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Reverse engineering leads to “Choracco” [1976). Instead of a stationary needle, the needle moves around the surface of a stationary record. A record player with
builtin speckers, Chorocco was developed for promotional use only and was first displayed as part of an exhibit of an intemal Sony idea confest established to
encourage all employees fo adopt unconventional thinking. Chorocco came complete with both o motor enabling the car to run around the surface of o record and a

cartridge on its undercarriage fo ensure the needle remained within the record grooves.
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INTRODUCTION:

HOW SONY FOUND ITS OWN VOICE

By Deyan Sudijic

| can remember the day | bought my first Sony cassette player. It had a
row of piano key confrols, a brushed aluminum body, and, under a finy
glass porthole, a litile dial with a flickering red needle whose purpose |
never quite understood. It was 1970, and it seemed like the personifica-
tion of sophisticated technology. Philips had a product that did much the
same, but that come in a dumpy plastic box.

Previously the recorded music that formed the soundirack to daily life had
been delivered by a stack of wax singles dropping onto a turntable that
spun at 45 revolutions per minute. For a brief interlude the cassette tape,
in truth no great leap from reeltoreel, made a constant supply of music
seem as effortless, and apparently as easily available, as Spotify is now.
Then came discs that allowed you to decide exactly which frack you
wanled to play ot the touch of a digital button, rather than make a guess
with the fastorward mechanical drive.

Flying back from America in 1981 with a newly purchased second-
generation Walkman, distinguished by deliciously seductive red and green
dots fo mark its confrols, and vivid orange sponge headphones, | was
asked by somebody on the plane what it was and what it could do. The
sponge was not merely intended to signal just how light these headphones
were, but they also reflected what many have described as a reflection of
a specifically Japanese design sensibility—one based on a fascinafion with
miniaturization and a commitment fo the quality of execution in every detail.

By comparison with the level of innovotion needed to make a smartphone
possible, a Walkman, in effect a cossette ployer with no recording func-
tion and no speaker, was limited in its technical ambition. The real in-
novation was in the work that Sony and others had put in to perfecting
magnetic recording fape in previous decades. They were constantly fin-
kering with the precise composition of various ferrous oxide powders with
which to coat the tape: an analogue rather than a digital skill that began
on a kitchen table. But despite its fechnological innacence, the Walkman
caused a significant social shift. Users could withdraw into a private world
even while still engaged in negotiating the physical one. To put on a pair
of headphones on a train, at your desk, or in the street is to say that you
are present but absent.

With the dematerialization of personal music players made possible by
newer media, something unpredictable happened. Heodphones have
inflated in scale from the lightness of the WM-2, and subsequent, all
but invisible in-ear incarnations, to become ever more conspicuous. We
still crave material possessions. If it is no longer plausible to use a radio
or a camera fo define who we are, we can still console ourselves with
headphones that are more like helmets. They have become an artifact that
proclaims our absence, rather than whispers it.

Year after year in Akihabara—Tokyo's electronics district—there would be
yet another entirely new category of Japanese-made electronic objects on
show, as yel unknown to the rest of the world. They seemed to combine
industrial magic with seductive form. There was a camera that did without
film. In retrospect you can see why Sony chose fo coll it the Mavica,
an allusion to magnefic and vision, though it was not the most alluring
of product names. It was the world's first practical digital camera. But
because Sony had not been in the camera business and hod moved info
image reproduction through its expertise in recording tope—first sound

and then vision—the Mavica was described as making digital sfills.
It depended on storing images on a floppy disc. It worked, but in the end,
digital cameras needed further refinements before they could supersede
film. Why would you want to lock at your holiday snaps on a television?
Why would anybody else want to look at them?

Sony was also responsible for one of the early predecessors of the laptop.
The Typecorder took the form of a keyboard, about 4.5 em thick, with a
single line of liquid crystal display that allowed the user to see what had
been typed and correct inputs a few sentences at a time. The machine
stored them on a micro cassette with capacity for 120 lettersize pages.
It needed another device, a compact printer, to produce a hard copy.

In Akihabara, there were screens that let you read a book that came on
floppy disc. There were palm-sized camcorders. There was a device no
larger than @ compact camera that turned out to be a portable photocopi-
er. There was a white board that allowed offices 1,000 miles apart to
share drawings. The most ingenious, the most interesting, the most stylish
of them were almost always made by Sony.

Akihabara has a few tech hobbyists shops left, and some places that spe-
cialize in robotics. But it is an area now dominated by calés, restaurant
equipment sfores, and toys. It's not the shape of a television that counts
anymore. A TV set without a cathode ray tube has no definite form. The
quality of the image on an ultra-high-definition flat screen is what matters.
The discrefion with which the industrial designer has finished the edges
of the screen matters much less than the problem of accommodating that
screen within @ room. Pinning a flat screen to a wall with a dangling
power cord simply looks wrong. Building a flat screen into @ wall disrupts
the architectural qualities of most spaces, and stores up trouble when it
comes fo be superseded by the next generation of technology. Slotting a
flat screen into a stand sitting into the floor provides a trip hazard. The
technology which has made the object dematerialize into almost nothing
has paradoxically had the effect of making that “almost nothing” more,
rather than less, obtrusive.

The asfonishing convergence of just about every category of electronic
medium—music player, audio recorder, felephone, pager, library, naviga-
fional device—into a single, all but invisible smartphone has stripped the
shelves of Akihabara, transformed the industrial economy of the world,
and made us confemplate the possibility of the demise of the object.

It was a possibility that Sony anficipated when it made its move away
from hardware and into recorded music and film. It acquired a Holly-
wood studio and a record company in the 1980s and then aggressively
entered the video game era in the 1990s. It makes increasingly sophisti-
cated enfertainment robols. In the 2000s, it established a joint company
with Ericsson to make its mobile phones. It has its Android tablet devices
and wrist phones. Sony is an essential player in this world. But the days
when American academics could write books with titles like Japan as
Number One have gone. Korea and China have now changed the
manufacturing landscape.

