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RECONSTRUCTION OF THE PHONOGRAPHIC CYLINDERS FROM WARSAW’S NATIONAL LIBRARY COLLECTION – ITS IMPOTANCE        

                               FOR THE POLISH CULTURE

For centuries the attempts to preserve and reconstruct the sound have been taken, but not before 70’s of XIX century the epochal invention was created: almost simultaneously Charles Cros in France and Thomas Alva  Edison in USA declared letters patent for apparatus for keeping the sound’ but – as it is broadly know – Cros’s idea was not introduced into life, and Edison in 1878 received a patent for an apparatus which he called a phonograph. The first carrier of a sound was a metal cylinder covered with a zinkfoil and having vertically cut ditches with recorded sounds. Not later than on 6.12.1877 in Menlo Park (New Jersey) the creator of a phonograph presented the recording of a rhyme Mary had a little lamb and this moment can be regarded as a beginning of a phonic epoch, which lead from imperfect and humming carton cylinder covered with zinkfoil to quadrophony, compact discs and videocompacts. 
The presentation of reconstruction of the sound was very impressive – also for Edison himself, who stated then he have never been surprised in life. In the beginning he had planned to use a phonograph only to document important speeches, but he quickly realised it could have a broader use, creating opportunity for a contact with the art of famous artists. Established on 24.01.1878 “Edison Speaking Phonograph Co.” dealt with the production of phonographs and organization of recording sessions but for about 10 years since phonograph received a patent, the epochal invention of Edison did not find a broad use, because its creator was right to think that in the initial phase of phonic epoch the sound coming out of the phonograph out of the phonograph was of a poor quality and it could satisfy neither artists nor listeners. Despite unquestionable  technical imperfections the invention of Edison, allowing to keep the sound on cylinders and then reconstruct it,  opened a new chapter in the culture, art, changed some criteria, concepts in  aesthetics and became the stable element  of our civilization.  

The recording of a sound was constantly improved and the last  decade of 19-th century brought a lot of recordings on so called wax cylinders 
, and these were recordings of – among others – the famous artists like: Enrico Caruso, Nellie Melba, Adelina Galli-Curci, Polish artists: Marcelina Sembrich-Kochańska,  brothers Edward and Jan Reszke, as well as other soloists or instrumental bands. For years each recording was unique and it can be compared to a manuscript, as not before 1899 Th. B. Lambert introduced copies of original ones made of wax, but the production of phonographic cylinders never reached a mass scale (as it did in a case of gramophon discs). Apart from this on the turn of a century and in the 1-st decade of 20-th century phonographic cylinders were popular in lots of countries and Edison created a famous statement: I want to see a phonograph in every American house. 

The first artist know by name who made a recording was famous Polish pianist Józef Hofmann. In 1888, being 12-years old “miraculous child” he made a great success on the stages in USA and invited by Th. Edison to his study in New York he made several recordings of  Fr. Chopin’s works 
. Unfortunately, they were regarded as having poor technical quality and cancelled by Edison himself. He gave the young virtuoso a phonograph, with which Józef Hofmann returned to Poland. It is very probable that this phonograph was the first such apparatus in Poland.

Poland very quickly reacted to the invention of phonograph, which arose understandable emotions and various reactions: from admiration to a total criticism. Scientists, artists, publicists gave their opinions in the newspapers, appreciating the epochal meaning of the possibility of recording and reconstruction of  the sound, at the some time not hiding doubts as to its future and popularization.  In 1878  at Lvov’s Politechnic school made the phonograph a Edison’s pattern. In the next year in the many towns started the recordings and show. Began to work a small phonographic business, to came into many shops with the records and apparatus. In Poland the first phonographic  firms this is “Fonotypia Krajowa Franciszka Rafalskiego”. It worked in Warsaw to 1899 since the finish 1900 and made the recordings and the phonographic cylinders.  

