The Rise and Fall of the New York Electric Music Company ;
a Study in Early Musak, of the Wonderful Telharmonium

by Stoddard Llncoln
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My very ancient and venerable Father was a pioneer

in electricity who worked in the early years of the century 1;gké
mi&é Wﬁ é?}\»g; €€4 ,p{d ;f"f LR . %‘ﬁ@@;
with such figures as Sheme Py e ilaabomg and fﬂga "3

Sprague. His work was, in fact, so early that when he wes
forced bty goWernment régulation to obtain an electrical engineer's
liscence, he was examined by those very people to wh%}he had
previously issued liscences. Although most of his contimporaries
kave passed away, my Father, one E&win Stoddard Lincoln,ﬁisrs
still practising on 2 consultant basis but devotel most of
his time to collecting and setting up historical museums and
exhibits,

Now several years ago my Father initiated the practise
¢f sending me all manmer of flora and faun%,such as élippings,
brochures, games, and baby pictures intended to embarrass me

when seen by my colleagues. About a yeaf ago, while
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searching for some notes on a completely different subject,

I came across this disreputab1e heab and, in sorting it out,

I discovered th#tbl had in ﬁyvposession several fascinating
documents about the ?élharmonium, an.extraordinary electrical
instrumeﬁt invented by Thaﬁdeus Cahill, I relate these facts
to you not only as a tribute to my Father, but also so that

you will realize how I; a harpsichordist and tarogque specialist,
have wandered into the twentieth Century. It was purely filial
devotion, utter madness, and, of course, a bit of curiosity

plewiinr

that prompted me to ferret out the pieces of this-surious 7

history and to assemble them before you at this time.
w iy Father,

e 12

The first item I received;ﬁas‘an invatation
addressed to William Hammer to attend the first public demon-
stration of the telharmonium.

Slide 1
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Hammer,falsb an. early engineer, was one of the great collectors

Py
£
"@w“

Wi
whose holdings epe-ndw partly owned by my father and partly

1‘/,
by the Smlthsonian Instltue in Washlngtono

£
Thaddeus Cahill, the inventor o# the telharmonium,
had lived in Oberlin béfo:e the turn of the century and was

especially devoted to musio.1

He complained, however, that
there was no such thing as a perfect musical instrument. The
violin could not play chords very well, the tone of the

piano diminished after it was played. The organ, he said, was
a "dead instrumentﬁ" because the player had no contrcl over
the'sound once his finger had depressed the key, His aim in
life, then, became to create the perfect musical instrument
and to do this by electriecal means & By 1900 the basic

instrument had been conceived and set up in his studio in

A
Holyoke, Massachussetts. The machine was then transported
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to,and set up in Washington, D. C., where such people as
Lord Kelvin encouraged Cahill to perfect it further. Also
in Washington,_two'§épitolists, 0. T. Crosby, a pioneer in
electric réilroading, and F; C. Todd, became integested in-the
commercial possibilities of thés wonderous machine. After

four more years of hard work in Holyoke,

the instrument was finally perfected, and in 1906 ‘$200§000.000

59’{“3‘355
worth of machinery weighingfiwenty tons was installed at 1414

)

.
o !::(J

Broadway in a building which stands opposite the/Metropolitan
Opera House on the corner of 39th Street,

Perhapsrthe best way to desciibe this musical
monéter will be to trace Mr Hammer's footsteps on the 1llth
of Janwary, 1906, when he entered Telharmonic Hall, as the
place was so grandly named.

Slide 2

the
Done in &z pre-Lady Mendel tradition, the potted



Telharmonium = 4

palms and the central pouf not only added to the elegance
of the chamber, But élso cleverly cénceiled the instrument's
tiny 1oua'8peakers; A closér inspegtion of the consul reveals
a piano keyboard rep}efe with all manner of levers and stops
used to control the volumeiand timbre of each notes

Slide 3
The keys were, actually, simply electrical switches.