Sony created its distinctive visual identity in the 1960s with a restrained
silver and black palette. It deliberately turned away from the timber-clad
remains of the furniture tradition that vainly attempted to domesticate the




first television sets invading the world's living rooms in case nervous own-

ers saw them as intruders from another universe.

Sony has had to deal with the invention of new typologies driven by new
and unfamiliar categories of electronic devices. What should a camera
look like when there is no need to accommodate a spool of filme What
is the optimum storage capacity of @ compact disc, and should it be top
or frontloaded? At times, it was that risky approach, of always being
determined to be first, that made Sony what it is, for better or worse.
Being first in manufacturing allows the innovator to charge o premium,
but it also allows competitors to follow in the slipstream, and sometimes
to do much better financially. In the Japanese context, that contest was
for years between Sony and Matsushita, owner of the Ponosonic and
Technics brands. Matsushita is 27 years older than Sony, and it stands for
everything that Sony does not.

From the perspective of a world measured out in slippery pixels and de-
fined by touchscreens, it's hard not to look back at the analogue age with-
out a sense of loss. A generation that has never touched a photographic
negative, used a landline, or typed a letter has, despite everything, redis-
covered the qualities of vinyl records, not all of them based in acoustics.
A new generation has understood the charm of Polaroid cameras, made
before they were born, for which film is now back in production. Tom
Hanks's memories of touch typing have been tuned into an app that
injected analogue quadlities info what was once called word processing.

After 40 years in which each successive medium for recorded music—
tape, compact disc, mini disc—has been presented as an acousfical
improvement on everything that had gone before, there is a growing
consensus that in fact vinyl beats all its successors. That is not a view
that was shared by Sony's management. The late Norio Ohga, former
chairman of the company and a key figure in Sony’s history, particularly in
the development of its opproach to design, once suggested that anybody
who could not immediately hear the superior quality of digital recording
had no business listening o music.

Ohga certainly had the experience fo know what he was talking about,
though there are many now who would contradict him. He wos a disfin-
guished musician, close to many of the greatest classical performers and
conductors of his day, and a man of some wit. He refused to countenance
the use of wood for Sony TV cabinets, on the grounds that they would look
just like “the traditional shrines of our competitors.”

Sony is distinguished from its competitors by the remarkable leadership
of its founders, Masaru Ibuka and Akio Morita, and the handful of re-
markable individuals they recruited. Their characters can be read in the
products the company has made over the years—reflected in the chrono-
logical display in its Tokyo offices that is the Sony museum. There is serious
technical innovation alongside a playful sense of fun. There is a fixation
with quality and perfermance, and a fascination for the creative potentiol
of emerging technologies. In the Sony museum you can see the first tran-
sistor-driven television set, manufactured in 1960. The first compact disc
ever sold, from 1982, is there too. And a little loter in the chronology
comes a battery-powered bright blue plastic VW camper van equipped
with a tiny loudspeaker and a stylus dangling between its wheels. There
was no need for o tumntable, a pickup arm, or a speaker. Just let the thing
loose on a vinyl record, and it did it all on its own. Made available only
to the Japanese market as a promotional item, it was the personification
of cute, and just possibly it might have been some sort of private joke
from Ohga about the frailty of vinyl. There are microphones of broadcast
standard, and the My First Sony range that emphasized Sony products
aimed at children and infended fo calch consumers young.

Perhaps the most impressive thing about Sony is the sheer range of projects
that it has been able to bring to the market at the same time. Around
1987, for example, the company redefined what a TV set could look like
with the Profeel Pro. It is no more than @ monitor, with the screen housed
in an open cube molded in textured plastic and painted black. The back is
as carefully considered as the front. It also developed its Sports sub-brand,
characterized by vivid yellow molded plastic casings, with black accents.
There was a Sports Walkman and o Sports Handycam, both splash re-
sistant rather than the kit for deep sea divers, suggested by the yellow
color scheme. There was also a Walkman—with Dolby sound, a builtin
solar cell /rechargeable battery, and an AM/FM radio. Yet another new
launch in the same year was the Watchman. With the proportions of an
early brick-sized mobile phone, it was a handheld TV set, with a 5 cm
screen. And it was also the year of the Discman, o compact disc player
just a fraction larger than the disc itself.

This is not the same business model as Apple’s, although Samsung has
attempted to take a similar path.

The Sony Corporation—which started life as the Tokyo Telecommuni-
cotions Engineering Corporation or Tokyo Tsushin Kogyo—began with
nothing more than a few fragments of war surplus equipment salvaged
from the ruins of a country in which many were going hungry. It became
an emblem of the emergence of o sophisticated new Japan competing
internationally with premium-priced technically and creatively innovative
products, rather than low-budget copies of products that had their origins
in Europe or North America.

Sony's hisiory is inextricably linked with the emerging history of contempo-
rary design. Through a sequence of Sony products, from its first massive
reelto-reel tape recorders to its PlayStation products, the company has
defined the evolution of mass-produced technological consumer products.
It has drawn on the earliest days of Japanese modernism for the imagery
of its products. But it has also explored the aesthetics of American con-
spicuous consumption.

Sony wos a prime mover in the transition from the analogue to the digital
world, and it had its greatest impact in shaping those early digital versions
of what were once analogue products, before the digital convergence phe-
nomenon had really kicked in. From the perspective of the post-analogue
era, it is poignantly clear that Sony’s golden age was also the golden age
of the object, the high point of an international industrial culture that de-
fined o period, shoped by a unique synthesis of research, manufacturing,
and design. Sony became synonymous with the modern world.

