modern Times or 

Langôs Metropolis.  Thompson writes how ñthe development of sound film c. 1928 instituted the 

beginnings of acoustical cutting, dubbing, mixing, and other sorts of special techniques.  For many 

years after the initiation of these techniques, however, much of this creative flexibility was used to 

create traditional-sounding musical recordings.  Multiple takes were spliced to create a performance 

more real (i.e., more flawless) than could actually be created by live musicians in a single take, but 

otherwise the music was not fundamentally changedò (Thompson, ñMusic, Machinesò, p. 163 fn8).   I 

have discussed issues related to this in ñWhoôs Listening?ò (Hogg, Bennett, ñWhoôs Listening?ò, in 

Randall, Annie J. (ed.), Music, Power, and Politics (New York and London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 214-

216).  In particular I discuss the grounding of the notion of ñhigh fidelityò as the idea of a faithful 

representation of the flawless musical work in an ideal form where the mediality is effaced (or at least 

there is a concerted attempt to efface everything about the medium that can be effaced).  Finally, 

Douglas Kahn writes how ñ[T]he ideational mission of the phonograph, in fact, outstripped any 

practical application . . . for its conceptual implications were much more accessible, mobile, and 

workable that its actual mechanics.  Save for rare instances, the phonograph was simply not taken up in 

the arts a topical concernò (Kahn, ñIntroductionò, p. 5).  It is my proposal that the ñideational missionò 

and ñconceptual applicationsò did in fact occur, but in literature not in sound art or any 

phonographically specific practice that actually included a phonograph in its realization. 
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the phonograph is quickly defused as it assumes its place as a valued article in the 

bourgeois home.
193

  As Adorno reads it, the potential of the phonograph as something 

challenging and radical disappears as sound quality improves and the phonograph 

record becomes exposed as an imitation of music rather than a thing in itself, and as 

the machines themselves look less and less like machines (upon which their disruptive 

potential in the bourgeois home is in part predicated) and more like articles of 

bourgeois furniture.
194

  The technological attributes become less and less visible, the 

horns and mechanical parts move inside ornamental cases, effacing their modernity 

through their assimilation into the everyday domestic environment.  At another 

register this is underlined for domesticated sound technologies more generally in the 

injunctions around the same period for radio announcers to adopt friendly and familiar 

voices.
195

  Radio and phonography, as domestic technologies, strive to disavow their 

technological natures, to assimilate themselves into the domestic environment, 

rendering themselves ñinvisibleò.  Photography, of course, had been domesticated 

almost from the start and it is perhaps not coincidental that Adorno caricatures the 

phonograph in its assimilated state as a sideboard on which photographs of the wife 

and children are displayed;
196

 photography and phonography are technological 

partners that have been tamed to bourgeois domesticity,
197

 having their existence far 
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 ñIn their early phases, these technologies [phonographs] had the power to penetrate rationally the 

reigning artistic practice.  The moment one attempts to improve these early technologies through an 

emphasis on concrete fidelity, the exactness one has ascribed to them is exposed as an illusion by the 

very technology itselfò (Adorno, ñCurvesò, p. 271). 
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 See Adorno, ñCurvesò, pp. 272-273 and also Melville-Mason, Graham, ñThe Gramophone as 

Furnitureò, in Phonographs and Gramophones (Edinburgh: Royal Museum of Scotland, 1977), pp. 

117-138.   
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  See Michael Chanan in Repeated Takes, pp. 109-110. 
196

 See Adorno, ñCurvesò, p. 273. 
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 Again, in these terms, Adornoôs earliest essay on phonography, ñThe Curves of the Needleò is 

untypical of his later attitudes.  Though this is the essay in which he critiques the domestication of the 

technology, it is also where he points to its racier, public side, with references to the ñpetit bourgeois 

girls, most of them underageò waiting for ñsomeone to approach themò in part of Nice ñfar away from 

the big hotelsò (Adorno, ñCurvesò, pp. 273-274). 
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from the big cinemas, spectacular expositions and neon-lit environments of ñthe 

modernò.
198

   

 

Though I have noted the dominance of the visual in modern culture, it would be glib 

to work on the basis that this visual dominance is simply a given, or to propose this as 

the only factor informing the relatively subordinate status of recorded sound.  While it 

is probably true that the visuality of cinema and photography in a visually dominated 

culture predispose them to attention (and thus to theorization), and to a more ready 

involvement with the modern, Eisensteinôs objection that sound film would be too 

realistic and thus undermine the experimental and innovative aspects of the new 

medium199 throws up another attribute of sound that stands as an obstacle to its 

participation in the modernist practices already noted, and which adds a further layer 

to attempts to explain its relative inconspicuousness in modernism.  Sound is 

temporally determined in a way that images do not need to be.  Although it would not 

                                                 
198

 Eric Ames writes how ñ[B]y the turn of the century, [the phonographôs] novelty had waned, to be 

replaced by new modes of curiosityò (Ames, ñEvolutionò, p. 311).  Phonography had been accepted by 

the public, who were ñprepared to welcome its entrance into practical utility in almost any sphere.  The 

phonograph has made its way into many institutions, where it is used for educational and scientific 

purposesò (The Phonoscope 1, no. 1, November 1896, p. 10, quoted in Ames, ñEvolutionò, p. 311).  

Dave Laing notes how ñrecorded music combined the apparent polar opposites of the domestic interior 

and the vaudeville stageò (Laing, Dave, ñA Voice Without a Face: Popular Music and the Phonograph 

in the 1890sò, Popular Music, 10/1 (1991), p. 6.  This suggests that not only was there an already 

established socio-cultural distance between the mass cultural and the domestic at the time in question, 

but that phonography was a technology through which mass and/or public culture could be scaled down 

and tamed for domestic consuption, brought out of the spectacular and risky world of popular 

entertainment and into the home.  
199

 In fact, it is in jointly authored ñStatement on Soundò that Eisenstein, along with Vsevolod 

Pudovkin and Grigori Alexandrov warn of the dangers of ñattempts being made to use this new 

improvement in cinema for the wrong purposes . . . [that] might threaten to destroy all its formal 

achievements to dateò (Alexandrov, Grigori, Eisenstein, Sergei, and Pudovkin, Vsevolod, ñStatement 

on Soundò [1928], in Braudy, Leo and Cohen, Marshall, Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory 

Readings (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 360.  For these critics, montage was 

ñthe indisputable axiom upon which world cinema culture restsò (Alexandrov et al, ñStatementò, p. 

360).  ñEvery mere addition of sound to montage fragments increases their inertia as such and their 

independent significance; this is undoubtedly detrimental to montage with operates above all not with 

fragments but through the juxtaposition of fragmentsò (Alexandrov et al, ñStatementò, p. 361).  The 

notion that the fragment would have more inertia if simply coupled to its ñownò sound, and that the 

speed and complexity of montage would be compromised is countered by their advocation of ña sharp 

discord [of sound] with the visual imagesò in an audio-visual counterpoint (Alexandrov et al, 

ñStatementò, p. 361).     
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take much argument to persuade anyone that cinematic images are as much in and of 

time as sound recordings, it is possible to flash up images, or very short fragments of 

motion, one after another to create, through montage, a meaning that is not reducible 

to the sum of its parts.  Images and motions can be glimpsed as incomplete fragments 

and yet still recognised as what they are; a photograph or second-long cinematic clip 

of a man running is still legible as a man running.  With sound this is less feasible.  