Before the program began, the select audience was
invited to descend into the basement and view the machinery.,
The first sight was that of the main switchboard and tone mixers.

Slide 4

The electrical current, which eventually resulted
in the actual sound of the instrument, was produced by 145
alternating current dynamos.

Slide 5
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The magnetic field and armateur coils of the dynamos were
stationary. Thg'rétérs, mounted on a single massive rod which
was operated by'ézloO horsevpower direct current motor,
revolved at different speeds which were governed by means of
a complei series of gears gnd teeth. FEach dynamo, therefore,
produced an electrical current which alternated, or vibrated,
at the frequency of thé pitch desired. 84 of these dynamos
produced the fundamental pitches, snd 61 others were used to
produce the upper partials which, when blended with %he
fundamental notes, produced the desired timbre. The currents
80 éroduced were then blended and refined in a series of trans-
formers éalled the "tone mixers."

Slide 6

So far no music has emerged but only a single

N :
electrical current, such as §s sent over a telephone wire.
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The final step was comparatively simple: the wire was attatched
to a telephone _;ecéi%rer and the sound was the amplified by
means of a papéi,éoneQB

The telharmbnium used for iz its initial
demonstrétions was admitteﬁly limited in the number of

" L

overtones it could produce and(fell far short of fulfilling
its c¢laim of sounding iike an orchestra. It was Cahillls
hope, however, to add many more dynemos in order to make

compensate for these deficiencies., The inventor also realized

that in order to create the different choirs of the orchestra,

N R e }
Nl F Lol

f:hat he would have to have more than one hesfsomwd at his
sl } 2
+h Lpataie,
disposals A During the course of the following year, he added

N

a second gé#&aaaa, but his ultimate aim was to have four: one
each for strings, woodwinds, brass and percussicno4
Slide 7

When Mr, Hemmer finally arose from the lower depths

of 1414 Broadway and re-entered Telharmonic Hall, he was

regaled with the order of events listed in the left hand
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column of this program.
'f Slide &

The right hand célumn listies two pfograms which were to be
offered to future subscribers of this new music. Light
classics would seem to be‘the order of the day.

We must now shift our focus from the telharmonium
itself to the activities of those two capitolists, 0. T,
Crosby and F. C. Todd, whom Cahill had met in Washington.
To them, the salient feature of the teRharmonium was not so
much its musical possibilities as thexfast it was the fact
that music could be distriabuted to consummers over wires,
Like the wires of the telephone, they could be stretched for

1o

great distances and music dould be piped inai_home, church,
and theatre. What they envisioned was, in fact, early musakj

but with one difference. It could be turned on and off at the

will of the subscriber.
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In order to achieve this purpose, the New York
Electrical Music’Comfany was organiéed in 1904, during the
ih Wfﬁgj_’t_,

years~%hﬂ£(0ah111 was perfectlng hlS inventlon and two years

before the

it demonstration model was installed in

New Ybrk}Cityo Crosby'becgme the president of this outfit

and Todd fhe vice-president. § 600,000.00 worth of stock

was authorized of which 426, 000,00 was issued. In order to

raise more money for moving the deviece to New York, thi,newly

founded company issued more capitol stock and attempted to entice

more investors with a little booklet which describes their

ﬁ:;éns in dcey detailo5 Having secured the complete rights

to the telharmonium, subway rights in New York City and exclusive
(2L DY

rights for the entire state the first step would be to set up

the demonstration instrument just deseribed, They then

proposed to establish subsiduary companies in Buffalo,

Rochester, Syracuse, Albany, and NewbergoG
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But first they concentrated on New York City itself,
and of extreme in%ereét is the Gompahy's detailed appraisal

of the music market for publicvand semi-public places.

Using the Musical Courier as their guide, the board of
directors estimated that there were 25,000 musicians active
in Greater New York. Each received an estimated 375900
a day for 300 days a year which meant that §§ 375500;600000

was paid annually for live musie. Caloulating that coin-operated

automatic pianos, orchestrions, banjoes, etc., earned about

1,00 a day, thgyestimated an income of“ﬁjl;07§;600;00.

