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 In transcribing, a fieldworker’s purpose in collecting folk song influences his resulting 

transcription. In his essay “Prescriptive and Descriptive Music-Writing,” Charles Seeger 

distinguishes two purposes for writing music on paper. Prescriptive writing serves as a set of 

instructions for how a piece of music shall be made to sound, while descriptive writing serves as 

a report of how a particular performance actually did sound.1 If the fieldworker transcribes a 

specific performance for archival purposes, we can hope he intends descriptive writing; if he 

intends to collect an overall impression of a song, perhaps with the idea of arranging and 

publishing it, his work may intentionally be prescriptive. Often a collector sets out to be 

descriptive, but because of the limitations of his system of notation, or perhaps due to 

prejudices he brings to the performance, he unwittingly generates a prescriptive record. Before 

recording sound was possible, collectors had no choice but to transcribe during live 

performance, or from their memory of a performance. The advent of sound recording 

technology in the late 19th gave collectors an additional choice, allowing them to transcribe in a 

time and place removed from the context of the performance, repeatedly if necessary. 

Folklorists and ethnomusicologists today might assume this important technology was 

immediately embraced and implemented in the field, but in fact it was met with mixed 

reactions.  Some did put it to use right away, while others resisted the technology, feeling it 

irrelevant to their purpose.  This paper will relate three cases of the phonograph’s early use in 

fieldwork, look at some of the resulting transcriptions in terms of prescriptive and descriptive 

writing, and will touch on initial criticism of those early results. 

                                                           
1
 Seeger, Charles. “Prescriptive and Descriptive Music-Writing.” The Musical Quarterly 44(1958)p 184. 
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 European interest in collecting folk music in part stemmed from an interest in sound, 

sound-as-music, and the physiological and psychological perception of music. 2 Coupled with 

the interest in classic social evolution, scholars took interest in the question of the ultimate 

origins of music.3  This led to the emergence of comparative musicology, described by Guido 

Adler as the process of “comparing of tonal products, in particular the folksongs of various 

peoples, countries and territories, with an ethnographic purpose in mind.”4  The phonograph, a  

tool which would facilitate that comparison, allowing sound to be collected and stored as 

quantifiable data, and the ability to store that data for future reference, appeared at just about 

that time. 

 Thomas Edison patented his cylinder phonograph in 1878, but it did not become a viable 

tool for field work until the introduction of the “Edison New Phonograph” in 1888 (Fig. 1).5 

Weighing in at around 35 lb, the sturdy machine was portable enough for travel, comparable in 

size and weight as a sewing machine or typewriter at that time. The mechanism could be 

powered by a treadle, by hand, or by a spring-driven motor (not introduced until 1896, offering 

a more regulated recording speed) and later an electric motor with a battery. The phonograph 

could record up to 4-5 minutes with a 4” cylinder, and up to 9 minutes with the 6” cylinder 

                                                           
2
 e.g. Hermann von Helmholtz, Die Lehre von den Tonempfindungen, 1863; Alexander Ellis, On the History of 

Musical Pitch, 1880, Carl Stumpf Tonpsychologie, 1883. 
Bell, James F. and Clive Greated. "Helmholtz, Hermann von." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music; 
W.R. Thomas and J.J.K. Rhodes. "Ellis, Alexander J.." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online 
Albert Wellek and Berthold Freudenberger. "Stumpf, Carl." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 
 
3
 Merriam, Alan P. The Anthropology of Music. Evenston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964, p 3-4. 

 
4
 Timothy Rice. "Comparative musicology." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 

 
5
 Erica Brady, A Spiral Way: How the Phonograph Changed Ethnography. Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 

1999. 21 
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introduced in 1890.6 The machine was limited,7 but its potential as a tool for field work was 

recognized immediately by scholars working in comparative musicology and linguistics, 

enabling close evaluation of specific melodies, harmonies and performance practice in a 

controlled, repeatable manner, and to store it for archival purposes.8  

 

 Regardless of how often a transcriber listens to a recording, his transcription will still be 

limited by the system of notation he uses to record what he hears. Upon returning from his first  

                                                           
6
 Ibid 22 

7
  In her essay, Kay Shelemay suggests the 4-5 minute time limit of the more common 4” cylinder resulted in the 

song becoming a unit for study. (“Recording Technology, the Record Industry, and Ethnomusicological 
Scholarship.” Comparative musicology and anthropology of music: Essays on the history of ethnomusicology. 
(Bruno Nettl  and Philip V. Bohlman, Ed.).  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991.) 
 