This was the quality that Etfore Softsass identified in Sony in the words that
he contributed to a book on the company, Sony Design 1950-1992:

It is impossible to imagine contemporary Japan without the resurfacing, in
one’s memory, of the countless products —simple, lean, compact, neutral,
black and devoid of references to ancient cultures, cleansed of any kind
of nostalgia—with which Sony inundated the market, or rather the places,
homes, skyscrapers, rooms, even the most hidden, the most secret, of all
continents, of the whole planet.

Sony’s design has imagined products as if triggered, with no alternative
option, by the same processes of industrial production, by the inevitable
logic of production and the even less arguable logic of advanced technol-
ogy. Sony's design seems almost provoked, transporied, determined, by
the rushing river of technological progress—a river so rapid, so wild that
it hasn't left time for anything but its own vehemence; it hasn't left space
for memories or nostalgias; it hasn't left time for the eyes to look back or
around, but only room fo look forward.




Sony design has a sort of pragmatic solidity, a kind of neutrality, which
in the end stems from the idea that the final destiny of a product is to ‘be
praciical’, not to be functional, but to be practical (an idea that involves a
moral hypothesis); not to be functional, but to ‘work’, an idea that doesn't
involve a moral hypothesis at all, but only the curt acceptance of the pos-
sibilities and limitations imposed by the basic conditions of the so-called
modern culture. A modern cullure thot, as | already said, doesn't have
eyes especially for the future; in the end, it perhaps doesn't even have
eyes for the present.

In this sense, Sony's design represents a clear, simple and exhausfive
metaphor of the situation of industrial cullure seen as ultimate modermnity;
of an absolutely new culture, which on its own presumes fo determine, that
is to ‘design’, the future; a culture, in the end, alone with itself, a culture
that doesn't ask o be accepted or rejected because it simply exists. End
of story.

Sony's design, at this point, asks for very litile and listens very litle to the
voices of the surrounding world. What are women saying2 What are
workers saying? What are pilots saying? What are businessmen saying?
What are snooly people saying, what are zen priests saying? What are
Italians saying? And the French, the Americans? ... Sony’s products seem
fo be descending from the sky—that strange, mysterious sky, behind the
clouds of which exist huge smoking factories, and huge factories as low
as warehouses, where there are millions of engineers, of technicians, of
scientists, of wise men, of tiny female hands, of vigilant eyes, of micro-
scopes, of transformers... | don’t know.

All and everyone fied by unmovable logic, tied by an unassailable, ideo-
logical intensity, by a compact, programmatic strength that has no needs
and wants no distractions. Sony’s design comes from here. It descends from
behind those clouds and there, behind those clouds, Sony's design receives
its metaphorical figure, its meaning, its strength, its new, unusual, exception-
al cultural strength, for which it has a place in history. Not only in the history
of Japanese design, but in the weary history of world design.
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Masaru lbuka founded the Tokyo Tsushin Kenkyujo, or Tokyo Telecommu-
nications Research Institute, almost as soon as the Second World War
had ended. In 1946, Akio Morita joined lbuka, and cofounded Tokyo
Tsushin Kogyo Company or TTK, the company that would eventually
become Sony.

It was litle more than a year since the night sky above Tokyo had filled
with American bombers. Almost 300 B29s had flown in successive waves
1,500 miles across the Pacific from their bases in Guam in what was
known as Operation Meetinghouse. They were carrying 20,000 pounds
of incendiary bombs each. Tokyo in 1945 was already a sprawling city
of 7 million pecple, built mainly of wood and paper, in which small fac-
tories and workshops were scattered throughout every residential neigh-
borhood. The leading planes dropped their bombs and turned for home,
leaving a huge cross of fire on the ground ignited by napalm. The flames
served as a marker for the successive waves of bombers that followed.
American estimates of the casualties were a horrifying 88,000 dead in o
single night. Other sources put the number even higher. An unimaginable
forty square miles of the city were turned to ashes, The bombing continued
night after night. In May there was a 500-bomber raid. When Japan final-
ly surrendered, half of Tokyo was wiped out, and much of its population
had been tumed into refugees.

lbuka, who was 36, and the 23-year-old Morita had met during the war
in a military research task force set up lo design a heatseeking missile.
lbuka was a well-connected civilian contractor with a company that had
been manufacturing and supplying weapons systems to the navy since
1940. His fatherin-low became the education minister in the first post-
war government. Morita had a physics degree from the Osaka Imperial
University and had been commissioned as a subrlieutenant in the Imperial
Jopanese Navy; he was assigned fo its research department in 1944,
Morita’s background was privileged and offluent. He was the 15th-
generation son of an ancient sake-brewing dynasty. An uncle had spent
four years in Paris as an art student. The family home had its own tennis
court; the living room had a record player well stocked with works by
Ravel, Mozart, and Bach.

Left: A brochure for the TR-55 [1955), the first Japanese transistor radio. At 560g, the radio incorporates five transistors and is powered by four AA batteries. The use

of transistors rather than vacuum tubes ollowed the device to be much smaller than earlier radios. Center: The Sony Building, in Tokyo's Ginza. Designed by Yoshinobu
Ashihara, it opened in 1966, Right: Sony’s first showroom in New York City opened on Fifih Avenue in 1962,




When the war ended, Ibuka established the research insfitute that he
hoped would support him. At first it was based in Shirokiya, a burned-out
department store in the Nihonbashi district that belonged to a friend. lis
concrete shructure had resisted the flames, but there was not much else leff.
Ibuka set up in what had been the felephone switchboard room on the
third floor. Later he took over the seventh floor, the only other part of the
building that was usable.