Nor were the record sales of the Victor Talking Machine Company
i hawiy + Bda

omitted: their sales in 1905 alone amounted to% 7,5000,000.00.

In their brochure, the New York Electric Music Company

sincerely hopes that they will not replace live musicians,

especially those who have brought their art to a state of

perfection, but that these figures are presented merely to

indicate the amownt of money spent on music dach yearo
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Next, the prospective inyestor is assured that the
following types pffinstitutions will subscribe to fbe music
of the Gompany;i restaurants;:saloogs, hotels, churches,
schools, hospitals, theatres, boarding houses, doctor's and
dentist's offices, bérbershops, and at least 624,000 private
home owners including appaftments. In conclusion, this little
pamphlet all but guarentees the stockholder annual dividends
of several hundred percent and modestly points out§ "these
figures suggest a profit so enormous that there is a natural
inclination to doubt them. However, when it is considered that
the»cbmpany occupiesg toward the Telharmonic art the same relation
that the original Bell Telephone Company occupied towards the
art of the telephone, and when the known results to the stock-
holders of the original BellICompany are borne in mind, it

would seem that these figures are not really extravagant."
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Besides'raising money fﬁf this lucrative enterprise,
Mr, Crosbyaddiéssed himself to the problem of how'to dist;ibute'
his product, it'was only logical that he should approach the
American Telephone and Telegraph Compeny as they commanded a
network Qf wires which, with proper arrangementé, should be able

to carry music as well as the human voice. After delicate

negotiationsyxas

RE R AR N ORI

ramazRpxinzipRiXrafx1 205z

between Frederick Fish, the president of
AT &T and Mr Crosby, a contract was drawn up between the

two compenies which allowed the New York Eleetric Music Company
to draw wires through A T & T's existing conduits. When

Cahill heard of this arrangement, he became suspicious of the
whole deal and insisted that the music company should have a
franchise of its own rather than a contract to use another
company's franchise. He questioned the legality of such a
contract and pointed out that for such a large investment

the music company should not be dependant on & contract with
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another companyo7 Despite these opjeqtions, Crosby's
company, as we may vell call it by:now, proceeded'ﬁo lay its
cebles and byvﬁhe first momth in 1907, the new Music was
available to subscribers from 25rdet. up Broadway to 45th St.
and up Fifth Averue to 34th Street.®

Also by 1907, éahill's thoughts about an
independant franchise were taken seriously. Judging from the
fact that on May 10th, 1907, the New York Electrical Music
Company applied for corporation,and that two days later it

J

applied for a franchise to lay its own wires,9 one gets the

impression
feelimg that Crosby felt the necessity of putting his enterprise

on a more legal basisf%ﬁgh’on relying on a contract wikh

Naller. » to use “h

franchise
AT & T,and counting on their sustained good will,

The first application caused no difficulty, but the
second, according to the results of the investigation

10

conducted by the board of Franchise, presented certain

peculiarities which made it difficult to establish a fewv,
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The 'peculiarities' are succinetly stated in the report:

The commodity bginé sold is "a luxuiy, not a necessity as is
the telephone.“ ,é; is " ﬁéthod oflamusement.oolncome will
depend entirely uponvthe approval of the public of that class
of entér%ainment rather»thgn upon any degree of hecessity for
the product caused by having a commercial value, as, for
instance, telephones, iailways, electric lights, gas, etc."
Before stating the terms of the franchise, the grantors shake
their puzzled heads and conclude with the observationsg that
"never has there been such = request. How can they [éhe
New’York Electric Music Company] estimate the cost of the

Ygreatest masters!?"

In the detailed franchise which followsy one learns
that the music company was granted the right to construct
4,000 outlets over the following three years. They were given

the right to use existing public subways in Manhattan, the Bronx,
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and that "portiorn of Brooklyn known &s Coney Island,."
Free services ,‘asvwés the sustom, were to be offered to
churches and poésibly to scﬁoois. Qhe fee would be a
minimaisz,SO0.00 pervahnum.