For sounds to be recognised as what they are, they are dependent on the time that they 

take to be sounded in order to register as what they are - the sound of an isolated 

footstep can not convey running.  Their indexicality is very closely determined by 

their unfolding through time, what Denis Smalley has termed their 

spectromorphology.200  There is thus no meaningful equivalent in sound - or there was 

not at the time I am discussing - to Eisensteinôs collage and montage.  What would 

have resulted, had the images in Eisensteinôs modernist cinematic techniques been 

directly connected with their original sounds, would have been a series of 

unrecognisable sonic splinters with characteristics more or less close to that of 

abstract and undefined noise, or a cacophony of competing layers of sound that would 

mask one another.  Though some of the reasons for the relatively unnoticed effect of 

audio recording on the material substance of music at this time may well have been 

purely technical, a truly phonographic music was, as already established, not 

something actively pursued until later in the century.201  Generative electronic 

instruments proliferated though few really caught on,  and recording technology itself 
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 Smalley, Denis, ñSpectromorphology and Structuring Processesò, in Emmerson, Simon (ed.), The 

Language of Electroacoustic Music (Basingstoke and London: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1986), pp. 

61-93.  
201

 Lazlo Moholy-Nagy had proposed in 1923 a ñgroove-script alphabetò that could be inscribed 

directly onto phonographic plates, and Paul Hindemith and Ernst Toch in 1930 had recorded tones onto 

wax discs as new, experimental forms of instruments; see Levin, ñFor the Recordò, p. 34. 
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would not result in anything like the radical and experimental forms that were to 

characterise modernist visual culture until after World War II.    

 

If sound really does have a subordinate position in modernity, and there was little 

traceable effect of phonography on early twentieth-century creative practices of 

music, how might we understand the cultural significance of phonography?  The 

problem with looking to music for such effects, at least prior to the widespread use of 

magnetic tape and the transformation of the recording studio into a creative tool rather 

than the site of acoustic documentation, is that we are looking in the wrong place - the 

key is to be found not in music but in voice.  It is the effects of the phonograph, 

telephone, and loudspeaker on the cultural imagination of the human voice that are 

registered in the earliest accounts, and it is on this basis that I have proposed 

phonography as a prosthetic phenomenon.  Vincent Pecora, whose work I shall be 

drawing on in chapter 5, writes how ñthe problem of voice ï both literary and human 

ï is absolutely central to the whole phenomenon commonly called modernism in 

Western literatureò.202  If phonographyôs primary effect was on how the voice was 

culturally experienced and understood, then taking Pecoraôs point in conjunction with 

the idea that the material effects of phonography are on the voice not music,203 we 

should look not to music for phonographyôs effects upon the cultural imagination of 

the voice but to literature.204  
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 Pecora, Vincent, ñHeart of Darkness and the Phenomenology of Voiceò, English Literary History, 

52/4 (Winter, 1985), p. 993. 
203

 Dave Laingôs ñA Voice Without a Faceò already referred to offers an account that explores the 

various ways that voice became privileged in early phonography.   
204

 Kittler distinguishes between phonograph and gramophone (record-playback and playback-only 

respectively), noting that ñBerlinerôs gramophone is to the history of music what Edisonôs phonograph 

is to the history of literature.  At the price of being monopolized and mass produced by big industry, 

records globalized musical noise.  Edisonôs cylinders made the storage of speech a daily enjoyment, 

even if in each case only a very few copies could be madeò (Kittler, Gramophone, p. 59).  Though this 

offers a useful pointer from which to make connections between speech, literature and phonography, 

Kittlerôs assertions to the effect that ñliteratureôs letter-filled papers suffered the same crisis as sheet 
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This can be partly traced through the epistemological heritage of  phonography as a 

form of writing, as noted earlier, but also because of the strange and transformative 

effects that recording had on how Western culture was able to imagine the human 

voice, speech and language.  The picture is further complicated by other technological 

and historical phenomena that also had an effect on the cultural imagination of the 

voice-speech-language constellation - the immense and generalized disruption 

represented by the cultural trauma of the First World War, Freudian psychoanalysisôs 

ñdiscoveryò of the unconscious through ñthe talking cureò, a general context of 

proliferating experiment across the arts in general, as well as the invention of the 

telephone, radio, sound-film, and of course the phonograph.  I strongly concur with 

Sara Danius who, in discussing Proustôs Remembrance of Things Past in terms of how 

it presents a cultural theory of technological change, sees literature as always already 

a form of cultural theory.205   

 

Benjamin and the voice ï ñThe Storytellerò and the ñWork of Artò 

Benjaminôs ñThe Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproductionò is perhaps the 

one essay on the new media technologies of the late nineteenth and first half of the 

twentieth centuries that has acquired a canonic status above all others.206  

                                                                                                                                            
musicò

 
(Kittler, Gramophone, p. 59) is sheer hyperbole, and in any case the mapping of one onto the 

other does not really fit.  The generality of Kittlerôs observation, then, is productive, even if the detail 

of what he suggests is unreliable.   
205

 For Danius, this is traced most vividly in how Proust observes the transformation of his perception 

under the impact of telephony and photography; his beloved grandmother he observes (without her at 

first seeing him) as though through the dispassionate eye of the camera, from which perspective he sees 

her as simply an old lady who will die soon.  The distancing of her voice on the telephone is similarly 

transformed into a premonition of separation through death to come (see Danius, Sara, ñOrpheus and 

the Machine: Proust as Theorist of Technological Change, and the Case of Joyceò, Forum for Modern 

Language Studies, 37/2 (2001), pp. 127-140).    
206

  Its influence has run throughout the second half of the twentieth century.  It has been extensively 

referenced as a political, aesthetic and theoretical source of methodology as much as a primary source 

for thinking about technology at the time, enjoying a series of secondary tributes through numerous 
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Symptomatically, this is an essay devoted to the visual technologies of film and 

photography, and mentions the phonograph only once, and that in passing.207  There is 

no comparable theoretical work on audio technology from this period, though 

Richard Leppert, through positioning it in relation to Adornoôs ñOn the Fetish-

Character in Music and the Regression of Listeningò, which is partly a response to 

Benjaminôs essay, suggests an equivalent status for Adornoôs text.208  Though 

Adornoôs essay is widely cited in musicological texts, it remains tied very much to a 

particular strand within musicology, and has not seen the widespread influence of 

Benjaminôs more widely know work.  In his correspondence with Benjamin at the 

time of the ñWork of Artò essay, Adorno is critical of Benjaminôs exuberant 

optimism about the emancipatory potential of cinema, both in terms of aesthetics and 

in terms of its social relations.  It is however dangerous to bring the two essays into 

direct confrontation with one another as there is a fundamental difference between 

what the two writers are dealing with that leaves them effectively talking at cross 

purposes.  Even were this not obvious from a parallel reading of the texts, Benjaminôs 

response to Adornoôs dismissal of the revolutionary and emancipatory potentials of 

new technologies makes this explicit: ñthese points of view are brought to bear on 

different objects and both are equally valid.  It may of course not be said that 

acoustical and optical apperceptions are open to revolutionary changeò.209   

                                                                                                                                            
parodies of its less-than-snappy title, for example: ñThe Work of Art in the Age of Post-9/11 Paranoia: 