In the Japanese way, Ibuka assumed responsibility for the people who had
worked for his company during the war in the crisis that followed. He used
what little money he had to help his employees survive in the context of a
city that could have been the model for a set from Mad Max. His young
physics graduates and his skilled craftsmen went out and scavenged
scrap metal and discarded motorcycle springs to make screwdrivers. They
made a litle money from the refrofitting of domestic wireless sets that war-
time military censors had ensured could not be tuned to stations friendly
to the Allies. It took no more than a soldering iron to make a disabled
shortwave coil operable.

When getting enough to eat could not be taken for granted, making any-
thing at all in 1946, even if it looked crude and hardly functioned, was an
achievement. In its earliest days TTK was prepared to consider doing any-
thing to survive, even laying out a miniature golf course on the ruins near
its workshop. That particular idea came to nothing, but TTK did produce
a rudimentary electric rice cooker—bare aluminum wires in o wooden
bucket, but could never make a product that was reliable enough o sell.
The buckets stayed in the company storeroom. There was also an electric
Japanese cushion with no thermostat that was not much more successful.

Ibuka was looking far ahead of the immediate problem of survival. He set
out his objectives to his handful of employees as follows:

To establish an ideal factory that stresses a spirit of freedom and open-
mindedness, and where engineers with sincere motivation can exercise
their technological skills to the highest level:

To reconstruct Japan and to elevale the nation’s culture through dynamic
technological and manufacturing activities;

We shall eliminate any unfair profitseeking practices, constantly empha-
size activifies of real substance and seek expansion not only for the sake
of size;

We shall be as selective as possible in our producis and will even wel-
come technological challenges. We shall focus on highly sophisticated
technical products that have great usefulness in society, regardless of the
quantity involved.

Moreover, we shall avoid any formal demarcation between electronics
and mechanics, and shall create our own unique products uniting the two
fields, with a determination that other companies cannot overtake;

We shall carelully select employees, and our firm shall be comprised of
a minimal number of employees. We shall avoid having formal positions
for the mere sake of having them, and shall place emphasis on a person’s
ability, performance and character, so that each individual can fully exer
cise his or her abilities and skills.

The team soon moved out of the department store and rented a work-
shop. Their most profitable line was a vacuum tube volimeter; they got
their vacuum tubes for cash on the black market from street traders in
Akihabara. The stalls were piled high with random selections of mostly
military material.

Ibuka's connections in the Telecommunications Ministry secured equipment
supply contracts. And he and Morita had their wartime research work—a
felex system developed to communicate with military pilots whom they
hoped might provide the basis for valuable peacetime products. It was
not, on the face of it, the most likely start for a company that would
turn into what for half a century would be the world’s most innovative pro-
ducer of consumer electronics of every description—from tape recorders
to televisions, laptops to mobile phones—and then move into entertain-
ment of every description.

Ibuka and Morita knew a lot about the physics of vacuum-tube volt meters.
Neither of them had the slightest experience making domestic products,
even if there had been any demand for them in the desperate conditions
of a Japan in ruins. But this was a special moment in Japanese history.
The authoritarian system based on deference and conformity had been
exploded by the Allied defeat. It gave a talented generation of Japanese,
the socalled generation of burntout ruins, the freedom fo experiment and
innovate in every field, from culture to business to technology.

The prewar Japanese economy had been dominated by a handful of giant
industrial monopolies working for the military. The postwar system allowed
space for ambitious newcomers who would never previously have had a
chance to compete. In 1948 Soichiro Honda gave birth to what would
one day be one of the world’s largest car builders. He devised the Honda
Cub, a petrol engine sold in kit form that could transform o push bike
info a moped. Impressive in its shiny red paint finish, it was technically
ingenious, cleverly marketed by direct mail, and thanks to a hire purchase
scheme, within reach of its target audience. These were all strategies that
were also reflected in Tokyo Tsushin Kogyo's own approach, which was
one day to have an impact as great as that of Honda. Ibuka claimed:

We are determined o do things differently than the large companies. We
cannot beat them just by doing the same thing they do; there are many
industrial niches still to be filled. We will do the things that the bigger
companies cannot do and use our technological skills to help rebuild our
country. We have no capital and no facilities or equipment. But what we
lack in money or equipment, we will make up for with our own knowledge
and skills. We can do anything if we use these. We want fo use those
skills and knowledge to do things others have not done.

Tokyo Tsushin Kogyo's first real products were unselfconscious pieces
of scientific equipment, aimed not at consumers but at radio stations,
schools, and courtrooms. The American occupation forces had recording
devices that used magnetic fape to store sound with far better results than
earlier wire recorders. Ibuka's technicians made their own version. The
improved sound quality made use in music schools feasible. The Ministry
of Education was persuaded to buy them for Jopanese schools as teach-
ing aids. Law courts were shown how they could be used to record trial
proceedings. It was an early example of Sony’s ability to understand not
just how to develop new technologies, but also how fo find ways to create
a market and an audience for those technologies.

When Morita licensed Western Electric’s transistor patent, the Americans
suggested that he use it to manufacture hearing aids. Morita and Ibuka
decided to go much further and develop the basic transistor to the point
that it could be used for a radio set, transforming the static valve-driven
wireless into a portable obiject.

Morita knew that how the radio looked would be an important part of its
success or failure. The fee that Raymond loewy commanded for giving
the Japanese cigarette brand Peace a new look had attracied Morita’s
attention. In the early days he and Ibuka brought in designers when they
felt they were needed to tidy up what the engineers created. They weren't




afraid to look for the most talented designer they could find to work on
the details. Sori Yanagi, whose father founded the Mingei movement,
celebrating the humble but refined simplicity of Japanese craft traditions in
everyday obijects, worked on the Htype fape recorder of 1951. Yanagi,
whose most celebrated furniture design was the butterfly stool, organized
the dials and knobs for Sony.