The report of tpe franchisg, which was published

in Engineering News (11 Februasry, 1909) is the last

3

e S S
Y
event to be reported am the activities of the New York Electric
F eiu{,ﬁmjfc:‘ﬁgf&.( ‘;ifi Lhe ;“{fsf
i %

Music Company in the esimesrimgEsesicdisals, From that

time until the present, all references to the telharmonium

are short, vague, inaccurate, and extremely confusing.11

The,fate of the telharmonium, however, is easily conjedtured
vwhen one reads the various letters to Mr. Frederick Fish, the
President of AT & T, concerning the transactions of the

New York Electric Music Company. One gathers that the activities

of the music company were hampering those of the Telephone Coe.
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For example, in order to save Dr. Cahill the tremendous job
of building all of the switches and:electrical conhections,

'.+h¢ Cov
Crosby applied to/Western Electrig/whe declared that they -
had all of the orders they could possibly manage from the
expanding telephone companye. The same situation was

: 7 CQ;/f

found to be the case with General Electrig/when Crosby
approached them about constructing the dynamos.12
The last letter in A T & T's files concerning the tel-
harmonium must be considered as the kiss of death to the
art of ﬁelﬁarmony. 13 The ecircumstances of the letter are best
deseribed in the words of its writer, Hammond V. Hayes, the
chief engineer for AT & T. "On April 1st 319073 you handed
me a letter from Mr. Crosby of the New York Electrical Music

Company in which the suggestion was made that the Western

Electric Company undertake the manufacture of a portion of the

apparatus employed by his company. You asked me 4o look into

the question and let you know whether I could see any possibility

of hi i
his device, the "Teﬁlharmonium"%)being employed
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advantageously to us as aﬁ adjunct to our telephone system,"
Althgligh‘lvlir. Hayes, 8s an engineer, had hothing
but admiration fé;:Cahill's'ingenuity, he had grave doubts as
to whether or not thg telharmonium would ever become more
tha§ 8 néveltyo I quote f?om Mr, Hayes! letter éxtensively
because in his discussion of this point, he gives us the
only detailed iescriptibn of the actusl sound of tﬁe instrument
fhat has come down to us.
"Competent opinion as to the quality of the music
can be formed only by one who is especially trained as a musician,
My éwn Judgment of this music was that it was remarkable for
the purity of the tones transmitted, but I failed to see the
similarity of the tones to those of the musical instruments which
they were gésigned to represent. Much less could I see that
the music approached that which is obtained by an orchestra,
In the selections which I heard attempts were made to repwoduce

flute, oboe, tuba, violin-cello, french horn and clarionet, but

T Ovmmhben. whothen-T-eFanld. hrvaswenmoniand -dn-khd alaA TS Twnl
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I question whether I should have reqognized in the electrical
music the quality of the various instruments, had Ilnot been
told that it was those instrﬁments #he reproduction of which
was attempted. I am inclined to believe that many overtones
now missing from thé present apparatus will be ;equired before
the quality of orchestral instruments can be attained. M
"Whether or not it will be possible to obtain a
complete orchestral effect cannot be determined. My belief is,
however, that an enormous amount of work and great complexity
in apparaéﬁs must be made before such results asre possible,
On this portion of the subject I can say that I should not
consider the music which T heard would in any way replace for
commercial purposes the music now ordinarily furnished by
orchestras, although the marvellousness and novelty of it will,

of course, appeal to the public for some time to come."
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Mr. Hayes continues by pointing out the enormous
expensge of perfgctiné what he refers to as an experiment and
also fears thaf.aﬁ independénf cirquit of special wires must be
created, It is most imfortant to remember that the Music company

| wie
had s franchise to eme existing subways, and they were, of course,
those of the telephone company. What Mr Hayes feared most was
induction between the jarellel cables of the two companies,
a factor which would make it impossible for either enterprise
to continue.