Lynn Hershman Leeson's Strange Cultureò, http://newsquake.netscape.com/2007/01/21/the-work-of-
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Mechanical Digestion Representations 66 (Spring, 1999), pp. 52-74, 
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ñAbove all, it [technical reproduction - sic] enables the original to meet the beholder halfway, be it in 

the form of a photograph or a phonograph recordò (Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, p. 214).  
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 Leppert, ñCommentaryò, pp. 240-246. 
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Adorno is primarily concerned with technological effects on a pre-existent musical 

culture, whereas for Benjamin the technology of film participates in the constitution 

of a new cultural form per se.  While Adorno notes that ñthere has never been any 

gramophone-specific musicò,210 the whole point about the ñWork of Artò essay is that 

film is an art form that is completely film-specific.  This is not the only instance 

where the two essays are not directly comparable.  Introducing Adorno's essay in his 

commentary to the section ñCulture, Technology, and Listeningò in Essays on 

Music,211  Richard Leppert notes that it is arguable that Benjamin ñis more concerned 

with the question of audience consumption, whereas Adorno is more directly 

focussed on production.  Benjamin speaks in detail about how audiences receive mass 

art, Adorno speaks in detail about what  they are given to consumeò.212  This is 

corroborated by Adornoôs assertion that music ñis not significantly alteredò by the 

phonograph record, indicating that he still views ñmusicò, at least in terms of its 

relationship to technology, in terms of its abstract ñmaterialò attributes, rather than as 

something realized at the point of reception.  Benjamin, however, relates the 

structural capabilities of the medium (editing, close-ups, montage, etc.), approaches 

to narrative that have become associated with modernism (fragment, shock), and a 

speculative hermeneutics of the production process itself (the lengthy section dealing 

with the actor before the camera, leading to the ñorchid in the land of technologyò for 

example213) very firmly to the reception of film as socially experienced.  His idea that 

every viewer of the cinema is in the position of an ñexpertò and therefore a 

                                                                                                                                            
Properly: The Legacy of the Frankfurt School in Cultural Studies, New Formations 38 (Summer, 

1999), p. 54.     
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 Adorno, ñForm of Phonographò, p. 277. 
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 Leppert, ñCommentaryò, pp. 213-250. 
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 Leppert, ñCommentaryò, p. 245. 
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 Benjamin, ñWork of Artò, pp. 222-227. 
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participant in the construction of meaning (with the anticipation of Barthesôs ñDeath 

of the Authorò noted by Benesch214) renders even more transparent the fact that 

Benjamin is concerned with reception rather than production.  Although Leppert 

identifies a real tendency in Adorno to concentrate on production at the expense of 

reception,215 it is important to note that Adorno does not only relate his arguments to 

the commodity fetish; he is equally concerned with the ñregression of listeningò 

which can be seen as putting the fetishization of the commodity into a dialectical 

relationship with reception, figured as the regression of listening.  To look for a 

reciprocal position in Benjaminôs text whereby the socio-economic means of 

production are brought into a dialectical relationship with reception is rather less 

fruitful.216  In fact, Benjaminôs didactic position on ñthe politicization of artò in 

response to fascismôs ñaestheticization of politicsò puts his project firmly into the 

realm of the social reception of art, not its modes of production.  However, there is an 

argument in Benjamin that redresses some of the dialectical imbalance, though it is 
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 Benesch, Klaus, ñWriting Machines: Technology and the Failures of Representation in the works of 

Franz Kafkaò, in Joseph Tabbi and Michael Wutz (eds.), Reading Matters: Narration in the New Media 

Ecology (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1997), p. 78. 
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 Which is, of course, entirely congruent with his theory of the musical work as essentially 

autonomous and constituted by purely musical materials. 
216

 Reading the ñWork of Artò essay in parallel with ñOn the Fetish-Characterò is highly instructive, but 

although Adorno saw his essay as, in part at least, a response to the artwork essay a direct comparison 

is problematic for the reasons just given.  Leppert notes that Adorno responded to the German version 

of ñThe Work of Artò that Benjamin sent to him on the 27th February 1936 ñwith a detailed and 

lengthy critique, which would culminate two years later with the publication of the "Fetish-Character" 

essayò (Leppert, ñCommentaryò, pp. 240-241); see also Wolin, Redemption, p. 194).  However, the 

very incompatibility of the essays can be productively used to approach the issue of the voice and 

technology because this incompatibility steers us away from an exclusively binaristic thinking.  

Benjamin is discussing an emergent art form that is entirely dependent on new technologies, which 

consequently puts technology into a radically different relation to human subjectivity than Adorno's 

pessimistic essay, which charts the ways in which an ancient form of art is undermined and 

commodified in the encounter with recording technology.  Reproductive technologies in ñThe Work of 

Artò are coupled with the promise of a future utopia, whereas in ñOn the Fetish-Characterò technology 

is associated with a regression in culture. A productive historicist approach needs to read these two 

writers against, with, and through one another, rather than simply pointing out reasons to reject one or 

the other tout court.   
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not found in the ñWork of Artò essay itself but in its lesser-known companion piece,  

ñThe Storyteller: Reflections of the Works of Nikolai Leskovò.217  

 

It is Ivan Kreilkamp who suggests that this might be a more instructive place to look 

for an understanding of the voice than the ñWork of Artò essay.218  Commentators on 

Benjaminôs work such as Wolin219 and Rochlitz220 have indicated that this slightly later 

essay (which he was working on at the same time as the ñWork of Artò essay) moves 

beyond the optimistic position taken by the ñWork of Artò, heralding a turn in 

Benjaminôs cultural criticism that would see the loss of aura through mechanical 

reproduction as something to be mourned not celebrated.  However, rather than seeing 

                                                 

217
 It is worth noting that Richard Middleton comments on the absence of writing on sound or music in 

Benjaminôs output but proposes that ñhis arguments can be generalized for all mass cultural formsò.  

Though Benjamin focuses on film, his ñargument contains ideas which can be applied with striking 

results to recorded musicò (Middleton, Popular Music, pp. 64-65).  While it would be fruitless to deny 

that ideas can be transferred from the cinematic experience of technology to the sonic, particularly as 

Benjamin formulates them, there is also a problem with accepting Middletonôs position at face value.  