8
 Gerda Lechleitner. “ ‘Capturing’ Sound: The Phonograph in (Early) Folk Music Research.  Traditiones: Zbornik 

Instituta za Slovensko Narodopisje/Acta Instituti Ethnographiae Slovenorum 34(2005) p 101.  
 

Fig. 1. The New Edison Phonograph, 1899. 
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field studies of  the Inuits (1883-5), Franz Boas noted  that linguistic transcriptions were limited 

because many sounds were new and unexpected, misperceived by collectors based on their 

European cultural background.9  A field worker attempting to record non-European sounds with 

European notation (text and music) commits, according to Seeger, two very unscientific acts 

with regard to descriptive writing. First, during the performance the collector focuses on the 

musical structures which resemble those already familiar to him and writes them down using 

standard European music notation, and in the process ignores or dismisses everything he hears 

for which he has no symbol. Second, he expects someone to later read the transcription, having 

no prior exposure to the music tradition of the culture from which the transcription was 

taken.10   Curt Sachs cites an occurance, recounted in F. H. v Dalberg’s Uber die Music der Indier 

(1802).11 Dalberg notes the instance of an English fieldworker in Malabar who, in attempting to 

transcribe a children’s prayer, had much difficulty setting the native tunes in a regular rhythm, 

so that we cannot necessarily accept them without some reservations. Sachs shows the 

“regularized” transcription (recorded in 6/8 time) side by side with a later transcription (of the 

same song or a close variant) taken from an Edison Cylinder and published in the Phonographic 

Archives of Berlin in 1904, which reveals the tune was sung in the triputa rhythm (Fig 2).12   

 

 

                                                           
9
 Ter Ellingson, "Transcription (i)." Grove Music Online. 

  
10

 Seeger,  186-187. 
 
11

  Curt Sachs, The Wellsprings of Music (ed. Jaap Kunst), The Hague: Marinus Nijhoff, 1962 p 10-11.  
    Dalberg’s work is an appended translation of William Jones’ On the Musical Modes of the Hindoos (1784). 
 
12

  7/8: 4+3 (Ibid 10-11). 
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Fig 2. The top transcription taken directly from a live performance in the late 18th century, the 
bottom around 1900, from a phonograph recording. 
 

The second transcription was made with the advantage of a phonograph recording as well as 

years of additional study of music culture in India. Sachs may have been trying to illustrate the 

shortcomings of the first example, the second transcription, it is as prescriptive as the first. In 

both cases, the transcriber notated not what  he  actually heard, but rather his impression of it 

according to conventions of European music and notation.13  Our first case study further 

examines this phenomenon, and a transcribers attempt to remedy the problem. 

Case # 1, Fewkes and Gilman 

 Jesse Walter Fewkes is generally recognized to have been the first collector to utilize the 

phonograph in the field.14 In 1890 Fewkes used an Edison phonograph to record members of 

the Passamaquoddy tribe in Calais, Maine, and soon thereafter with the Zuni people of New 

                                                           
13

 The issue is not with a person’s ability to transcribe accurately by ear. George List, exploring that very question, 
conducted an extensive and rigorous series of tests in 1974 at Indiana University. Using a variety of contextual 
settings, songs types, and compared the resulting transcriptions with melograph data, he concluded transcriptions 
of live performance, made “by ear,” are sufficiently accurate and reliable to provide a valid basis for analysis and 
comparative studies. George List,  “The Reliability of Transcription.” Ethnomusicology. 18(1974): 353-377 . 
 
14

  Brady (72-73) notes the possibility that Frank Hamilton Cushing preceded Fewkes in the use of the phonograph, 
although never mentioned it in published accounts. Furthermore, it seems Alice Fletcher  had begun using the Bell-
Tainter graphophone “for the registry of Indian music” sometime before March, 1891. Feaster, Patrick Feaster,  
“The Origins of Ethnographic Sound Recording, 1878-1892” Resound 20(2001), p4. 
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Mexico as field director of the Hemenway Southwestern Archaeological Expedition (1889-94). 

