
Acoustical versus Electrical: 
A comprehensive survey of pianists who recorded the same repertoire 

acoustically and electrically 

Early Recordings: Diversity in Practice (May 2021) 

I want to talk briefly about the ways that early recording technology may have altered 
musicians' musical intentions. Pre 1925 acoustical recording technology is widely 
considered to have been restrictive and limiting: more so than the electrical technology 
that superseded it. There are perhaps too many interrelated considerations to determine 
with certainty the full impact of this technology, but, it seems to me, that a study of 
comparable performances made either side of the 1925 watershed may prove revealing.

In order to minimise the great number of factors and considerations involved and to 
facilitate such a study, I have compiled what I believe to be a comprehensive list of 
commercial piano recordings in which pianists recorded the same composition both 
acoustically, before 1925, and again electrically some time later. Forty-eight pianists in all, 
whose careers spanned the technological shift, re-recorded the same repertoire at least 
once in the electrical era. Some returned to it several times, while others had already 
recorded the same composition more than once during the acoustical era.

A number of reasons have been posited to explain why musicians were inclined to revisit 
repertoire  that they had already recorded. Indeed, there may be as many reasons as there 
were pianists: after all, it's a practice that continued until comparatively recently. We might 
reasonably suppose that some, at least, whether for musical or technological reasons, were 
less than satisfied with their earlier recordings. Others may simply have relished the 
opportunity of re-recording compositions that they and their audiences loved. Certainly, 
record labels were keen for artists to re-record repertoire electrically that had already 
proved its popularity in the acoustical era. Others still, having struggled and chafed under 
the constraints of what  we, with the benefit of hindsight, consider primitive mechanical 
recording, may have been keen to make the most of the ostensible benefits of the new 
electrical technology. If this were indeed the case, we might reasonably hope that traces of 
the compromises that are so widely supposed to have dogged acoustical recording artists 
might be conspicuous by their absence in  later electrical recording of the same works.
 
Though the impact of acoustical recording technology on early recording artists and their 
performances has been a subject for study, investigations have invariably been focused on 
the various ways - such as those I've just mentioned - in which the cumbersomeness of 
technique intruded on musicians' performance practices: that's to say, the overt influence, 
invariably construed negatively, that early recording technology brought to bear. The 
metaphysical, aesthetic, and ideological aspects of the different recording technologies 
have scarcely received much attention. 

In its astoundingly primitive simplicity acoustical recording was in some respects more 



tool-like than technological. Insofar as it transcribed actual acoustical sound it was, like 
unmediated sound, remarkably non-ideological. In fact, it was precisely because the 
technology was so rudimentary that it proved so difficult to master or bend to its user's 
will. Though simple in principle, it was only with great difficulty that convincingly 
effective recordings could be produced in practice.  In essence, acoustical recording wasn't 
so much an invention as a discovery. And, as such, it proved resistant to manipulation, to 
industrial efficiency, and to technological progress. It is perhaps for this reason more than 
any other, that it was discarded and disparaged. Acoustical recording technique didn't 
wane because it failed to reproduce sound convincingly as hagiographic accounts of 
electrical recording's inherent superiority invariably suggest; indeed, it had proved 
astoundingly convincing for many of its contemporaries and remains so for some few 
listeners today. It might even have continued as a counterpart to electrical recording just as 
handwriting continued to flourish even after the invention of the printing press. 
Acoustical recording was superseded by a system that was better adapted to address the 
discretely defined, ostensibly objective standards of fidelity as defined by the recording 
industry, that prized quantification, specification, reproducibility and efficiency, above 
crafty, empirical adaptability.

Scant attention has been paid to more positive accounts of acoustical recording. The few 
that have survived are generally perused quizzically and summarily disregarded or 
quietly set aside. More than anything, this highlights the persuasive efficacy of the 
ideology of the record industry. 
I have collated a list of recordings to assist researchers and other devotees of early piano I I 
I have collated a list of recordings to assist researchers and other devotees of early piano 
recordings in their study of musical performance on record. All the information is derived 
from Mike Spring's comprehensive discography of 78rpm (shellac) commercial recordings 
by classical pianists that is available on his APR website - where more detailed 
discographic data can also be found. 

List of Pianists                                    Full List of recordings 

The list comprises 774 entries in total and is arranged alphabetically by pianist. Within 
each pianist's list of recordings, entries appear alphabetically by composer and finally by 
title of the composition. I have endeavoured to include all recordings of a particular 
musical work made by each pianist providing, of course, that at least one version was 
recorded acoustically and one electrically. In some instances this involves acoustical 
recordings of excerpts that appear in later recordings as part of the larger-scale works.

I'll end with a couple of examples: two recordings of Irene Scharrar performing the second 
of Debussy's Deux Arabesques. The first you'll hear is the electrical recording made in 
December 1926; the second, acoustical, made 5-and-a-half years earlier in 1921. 
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