Once again an epistemological perspective derived from predominantly visual culture transfers to the 

analysis of music and sound, sonic experience is being modelled on, and in a sense subject to, the logic 

of the visual.  In seeking to apply Benjaminôs insights articulated in the ñWork of Artò essay, we need 

to exercise caution to ensure that in bringing our understanding of the sonic into visual terms we run 

the risk of missing precisely those aspects of the sonic that are irreducible to the frames of reference of 

the visual; though there are ñstriking resultsò in examining musical culture in the terms of the ñWork of 

Artò essay, this is most striking when applied to musical practices and aesthetics of some twenty years 

later.  Despite these caveats, however, to consider talking about any form of technological mediation in 

the realm of artistic practice in the period from 1877 up to the start of World War II, and not to take 

account of Benjamin's most celebrated essay would leave something of a hole, historiographically 

speaking.  With the notable exception of Adorno there is virtually no intellectually critical writing from 

the first half of the twentieth century that deals with sound and its technologies that could be compared 

in scope and influence to the ñWork of Artò essay.  Though Kittler accuses Lothar of working to the 

ñnot-very-informed premiseò that phonography was neglected by philosophy and psychology (Kittler, 

Gramophone, p. 45), and though much of Kittlerôs research has been to uncover and recuperate 

neglected works on phonography, the fact that such a recuperation was needed is itself testament to the 

fact that the philosophical and psychological works that have entered into general currency, and that 

have influenced the development of contemporary cultural and critical theory have tended to come 

from visual modes of technological communications, photography and cinema.  Major figures in 

twentieth-century philosophy such as Heidegger, Levinas, and Blanchôt have touched upon sound and 

music in their work, but such references are regarded as marginal within their oeuvres (Lars Iyer, 

personal communication, August 2007).  Much of the significance of Kahn and Whiteheadôs Wireless 

Imagination, and Kahnôs Noise Water Meat  (Kahn, Douglas, Noise Water Meat: A History of Sound in 

the Arts (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999)) comes through an engagement with materials that have been 

so otherwise neglected.   
218

 Kreilkamp, ñPhonographic Logicò, p. 214. 
219

 Wolin, Redemption, see note 10 above. 
220

 Rochlitz, Rainer, The Disenchantment of Art: The Philosophy of Walter Benjamin, trans. Jane Marie 

Todd (New York, London: The Guilford Press, 1996). 
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one text as superseding the other, we might start from the evidence that Benjamin saw 

these texts as related,221 and read them dialectically.   

 

Adornoôs ñFetish-Characterò essay makes clear his disagreements with Benjamin's 

position as it is laid out in the ñWork of Artò essay, particularly with respect to 

political realities, and several commentators have implied that there is a similarly 

negative relationship between ñThe Storytellerò and its companion, particularly 

where the emancipatory potential of technology is concerned.222  While it is fair to 

say that a note of nostalgia for the loss of aura that is absent from ñThe Work of Artò 

is discernable in ñThe Storytellerò, I do not believe it appropriate to read this, as 

Rainer Rochlitz does in The Disenchantment of Art, as evidence of a fundamental 

change of position on Benjamin's part.223  Rochlitz is perhaps being reductionist when 

he discusses ñthe technically reproducible work of artò as though there were such a 

singular and unitary thing.  Technologies and artworks are highly media- and culture-

specific phenomena; film and photography in the ñWork of Artò essay and novels 

and newspapers in ñThe Storytellerò have many more differences to one another than 

they have comparable similarities, yet Rochlitz talks of cinema and the novel as 

though they were reducible simply to the monolith ñTechnologyò, undermining any 

sensitivity to the specificities of the dialectical factors that are played out in any 

                                                 
221 ñThe Storytellerò was written at more or less the same time as the ñWork of Artò essay, and was 

first mentioned in a letter to Gershom Scholem dated May 3rd 1936 where he writes ñI will attempt a 

companion piece to [the ñWork of Artò essay] as soon as I  return to this subjectò (quoted in Rochlitz, 

Disenchantment, p. 187).  The close relationship that the phrase ñcompanion pieceò suggests between 

what would become ñThe Storytellerò and the ñWork of Artò essay is further underwritten by a letter to 

Adorno dated the 4th June later that same year where he says that he has ñrecently [written a] piece on 

Nicolas Leskov which, without in any way claiming to have the scope of the piece on art theory, 

presents a few parallels with the ódecline of the aura,ô through the fact that the art of storytelling is 

reaching its endò (quoted in Rochlitz, Disenchantment, p. 188).   
222

 See Wolin, Redemption, pp. 218-226 and Rochlitz, Disenchantment, pp. 187-194, for example. 
223

 Rochlitz writes: ñIn ñThe Work of Art,ò the mourning for the riches of the lost past seemed to be at 

an end.  ñThe Storytellerò reveals that this mourning is continuing because the compensation does not 

meet expectations.  The technically reproducible work of art, as Benjamin had described it, no longer 

has any properly artistic value; desacralization has left in its wake only instrumental and therapeutic 

functionsò (Rochlitz, Disenchantment, p. 189). 
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individual technology.224  While Rochlitz identifies an important aspect of how ñThe 

Storytellerò differs from the ñWork of Artò essay, it is going too far to claim that 

ñóThe Storytellerô opens a new period in Benjamin's thinkingò;225 periodizing ñThe 

Storytellerò in this way risks separating it from the productive dialogues that it can 

have with his immediately preceding writings.226  Such a reading would not only deny 

Benjaminôs own implication that the artwork and the Leskov essays should be read as 

complements to one another, but it reduces the scope of each essay taken on its own 

terms.  The first indications of a note of nostalgia and melancholy that will become 

much more explicit in the writings of Benjamin's final two or three years should not 

blind us to the productive dialogue that is still going on in this essay with its better 

known ñcompanion pieceò.   

   

As I have argued above, rather than seeing modalities of perception and the 

technologies that accompany them as fixed in relation to one another, it is more 

productive to think, as Steven Connor does, in terms of synaesthetic relations of sight 

and sound.  In this respect, rather than the visuality of cinema and its emancipatory 

social potential being swept away by mourning the loss of storytelling (a position 

grounded on positive or negative assessments of technology figured as a monolithic 

category), it is more productive to think in terms of cinema as a technology separate 

from print media, but one that is nevertheless imbricated with such media in 

                                                 
224

 Andreas Huyssen, for example, is also cautious about painting too reductive a picture, warning that  

ñ[T]he decay of the aura . . . was not as immediately dependent on techniques of mechanical 

reproduction as Benjamin had argued in the Reproduction essay.  It is indeed important to avoid such 

reductive analogies between industrial and artistic techniques and not to collapse, say, montage 

technique in art or film with industrial montageò (Huyssen, Great Divide, p. 10). 
225

 Rochlitz, Disenchantment, p. 188. 
226

 Rochlitz himself points out that ñ[W]e find elements of this new mode of thinking in the essays on 

Kraus and Kafka,ò even if ñin those essays the perspective of carefree destruction remains dominantò 

(Rochlitz Disenchantment, p. 188).  However, rather than masking ñhis [Benjaminôs] desire to preserve 

the traditional character of community lifeò behind a pursuit of ñavant-garde art and political 

revolutionò (Rochlitz, Disenchantment, p. 188), the apparently contradictory positions taken in the two 

essays suggests his struggle to carefully disentangle the specifics of particular technologies from a 

crude and totalizing modernity. 
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contemporary cultural work.  For Adorno it may well have been that cinema was 

under the thrall of the predigested information that Benjamin identifies in ñThe 

Storytellerò, a case of a new technology being pulled into the orbit of an already 

dominant cultural practice; his anxieties about the negative effects of recording on 

music are certainly couched in terms that resonate with Connorôs position that a 

dominant modality tends to colonize practices that would be otherwise independent 

of it.  Yet for Benjamin the differences in the technologies allow him on the one hand 

to celebrate a new potential at the same time (crucially) that he mourns the loss of 

something that is lost because of an entirely different technology and cultural 

practice.        