He was compelled to use the phonograph in part by his patron, Mary Hemenway, who had 

some financial interest in Edison’s company.15 Fewkes was very optimistic about the 

phonograph, and endorsed its use for the collection of language onto cylinders as method of 

preservation, and a source of materials for comparative study. He noted its value as a check on 

fieldworker’s objectivity.  Fewkes felt an urgency in collecting recorded samples, noting the 

“fast disappearing languages of races.”16  

 Fewkes did not do the transcription work on his Zuni recordings. He shipped them back 

east to Benjamin Ives Gilman, who, with the aid of a harmonium, painstakingly transcribed the 

recordings which he published in standard notation in score form, along with an extensive 

explanation of his methods.17  Gilman prefaced his work with the statement , “The fact may be 

worthy of mention that before listening to these songs the writer had never heard any primitive 

music, and during their study purposely refrained from consulting any of the records of Indian 

melodies which have already been made by other investigators.”18 Gilman notes the songs 

deviated considerably from Western systems, which he tried to capture accurately in his 

transcriptions.19 For example, Gillman shows instances of temporary sharpening or flattening of  

                                                           
15

  Ibid, 54. 
16

  Ibid, 55. 
17

  Benjamin Ives Gillman. “Zuni Melodies.” A Journal of American Ethnology and Archaeology. 1 (1891):63-91 
18

 Gilman 67. 
19

 Rehding, Alexander. “Wax Cylinder Revolutions.” The Music Quarterly 88(2005), 130. 
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the tonal center (Fig 3).20 

 

  

Here the transcriber intends descriptive transcriptions, but as Seeger notes, western notation is 

inherently prescriptive, emphasizing structures of rhythm and pitch, but without indicating how 

those structures are connected or offer much in the way the music actually sounds.21 

Furthermore, Gilman is attempting to use European notation to depict non western music, 

compensating with additional symbols to supplement the notation.22 

 Gilman’s results were questioned for one reason by U.S. musicologist Henry Krehbiel 

and for quite a different reason, Carl Stumpf. Having read Gilman’s report, Krehbiel took a 

closer look at the phonograph. After some experimentation, he found enough inconsistency 

                                                           
20

 Gilman 63. 
21

 Seeger, 186. 
22

 Which is Seeger’s first suggestion on how the problem can be solved, although it creates the new problem of 
making the notation more difficult to read. Seeger 187. 

Fig. 3. Gilman’s notation featuring symbols indicating a period of sharpening and flattening. 



Dietrich 9 
 

between his recording and playbacks to denounce the phonograph as a valid fieldwork tool.23 

He concluded that Gilman’s transcriptions were faulty, based on inaccurate playback.24  Stumpf 

criticized  Gilman’s work for being “too” objective, and decided to re-transcribe numerous of 

Gilman’s Zuni examples, “to emend them philologically,” adding both key and time signatures.25 

Despite these criticisms, Fewkes and Gilmans work has been recognized for its pioneering 

effort.26 Erich von Hornbostel credited Gilman as being “the first scholar to use the phonograph 

in a scientific approach to the study of music.”27 

Case # 2, Josef Pommer and the Archivphonograph of Vienna 

 Directors at Smithsonian, parent of the Bureau of American Ethnology, felt physical 

artifacts were of high importance, which lent support (and funding) for the use of the 

phonograph because of its ability to produce, in the form of collected and cataloged cylinders, 

quantifiable evidence of fieldwork .28  Other archival projects were founded in the U.S. and 

Europe with similar interest in the phonograph. Carl Stumpf founded the Berlin Phonogram-

Archiv in 1900 after hearing a performance of a visiting group of musicians from Siam. Stumpf 

                                                           
23

  Henry E. Krehbiel, “The Phonograph and Primitive Music.” Ethnomusicology 2 (1958):116-117 
 (Letter originally published in 1891 in The Tribune, Frankfort-on-Main) 
24

  The gradual shifting in pitch, among other anomalies transcribed by Gilman, were later attributed by Frances 
Densmore, at least in part, to Fewkes’ use of a treadle to operate the phonograph during his early recordings. 
Densmore points out the improvements in Edison’s phonograph solving this problem (namely the use of a spring-
driven motor or an electric motor w/battery). Frances Densmore, “The Study of Indian Music in the Nineteenth 
Century.” American Anthropologist 29(1927)p 82. 
 
25

  Rehding, 130. 
 
26

 Interestingly, in a later collaboration Fewkes and Gilman devise a new graphical system of notation altogether to 
notate Native American songs. Rehding 140. 
27

 Ibid, 131. 
28

 After his work in the Hemenway expedition, Fewekes later joined the Bureau of American Ethnology (1895) and 
later became director. The BEA was established in 1879 by an act of Congress for the purpose of transferring 
archives, records and materials relating to the Indians of North America from the Interior Department to the 
Smithsonian Institution. Brady 77. 
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felt that “real sound, not just musical notation, should be the subject of research.”29  In the year 

before Stumpf founded the Berlin Phonogram-Archive,  Sigmund Exner, a psychologist with an 

interest in comparative musicology, worked with the Austrian Academy of Sciences to open the 

Audiovisual Research Archive in Vienna. The primary purpose for the ARA was to record all 

European languages currently spoken, to record the rhythm and accent of each, and to further 

record each dialect, and eventually expanding to non-European countries, to eventually catalog 

all the languages of the world.30 

 In 1902, the linguist Paul Kretschner set out to the Greek island of Lesbos with the 

intention of documenting the language, but instead returned with recordings of folk songs. He 

cited technical difficulties, chief among them the mass of the machine he brought to Lesbos. 