The Th. Edison’s company, created in the USA it very quickly established branches in London and Berlin and in lots of other cities had its representants and distributors. In Warsaw it was Gustaw Ehlert, whose store of musical instruments was situated at Senatorska 19 and Gustaw Gerlach (whose company was advertised as “Magasin d’Optique [!] Varsovie rue Czysta no 4”.  Labels of Ehlert’s company are on wrappings  of  the Edison’s boxes as well as Pathé’s,  which means that it not only sold them, but also packed and described them, and it is also know that it also made its own recordings (Gerlach – too). 

In the National Library in Warsaw in the Department of Sound and Audio-visual Collections there is the biggest collection of phonographic cylinders. They amount up to  222 items, (not are  duplicates). In absolute numbers it is not many, but relatively, in our conditions  - quite enormous. Different historical events and especially two World Wars,  which affected Poland caused great losses in many library collections, as well as museum or private ones.  Phonographic cylinders, made of fragile substance, were more liable to the process of destruction then for example paper. Moreover a lot of recordings were lost forever because phonographic cylinders could be cleaned and reused for another recording and we can learn about its initial content sporadically from indirect sources. 
  

Phonographic cylinders in Warsaw’s National Library were bought in 1979, 1993, 2000, 2002. It must be added that taking possession of 74 unique cylinders in 1993 had a dramatic course. Only thanks to a lucky coincidence they come to us not to a rubbish heap; incidental inheritors were not aware of their historical value and they did not know anything about this carrier. Surely, a lot of recordings were destroyed out of ignorance or light-headedness. 

In the collection of National Library all companies which played an important role in this field are represented: Edison Concert Phonograph (cylinders of this company are in majority), Pathé Frères Co., 3Gianni Bettini, Columbia Phonograph Co., Georges Carette and Schellhorn-Starkton. In some cases it was impossible to identify a company. Among mentioned companies the most important was the Th. Edison’s company.  Frères Pathé company was created in 1896 in France and it very quickly reached other countries. It is know mainly as a producer of pathephon’s discs and the apparatus for reconstruction of their own production, but earlier brothers Pathé dealt with recordings on cylinders and it production. Thank to many representants they made recordings in different countries, among others from 1903 in St. Petersburg and a little later in Warsaw. In the repertoire of this company popular and easy in reception  works are in majority, recorded in France during 1903-1911. In the collection of National Library there are 5 phonographic cylinders of Columbia Phonograph Co., from the initial phase of its activity; this company was established in Washington in 1879 by Graham Bell, but in recorded and produced phonographic cylinders scarcely about 1900, and in 1912 it declared “The Finish of the Cylinders Records”, next dealing with the production of gramophonic discs. 

Analysing the collection of cylinders in Warsaw National Library, as for as performers are concerned it must be underlined that among them there are high class vocalists and instrumentalists, for example famous Polish tenors Ignacy Dygas (1881-1946) and Henryk Drzewiecki (1873-1937), baritone of Spanish origin Emilio de Gogorza (Carlos Francisco – 1872-1949),  cellist Hans Kronold (1872-1922),  Italian tenor Florencio Constantino (1869-1919), Antonio Vargas, Artus Collins, French singer Josephine Jacoby (1875-1948) – contralto, Carl Jörg – German tenor of Latvia origin (1873-1948), xylophonist Charles Lowe, Adolphe Maréchal – tenor, outstanding Polish comedian artist Antoni Fertner, Polish singer and actor Wincenty Rapacki junior, moreover these are recordings of Polish singers Maliszewski and Staniłowski, as well as orchestras with the direction of Wasil (Wassilewski), French band Musique de la Garde Républicaine, chamber’s orchestras and another. There are also brand instrumental Edison’s bands, created specially to make recordings. 