 

Benjaminôs idea of storytelling has strong conceptual resonances with some aspects of 

the theories of technology that I have engaged with so far; the tool, like the orally 

transmitted story in relation to the teller, is figured as integral to the body and the self 

of the worker.  The tool and the story are not only intimately connected to the artisan 

and the storyteller respectively, sharing similar structural (and functional) inter-

relations, but there is also a reciprocity whereby the tool (in Marx) and the story (in 

Benjamin) are themselves affected by the relationship.  Benjamin underlines this point 

when he says that ñtraces of the storyteller cling to the story the way the handprints of 

the potter cling to the clay vesselò;
227

 the story is not only part of the life experience of 

the storyteller but the storyteller him- or herself is imprinted in the story.  The artisan 

makes the tool part of themselves, not simply in the terms of a physical extension but 

through using it and knowing it.   

 

                                                 
227

 Benjamin, ñStorytellerò, p. 91. 
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For Benjamin the crucial distinction is in the difference between voice and the printed 

word.  It is the voice which binds the story to its teller, and so it is the voice - as one of 

the primary ñmaterialsò of storytelling, along with language - which acquires 

something of the structural status of the tool.  Indeed the voice has been figured as an 

extension of the inner voice of embodied consciousness into the outside world; in this 

sense voice is already ñprostheticò with respect to consciousness.
228

  With the 

phonographic voice we encounter the same ambiguity between negative and positive 

notions of the prosthetic as noted by Armstrong in connection with ñthe made object 

[that] carries the trace of the bodyò - the voice already carries a trace of the body, and 

this trace is telematically extended as it is phonographically recorded and played back, 

but this is at the price of it being ñdissociated from its makerò.
229

   

 

Benjamin associates storytelling with ñtwo groups which, to be sure, overlap in many 

ways . . . If one wants to picture these two groups through their archaic 

representatives, one is embodied in the resident tiller of the soil, and the other in the 

trading seamanò.
230

  That storytelling is connected most directly with agricultural and 

seafaring communities can serve to reinforce the connection between Marxôs 

definition of the tool and Benjaminôs figuration of the voice of the storyteller in a pre-

                                                 
228

 Disregarding the problematization of this position from poststructuralist critiques that deny or 

sideline the subject, it is interesting to note how voice is figured as ña bridgeò between the body and the 

world.  Voice is often represented as ñof the bodyò, and writers such as Julia Kristeva and Roland 

Barthes have built their theories of signification upon the notion that it is the bodily dimension of 

speech and language, manifest primarily through voice and vocality, that have been traditionally 

ignored by a structuralist, scientistic approach and which must be reintroduced into semiotics in order 

to more fully understand the nature of signification; see Barthes, Roland, ñThe Grain of the Voiceò, in 

Barthes, Roland, Image Music Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1987), pp. 179-189,  

and Kristeva, Julia, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret Waller (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1984), pp. 86-89 and passim.  
229

 Armstrong, Technology, p. 79. 
230

 Benjamin, ñStorytellerò, p. 84. 
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modern culture; tools and stories are both associated with ñthe soilò, which is of 

course a metonym for an entire cultural figuration.231 

 

With the novel, the distinguishing feature is that ñit neither comes from oral tradition 

nor goes into itò and thus is distanced from voice.  Whereas the novelist ñhas isolated 

himself . . . [and] is no longer able to express himself  by giving examples of his most 

important concerns, is himself uncounselled, and cannot counsel othersò the 

storyteller ñtakes what he tells from experience - his own or that reported by others.  

And he in turn makes it the experience of those who are listening  to his taleò.232  

Besides the phonocentric bias, the oral form connects with community in a way 

impossible for the written and mass reproduced novel.  What Benjamin is lamenting 

in ñThe Storytellerò is the passing of a mode of art that is connected with its 

community, which effects that connection through a requirement for an individualised 

engagement on the part of the receiver.  A similarly individualised yet socially 

situated engagement exists in the reception of film as presented in the ñWork of Artò 

essay, suggesting another point at which ñThe Storytellerò rather than superseding the 

ñWork of Artò essay (as Rochlitz, inter alia, proposes) is intimately connected to it.  

The direct connection of producer and receiver modelled by storytelling as the story is 

part of the life experience of the teller incorporated into the life experience of the 

listener is paralleled in the individualôs participatory construction of meaning within 

the collective experience of the cinema; storytelling and the cinema thus stand 

together in opposition to a model of artistic reception that is based in commodity 

fetishism, identified with the world of the novel.  

                                                 
231

 This is particularly acute in the case of Germanic and Austro-Hungarian culture as it developed the 

ideology of the Volk during the nineteenth century.  The collections of folk tales by the Brothers 

Grimm and the ideas of Blut und Boden can stand as two of the most explicit co-ordinates of this. 
232

 Benjamin, ñStorytellerò, p. 87. 
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[Benjamin] contrasts this situation [that of the storyteller] to the very 

different structure of the experience in modern life, where events take 

on a desultory and isolated, overwhelmingly private character; where 

óexperiencesô are at best meaningful for the individual, but have 

forfeited the attribute of universality from which the element of 

wisdom, the moral of the story, traditionally derived.233  

 

The invisibility of the phonographic voice as phonography 

Considering that Benjamin is concerned at more or less the same time with orality - 

and by implication the voice - and technologies of reproduction it seems strange that 

he is effectively deaf to phonography, a cultural practice that had become fairly 

ubiquitous by the 1930s, and which could have provided him with the opportunity to 

bring mechanical reproduction and voice together.  I read phonographyôs absence as 

negatively symptomatic because the voice, whose emblem for Benjamin is the 

storyteller, is not understood to be significantly different in its phonographic 

manifestation to the live voice which has already been sidelined by print, the novel 

and the news media.  There is evidence in other authors of the period
234

 - and also in 

film theory235 - that the phonographic voice is understood to be effectively identical 

with the live voice.  At its most reductive, the argument of theorists such as Metz, 

Baudry, and Bazin goes that as the real and live voice exists as vibrations in the air, 

there is no material difference between them issuing from a human mouth or a 

phonograph horn or loudspeaker.  Sound recording, paradoxically, is figured by these 

writers as doing its job so well that the difference of the recording to the live voice is 

effaced.  In such thinking about film there is the notion that the protofilmic
236

 sound 

and the sound heard in the film are in essence the same thing, whereas the cinematic 
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 Wolin, Redemption, p. 219-220. 
234

 See chapter 4 of the present work for a fuller account of this. 
235

 See chapter 4 of the present work, and the first set of quotations from film theorists such as Metz, 

Baudry, and Bazin in Lastra, ñReading, Writing, Representingò, p. 65; note that on p. 66 of the same 

chapter he presents quotations from later theorists who take an opposing position. 
236

 As in the ñrealò sound as it exists and experienced prior to its capture by recording. 
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moving image has a relationship with reality that is marked by reduction and loss - of 

space, of colour, and from three to two dimensions.237 The recorded voice, from this 

perspective, is understood as being significantly less different to reality than was the 

case with image, seeming to draw less technologically specific attention to itself and 

thus appearing to be less explicitly affected in its materiality by its technological 

mediation.  This apparent naturalness was then redoubled at two different cultural 

registers: through sound recordingôs technological inability to engage with the 

fractures and shocks that drew such attention to cinema as an explicit technology, and 

the extent to which audio technologies had become absorbed into the domestic 

situation in ways which were virtually impossible for motion pictures which remained 

public and spectacular.   