Mr. Hayes concludes his letter be stating that there
is &et so much to be done in simplifying and perfecting the
apparatus of the growing telephone company that he does not
see his way clear to reccommending that they take up the
difficult problems of electrical music. A4nd so, it seens, the

ambitions of the New York Electrical Company came to nought.

Thaddeus Cahill's initial fears concerning the use of the

telephone company!'s equipment were all too true., He had been
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an electrical Cassandra.

We mustﬁélso consider the develpmmet of ‘the radio
during these same:years, a éohside?ationM‘which leads one fo
the conclusion that the telharmonium was doomed by its sheer
bulk,. Lee DeForrest had begun his first experiments with
the wﬁreiess telephone in 1907.7 In 1910 there had been an
experimental broadcast from the Metropolitan Opera House

of Cavalleria Rusticana and Pagliacei with no less a celebrity

| ,
than Enrico Caruso. Certainly no michanical device, no% matter
how ingenious, wam compete with live sound, and it was also
soon realized that a wacuum tube was lighter than a dynamo,

and that wireless transmission was less hard on the streets

of New York City than digging conduits. Nonethless, we must
salute Dr., Czhill's invention as a wonder and grant it the

honor of being the father of all electric musical instruments.

In closing, one cannot help but wondering what

electronic music would be like today if the telhermonium
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had fallen into.the hands of a composer rather than into the
hands of those two ;:épitolists, 0. T. Crosby and F.' C. Todd.

It is interestiﬁg £o note tﬁAtYFerupcio Busoni received an
invitation from Dr. Cahill to hear the instrumentz. Although
Busoni wés unable to hear ﬁhe instrument himself, he received a.

r ' , 15
fist hand accounts of it§ In his A New Esthetic of Musie, = /

published a year after the telharmonium made its New York

debut, Busoni states that the instrument hadiinfinite

potential in solving the problems of creating the new sacles
A A he

which he proposem in that work., But, A£las, Busoni e his ilk

never seem to have gotten ahold of the telharmonium. Thus

really
the story of the telharmonium is/mot so much a study of the

Cb@ﬁfbﬁ?ﬁéwz
beginnings of creative electronic.muasie as it is +the saga

of the rise and fall of the New York Electric Musie Company,

an attempt at early musak,.
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NEW YORK CITY
APRIL 5-6, 1975



AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY NATIONAL MEETING
NEW YORK CITY, APRIL 5-6, 1975

safurday' April B Room 220, Waverly Buildfng, New York University, 24 Wave’r|y Place
8:30 AM—Registration V ‘ '
9:00 AM—Welcoming address—James Haar (Chairman, Department. of Music, New York University).

Performance by the New York University Collegium Musicum (Kay Jaffee, director), using
instruments from the Noah Greenberg Collection of Musical Instruments. Music of Wilbye,
Phillips, Johnson, Byrd, and Holborne.

AMERICAN INSTRUMENTS—Victor Fell Yellin {New York University), Chairman
Eric Selch {New York), ""Yankee Bass Viol' Makers—A Preliminary Study"
avid W. Hinshaw (El Paso), “Four Centuries of Mexican Organ Building"
/gfoddard Lincoln (Brooklyn College), "'The Telharmonium—A Study in Early Muzak"
HISTORICAL WIND INSTRUMENTS—Howard M. Brown [University of Chicago), Chairman
Bob Marvin (Woburn, Quebec), "Two Basses of Verona"
Shelly Gruskin (Tomkins Cove, N. Y.}, "The Musette—An Aristocratic Bagpipe"

12:15-2:00 PM—Lunch on your own.

