history of microphones timeline

History of microphones timeline is a fascinating journey that spans over a
century, marking significant technological advancements and changes in the
way we capture sound. From the early mechanical devices that converted sound
waves into electrical signals to the sophisticated digital microphones we use
today, the evolution of microphones has transformed music, communication, and
broadcasting. This article takes you through the key milestones in the
history of microphones, exploring their development, impact, and the
inventors who made it all possible.

Early Beginnings (1820s - 1870s)

The story of the microphone begins in the early 19th century, when inventors
started experimenting with sound transmission.

1820s: The First Experiments

- In 1820, Hans Christian @rsted discovered the connection between
electricity and magnetism, laying the groundwork for future inventions.

- In 1837, Charles Wheatstone developed the "Wheatstone Bridge," which was
used to measure electrical resistance and set the stage for future audio
equipment.

1860s: The First Microphone

- 1861: Johann Philipp Reis created a primitive device he called the "Reis
telephone, " which could transmit musical notes and speech. Although it wasn’t
a microphone in the modern sense, it represented a significant step forward.
- 1867: Elisha Gray filed a patent for a liquid transmitter that converted
sound into electrical signals using the resistance of a liquid. This was one
of the earliest forms of what would be recognized as a microphone.

The Carbon Microphone Era (1877 - 1920)

The late 19th century saw the introduction of the carbon microphone, which
became the standard for many years.

1877: The Invention of the Carbon Microphone

- Thomas Edison is often credited with the invention of the carbon
microphone, which he developed for his phonograph. This microphone used



carbon granules to convert sound into electrical signals, making it much more
sensitive than earlier devices.

1878-1880: Commercial Use and Improvements

- In 1878, Edison patented the carbon microphone, and it was soon adopted for
use in telephones, significantly improving voice clarity.

- 1881: Emile Berliner patented a version of the carbon microphone that
became widely used in early telephones.

1900s: Advancements and Variants

- 1906: Lee De Forest invented the Audion tube, which improved amplification
and allowed for the development of more sensitive microphones.

- The carbon microphone remained the dominant technology until the 1920s,
when improvements in electrical engineering led to more efficient designs.

The Ribbon Microphone Revolution (1920s -
1950s)

With the advent of the 20th century, new technologies emerged, leading to the
development of the ribbon microphone.

1920s: The Ribbon Microphone

- 1923: The first commercial ribbon microphone, the RCA 44, was introduced.
It utilized a thin metal ribbon suspended in a magnetic field to convert
sound into electrical signals.

- Ribbon microphones were prized for their warm sound quality and fidelity,
making them popular in radio broadcasting and recording studios.

1930s: The Expansion of Microphone Technology

- 1931: The first dynamic microphone was developed by the Electro-Voice
company. This type of microphone used electromagnetic induction principles
and became a staple in live sound applications.

- 1935: The introduction of the Shure 55 Unidyne microphone brought about a
new design that combined the dynamic principle with an improved frequency
response.

The Condenser Microphone Breakthrough (1940s -



1970s)

As technology continued to evolve, the condenser microphone emerged,
revolutionizing the recording industry.

1940s: The Birth of the Condenser Microphone

- The condenser microphone became widely available after World War II, thanks
to advancements in electronics.

- 1947: The Neumann U47, one of the first commercially successful condenser
microphones, was introduced. It became the industry standard for studio
recordings and is still sought after today.

1950s: Miniaturization and Specialization

- The 1950s saw the introduction of lavalier and shotgun microphones, which
allowed for greater versatility in sound capture, particularly in film and
television.

- 1954: The introduction of the Shure SM58 microphone, designed specifically
for vocal performance, solidified its place as a live sound favorite.

Digital and Wireless Microphones (1980s -
Present)

The late 20th century ushered in the digital age, leading to new innovations
in microphone technology.

1980s: The Rise of Digital Microphones

- The advent of digital audio processing allowed for the development of high-
quality digital microphones capable of capturing sound with unprecedented
accuracy.

- 1989: The introduction of the first digital microphone by the company AKG
changed the landscape of sound recording and reproduction.

1990s: Wireless Microphone Technology

- As live performances became more sophisticated, the demand for wireless
microphones grew.

- 1993: The introduction of high-frequency wireless systems allowed
performers more freedom of movement on stage.



2000s and Beyond: Smart and Versatile Microphones

- The 21st century has seen the rise of smart microphones integrated with
voice recognition technology, such as those used in smart home devices.

- Microphones have become more versatile, including features like noise
cancellation, directional sound capture, and connectivity with various
devices.

Impact of Microphones on Various Fields

The advancement of microphone technology has had a profound impact across
multiple fields, including:

Music and Recording

- Microphones have revolutionized how music is recorded and produced. The
quality and type of microphone used can dramatically affect the final sound
of a recording.

Telecommunications

- The development of telephones and later mobile phones has been directly
influenced by microphone technology, enabling clearer communication.

Broadcasting and Media

- Radio and television broadcasting rely heavily on advanced microphones to
capture high-quality audio, enhancing viewer and listener experiences.

Film and Theater

- Microphones have enabled sound to be captured on set, allowing for greater
flexibility in film and theater production.

Conclusion

The history of microphones timeline is rich with innovation and creativity,
reflecting the broader trends in technology and communication. From early
mechanical devices to the sophisticated digital microphones of today, each
development has contributed to the way we experience sound. As technology
continues to evolve, we can expect even more exciting advancements in
microphone design and functionality, further shaping the future of audio
capture and reproduction. The microphone has truly come a long way, and its



journey is far from over.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the first type of microphone invented, and
when was it created?

The first type of microphone was the carbon microphone, invented in 1877 by
Thomas Edison.

How did the invention of the ribbon microphone in
the 1920s impact audio recording?

The ribbon microphone, invented by Harry F. Olson in 1924, provided a more
natural sound and greater sensitivity, greatly enhancing audio recording
quality.

What significant advancement in microphone
technology occurred in the 1960s?

The 1960s saw the introduction of the condenser microphone, which allowed for
higher fidelity sound reproduction and became popular in studio recording.

When was the first wireless microphone developed,
and who created it?

The first wireless microphone was developed in 1953 by the American inventor
and audio engineer, Dr. H. David G. Smith.

How have digital microphones evolved since the
2000s?

Since the 2000s, digital microphones have evolved with advancements in MEMS
technology, allowing for smaller, more efficient designs and improved sound
quality, suitable for smartphones and portable devices.
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