As TKK began to broaden its product range, Ibuka went to Isamu Kenmo-
chi, the head of design at the Industrial Art Institute (IAl] of the Agency of
Industrial Science and Technology, which was under what is now the Min-
istry of Economy, Trade, and Industry, to look for a design advisor. Atsushi
Chiku from the IAl designed the TC-501, 551, and 301 tape recorders.

But for the launch of the transistor radio, Ibuka and Morita felt they had to
make a more substantial commitment fo design. They decided to employ
an inhouse feam to work alongside their engineers and scientists. They
asked Chiku to introduce to them some of his students with potential.

Kozo Yamamoto was one. He started work on the TR-52 radio, intended
to be a world first fransistor, but was narrowly beaten to it by the Regency
from the U.S. Yamamolo remembered:

The reason they beat us was the difference in the availability of the raw
materials, as well as the difference in mold and casting technology. Sony
was almost certainly faster in getting started on the product. We made the
housing two-tone which made it look very classy. A number of problems
arose; combining two mefals which have a different coefficient of expan-
sion, together with an immature mold and casting technology resulted in
the front lattice peeling off, and this had delayed the process.

In the end, the TR-52 launch was canceled. Morita took a prototype to
the U.S. to see if he could find a buyer. A walich company offered to
place o huge order for 100,000 but only if it went on the market under
their own brand. Morita was convinced that the only way to expand
was to freat the company as a brand, and he tumned the offer down. He
was convinced that it would be impossible to go on calling the company
TTK, still less to spell out its full name, if it was going to work outside
Japan. The two founders coined a new name—a blend of sonus, Latin
for “sound,” and sonny, as in “sonny boy,” which they believed would
sound engagingly cute to Western ears. It was meant fo reflect an in-
creasingly sophisticated company. But the first version of the logo, with
the S rendered as a kind of lighting flash that might be interpreted as a
reference to a transistor, looked just as naive as the first portable radios
that it had produced.

It took several steps before the graphic identity found its mature form.
In the immediate postwar years, glossy American magazines such as
Life, full of flamboyant typography in their advertisements as well as their
editorial pages, inspired Jopanese graphic designers. The first free-form
Sony logo came from the dramatic brush stroke subheads that those mag-
azines used.

When Sony established a U.S. marketing team, its New York advertising
campaign produced a different version of the logo for its print campaign.
It used a Clarendon font that for a while appeared in its ads. When Sony
established a design department for the first time in 1961 under Norio
Ohga, his team worked with hand-drown wide-rectangular all caps logo
in a modified Clarendon font that has been in use since 1962.

Crucially, Ohga consolidated the place of design in Sony's management
structure. Ohga had trained os o professional musician and studied at
the Berlin conservatoire. He first came to Morita’s attention by pointing
out the shortcomings of Sony's early tape recorders. After some years of

conversations and external input, Ohga was finally persuaded to join the
company in 1959 to run the tape recorder business.

Two years later, Morita promoted Ohga and put him in charge of a newly
created design division to oversee product planning, industrial design,
and advertising.

In Jonathan Nathan's book The Private Life of Sony Ohga claims:

When | came on the scene, it wasn't really such a modern company at all.
| had been telling Morita for years that what we needed fo do was create
products that looked smart, stylish, and infernational. And that's what | un-
dertook to do. It's amazing that Morita let me do it all, as young as | was.

Under Ohga's leadership, the innocentlooking pastel plastics of the
1950s disappeared, to be replaced by a lot of black and silver, with
coordinated controls and graphics.

| suggested to Mr. Morita that our designs needed be consistent and that
we should bring the designers together all in one place. It was an unwrir
ten rule of the company that the person who made a suggestion had fo
take on the task if the suggestion was accepled. Naturally, | was given
the project. | brought the in-house designers all together and established
the organization known as the Design Office.

My belief was that if products were 1o be produced with the Sony name,
the design must be governed by an overarching philosophy and have
consistency, irespective of which department was making the product. At
the same time, | was inferested in lines; | wanted Sony products to have
a uniform beauty formed with lines. To put it simply, design is a collection
of lines, sometimes straight lines and sometimes curved ones. lines form
everything—when a line moves, it then becomes a surface. However, it is
vital to control the quality and defail of the lines. Drawn quickly, a curve
becomes smaller; drawn slowly, the radius becomes larger. | believed that
we had to make it so that just one curve would make the product instantly
identifiable as a Sony.

When asked how | would go about creating this consistency, | said
simply that since | was now head of the Design Office, | would decide.
Without a single person willing to take responsibility, design could take
on any number of different forms. Ever since then, | have personally
determined the direction of all design. To decide on new paths to take,
we were almost constantly holding in-house competitions. Every year in
the Design Office we held a number of competitions for leading prod-
ucts, and everyone who entered could vote. Apart from that, | would
tell people what kind of designs | was looking for; so this is how they
were determined. The compelitions gave rise to innovative ideas, things
none of us had thought of before. Ofien we grabbed these ideas and
used them as the new course for the following year. Some were rejected
because they were not fo our taste and we decided on taking a different
direction. If you do not do this the lines dry up.

Personally, | don't like things with a lot of colors. | thought that black and
silver were enough to bring out the beauty and style of the products.
There are words like photogenic that could describe it, but basically |
think that beauty can be expressed with just silver and black if you get
it right. At its most basic, this is our corporate image, and it was vital
for Sony to take that kind of conceit. It was a time when Sony, which
was established just after the war, was on the cusp of breaking out of
the ranks of the small- to medium-size enterprises, ond we kept talking
about how design was vital in establishing our product image and the
brand image for Sony. Black and silver was central fo the creation of
this image.




