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FROM SHELLAC TO STREAMING:
THE ENDURING HISTORY OF THE
VINYL RECORD

In an age dominated by digital streams
and compressed audio  files,  the  humble
vinyl  record  has  made  an  astonishing
comeback. For the uninitiated, the sight
of  a  large  black  disc  spinning  on  a
turntable  might  seem like a  relic  of  a
bygone  era.  Yet ,  for  mi l l ions  of
audiophiles  and  casual  listeners  alike,

vinyl represents more than just a way to
play music—it is a ritual, a piece of art,
and a tangible connection to sound. To
understand this enduring love affair, one
must travel back in time to explore the
fascinating  history  of  the  vinyl
record,  a  story  filled  with  innovation,
war,  economic  booms,  and  near-total
extinction.

THE PRECURSORS: BEFORE THE
GROOVES

Before we discuss the vinyl record itself,
we must first acknowledge its ancestors.
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The  journey  of  recorded  sound  began
long  before  PVC  discs  dominated  the
shelves.  In  1877,  Thomas  Edison
shocked the world with the phonograph,
a  device  that  recorded  sound  onto  a
tinfoil  cylinder.  While  groundbreaking,
these  cylinders  were  fragile,  difficult  to
mass-produce,  and  offered  poor  sound
fidelity. They were the first step, but the
format had obvious limitations.
The next  major  leap came from Emile
Berliner, who invented the gramophone
in 1887. Berliner’s genius was to move
away from the cylinder and instead use
a  flat  disc.  This  disc  recorded  sound
laterally  across  a  spiral  groove  rather
than  vertically  on  a  cylinder.  This
seemingly  simple  change had massive
implications.  Flat  discs  were  easier  to
store, easier to duplicate via stamping,

and  ultimately  became  the  foundation
for everything that followed. These early
discs, however, were not made of vinyl.
They were made of shellac.

The Shellac Era
(1890s – 1940s)
For the first half of the 20th century, the
standard  for  recorded  music  was  the
she l l a c  r eco rd .  These  78  RPM
(revolutions  per  minute)  discs  were
heavy, brittle, and loud. They were made
from  a  compound  of  shellac  resin,
limestone,  cotton  fibers,  and  carbon
b l a c k  ( w h i c h  g a v e  t h e m  t h e i r
characteristic color). If you dropped one,
it shattered. Despite their fragility, these
records  dominated  the  market.  They
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held only about three to five minutes of
music per side, which is why classic jazz
and blues songs from that  era  are so
short. This format was the standard for
decades,  but  it  had  a  fatal  flaw:  it  was
heavy,  noisy,  and  limited  in  duration.
The world was ready for a change.

THE BIRTH OF THE VINYL
RECORD: A POST-WAR
REVOLUTION

The true history of the vinyl record
begins not in a music studio, but in a
laboratory during World War II. The war
created  a  shortage  of  shellac,  as  the
resin was a strategic material needed for
military applications. This scarcity forced
record  companies  and  scientists  to
search for a replacement. They found it
i n  po l yv iny l  ch lo r i de  ( PVC) ,  a

thermoplastic  polymer  that  had  been
discovered  decades  earlier  but  never
fully utilized for audio.
Vinyl was a miracle material for records.
It  was  flexible,  unbreakable  (at  least,
compared  to  shellac),  lightweight,  and
most  impor tant ly ,  i t  p roduced
significantly  less  surface  noise.  You
could  actually  hear  the  music  without
the constant crackle and hiss of shellac.
However,  the  real  breakthrough  came
from  Columbia  Records.  In  1948,
Columbia unveiled the "Long Play" or LP
record.  It  was a  12-inch disc  made of
vinyl, spinning at 33 1/3 RPM. This new
speed  and  size  allowed  for  over  20
minutes of music per side. Suddenly, an
entire  symphony,  a  Broadway musical,
or a cohesive album could fit on a single
record. The "album" as we know it was
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born.