The ARA had commissioned, for the purpose of collecting language and music across Europe, 

the Archivphonograph, a massive  apparatus weighing about 120 kg (265 lb), designed to record 

wax discs from which metal “negatives” could be made (Fig 4).31 The machine could not be 

removed from its railcar upon Kretschner’s arrival, so the performers were asked to leave their 

village and come to the machine. For whatever reason (Kretschner did not elaborate), the 

                                                           
29

 Albert  Wellek and Berthold Freudenberger. "Stumpf, Carl." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 
 
30

The AVA also intended to house recordings of music, but not necessarily folk music. Exner noted at the outset 
that “the music of primitive peoples” might be of interest, and could contribute to the study of comparative 
musicology, but such a study did not begin immediately. Gerda Lechleitner, “ ‘Capturing’ Sound: The Phonograph 
in (Early) Folk Music Research.”  Traditiones: Zbornik Instituta za Slovensko Narodopisje/Acta Instituti 
Ethnographiae Slovenorum 34(2005)p. 102, 102-103. 
31

 C. C. G. “The Archives of  Phonographic Records.” Nature 67(1903):301. The image was taken from Anzeiger der 
Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften,  39 1902 by Kaiserl.  By 1929 the Archivphonograph V was available for 
convenient fieldwork, weighing in at around 9.5kg. 
(http://www.phonogrammarchiv.at/wwwnew/geschichte_e.htm) 
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performers felt more comfortable singing rather than speaking.32 This happened elsewhere 

around the same time, notably in the Austrian Alps, leading Kretschner and others to believe 

the Archivphonograph would prove itself an “indespensible tool” in the recording of folk songs. 

Despite this sentiment, reluctance to embrace the phonograph persisted.  

 

 

 In 1905 Franz Scheirl, a dialect poet and  noted expert on folk music, made 32 

recordings in Upper Pinzgau (part of Salzberg), six of which were songs. In an article he wrote 

for Da deutsche Volkslied, Scheirl emphasizes the importance of sound recording for folk song 

                                                           
32

 Lechleitner, 104. 

Fig  4  The Archivphonograph. 
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research, noting that the phonograph records not only the melody, but the characteristic 

manner, rhythm and accent of the performance. The paper’s editor, Josef Pommer, wrote a 

rebuttal, warning scholars not to overestimate the phonograph’s value in folk song study. 

Pommer’s opinion of the phonograph was voiced again at a 1909 musicology conference.33 A 

linguist and assistant at the ARA by the name of Hans Pollack presented a paper endorsing the 

Archivphongraph for use in music and language research, enabling future scholars to “hear the 

true sound of former times.” Pommer responded with two negative comments about the use of 

the machine. He conceded the it deserves respect, but should be seen only as an aid, unable to 

replace the expert.34 Furthermore, Pommer points out the importance of the performer’s mood 

during a transcription, asserting the presence of the phonograph fosters an atmosphere 

unconducive to singing.35  Why was Pommer so anti-Archivphonograph? Lechleitner notes that 

Pommer himself was an amateur folk singer, noted for his skills in yodeling, and found the 

opportunity to record himself for the archive, singing from a prepared, pre-notated 

(prescriptive) manuscript. The sound of his recording is in stark contrast to some field 

recordings of local yodelers performing spontaneously. Pommer’s performance is simplified, 

conforming to his idea of what the yodel should be. Pommer represents a “romantic, patriotic, 

nationalist tradition, claiming to know true and authentic folk song.”36  

 

 

                                                           
33

 The World Conference on the Occaision of the Centenary of Haydn’s Death, Section II, Exotic Music and Folklore, 
chaired by Hornbostel and Ilmari Krohn. Lechleiner, 104. 
34

 This is in stark contrast to the sentiment at the BAE in the US at that time, whose directors of viewed the 
phonograph as a godsend due to the lack of available experts to collect the quantity of data they sought. Brady 78. 
35

 Lechleitner, 104. 
36

 Ibid 105. 