In the late 1950s and early 1960s, creative young Japanese were begin-
ning fo make a mark in film, fashion, architecture, and design. Sony played
its part by helping to define what constituted contemporary Japanese de-
sign. Before the war, Japan’s avantgarde had faithfully replicated what
they saw in Europe. Now they were beginning to create a distinctively
Japanese version of contemporary culture. Kenzo Tange, who had learned
his architecture from o former assistant of Le Corbusier, built the postwar
Tokyo City Hall—far smaller and much more creative than the postmodern
replacement in Shinjuku of the 1990s—in the style of the master. By the
fime of the Tokyo Olympics in 1964, Tange had found his own voice.

Issey Miyake went fo study in Paris to experience couture first hand, but
went home to develop something entirely different. later he would design
Sony's company uniform, a beige jacket in rip-stop nylon and red piping,
with sleeves that could be detached for the humid summers. Shiro Kura-
mata was developing an interest in industrial design. There were some
precedents for his work. Bunzo Yamaguchi, an architect who had worked
for Walter Gropius before the war, was designing furniture. The privately
run Kuwasawa Design Institute, based on Bauhaus principles, opened in
1954, and Kuramata became a student.

By 1960, Jopan had its own installation at the Milan Design Triennale.
For the first time the country was beginning to develop a reputation as an
originator, not a copier of technologies and styles developed elsewhere.
Morita and Ibuka were driven by a strongly competitive urge to come up
with world firsts. Their transistor radios had given them a first, but televi-
sions were sfill in their infoncy and Sony started thinking about bringing
color fo television.

The design of consumer electronics in the 1960s was defined at one end
by the Ulm schoolsobriety of Braun—as defined by Max Bill's student
Hans Gugelot and his assistant Dieter Rams. At the other end was the
flamboyance of Brionvega, directed by Marco Zanussi and Achille Cas-
tiglioni. IBM and Olivetti weren't, strictly speaking, consumer manufac:
turers. But Eliot Noyes's typewriters for IBM and Marcello Nizzoli, Ettore
Sottsass, and Mario Bellini's work on adding machines and typewriters
were international points of reference for industrial designers. Denmark
had Bang and Olufsen, where Jacob Jensen created a remarkably strong
corporate identity.

Sony was a latecomer info this landscape but gradually became the
dominant force. It quickly grew into a far bigger company than B&O,
Brionvega, and Braun put together. Unlike the Europeans, who were soon
reduced to importing components and subcontracting, Sony was able to
work on its own research and development to manufacture key compo-
nents. It created a continuous pipeline of new technologies that fueled a
string of entirely new product types. The portable television was followed
by the Walkman, the Handycam, and the PlayStation. Sony’s fundamental
research allowed the company to pioneer CD and videotape formats.

In the early days, Sony's engineers were faced with a series of material
challenges. How long should o CD play? Was wood still @ genuine signi-
fier of quality? How could the bulk and volume of a cathode ray television
be minimalized through the appearance of a flat screen?

In the same way that Dieter Rams set the pattern for component audio
systems by placing a Perspex hood on top of a turntable, Sony produced
the much-imitated TV format of a clear glass screen fixed in place in front
of the cathode ray tube fo give at least the appearance of a flat screen.

At heart, the challenge that faced Sony was how to give its producis o
look and feel that would justify premium prices. It was the same question
that its peers from Olivetti to Apple also wrestled with.

A new keyword to capture the essence of product making, “resonance,”
was proposed, aiming to make products that “tugged the heart strings,”
in the words of Ohga.

Sony has a history of developing memorable narratives around its prod-
ucts. The answer to the CD capacity question, according to Ohga at least,
could not be simpler. It came from a dialogue with Sony’s technology
partners Philips. Ohga wanted to accommodate on a single disc the full
length of the Herbert von Karajon recording of Beethoven's 9th Symphony.

Philips wanted to make the CD 60 minutes, but [ told them there was no
logic behind making it that length. | said, “You people are technicians and
that's why you go for 60 or 120 minutes, but there’s no reason behind it.
What is more important is that it is long enough to hold a piece of music
without cutiing off the end. Beethoven’s Pth will not fit in 60 minutes, and
the world’s best operas will not fit.” | made a list of the times of all of the
top operas, and | convinced them that 74 minutes was the ideal time for
the new medium.

Other Sony products were unveiled with equally engaging narratives.
Sony found that new products need to tell stories if they are to attract
attention, none more than the Walkman, in which Morita's personal role
became a key part of the foundation myth. It was his feeling for the market
that defined the brief. Young people, Morita suggested, like to take their
music with them, as could be seen from suitcase-sized ghetto blasters that
were being lugged into parks and subways.

Aware that lbuka was using a Sony tape recorder (the TC-D5) intended
for office use to listen to music on long flights with a set of headphones,
Morita asked his engineers to use the same playback technology in new a
machine. It had to be light encugh to carry anywhere and cheap enough
to be affordable for the young. After sharing a prototype with his daugh-
fer, he specified twin headphone outputs and a mute button fo allow two
users fo share music and speak fo each other. (That is one semi-official
version. In Morita’s own book, however, he suggests that it was his wife,
not his daughter, who came up with the twin output idea because she'd
mentioned to him that she felt left out.)

Nathan's book claims that Morita had almost as much of an impact on
the camcorder. Morita took the prototype Handycam home, then a few
days later asked fo meet ifs designer. Had he tried using i€ Yes. But had
he faken it skiinge No, because it had not yet been announced, and it
could not be seen outside company premises for fear of the competifion
getting a look. Morita had been skiing with it, and he pointed out that it
was impossible fo use the on switch while wearing gloves.

But if Sony's top executives were given a much more visible part to play
in the corporate narrative, in comparison with its European and North
American contemporaries, Sony’s design sludios were more collegiate.
Individuals did not put their signature to products in the way that Eftore
Softtsass and Mario Bellini once did at Olivetti, and Dieter Rams did at
Braun. It was a reflection of o different kind of corporate culture, and per-
haps of a society that did not put such store on individual self-expression.

