" Sunday, March 19, 2000 m

m Until now, lio one has
dared to play the delicate
cylinder for fear of ruining it.

By William Kates
Associated Press

SYRACUSE, N.Y. — For seven years,
Syracuse University researchers have
had a mystery they dared not solve: a
rare, 19th-century wax-cylinder record-
ing that can't be played without being
damaged.

Now, however, a playback system be-
ing developed at the university’s Belfer
Audio Laboratory and Archive might re-
veal whether the cylinder contains what
researchers think it does: an 1895 record-
ing of the opera legend Adelina Patti.

The brown cylinder, which the univer-

sity received in 1993, is so delicate that.

all playback systems now available could
spoil it with the friction they:produce.
The frictionless Syracuse system, by con-
trast, will use weak laser beams that
won't deform or degrade cylinders.

If successful, the system will allow re-
searchers to play and preserve some of
history’s oldest surviving sound record-
ings without destroying or damaging
them in the process.

“Necessity is the mother of inven-
tion,” said Susan Stinson, the archive’s
curator and project coordinator. “The
idea is to have something that isn’t going
to wear away the recordings as we listen
to them. It’s easier said than done.”

Patti, who died in 1919, was consid-

ered the greatest coloratura soprano of.

the 19th century. The only known record-
ings of her are some 78-rpm discs made
by the English Gramophone Co. in Patti’s
Welsh castle. .

.Those were recorded in 1905 and 1906
‘when the singer was in her 60s and past
her prime. Stinson thinks the wax cylin-
der is 2 homemade recording of Patti 10
years earlier, when she was still in com-
mand of her voice.

“We really have no idea what's on it,”
Stinson said. “We are saving it. When the

machine is ready, it will be the great un- .

veiling. It would be a monumental find.”

Among its audio collection, Belfer
holds 22,000 cylinders, the largest collec-
tion of commercial and noncommercial
ones outside the Library of Congress.
With more than 300,000 recordings,
Belfer is the nation’s second-largest uni-
versity sound archive behind Bowling
Green.
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‘Laser device will safely read
fragile 1895 wax recording
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Susan Stmson, curator of the Belfer Audio Laboratory and Archive at Syracuse
University, displays an example of a wax-cylinder musical recording.

“Laser technology asv it applies to cyl-

inders has great promise,” said George
Kipper, a Library of Congress expert on
cylinder recordings and an extensive col-
lector himself.

“Every decade that we procrastinate,
that we don't actually start a mass proc-
ess of transferring these sounds ... we
lose more of the sounds,” Kipper said.

Among other rarities in the Belfer col-
lection are two of only three cylinders
recorded by tenor Enrico Caruso and a
1903 cylinder of Pope Leo XIII made in
the Vatican.

" Cylinder recordings were first made in
the 1880s and were popular only for a
short time around the turn of the century.
Thomas Edison liked the cylinders and
continued making them into the late
1920s, but most companies switched to
discs, which were less bulky yet could
hold more music because they could be
recorded on bothsides, Stinson said.

“These recordings give us an aural pic-
ture of our culture and society a century

ago — a society in flux with millions of

new arrived immigrants from throughout
the world and a plethora of life-changing
inventions,” she said.

Early cylinder recordings provide a
faithful reflection of culture at the turn of
the century, she said, from vaudeville
routines to the speeches of Theodore
Roosevelt, William Howard Taft and Wii-
liam Jenmngs Bryan.

Relatively few cylinders have survived
in playable condition, and many of those
have grown exceedingly fragile, limiting
their use for research.

Until now, researchers have used play-
back systems that employ ajewel-tipped sty-
lus and produce friction on the cylinder.

The Library of Congress has used a
stylus to transfer the sound on its cylin-
ders to a digital format, which makes it
possible to clean recordings of pops,
ticks and scratches and. reproduce them
on compact discs or cassettes for sale.,
But even that method wears the cylinders
and does. not allow for repeated play-

. backs, which often are necessary to get

full rephcanon, Kipper said.