Cylinders from a presented collection can be divided into several groups, as for as repertoire is concerned.  The biggest group is marches, the recordings of works of a character so called popular and dancing (very often difficult to identify) and opera fragments, among them fragments of operas by Giuseppe Verdi, Gaetano Donizetti, Charles Gounod, Richard Wagner, Georges Bizet, and also the creator’s  of Polish national opera Stanisław Moniuszko and another famous Polish composer Władysław Żeleński. Hits of popular music recorded on cylinders in our collection are overtures of Franz Suppé and waltzes and polkas by Johann Strauss II, moreover works of Ferenc Liszt and Robert Schumann, the chant of Liugi Denza or very popular in those times mazurka by Karol Namysłowski Kuba Jurek.  From 1900-1904 there comes a recording accompanied by the piano of famous chant by Moniuszko O matko moja, about 1900 polka –galopka performed by Maliszewski was recorded with the accompaniment of orchestra 
, and about 1904 – Kujawiak. 

Among many precious recordings on phonographic cylinders kept in National Library two  

of them deserve special attention and are unquestionably the most precious: these are the recordings of the works of prominent Polish composer Henryk Wieniawski Obertas op. 19 no 1  and Kujawiak a-minor op. 3, performed by Americann violinist Dora Valesca-Becker and anonymous pianist, recorded by Gianni Bettini  in the USA in 1898. They are the oldest, precisely dated recordings in the collections of National Library. Both of these recordings are mentioned in the cataloque of Girard and Barnes 
 and they were marked with the numbers 1 and 2 in the list of the recordings of a performer. They are of a great importance for polish culture for some reasons, also because of the fact that Bettini’s cylinders are now great rarity and in the times of their creation they were also phonographic rarity. In 1979 we read that Bettini’s cylinders: all, except some, were lost. 
 10 years later M. Kominek wrote: Bettini was the real enthusiast of good music and good recordings. He did not produce their cylinders on a mass scale – he provided them only if ordered, underlining that his speciality was “High-Grade Records, high-Class Music”.  […]  The majority of Bettini’s recordings was lost, these which survived are extraordinary rarity. 

Researches made up to the present allow to the time of recording and production of the most of cylinders in National Library collection for years 1898-1912, so they come from an initial period of recordings and from times of the biggest popularity of this carrier; the cylinders of Edison’s company late to 1900-1908, but earlier are of  Pathé company and recognized by us incorporate recordings from 1896-1911. Probably the oldest recording in our collection is anonymous performance from 1896-1898 of Hungarian dance no 5  by Johannes Brahms. It is worth reminding, that the end of the end of the epoch of phonographic cylinders is connected with the introduction in 1925 disc recordings in an   electrical system, but Th. A. Edison till the end of his life (died in 1931), he remained faithful to a phonograph and cylinders, believed in the success of his invention and he still produced cylinders (although he could not resist the temptation to produce discs).

The whole National Library collection consists of standard, two-minute cylinders. Box  are original, there are brand names on most of them and on almost all labels from the time where the recordings were created. Essentially and editorial features of  the collection are various. 

Content on the wax  (wax-like) cylinders in National Library is very often narrow and the sound very poor, however on celluloid cylinders – good and very good. Narrow recording on many cylinders is connected not only with imperfect technique of recordings at that time, but also with the fact that the recording on so called wax cylinder could be cancelled and the edges became very thin and very fragile.

Phonographic cylinders in our Library are kept in wooden, closed cupboards, with sections for each cylinder, without metal elements. The constant temperature and humidity is being kept all the time.

There are a lot of reasons for the protection of cylinders against destruction, for the preservation as monuments of phonographic art for next generations, and at the some time in order to male them recordings from these cylinders available to listeners. The use of original phonograph can be treated as historical attraction, but it results in the fast annihilation of these relict.
 This is very important to rare them. National Library, being aware of it decided to perform this task.