 

In addition, the phonograph does not do the same temporal work on the recording that 

cinema or photography does.  Cinema, as already discussed, rapidly developed its 

own structuring of time grounded in spatial and temporal discontinuities - edits, cuts 

and montage.  Photography snips the instant out of time ï Barthesôs grammatical 

tense of the future anterior, ñthis will have beenò - whereas phonography captures the 

time of the event with the event, so to speak, and so there is much less of a 

perceptible rupture on the sounds recorded - at least in their materiality; there are of 

course other ruptures, the disembodiment or dissociation of the voice from embodied 

consciousness being perhaps the most culturally significant. 

 

The phonograph retained its close association with the voice even as it changed in 

status from the early dictaphone that Edison had first imagined into the central 

technology of the music industry.  It was known for many years as ñthe talking 
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machineò and is still to this day associated with ñHis Masterôs Voiceò, and this may 

also go some way to explain its relative invisibility.  There remains a phonocentrism 

at the heart of the Western episteme which, even though the disembodied voice has 

attracted connections to the uncanny, cannot completely rid itself of something that is 

also reassuring.  The appropriately modulated voice more than anything else assures 

us of presence, however potentially uncanny that presence might be, and this is, at its 

deepest roots, ultimately reassuring.238  There is a subliminal and reassuring message 

of the phonographic voice that the machine is more like us - us, as we are in our 

phonocentric essence - than we are like the machine.  Though this position is 

historically determined, and there are several writers
239

 who have noted a qualitative 

difference between, for example, the experience of Victorians and Modernists in 

relation to phonography,
240

 this is a history characterised by a fairly large degree of 

overlap.  Steven Connor has criticised Kittler for what he calls Kittlerôs ñepochismò in 

which a new technology, information system or cultural experience causes a radical 

shift in sensibility that effectively annuls the immediately preceding state of things.  

Drawing several examples of how such a model is frequently inappropriate (it in fact 

repeats many of the ideological acts of Williamsôs ñpost-war settlementò of 

modernism) Connor proposes that the palimpsest is a better model of technological 

and social change, and this seems a reasonable position to take when attempting to 

reach an understanding of the status of the voice under the regimes of modernity and 

phonography.    

                                                 
238

 In radio, for example, this aspect of the voice was exploited specifically to domesticate the 

technology and to engender a sense of proximity to the medium.  Michael Chanan has noted how radio 

announcers during the Third Reich were encouraged to use a Volkstümlich tone, and how United 

Statesô President Franklin D. Roosevelt adopted the tone of an intimate fireside chat for his broadcasts 

(Chanan, Repeated Takes, pp. 109-110). 
239

 Picker, ñVictorian Auraò, p. 770. 
240

 I have argued in chapter 1 of the present work for a change in the quality of the phonograph in its 

transition from a potentially auratic technology of record and playback into the alienated machine allied 

to industry of playback only.  
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In a cultural context, then, that gives significantly greater weight to the visual, 

Benjamin sees the voice as a participant in a constellation of connectedness, 

community and authenticity that is disappearing.  For him, the decline of storytelling 

is  

a concomitant symptom of the secular productive forces of history, 

a concomitant that has quite gradually removed narrative from the 

realm of living speech and at the same time is making it possible to 

see a new beauty in what is vanishing.241   

 

There is something about the voice, and the aural more generally, that is marked with 

loss, a loss that is also aestheticized.  This aestheticization could be figured in 

nostalgic, sentimental, anthropocentric terms as the decline and disappearance of ñthe 

humanò in a mechanistic, over-rationalized world.  At the same time, related yet 

distinct, this can be understood as the constellation of such loss with notions of a 

memory crisis, as proposed by Terdiman, and death, in which phonography features at  

a number of different cultural registers.  The phonographic voice is marked variously 

with loss; for Freud it is prosthetic memory (which, at least since Proustôs A la 

recherche du temps perdu, is ñlost timeò); as a form of writing (phono-graphy), it is 

connected with representation, memory and absence; and as the disembodiment of the 

voice it carries strong associations with the supernatural, or the voices of the dead.242  

The voice is already colonized (and in Benjaminôs account thereby marginalized) by 

writing, as it were, and the voice under the regime of technological modernity, insofar 

as it conflates writing, memory and loss through its phonographic recording, is 

potentially marked by death, or at least the deathly.  Phonography, as the prosthesis of 

                                                 
241

 Benjamin, ñStorytellerò, p. 86 
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 There are many accounts of the different configurations of death and phonography; see, for 

example, Knowles, Sebastian D. G., ñDeath by Gramophoneò, Journal of Modern Literature, 27/1 

(2003), pp. 1-14; Weiss, Breathless, pp. 29-66.  
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both writing and memory, is connected with aspects of the cultural imagination of the 

voice that are in part functions of phonography itself - in particular the unique way in 

which it problematizes the formerly held belief in the separation of speech and 

writing243 - and also, in part, attributes of the voice that pertained prior to 

phonography244 but which are only exposed to awareness and scrutiny through the 

voiceôs phonographic displacement.  The remainder of the present chapter will be 

concerned with tracing the issues of writing and memory, and the ways in which they 

mark the phonographic voice, as represented in three works of literature from the first 

quarter of the twentieth century.  In subsequent chapters I shall engage with those 

aspects of the phonographic voice that its prosthetic functions raise: the sense of 

presence, the sense of the voice being reduced to its purely soniferous aspects, and the 

vexed issue of whether the phonographic voice is an identical reproduction of an 

originary voice, or a mediated form of representation that is grounded in the logic of 

cultural construction and a system of codes. 

 

Phonography and Writing (Phonography and Death)  

There is another strand in the web of possible reasons for the discursive neglect of 

phonography that takes account of its quotidian ubiquity.  Phonography, as an 

instance of vocal disembodiment, as a particularly vivid form of memorialization, and 

as a form of writing, has been associated with death from its earliest days.  Writing 

that the connection between death and desire is ñcommonplace, but . . . perplexing . . . 

manifest and pervasive in Western cultureò though ñconfusing when we stop to think 

                                                 
243

 Problematizations that can be figured in terms of writing that is experienced as speech, a visual 

paradigm experienced through an aural experience, a sense of presence engendered through an explicit 

absence. 
244

 For example, its separating itself out from the body as it (the voice) comes into being, its soniferous 

dimension separate from semantic sense, it status as a kind of ñobjectò separate from the content of 

speech. 
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about itò, Jonathan Dollimore notes that ñ[m]ostly we donôt think about it . . . What 

this suggests is that here the commonplace works as a kind of disavowal, allowing us 

to see and not see at the same timeò.245  Phonography, like desire, also has 

ñcommonplaceò associations with death that are, similarly, ñconfusingò; at a number 

of different registers it takes away the voice, re-embodies it in a dead machine, takes 

that which is taken as the guarantor of the metaphysics of soul and presence and 

relocates it inside a machine where, by the logic of that same metaphysical system, 

the machine is the very opposite of the human, a lifeless, automatic and deathly place.  