Dietrich 13 
 

Case #3, Percy Grainger and The English Folk Song Society 

 Pommer was not alone in his feeling that as an educated folk music enthusiast, trained 

in music, it was he, and not the common folk, who was qualified to feel and know the real 

essence of folk music, and the Archivphonograph threatened his way of thinking about his role 

in cultural preservation. In the U.K. we find another instance where recording technology was 

perceived to threaten the values of folk song collectors who believed “the subjectively modified 

response of the trained ear to a performance” was crucial in transcribing folk music.”37  

 Percy Grainger was the first member of the English Folk Song Society to use the 

phonograph in fieldwork. The English Folk Song Society, founded in 1898 by a group of English 

musicians and music scholars whose purpose was to direct “the collection and preservation of 

Folk Songs, Ballads and Tunes and the publication of such as may be advisable,”38 and included 

in its membership Lucy Broadwood, Anne Geddes Gilchrest, Cecil Sharp and Ralph Vaughan 

Williams. Grainger was very enthusiastic about the phonograph. In a 1906 letter to Sharp, 

Grainger writes, “Personally, I am very keen that the tunes I collect…should be publicly 

presented in as merely scientific a form as possible…”39  Grainger felt the best transcriptions 

should offer as objective an account as possible (descriptive, not prescriptive).40 Sharp 

responded to Grainger’s enthusiasm for the phonograph in his reply, 

                                                           
37

 Brady, 84. 
38

 The English Folk Song Society was founded in 1898 by a group of prominent English musicians and music  
scholars to direct “the collection and preservation of Folk Songs, Ballads and Tunes and the publication of such as 
may be advisable.” Maude Karpeles and Alain Frogley, "English Folk Dance and Song Society." In Grove Music 
Online. 
39

   James Porter, “ Bartók and Grainger: Some Correspondences and a Hypothesis.” 
Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae. 25 (1983),p 223. 
 
40

 Micheal Yates, “Percy Grainger and the Impact of the Phonograph.”Folk Music Journal  4(1982), 266. 
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“41In transcribing a song, our aim should be to record its artistic effect, not necessarily 

the exact means by which that effect was produced. Now, by slowing down the 

phonograph in the way you describe, many sounds must be brought into prominence 

which in practice were scarcely heard at all or were quite inaudible [... ]. To record these 

connecting sounds, however, on paper, because, scientifi- cally speaking, they were 

there, is to convey an utterly erroneous impression of the artistic effect produced, and 

presumably intended to be produced, by the singer [. ..] it is not an exact, scientifically 

accurate memorandum that is wanted, so much as a faithful artistic record of what is 

actually heard by the ordinary auditor…” 

 

To illustrate the difference between Grainger’s approach to transcription, using repeated 

playbacks from the phonograph (descriptive) and Sharps’s hand transcription of a live 

performance (prescriptive), I’ve borrowed the following facsimiles from Gwylim Davies, 

depicting transcriptions of the same song, “Lord Lovel” (Fig  5 & 6  ).42 

 

 

                                                           
41

 Ibid. 267. 
42

  Gwilym Davies. “Percy Grainger's Folk Music Research in Gloucestershire, Worcestershire, and Warwickshire, 
1907-1909.” Folk Music Journal  6(1992), p 353-54. 
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Fig   5 “Lord Lovell” as transcribed by Cecil Sharp.  
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Fig  6  “Lord Lovel” as transcribed by Percy Grainger. 
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 Much about the emergence of the phonograph into the collection of folk song has been 

left untouched by this discussion, particularly with regard to the affect the presence of the 

phonograph had on the collector/performer dyad, and also how some field workers resisted the 

use of the phonograph (or resisted reporting the use of the phonograph) lest they be seen as 

incapable of transcribing without it.  In the case of Fewkes and Gilman, an attempt at 

descriptive transcription resulted in a better understanding of phonograph playback and 

ultimately inspired an alternative approach to notation on the part of Gilman. In the case of 

Josef Pommer in Vienna, we see a personal belief system threatened by the face overwhelming 

enthusiasm for the Archivphonograph. With Grainger and the Folk Song Society, we find the 

phonograph marking the divide between those whose purpose is to transcribe the performance 

and those who preferred to document an ideal.  As Seeger notes, the idea that the “full 

auditory parameter” of music can be represented by a “partial visual parameter” (music 

notation) is fallacious. In the end, Seeger agrees with Bela Bartok’s observation that “the only 

true notations are the sound-tracks on the record itself.43  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
43

 Seeger, 184, 186.  
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