What Sony did have that distinguished it from its competitors was perhaps
o more knowing approach. It had o woy of using the visual language of
professional equipment for the consumer. It provided a patina of authority
and quality.

Sony was growing by acquisition. In 1975 it bought the German audio
equipment manufacturer WEGA Radio, which had refained Hartmut Es-
slinger, founder of Frog Design. Esslinger was one of o number of interna-
tional designers who worked on TV-related projects.
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LEFT: PV-100 (1963) Professional alHransistor videotape recorder. This model reflects a major reduction in size, to 1/50th of a traditional broadcastuse videotape recorder.

ABOVE: 125 C/S TUNING FORK” STANDARD TUNING FORK (1963) Used to measure and adjust pitch. Sony manufactured such tuning forks back when the
company was known as Tokyo Tsushin Kogyo or Tokyo Telecommunications Engineering Corp. The lineup of forks covered the range from 100Hz to 10,000Hz, and
this standard example helped fill out the offerings. The company even developed electromagnetic tuning forks made from elinvar, which were used 1o create a reference

signal when working with such acoustic devices as telegraphy synchronization and adjusting tape recorder speed
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Q Jopanese word meaning that you can walch

ABOVE: TV-501 (1977 This black-and-white TV with rotating CR

lying down.)

RIGHT: “UTTLE JOHN" ICB-650 (1972) A highly a

transceivers were used to transmit and receive communications. Sc

Jopanese mountaineer Junko Tabei and her team used Little John duri h she became the first female to climb to the summit. Little

John proved its worth by supporting the team’s communications throug
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D-50 (1984) The first portable CD player, taking

disc, and discs are visible through an acrylic window occupying a quarter of the

The controls are grouped on the front pane

RIGHT: WOODEN MOCKUP OF CD PLAYER This wc







2R-21 (1965) The design of this highly sensitive “pocketable” radio enabled single-handed operation

22 2R-26 (1966) "Snick” was the first Sony radio to use preset tuning, enabling stations to be found quickly at the touch of a button.
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TR-62 (1957) World's first two-band [shortwave) transistor radio.

RIGHT: “Mr Ainote” SAM-1K (1990) A novelty item designed to get the party going. With just the touch of a button, this product emitted humorous and encouraging

comments like "You can do itl" in o professional announcerlike voice. The builkin mic and speaker enable it to emit both pre-recorded comments as well as those
recorded by the user.
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“TALKING CARD SET* CP-1200 (1976) An educational toy for learning through play

learn new words and enjoy listening to stories. The player was designed so that even a young chil

introduce new cards regularly.

1 with sound) into the player, children could

ut difficulty. Sony continued to develop and
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“LIBRI&" EBR-1000EP (2004) An e-book ahead of its time. Foreseeing the rise of the e-book market, Sony clready had an e-book product on the market by the mid-
2000s. It was based on the electronic book standard that Sony developed colled BBeB (BroadBand eBook). Books in this format could be downloaded to this eBook
device or transferred by Memory Stick. This product got its name from the Spanish word for “book” (libro} combined with the word for “bookstore” (libreria), with an

"e" from “eBook” added ot the end. LIBRI& was envisioned as a product that would navigate the world of books for readers just as o sommelier navigates the world of

wine for wine connoisseurs.
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OUT OF THE ASHES:
THE FOUNDING OF SONY

Comic by Takao Saito
Translated by Marie lida

lllustrated by the manga artist Takao Saito, the comic on the fol-
lowing poges is excerpted from o serialization of the Sony story.
Beginning with the company'’s founding shortly after the Pacific War
to its rise as a leading consumer electronics brand, it is primarily
based on the reminisces of Akio Morita, who along with Masaru
Ibuka, established Tokyo Tsushin Kogyo (Tokyo Telecommunications
Engineering Corporation or Totsuko) on May 7, 1946. Totsuko was
renamed the Sony Corporation in 1958.

The following scene describes a meeting in the summer of 1945
between Masaru |buka and o team of dedicated engineers on the
third floor of the Shirokiya Department Store in Nihombashi, Tokyo.
Salvaging whatever they could from the ruins of the city, they sought
ways to apply their engineering know-how, but were severely han-
dicapped by a lack of quality materials. Their energies were first
applied, and rather inauspiciously, to the design of a wooden rice
cooker,

Ibuka and his group took fo calling themselves Tokyo Tsushin Kenkyujo
{Tokyo Telecommunications Research Institute) during this period. The
products developed by their laboratory, which included widely ac-
claimed shortwave adapters, brought Ibuka and Akio Morita—who
had first met and became fast friends during the war—together again.
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| SONY BOY (1956)

1250s promotional character,  From
lofe 1956 thioughout the 1960s, Ihis
chorocler wos widely used in Sony
oduertising  and  soles  promotions

Sony Boy was bosed on o senolized

o stip in the weekly mogozine

Shukan. Use of this charocler

was disconfinved o5 Sony begon 1o

expand business oversess. At the &
not only wos Sony Boy an eyecaiching

r, It also symbolized Sony's

a consistent and unified imoge

cioss the company’s marketing ond

advertising activities

SONY DESIGIN:

A GRAPHIC TRADITION

The creation of an internal design deportment within Sony in 1961
oversaw the introduction of what would become the company's most
recognizable trademark. Released the following year and based
on a modified Clarendon typeface, the all caps logo both codified
and exemplified an approach to graphic design that dates back
to the founding of the company. Drawing sure inspiration from the
spirit and formal diversity of the products themselves, the attendani
grophic design propounded a world view that extended to mer-
chandising materials, advertisements, packaging—right on through
to the digital user interface on its more recent devices. Most evident
in the design of instruction monuals, Sony had always been more
interested in the human in human-machine interaction.

