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Sound Comes to the Movies


I. Introduction

“Silent” movies, popular from the early 1900's to about 1930, were never really silent.  Audiences usually enjoyed background music, often provided by a theater organ or ragtime piano, as they watched the action on the screen. At appropriate times, the sounds of thunder, waterfalls, or stampeding horses were created from the orchestra pit by hidden stagehands who rattled, scraped, and banged all sorts of objects together.  Singers sometimes performed a song written especially for the movie, or actors toured with ths film to speak portions of the dialogue. None of these sounds, however, came from the film itself; for this reason, the films were called "silents" (Steen 21).

The talking movie idea was an old one.  In 1877, Thomas Edison showed his new talking machine, the phonograph, to a group of reporters.  One was so impressed that he made the following predictions in the Scientific American: 

It is already possible by ingenious optical contrivances to throw stereoscopic photographs of people on the screen in full view of the audience. Add the talking phonograph to counterfeit their voices, and it would be difficult to carry the illusion of real presence much further (Geldud 96).

This "illusion of real presence" was to be the goal of scientists and inventors for the next fifty years. Before actors on the screen would actually speak to the audience, however, a way to link film and sound had to be found. In 1895, Thomas Edison made one of the first attempts to do so with a machine called a "kinetophone."  The kinetophone connected Edison's phonograph with another machine that projected film for one person ‑ a kind of peep show. However, this experiment did not result in sound=s coming to the movies for two reasons. In the first place, Edison was unable to synchronize, or match, the film with the sound. Also, he failed to develop a means to amplify, or increase, the sound, so that it could be heard by a larger audience.  Discouraged Edison abandoned his kinetophone project in 1913 (Manchel, When Movies 208).

Meanwhile, other scientists were experimenting with a different method of linking sound with film: the sound‑on‑film process, in which electrical currents are used to capture the sound directly on photographic film. Frederick Thrasher, author of Okay for Sound, provides the following explanation of the process:  

When the sound is reproduced, a photoelectric cell is used to convert the variations in the light beam as it passes through the "sound track" of the moving film, into electrical currents which in turn are changed into sound at the loudspeakers (Thrasher 7). 

Although inventors would continue to experiment with separate sound and film devices, the sound‑on‑film process proved more successful. Because the sound was captured directly on the film, the process eliminated one major obstacle to talking motion pictures ‑ that of synchronization (Thrasher 44). 


The other great obstacle ‑ that of amplifying sound ‑ was surmounted by an inventor named Lee De Forest in 1907. Often called "The father of the radio", De Forest invented an amplifier tube that allowed sound to be made louder from a weak signal. In 1921, De Forest

invented a way of recording sound on movies. He started a company, the De Forest Phonofilm

Corporation, but he couldn't convince the film industry to try using sound. Once film makers

finally came around, several years after the Phonofilm Company folded, they decided to use an
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