
Parnassus 
on the 
Hudson 

by 
Don Woodford 

An old building in New ~ork, fountain
head of invention as Bell Laboratories' 
first home, continues its creative life 
as an experiment in housing for artists. 

One rainy Tuesday afternoon last spring, an old 
building on Manhattan 's lower west side began a 
new life. In a city where the razing of almost any
thing over 50 years old sustains a daily cacophony 
of demolition, this renaissance of a structure whose 
foundations were sunk in 1896 is itself remarkable. 

The nature of the rebirth is even more remarkable. 
and was signified appropriately by a rechristening. 
New York's Mayor John V. lindsay, sheltered from 
the gray drizzle beneath an orange-and-white-striped 
canopy, delivered brief remarks which formally dedi
cated Westbeth. His dedication officially identified 
Westbeth as the first FHA-sponsored artists' housing 
facility in this country and the largest of its kind in the 
world. One of the speakers on the program referred 
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to it as "this great peculiar lump of a building." One 
other speaker vouchsafed a nod to its original identity 
as the home of Bell Telephone laboratories. 

Westbeth was conceived because the lot of the 
artist in New York, as in most other cities, is a hard 
one. Many practitioners of the graphic arts- painters, 
photographers, film makers- as well as sculptors and 
dancers, need the kind of working space best pro
vided by large loft-studios. Such airy, high-ceilinged 
rooms, preferably including living quarters, are either 
outlawed by most city occupancy codes or are be
yond the reach of the average middle-income artist. 

The dilemma of this creative segment of society 
has not escaped the notice of the National Council 
on the Arts. About three years ago, when availability 
of the old building complex at 463 West Street was 
annoi,;nced, the Council and the J. M. Kaplan Fund 
joined in contributing $750,000 each as seed money 
to prime the financial pump. In July 1967, the Bell 
laboratories building was bought for $2.5 million, 
and in September the nonprofit Westbeth Corpora
lion was created to remodel and operate it. l. Dixon 
Bain Jr., formerly of Western Electric's and AT& T's 
Public Relations clepartments, was appointed admin
istrative officer; and young, talented, New York archi
tect Richard Meier, was commissioned to convert 
now-empty laboratories and offices into studios. The 
balance of the total of S13 million of financing for 
purchase and renovation came from the FHA. 

Cut and stretch 

The project was completed in an astonishing and 
hectic two years, during which much red tape was 
cut and some rules were stretched. The cutting and 
strE>tching boiled down to a balancing act between 
the minimum size for dwelling units specified by the 
FHA and the minimum space needed by the artists 
for whom the idea of Westbeth was conceived. A 
working compromise finally produced 383 living
studio units ranging in size from about 600 square 
feet to over 1,300, and in rent from $110 for single 
occupancy to $190 for those with children. 
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And there are lots of children. On dedication day 
what seemed hundreds of them, all apparently of 
about the same size, swarmed among the adult resi
dents and guests, happily ignoring the ceremonies 
c1nd protected from the weather only by clutches of 
hrightly colored balloons labeled "Westbeth." 

Old beginnings for a new age 
Children being much al ike, those who ran through 

the corridors and rooms of 463 West Street one De
cember night in 1966 paid little more attention \o !he 
grown-up goings-on thc1n did their counterparts in 
today's artists' colony at Westbeth. The occasion, 
however, was quite different, for on that night more 
than 900 people came to bid their private and collec
tive farewells to a building where many had spent 
their Bell System careers. When James B. Fisk, presi
dent of Bell Telephone Laboratories, spoke to them 
he remarked, "Many of you here this evening remem
ber Bell Laboratories from the day it was founded. 
A few of you, as youngsters, saw them driving the 
piles that have held the building up for 70 years and 
will continue as the foundation for whatever enter
prise takes it over." 

Actually, the first home of Bell Laboratories could 
just as well have been called Westbeth 75 years ago, 
when Western Electric spent $119,000 to buy land for 
its manufacturing shop occupying part of the block 
bounded by West, Bethune- hence the new name
Washington and Bank Streets, a section of New York 
later described by an historian as "part of the tattered 
fringe of old Greenwich Village." After existing build
ings were razed, wooden pilings were sunk into what 
a couple of centuries earlier had been Hudson River 
mud at the edge of green farmland. By April of 1897, 
steel framework was rising for the first two main sec
tions of Western's 13-story plant;· by June the girders 
were sheathed in buff-colored brick. Terra-cotta trim 
outside and maple flooring inside gradually com
pleted what then was considered the best standard 
factory construction. 

Although there was nothing novel about the build-



ing itself to give any hint of the startling things that 
were to come from it, prophetically it was first occu
pied at the beginning of a new age. The plant at 463 
West Street, which eventually produced invent ions 
that changed the world, was opened only eight years 
after Edison invented the incandescent light, and only 
five years after New York City's first central power 
station started supplying electricity commercially. 
Electric power, in fact, was scarcely out of its experi
mental womb when machines began turning at 463. 