The Format
Wars: 33 vs. 45
Columbia’s victory was short-lived, as a
fierce  battle  for  market  dominance
erupted. RCA Victor, Columbia’s biggest
rival,  refused to license the LP format.
Instead,  they launched their  own vinyl
format in 1949: the 45 RPM record. The
45 was a 7-inch disc with a large spindle
hole.  It  was  smaller  and  cheaper  to
produce than the LP, and it held about
four  minutes  per  side—perfect  for  the
burgeoning singles market.
This sparked the "War of the Speeds."
For  a  few  years,  consumers  were

confused. Did they buy the LP for albums
or  the  45  for  singles?  The  industry
eventually  settled  on  a  peaceful
coexistence. The 45 RPM single became
the  standard  for  pop  singles  and
jukeboxes,  while  the  33  1/3  RPM  LP
became  the  standard  for  full-length
albums.  This  dual  format  system
remained  the  backbone  of  the  music
industry for the next four decades.

THE GOLDEN AGE: VINYL AS A
CULTURAL ICON (1950S – 1970S)

By the mid-1950s, vinyl had completely
replaced shellac. The post-war economic
boom, the rise of rock and roll, and the
increasing  affordability  of  high-fidelity
home audio systems turned vinyl into a
cultural juggernaut. This period is often
considered  the  golden  age  of  the
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history  of  the  vinyl  record.
Album artwork became an art  form in
itself.  The  large  12x12  inch  canvas
allowed  for  stunning  photography,
intricate illustrations, and iconic designs.
Bands like The Beatles, Pink Floyd, and
Led Zeppelin  used the LP sleeve as a
medium for visual expression. Listening
to  an  album  was  an  active,  engaged
experience.  You  had  to  get  up,  flip  the
record,  clean the stylus,  and read the
liner notes.  It  was a complete sensory
package.
Vinyl  technology  also  improved
dramatical ly.  Stereo  sound  was
introduced in the late 1950s and became
standard by the mid-1960s.  Audiophile
pressing plants like Mobile Fidelity Sound
Lab  began  producing  "half-speed
mastered"  records  and  virgin  vinyl

pressings  that  offered  incredible
dynamic range and clarity.  For  serious
listeners,  the  sound  of  a  well-pressed
vinyl  record  was  warmer,  richer,  and
more  "alive"  than  any  other  format
available.

The Rise of the
Cassette and the
8-Track
However,  the  first  cracks  in  vinyl's
throne appeared in the 1960s and 70s
with the introduction of  magnetic tape
formats. The 8-track tape was popular in
cars  due  to  its  convenience,  but  it
suffered  from  poor  sound  quality  and
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mechanical  issues.  The  compact
cassette,  invented  by  Philips  in  1963,
was initially a dictation tool but was soon
co-opted  for  music.  Cassettes  were
portable,  recordable,  and  durable.  You
could make mixtapes, listen in your car,
o r  j o g  w i t h  a  S o n y  W a l k m a n .
Convenience was the enemy of quality,
and  for  the  first  time,  consumers  chose
portability over fidelity.

THE DECLINE AND NEAR-
EXTINCTION (1980S – 1990S)

The 1980s dealt a devastating blow to
the history of the vinyl record. Two
technologies  converged  to  kill  the
format. The first was the cassette, which
had  improved  significantly  with  Dolby
noise  reduction  and  better  tape
formulations.  The  second,  and  most

lethal,  was  the  Compact  Disc  (CD).
Launched  in  1982,  the  CD  offered  what
vinyl could not: perfect silence. No pops,
no clicks, no surface noise. It was small,
indestructible (in theory), and could be
played  in  the  car,  at  home,  or  on  a
portable  player  without  skipping.  The
promise of "perfect sound forever" was
irresistible.  Record  labels  rushed  to
reissue their back catalogs on CD, and
consumers abandoned vinyl in droves.
By 1988, the CD had surpassed the vinyl
LP in sales. Vinyl production plummeted.
Pressing plants closed down across the
world.  By  the  mid-1990s,  vinyl  was
effectively  dead  as  a  mass-market
format.  Record  stores  began removing
their turntables and vinyl sections. Music
lovers who clung to their records were
seen  as  eccentric  antiquarians.  It
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seemed the vinyl  record  was  destined
for the scrap heap of history, alongside
the wax cylinder and the 8-track.