In September this year we started works, whose purpose is to copy all phonographic cylinders, being in possession of Department of Sound and Audio-visual collections. The Department started to cooperate with the Institute of the registration of information of Ukrainian Academy of Science in Kijów, where there is a unique equipment used for copying  the recordings with the optical-mechanical method. Discussing technical details connected with this method certainly exceeds my competency and the theme of this paper, but the results of this process can be unambiguously evaluated. 30 phonographic cylinders, chosen from Warsaw collection were transported to Kijow during one week. Basic criteria of the choice of the first part of recordings were polonica and artistic value of work. These phonographic cylinders date back to 1898 (or 1896) – 1912 and they are made both of wax-like substance and celluloid. They are preserved in a very good or good state. However, on the outer surface of some of them there are traces of biological and mechanical damages (these are caused probably by frequent listening to them with a phonograph).  The quality of recording is various, depending on, among others, the company and the date of recording. Original Edison’s celluloid recordings made about 1910 sound the best, but the earlier, especially made by Pathé  company – are poorer. The works of Wieniawski were recorded very quietly on Bettini’s cylinders. Thanks to experts from Kijow Institute the sound was copied and – where possible – cleaned, so became clear,  louder and the better quality. Simultaneously, the original version of recording was not damaged. Without interference in the 100 years-old recording it was released of external impurities, not endangering the carrier with the damage. 

These actions are of great importance not only for National Library in Warsaw, but for Polish culture in general. We have a moral duty not only to increase historical collections, but to preserve them and make them available to public. Unfortunately, in our country there is not such equipment, which could be used safely to copy the sound recorded on phonographic cylinders. Understandable feat of damaging this historical carrier resulted in preventing the cylinders from being used for recordings by customers of National Library. Even scientific researches, connected with these recordings have been limited up to the time when it is possible to listen to a copy frequently, using a modern carrier which is compact disc player.

Up to now only the part of recordings from the collection of phonographic cylinders have been secure, but works will be continued as soon as possible, because the time affects badly these precious monuments of our culture. We are going to copy the whole collection, regardless the artistic value and the quality of recordings and the state particular carriers are in. Recognizing the priority of polonica, we are simultaneously aware that phonographic cylinders are rarity in the world phonographic collections and that we are all obliged to protect them. 

� In the collection of Warsaw National Library there is  this historical recording of the rhyme recited by Edison was reconstructed on gramophon disc. 


� Zinkfoil on Edison’s cylinders was replaced by hardened brown wax substance, which was vulnerable to destruction. In the first decade of XX century there were introduced brown and black celluloid cylinders less vulnerable to damaging. There are several kinds of phonographic cylinders, of different size and the time of recording (capacity). The most popular were cylinders so called standard, 2-minute, recorded and reconstructed with the speed of 160 to 180 turn per minute. The size of a standard cylinder was: diameter 4,5 – 5,5 cm, height – about 10,5 cm, but there were also cylinders with a diameter of about 10 cm, the height of some was of about 20 cm. 


� M. Kominek Zaczęło się od  fonografu... Kraków 1986, p. 37.


� In the world literature the recordings on cylinders take little space. Far more attention was given to a recording – reconstructing apparatus which was a phonograph, than to the effects of its activity, so the work by Victor Girard and Harold M. Barnes Vertical-cut Cylinders and Discs. A cataloque of all ‘Hilland-Dale’ recordings of serious worth. Made and issued between 1897-1932 circa  (work published in  1971 by British Institute of Recorded Sound) deserves a special distinction.   Recordings of Mapleson described  David Hall in the article The Mapleson Cylinder Project   part 1 “Recorded Sound 82” July 1982, pp. 39-59; part 2 “Recorded Sound 83” January 1983, pp. 21-55). The substitutes of discography were published in the beginning of the XX century in the specialistic magazines, among others  in published since 1901 in St. Petersburg magazine “Gramofon" i fonograf"”. Polonica on phonographic  cylinders were regarded  in the work Dyskopedia poloników do roku 1918 by Katarzyna Janczewska-Sołomko, T. 1-3, ed. Warszawa 2002, CXIII, 1664 pp. 


� The name “orchestra” in the case of cylinders was used for instrumental team, consisting  of maximum 10-12 musicians, as  technical  reasons did not allow to register a bigger team.


� V. Girard, H.M. Barnes, op. cit. 


� Ditto, p. II.


� M. Kominek, op. cit. s. 38.


� It is know that a recording on phonographic cylinder reconstructed several times almost completely lost its values, because the pressure of a heavy stylus on a delicate substance caused irreversible changes. 