While cable, switchboards and other telephone 
paraphernalia were manufactured there for years, 
Western Electric's engineering department - at the 
same time and in the same building- was soon func
tioning as inventor and developer. With the telephone 
long out of the laboratory and on the way to becom
ing a national necessity, that research and develop
ment function garnered momentum fror;·, the needs 
of a growing communications system. 

Radio, records and radar 
And, directly because of those needs, new things 

started happening - things which brought fledgling 
scientific disciplines out of the laboratory and put 
them to work for the common man. In the early 1900's 
the long distance telephone had gone about as far as 
it could with the techniques engineers then had for 
amplifying the human voice. In 1906, Lee De Forest, 
an independent experimenter, produced the world's 
first electron tube, called the audion, acclaimed the 
most important invention of the first quarter ot this 
century. While the audion was excellent as a detector 
of radio signals, in its original form it could not be 
used as a power amplifier. But Harold Arnold, then 
Western's director of research, saw i ts possibilities. 
Working from basic research done by university sci
entists on electrons and their movements, he de
signed and fashioned the first high-vacuum tube at 
463 West Street in 1912. Arnold's invention provided 
the stability and control needed for an amplifier, and 
enabled the telephone to cross the continent in 1915. 

Just a year later, at the building 011 West Street, 
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Edward Wente demonstrated his condenser micro
phone, which became the "mike" of early radio, and, 
with the vacuum tube amplifier, helped produce 
electrically cut recordings and eventually sound mo
tion pictures. In 1919, lloyd Espenschied, working at 
463 on a radio altimeter for airplanes, developed tlw 
principle of what later became known as radar. 

The silver screen gets its voice 
Inventions are frequently piggyback phenomena , 

with one new achievement riding on the shoulders 
of one or more predecessors. During the 1920's at 
463 West Street, Henry C. Harrison, using the con
denser mike and vacuum tube amplifier, designed 
an electromechanical recorder for cutting masters 
from which records could later be pressed. Those 
records for the first time carried all the important 
components of the music; but they could not be 
properly reproduced until Harrison developed his 
acoustic phonograph. The.1, the critical auditors at 
Bell laboratories heard reproductions "which ap
proached the original rendition in quality." The 
"Orthophonic Phonograph" was announced publicly 
in October 1925, by the Victor Talking Machine 
Company, which had been licensed under Western 
Electric patents to make it. 

Meanwhile, this new means of recording sound 
was spawning another whole new industry. For more 
than 10 years, at 463 West Street, Western's engi
neers had been working to realize a dream as old as 
Edison's invention of the motion picture: sound mov
ies. They gradually defeated formidable technical 
demons in recording sound that was synchronized 

_with action as it was photographed, and, in the spring 
of 1923, Western Electric's first real "talkies" were 
made at 463. Before long, Hollywood executives and 
financial men arrived to view those experimental 
short subjects in an improvised projection room. 
Among them was Sam Warner, one of four Warner 
brothers, who immediately recognized that the turn
ing point in the movie industry had come. He wired 
brother Harry: "Go to the Western Electric Company 
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and see what I consider the greatest thing in the 
world." Harry came, saw, and agreed. So did a few 
stars of the still-silent screen, who suddenly started to 
worry more about their voices than their profiles. 

Western Electric's engineers at 463 West Street. 
fully as aware as \verc the Warners of the talkies' 
commercial possibilities, had licensed one Walter J. 
Rich of New York to form a company to exploit sound 
films. Warner Brothers soon joined Rich to found 
the Vitaphone Corporation, which, by the sumrner of 
1925, had elaborate plans for a complete program of 
sound pictures for the opening of the new Warner 
Theater on Broadway. Heading the bill was John 
8Jrrymore, playing the title role in "Don Juan." The 
doors opened for the premiere on August 6, 1926-
and the silent mov1e became obsolete overnight. 

"You ain't heard nothin' yet!" 
The rest of Hollywood's movie industry did not 

capitulate quite so quickly. In 0-:tober 1927, AI }ol
son secured a unique niche in acting archives as he 
sang and talked in Warner Brothers' "The Jazz Singer." 
Then, as one contemporary critic remarked, the lid 
was off. Although the film wasn't 100 per cent "talkie," 
it revealed once and for all the shape of a new enter
tainment medium and sounded the first notes of the 
Jeath knell of vaudeville, the movie orchestra, thea
ter organ and the lone piano player in the pit. Movie 
producers and theater owners alike scrambled fran
tically to escape from the trap of silent obsolescence, 
with the result that Western formed a subsidiary, 
Electrical Research Products Incorporated - ERPI -
to engineer and handle all studio and theater instal
lations. For many years, thousands of films carried 
the line "Western Electric Microphonic Recording" 
among their title credits. And it all came out of Room 
1109 at 463 West Street. 