THE UNDERGROUND SURVIVAL:
DJS AND AUDIOPHILES

Yet,  the  vinyl  record  did  not  die
completely.  It  survived  in  two  crucial
niches.  The  first  was  in  the  world  of  DJ
culture. In the 1980s and 90s, hip-hop,
house, and techno DJs relied on vinyl for
beat-matching,  scratching,  and  mixing.
The  turntable  became  a  musical
instrument. For DJs, vinyl was not just a
playback  medium;  it  was  a  tool  for
creation.  This  kept  the format alive in
nightclubs and underground scenes.
The  second  niche  was  the  audiophile
commun i t y .  Wh i l e  t he  CD  was
convenient, many listeners argued that

its  digital  sound  was  harsh,  cold,  and
fatiguing.  They  preferred  the  warm,
analog  sound  of  vinyl—the  slight
harmonic  distortion,  the  continuous
w a v e f o r m ,  t h e  l a c k  o f  d i g i t a l
compression. A dedicated group of high-
end  audio  manufacturers  continued  to
produce  turntab les  and  phono
cartridges,  and  small  pressing  plants
continued  to  serve  this  loyal  market.
This  survival  was marginal,  but  it  was
enough to keep the infrastructure alive.

THE RESURRECTION: VINYL’S
21ST CENTURY REVIVAL

Then, something unexpected happened.
In the late 2000s, vinyl began to grow
again. It started slowly, with indie bands
and small labels pressing limited runs for
fans.  Then  it  accelerated.  In  2007,
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Radiohead released In Rainbows on vinyl
to great success. Urban Outfitters began
stocking  turntables.  Record  Store  Day
was  launched  in  2008,  turning  the
annual event into a global celebration of
physical music.
The numbers tell the story. In 2020, for
the  first  time  since  the  1980s,  vinyl
record sales surpassed CD sales in terms
of revenue in the United States. In 2021,
vinyl sales grew by over 50% year-over-
year. This revival is not about nostalgia
alone.  A  significant  portion  of  vinyl
buyers  are  young  people—Gen  Z  and
Millennials—who  grew  up  in  a  digital
world.  They  are  buying  records  not
because  they  remember  them,  but
because  they  offer  something  that
streaming cannot: ownership, ritual, and
a break from the screen.

Why Vinyl
Endures in the
Digital Age
The secret to the vinyl record's survival
lies  in  its  humanity.  Streaming  is
ubiquitous  and  cheap,  but  it  is  also
ephemeral. You don't own a stream; you
license  it.  Vinyl  is  permanent.  It  is  a
physical  object  that  takes  up  space,
demands  attention,  and  requires  care.
Opening a new record, slipping it out of
the sleeve, placing it on the platter, and
dropping  the  needle  is  a  ritual  that
forces you to slow down and listen.
Furthermore,  the  artwork,  the  liner
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notes,  and the tactile  experience of  a
large-format album cannot be replicated
on  a  phone  screen.  The  inherent
imperfections of vinyl—the warmth, the
slight  rumble,  the  occasional  pop—are
often cited as features, not bugs. In a
world  of  cold,  perfect  digital  files,  vinyl
sounds  alive.  It  sounds  like  a  real
performance  captured  in  a  physical
space.

CONCLUSION: A LIVING HISTORY

The history of the vinyl record  is a
story  of  resilience.  From  the  brittle
shellac discs of the 1900s, to the post-
war innovation of the LP, to the cultural
dominance of  the  1970s,  to  the  near-
death  experience  of  the  CD  era,  and
finally  to  its  miraculous  21st-century
revival, vinyl has proven to be more than

just a format. It  is a testament to our
desire for connection—connection to the
music, to the artist, and to the physical
act of listening.
As of 2024, vinyl is not a niche curiosity.
It  is  a  thriving,  multi-million  dollar
industry.  New  pressing  plants  are
opening  to  meet  demand,  turntable
technology  is  better  than  ever,  and
records  from new artists  routinely  top
the  charts  alongside  classic  reissues.
The vinyl record will  likely never again
b e  t h e  s o l e  f o r m a t  f o r  m u s i c
consumption, but it no longer needs to
be.  It  has  carved  out  its  own  unique
space in the modern world—as a luxury
item,  an  art  object,  and  a  deeply
satisfying way to experience sound. The
grooves are still  spinning, and there is
no sign they will stop anytime soon.