The phonograph kills at the same time as it preserves or resurrects the voice, echoing 

the confusing logic whereby ñdesire is on the side of life, life is opposed to death, 

therefore desire also must be opposed to deathò,246 and yet desire and death are, and in 

the West for millenia have been, culturally on the same side.  For phonography to be 

anything other than a traumatic presence in everyday life, its deathly - and related to 

this, its mechanical - aspects needed to be suppressed, and it is through its 

commonplace, everyday, domesticity that this is effected.   

 

Freud first attempted to theorize desire and death in Beyond the Pleasure Principle.  

He did this in terms of the death drive and the life drive personified as Thanatos and 

Eros respectively, and much of the subsequent discourse on cultural theories of death 

have been indebted to his speculations.247  The sex drive, in Freud, is emblematic of 

desire ï the desire to reproduce, to create, to continue, whereas lying deeper than this 

is the urge of physical matter to reach an absolute equilibrium, stasis and death.  

Though the life and death drives are complementary forces - dialectical, even - 
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 Dollimore, Death, Desire and Loss in Western Culture (London: Allen Lane, The Penguin Press, 

1998), p. xii. 
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 Dollimore,  Death, Desire, p. xii. 
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 Freud, at the start of chapter 4 of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, states that ñwhat follows is 

speculationò (Freud, Beyond, p. 24). 
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ultimately it is the death drive that is the more fundamental.248  As Lacan takes 

Freudôs theories and develops them, his notion of desire is that desire can never be 

fulfilled, and the effect of desire is to engender more desire.  The object of desire is 

not only unattainable, it is unknowable, ineffable, an absence whose foundational 

meaning derives from the separation from the mother and entry into the Symbolic 

order of the Other.  Representation, the domain of the signifier in the Symbolic order 

is, according to Ellie Ragland, ñconnected by a fundamental linkò to the death drive.249   

 

In order for language to be possible, things, as such, must be re-presented and 

disappear as objects.250  In the Lacanian understanding of the human subject there is a 

foundational loss, a separation, that comes to stand for death, that is the grounding 

experience for signification.  Representation is possible only on condition that the 

object is not there.  Were the object to be always and reliably there, never in danger of 

being  separate from the individual there would be only a seamless and 

undifferentiated Real.  Under such conditions of being there would be no cause for 

there to be representation.  But the separateness of the infant from the mother (whose 

body normatively constitutes more or less his or her entirety of experience in the first 

few days after birth) evidences the unreliability of the object, implying that, as the 

breast, as warmth, as a voice, it can be withheld or taken away.  This loss and 
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 Freud, Beyond, pp. 34-64.  For cultural aspects of this see Dollimore, Death, Desire, pp. 180-197,  

and Bronfen, Elizabeth and Goodwin, Sarah Webster, ñIntroductionò, in Bronfen, Elizabeth and 

Goodwin, Sarah Webster, (eds.), Death and Representation (Baltimore and London: The Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1993), pp. 3-25. 
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 ñAll perceptions and thoughts are, according to Lacan, representations constituted around originary 

losses such that loss itself takes on a central, even centring, function in life.  . . . Castration anxiety [for 

Lacan] is not the obstacle human impossibilities coalesce around [as it was for Freud], but the effect of 

losses functioning as the organizing principle of all lifeò (Ragland, Ellie, ñLacan, the Death Drive, and 

the Dream of the Burning Childò, in Bronfen, Elizabeth and Goodwin, Sarah Webster, (eds.), Death 

and Representation (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), p. 80).  
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 As Ragland puts it, ñ[T]he infant grasps that the symbol is not stable, not there, not reliable . . . the 

symbol or image leaves an empty place in its wake, thus making absence the condition for meaning or 

language to signify something.  As Saussure pointed out, such referents usually arise binarily or 
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ñBurning Childò, pp. 80-81). 



 

 

93 

 

separation stands as the foundational moment of representation that, ever after, is 

marked with loss and absence whose final significance is death.251  Representation 

takes the form of the signifier but, unlike in Saussureôs linguistics that influenced him 

where the signifier is in relationship with a signified qua mental object, Lacanôs 

signifier is in a relation to other signifiers; there is a chain of signifiers, and any 

signifier only signifies another signifier in the chain.  Just as there is no resolution of 

desire in its final satisfaction, there is no ultimate signified, only an absence, which is 

to say, death.  The signifier ñalready considers him [the subject] dead, by nature it 

immortalizes himò.252  The parallels with phonography in relation to the voice should 

be quite transparent. 

 

As well, then, as sharing conflicted relations with death and the notion of loss, desire, 

as a human state of being, and phonography, as a technology of everyday culture, are 

ubiquitous and at the same time, in a state of disavowal about their relations with 

death.  Though both have been implicated in such relations in theoretical discourses, 

in their quotidian states they seem to disavow death through allying themselves with 

enjoyment ï desire as celebratory of life, phonography as entertainment.253  Benjamin 

pulls print, the machine, industrialized mass culture (as opposed to the artisanal 

culture of the village), and the First World War (as a kind of socio-cultural tipping 

point) into a constellation in which is also implicated the ñhygienic dissimulation of 

                                                 
251 Maud Ellmann writes that for Lacan ñlanguage originates in absence: the infant resorts to words 
only when  the things it wants are unavailable.  As Lacan writes, óthe symbol manifests itself first of all 

as the murder of the thing, and this death constitutes in the subject the externalization of his desireô ò 

(Ellmann, Maud, ñIntroductionò, in Ellmann, Maud (ed.), Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism (London 

and New York: Longman, 1994), p. 19). 
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 Lacan, Jacques, Le Séminaire.  Livre III. Les Psychoses, 1955-56, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: 

Seuil, 1981), p. 180, cited in Evans, Dylan, An Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis 

(Hove and New York: Brunner-Routledge, 2003), p. 31. 
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deathò to account for the decline in the voice of storytelling.  It is, I think, highly 

significant that the dissimulation of death is allied with print, mechanization and 

industrialization in an essay that mourns the decline of the live voice.  Phonography 

has had a role to play here (though Benjamin does not register it) since its very first 

public notification: ñSpeech has become, as it were, immortalò.254  It is the 

immortality of speech that is celebrated in this first public announcement of the 

phonographic age, but this only makes sense against the persistent ñrealò presence of 

death, of which phonography is a public disavowal - the phonographic voice has 

intimations of immortality, and ñwritesò down speech in a way that evades ñwritingò 

with its associations of death.  It is also crucial to read the phrase ñas it wereò as a 

qualifier.  We are not in the phonocentric, unambiguous real world of Benjaminôs 

storytelling culture any longer, but in a modern world of as-it-weres, simulations, 

prostheses and dissimulations carried out behind technologically constituted screens 

which function best as screens when they take on the attributes of the human 

(according to the logic of the machine discussed in chapter 1), and even come to 

replace them, even if only partially. 