While this furor was in the making, Western Elec
tric's research laboratories and part of AT& T's engi
neering department had been consolidated on the 
first day of 1925 to form Bell Telephone laboratories, 
Inc. With the creation of a formal research and devel-



opment entity for the Bell System, the stream of inno
vation flowing from 463 quickened. In 1927, a few 
months before AI Jolson shouted an unrehearsed but 
prophetic line from the screen, "You ain't heard 
nothin' yeti" the public saw the first demonstration 
of television by wire from Washington, D.C., to Bell 
labs on West Street when Herbert Hoover, then Sec
retary of Commerce, talked with AT & T president, Wal
ter Gifford. And, in that same year, shortly before 
Charles Lindbergh piloted the Spirit of St. louis from 
New York to Paris and flew into history as the lone 
Eagle, another kind of world-shrinking process began 
when radiotelephone service developed at 463 West 
Street first spanned the Atlantic from New York to 
london on a regular commercial basis. 

Many of the people who worked at 463 spanned the 
Hudson River via ferryboat from New Jersey on a reg
ular daily basis. One of these, a young man named 
Haro ld 5. Black, for years had pondered a problem: 
how to rid amplifiers .of distortion which accumulates 

as telephone lines lengthen over long distances. One 
morning in the late 1920's, while enjoying the river 
breeze on his way to work, he suddenly saw the 
answer in one of those flashes of clarity that some
times reward men who labor entirely with their minds. 
Sketching rapidly on a page of his morning paper ac
cidentally left blank by the press, he roughed in the 
principle known as negative feedback. This may sound 
an esoteric concept to the average nontechnical cit
izen, who doesn't know - and doesn't need to know 
- that .Harold Black's invention helped make possible 
the high- fidelity music any citizen can now hear in 
his own living room. It has also become indispensable 
in today's prol iferation of automation and in the con
trol of guided missiles and space vehicles. 

About a year after Harold Black's epochal ferryboa t 
ride, old rooms in 463 were echoing to the new sound 
of something called " hill-and-dale" recording. Sci
entists were experimenting with grooves cut vertically 
in the record, rather than laterally. From these they 
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obtained betrer fidelity to the original sound than 
wac; rossible from the best of existing records. Hill
ttnd-dale discs turned at a slower speed, and tni!'. 
coupled with narrower grooves, meant a longe r r>lay
ing time. There was also less surface noise - that 
plague of the old lac(juer records - because Bell l abs 
was using a new nonabras1ve material called Cf'llulos<' 
.lCC'tJ I<.', a kmd of rlaslic. The tNm~ lP and hi -fi and 
stereo an·d vinyl hadn 't yC't entered our mundane 
vocabulary, but the basic work that finally led to 
modern long-playing high-fidelity records was bC'ing 
done then and there. The !Jell tabs men at 463 even 
di!>Cussed the advantages of an elliptical stylus about 
40 years before that elegant little device arpeiHed on 
the market as th<' rre fc rred mr;ms of rl.lyin~ srcn~o 
records- which, incidentally. combine' vertical and 
lateraltrc1cks in the saml"! record groove. 

Fiddles on the left, drums on the right 

Sound has always been at the core o( the labora
tories' mission, and it was simply logical that its con
tinuing experiments in recorded music should evoke 
the fervent participation of the practicing musica I 
community. During the early 1930's, leopold Stokow
ski - whom one Bell labs man then described as 
"half musician and half E:ngineer" - often came to 
463 to work with labs engineers on recording!> of his 
Philadelphia Orch~stra . Violinist Jascha Heifetz. too. 
came to record and listen, and said that for the first 
time he heard himself as his audience heard him. in
cluding "squeaks and scratches I never knew I made!" 

Musicians and engineers alike were well aware. 
although for somewhat different reasons, that most 
people have two ears and, therefore, that sound re
corded through_ one microphone and played back 
through one loudspeaker lacked the illusion of com
plete reality. In 1934, about 25 years before "stereo" 
became a commercial shibboleth, Bell labs men at 
West Street perfected a stereophonic tr.1nsmission 
system employing three channels which bestowed 
the missing dimension on recorded music with what 
one listener said was magical effect. 

8 

Another kind of magic was performed during the 
middle 1930's when the laboratories first demon
~lrated color television at 463 West Street. And, at 
about the same time, the anrestor of the nine o'clock 
movie. the late Show and late-late Show made its 
dehut at 463 when films were first televised. 