2:00 PM—Performance on the EEb Contrabass Sarrusophone by Douglas Koeppe (Siiver Spring, Md.)
assisted by Kathryn John {New York University). Music of Offenbach.
[9th-CENTURY INSTRUMENTS—Cynthia Hoover (Smithsonian Institution), Chairman

William J. Maynard (Massapequa Park, N.Y.), "Clarinet Patents—Attempting to Elimi-
nate the 'Break’ "

Barbara Owen (Rockport, Mass.), "The French Harmonium'

Robert E. Eliason (Henry Ford Museum) and Robert Sheldon (Smifhsonian'Insﬁ’ru‘rion), "The
History and Sound of the Quinticlave and the Ophicleide"

Performance on the  conical Boehm flute and harpsichord by Daniel Waitzman {Flushing,
N. Y.} and Eugenia Earle (New York]. Music of C. P. E. Bach and Giovanni Picchi.

MIXED TOPICS—Barbara Lambert (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston), Chairman

Mary Rasmussen {University of New Hampshire), "Musical Instruments in Still-Life Paint-
ings of the 17th-20th centuries"

Harry Vas Dias (Decatur, Georgia) and Sally Logemann (New York), "The Baroque
Oboe Reed"

6:00 PM—Top of the Park Restaurant, 5th Floor, Loeb Student Center, New York University, Wash-
ington Square South at LaGuardia Place.

Cash bar.

7:00 PM—Top of the Park Restaurant
Banquet. Pre-registrants only.

8:30 PM—Tishman Auditorium, Vanderbilt Hall, New York University, 40 Washington Square South

Concert of I8th-century chamber music played on historic instruments by the Amade Trio
of Cornell University [Malcolm Bilson, fortepiano, Sonya Monosoff, baroque violin, and John
Hsu, barogue cello) and the Stanesby Ensemble (Bernard Krainis, recorder, Nora Post,
baroque oboe, Philip Levin, recorder and baroque bassoon and Edward Brewer, harp-
sichord). Music of Mozart, Beethoven, Loeillet, Vivaldi, and Telemann.



Sunday, April & Room 220, Waverly Building, New York University

9:00 AM—Business meeting. Members only ‘ .
10:00 AM—PANEL PRESENTATION ON_INSTRUMENT RESTORATION—Eric Selch (New York City),

Chairman

Participants: Susan Farrell (Metropolitan Museum of Art)
R. K. Lee [Watertown, Mass.)
William Monacle {New York)
Scott Odell {Smithsonian tnstitution)

12:15-2:00 PM—Lunch on your own. ,

2:00 PM—FLUTES—Jane M. Bowers (Eastman School of Music), Chairman
Betty Hensley (Wichita), "Flutes from Heavenly Stone"
This presentation will include the World Premiere of Alan Hovhanness' "'Suite for Jade

Notch Flute,” which is dedicated to Mrs. Hensley (with Jeff Laza, New York University,
percussion).

Michael Zadro {SUNY, New Paltz), "A Commentary and Design Analysis of Boehm's
London Patent Flute of 1831" ‘

Performance on baroque flute and harpsichord by Jean Antrim and Jocelyn Chaparro
{New York). Music of C. F. Abel and Bach.

PERFORMANCE PRACTICE—Edwin Ripin (New York University), Chairman
Edmund A. Bowles (International Business Machines), "On Using Proper Tympani in the
Performance of Baroque Music"
Richard A. McGowan (Texas Tech University), "ltalian Baroque Solo Sonatas for Wood-
wind Instruments: Some. Observations on Performance Practice"

Performance by the New York Cornett and Sackbut Ensemble (Terry Pierce, John Guire,
Samuel Pilatian, and Benjamin Peck, director), with Eliot Levine (baritone} and Kathryn
John (organ). Musi¢ of Gabrieli, Speer, and Schutz.

The AMIS exhibition '"Collectors’ Choice—Musical Instruments of Five Centuries
from American Private Collections'” at the Amsterdam Gallery of the Lincoln Center
Library and Museum of the Performing Arts, Amsterdam Avenue between West b4th
and West 65th Streets will open to the public on Tuesday, April 8 and will run until
June 20. The Gallery is open Mondays and Thursday, 10 a.m.-9 p.m.; the rest of
the week and Saturdays, 10 a.m.-6 p.m.. The Gallery is closed on Sundays.