      

And yet the disavowal of death in phonography is not secure or complete; 

phonography has also carried, from its inception, very public deathly and uncanny 

associations that pre-existed it.  Since  the development of audio communication 

technologies towards the end of the 19th century we have become so accustomed to 

voices without bodies that for us they no longer seem strange or marvellous.  The pre-

history of the bodiless voice, though, is precisely that.  Prior to Edisonôs invention, a 

voice without a body was always strange and usually, in some sense, either a site of 
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power and/or fear.  God is a voice, a voice of law and authority, whose vocality is 

emphasized through the Judaeo-Christian injunction against looking at the face of 

God.  Although sometimes a constitutive element of a natural phenomenon (the voice 

in the thunder, the burning bush, Pentecostal fire), Godôs voice is never the product of 

a human body.  The voice of God, the language of God, has the power to create the 

universe: ñGod said, Let there be light, And there was lightò.255  One cultural effect of 

the systems of power in which such disembodied voices circulate is Michel Chionôs 

observation that ñin the physical setup of the Freudian analystò, where the analysand 

lies on a couch and cannot see the analyst there is an element of ñthis interdiction 

against looking . . . [that] . . . permeates a great number of religious traditions, most 

noticeably Islam and Judaismò.
256

  In its twentieth-century, technological mediation, 

the disembodied voice retains some of these associations with law and power.  The 

voices of totalitarian dictators
257

 relayed over loudspeakers and through radio 

permeate the acoustic history of modernity.
258

   

 

Disembodied voices were also attributed to the supernatural, ghostly voices, clutched 

at like straws to prove the survival of the self after the body has returned to dust; 
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is testified to in the novel ñWieland or the Transformationò (1799) by Charles Brockden Brown, which 

is discussed in  by Gunning, Tom, ñDoing for the Eye What the Phonograph Does for the Earò,  in 

Abel, Richard, and Altman, Rick (eds.), The Sounds of Early Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2001), p. 23 
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257

 a word which carries its own etymologically suggestive baggage. 
258

 Hitler himself is supposed to have said that the Nazi Party could never have taken power in 

Germany without the loudspeaker.  More recently, the regime of the late President Assad filled the 

streets of Damascus with hundreds of loudspeakers, for the purpose of disseminating information, but 

also dominating and controlling the soundscape of the city (Hogg, ñWhoôs Listening?ò, p. 228 n9).  

Elaine Scarry comments on how the disembodied voice, and the notion of disembodiment itself, is, 

under the Judaeo-Christian worldview, associated with power, noting that ñthe Omnipotent will be 

materially unrepresentedò because ñto have no body is to have no limits on oneôs extension out into the 

world . . . conversely, to have a body . . . is to have oneôs sphere of extension contracted down to the 

small circle of oneôs immediate physical presence.  Consequently, to be intensely embodied . . . is 

almost always the condition of those without powerò (Scarry, Body in Pain, p. 207) 
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mediumistic voices, or the later so-called direct voice ï so strongly is voice associated 

with the individual that its mere presence ensures, for Spiritualists, survival beyond 

death.  The supernatural nature of disembodied voices is an association which 

persisted into the early years of sound recording.  Edison himself was deeply 

interested in spiritual survival beyond death,259 and Steven Connor argues for an 

understanding of  emerging audio technologies during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries in terms of a dialogue with models for communication with the 

dead in Spiritualist practice.260  Similar technological models for otherwise spiritual 

phenomena were widespread.  The famous Theosophist Madame Blavatsky, for 

example, also sought scientific explanations of supernatural phenomena,
261

 as did 
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 Kahn, Douglas, ñDeath in Light of the Phonographò, in Kahn, Douglas and Whitehead, Gregory 

(eds.), Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 

1994), pp. 76-79. 
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 ñThere is a deeper relation between the evolution of ghost phenomena and the developing logic of 
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effects and manifestations that took place in or through the physical person of the medium ï the 

easiest of these to produce being the production of the voice of the spirits by the mediumôs own vocal 

organs - were replaced by manifestations separated from the mediumôs body.  In the direct voice [i.e., 

a voice that was manifest in the room rather than through the mediumôs own vocal apparatus], the 

phenomena must be thought of as being facilitated rather than produced by the medium, who acts as a 

telephonist rather than a telegraphist, making the connection rather than herself interpreting the signal.  

Often, in ódirect voiceô manifestations, the spirits would employ a trumpet (resembling a speaking 

trumpet or megaphone rather than the musical instrument), or even a series of trumpets, which might 

be placed in the room at a distance from the medium.  The trumpet served both to amplify the voice, 

and to change its position: trumpets would be moved telekinetically through the air and round the 

room. . . . . . The spiritualist use of the trumpet was probably first suggested by the use of speaking 

trumpets for the deaf, as well as biblical uses of the instrument as a sign of spiritual warning and 

revelation, rather than by the characteristic amplifying horn of the phonograph and later the 

gramophone.  But the technique of making spiritual voices audible comes increasingly to cohere with 

the technological means of amplification.  In the mediumship of Pearl Judd in New Zealand in the 

1920s, the direct voice was in fact first achieved by means of a phonograph horn rather than a 

trumpetò (Connor, Dumbstruck, pp. 364-5). 
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Edison himself,
 262

 and W. T. Stead, probably the most famous casualty of the sinking 

of the Titanic.
263

  

 

 

If the disembodied voice prior to 1877 was usually supernatural or the voice of divine 

authority, in the increasingly rational mind-set of the turn of the century, the 

phonograph figures as one of the technologies moving in to occupy the gap left by the 

disappearance of óirrationalô beliefs.  Spiritualist discourse during the later 19th and 

early 20th centuries became increasingly less concerned to account for spiritualist 

phenomena as supernatural and more with seeking to locate apparently occult 

phenomena in a scientific discourse that would place them within the natural order of 

things, not superstitious beliefs but scientific facts.264  In this, audio technologies 

offered rational and verifiable instances of communication that would be otherwise 

impossible, and  Maurice Renard, whose ñDeath and the Shellò265 I will be discussing 
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 Edison spent some considerable time working on the idea of ñspirit batteriesò that would be able to 
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below, is one of many early twentieth-century writers who situate communications 

with the dead in terms of audio technologies; in his short story ñListening to the 

Shadowsò266 a soldier receives a telephone call from his friend fighting at the front 

during the First World War only to learn subsequently that his friend has been killed 

days earlier.267   

 

 

There is something acutely disturbing in listening to the apparently (yet impossibly 

so) alive voices of the dead.268  There is also something disturbingly different about 

our own living voices when we hear them played back on the phonograph; as 

Benjamin notes in the only other reference to the phonograph I have found outside of 

the ñWork of Artò essay, no one recognises their own voice on the phonograph.269  

When confronted with the strangeness of our own voices, the common reaction is to 
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