Experiment without end 
Naturally, not every innovation generated by the 

creJtive colony at Bell labs shines with the glamour 
of talking movies, hi-fi and TV. But many have gone 
at least as far into the fabric of our society and some 
are fully as well known. One Monday morning in 
1937, for example, mathematician George Stibitz 
walked into his office on West Street carrying a home
made breadboard contraption fashioned of metal 
strips from old tobacco tins, flashlight bulbs, batteries 
and discarded telephone relays. Not many of his 
colleagues who watched him demonstrate the appa
ratus knew they were looking at the prototype of the 
digital computer. The results of his weekend activity 
!:oon flowered into a formal project at the labs, and, 
in 1939, produced the first operating electrical digital 
computer using binary number notation. 

Few inventions then or now really partake of the 
classic image immortalizing the lone genius in his 
attic hatching miracles in incandescent inspiration. 
Even so, individual men do achieve breakthroughs 
that momentarily invoke that image. Most of what 
comes from Bell laboratories, or from any other in
dustrial research organization, in terms of sheer quan
tity, is the product of many minds laboring in concert. 
But it is remarkable that so many single intellects at 
Bell labs can be identified as having opened new 
doors on the future. 

If the creative act in science is occasionally solitary, 
it is almost always so in art. Poems are not written, 
nor symphonies composed, nor pictures painted, nor 
figures cast in enduring bronze. by task forces. The 
making of a sonnet or a statue is an elemental and 
private process. It rarefy has any built-in assurance 
of rragmatic success, unless it is done under contract 



or on commission. The man who applies pigment to 
canvas does not know, and may not live to know, 
whether that work born in passionate conviction will 
be dealt with kindly by time and the critics, one day 
to be sought by collectors or enshrined in the Mu
seum of Modern Art. 

But he must have a place to work. If science can 
change the human condition, art c-1n mirror it. At 
the rechristening of 463 West Street, joan K. David
son,·a daughter of jacob Kaplan and Westbeth's pres
ident, spoke of the arts as primary evidence of man's 
rise from primeval savagery. She concluded, "let us 
hope that Westbeth can sustain this reminder of a 
civilized society." 

If there is more hope than certainty in that invoca
tion, it may be partly because Westbeth is, in a sense, 
an experiment. The founders of Western Electric, 
back in the 19th century, perhaps had somewhat the 
same feeling when they described their new com
pany as "a small venture into a new field of industry 
and science." Although Westbeth is the largest effort 
of its kind in the world, it is also a small venture into 
the new field of adequate housing and working space 
for artists- small, that is, in relation to the total artist 
community. But it is large in purpose, and to that 
extent, at least, seems certain to succeed. 

The Westbeth idea 

Success indeed was immanent in the project from 
its inception, for there were 10 applicants for every 
one of the planned quarters. On opening day, there 
was a waiting list of 1,000; a fact which, if it does 
nothing else, attests to the need for decent, reason
able- and legal- artists' housing. The Westbeth idea 
of renovating large structures that have outlived their 
original usefulness could well be propagated else
where, either with a similar relaxing of some FHA 
room-count rules or through other forms of financing. 

Whatever the approach to such future enterprises 
may be, Westbeth leaves some questions open. The 
playwright doesn't need much space in which to peck 
at his typewriter, but what of the sculptor who tackles 

a two-ton block of marble? Or the painter who's been 
commissioned to do a mural7 Or the choreographer 
who designs a new ballet? At Westbeth there is studio 
space for the choreographer, now rented by dancer 
Merce Cunningham. There is theater space for film 
and drama. There are ground-floor galleries for per
manent display of the residents' work. There is a large, 
communal studio for sculptors, complete with hoist 
and a floor originally designed to support Western 
Electric's cable presses. 

No Sunday artists 
The questions are, as resident-photographer Ann 

Douglass sees them : What kind of communal spirit 
will evolve? How will sculptors who "work large," for 
example, take to chiseling and modeling and casting 
in one huge community studio? Will Westheth sus
tain a real avant-garde or could it become an old-age 
home for lazy creators? 

The latter possibility seems remote, since applicants · 
(who came from all over the United States) had to 
have incomes under established maximums, had to 
furnish references from peers in their respective fields . 
and had to prove they were not Sunday artists. The 
dilettante or the amateur may visit Westbeth, but he 
may not live there. An historian, chronicling the past 
of 463 West Street in 1925, remarked rather plain
tively, "Of late years Greenwich Village has gained 
a largely undeserved reputation as the haunt of pseu
do-artists, would-be poets, freethinkers, and such
like persons." Whatever the present-day repu\dtion of 
the Village may be, there are no spurious creators in 
Westbeth. They are serious, practicing artists as their 
predecessors were serious, practicing engineers. 

Those antecedents, however, are of small concern 
to Westbeth's inhabitants, for the time there is now, 
and that is probably as it should be. One artist, inter
viewed recentiy in his new quarters, was asked if he 
knew anything about thE' history of the place. 

"Oh, yeah," said he, pulling an earlobe just visible 
above his beard, " it used to be Bell laboratories. I 
think they tested something here." 0 
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