The following pages feature a small selection of printed collateral
from the 1950s through the 1980s.
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SONY DESIGN:

PRODUCT PORTFOLIO

IN3TEEGREEE Y

~4
In

HEV-1000 HD VIDEQ TAPE RECORDER 1984
TEM-110D FM /SW/MW 3 BAND RADIO 1966
CF-1400 CASSETTE-CORDER 1971

ICF-5500 FM/MW/SW 3 BAND RECEIVER 1972
ICF-5900 FM/MW/SW MULTI BAND RECEIVER 1975
ICF-7500 FM/AM 2 BAND RECEIVER 1976
ICF-P2L FMI/AM RADIO 1978

ICF-D11 FM/AM 2 BAND RECEIVER 1978
CFM-800 FM/AM RADIC CASSETTE 1978
ICRD? AM RECEIVER 1977

ICF-M1 SYNTHESIZED STEREO RECEIVER 1987
SRF-MAOW SYNTHESIZED STEREO RECEIVER 1988
IC7-SWIS FIVI/ AN MULTI BAND RECEIVER 1988

ICF-SW77 LW/MW/SW/FM PLL SYNTHESIZED STEREOQ RECEIVER 1991
PCM-D1 UNEAR PCM RECORDER 2005

M-101 MICRO CASSETTE-CORDER 1976

TCM-1008 CASSETTE-CORDER 1978

TC-D5 PRO | STEREO CASSETTE-CORDER 1986
NTE1/NTC-90 DIGITAL MICRO RECORDER 1992

PCM-D1 UNEAR PCM RECORDER 2005

ECM-737 ELECTRET CONDENSER MICROPHONE 1992
ECM-G7M/G3M CONDENSER MICROPHONE 2008

SS-G7 SPEAKER SYSTEM 1976

TA-ERT/RPS-ERT STEREO PREAMPLIFIER/PCWER SUPPLY 1991
ChIT-MT COMPACT COMPONENT SYSTEM 1995
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108

112
114

116
117
118
120
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122
124
125
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128
129
130
132

159

160

164
165

167
168

172
174
175

CSV-E77 CHANNEL SERVER 2002
BDZ-V9 BLU-RAY DISC RECORDER 2006
BDP-5370 BLU-RAY DISC/DVD PLAYER 2010

KVE1375 TRINITRON COLOR TV 1977

KX-20HF1 TRINTRON COLOR MONITCR 1980
KV-4PT MICRO TRINITON COLOR TV 1980
KA-2THV] TRINITRON COLOR MONITOR 1986

HB-101 HOME COMPUTER 1984

CFS-C7 FM/AM STEREO CASSETTE-CORDER 1982
DR-57 DYNAMIC STEREC HEADPHONES/PORTABLE
DICTATOR 1979

WNM-2 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1981

WM-20 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1983

WM-F5 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1983

WM-50 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1985
WM-F109/WM-109 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1987
WM-504 STEREC CASSETTE PLAYER 1987

WM-701C REMOTE CONTROL/AUTO REVERSE CASSETTE PLAYER 1988

WM-EX808 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1993
WM-EXS STEREQ CASSETTE PLAYER 1998
WM-EX] STEREOQ CASSETTE PLAYER 1994
WM-EXS STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1996
WM-EXB08 STEREO CASSETTE PLAYER 1993
MY FIRST SONY SERIES 1987

D-50MK2 PORTABLE CD PLAYER 1986
0-J50 PORTABLE CD PLAYER 1991

D-82 PORTABLE CD PLAYER 1988

MZ-1 MINIDISC PORTABLE RECORDER 1992
D-EOT PORTABLE CD PLAYER 1999

D-777 PORTABLE CD PLAYER 1995

D-5J301 PORTABLE CD PLAYER 2002

MZ-E10 PORTABLE MINIDISC RECORDER 2003
MZ-E50 PORTABLE MINIDISC PLAYER 1995
MZ-E30 PORTABLE MINIDISC PLAYER 1996
MZ-E44 PORTABLE MINIDISC PLAYER 1998
MZ-E75 PORTABLE MINIDISC PLAYER 1999
NW-AT000 DIGITAL MUSIC PLAYER 2005

NW-5203F AUDIO MP3 PLAYER 2006
NW-MS70D PORTABLE MEMORY STICK AUDIO PLAYER 2004

MDR-R10 STEREQ HEADPHONES 1988
MDR-CD7 STEREQ HEADPHONES 1983
MDR-CD®00 STEREQ HEADPHONES 1985
DR-MS STEREO HEADPHONES 1979
MDR-Z700 STEREQ HEADPHONES 2007
MDR-Z1000 STEREO HEADPHONES 2010
MDR-F1 STEREQ HEADPHONES 1997
PFR-V1 PERSONAL FIELD SPEAKER 2007
MDR-G61 STEREQ HEADPHONES 1997
MDR-E484 STEREQ EAR-RECEIVER 1988
MDR-E252 STEREQ EAR-RECEIVER 1982

176
179

210

212
214
216
220
222
223

224
228

230

234
236
238
240
242
246
248

250
251

252

254
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256

258
261
262
265
266
267
268

XBA-565 INNER-EAR RECEIVER 2014
MDR-XBS0 INNER-EAR RECEIVER 2014

HVC-F1 VIDEC CAMERA 1981

SLF1 PORTABLE VIDEOCASSETTE-RECORDER1981
PMW-FSS DIGITAL CINEMA CAMERA 2013

PMWLFSS & ACCESSORIES 2013

CCD-TR55 VIDEQ CAMERA RECORDER 1989
DCRPCT DIGITAL VIDEO CAMERA RECORDER 1996
HDR-TG1 DIGITAL VIDEO CAMERA RECORDER 2008
DCRVX1000 DIGITAL VIDEO CAMERA RECORDER 1995
DSC-F508V DIGITAL STILL CAMERA, 2000
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