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A Brief History of 35mm Magnetic Film

• Post WWII – Magnetic tape recording migrated to the U.S. from 
Germany.

• 1947 – DuPont produced 35mm magnetic film, RCA produced a 
conversion kit for the PR-23 optical recorder.

• By 1951 – RCA produced 35mm recorders for 1, 2 and 3 tracks, 
and Westrex entered the business with magnetic recorders for 
35mm and 17.5mm.

• SMPTE Progress Report of 1952 stated that by the end of 1951, 
“approximately 75% of the original production recording, music 
scoring and dubbing in Hollywood was being done on magnetic 
recording equipment.”
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RCA PR-23 Optical/Magnetic Film Recorder
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Westrex RA-1231 Optical/Mag Recorder

Westrex RA-1231 optical recorder with the magnetic conversion. It could be used for either optical or mag recording 
as long as the reel adapters were changed. Record head is on sound drum and play head is to the right.
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Westrex RA-1231 Optical/Mag Recorder
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Westrex Series 1000 Magnetic Recorder

[ Note: Magnetic film in the U.S. was actually coated with iron oxide particles, not impregnated with them. ]
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35mm: 1950’s High-Resolution Medium
• Film moves at 18 in/s, vs 15 in/s for tape.
• Film stock’s base is 5 mil (acetate) or 3 mil (polyester), vs. 1.5 mil for 2500’ NAB reels 

of tape. Result: lower print-through for film.  Some film types also had thicker magnetic 
layer.  Result: more maximum level before saturation.

• 3-track 35mm spec is for 200-mil track width (only slightly smaller than full-track ¼” 
tape). 3-track ½” tape spec is for 100-mil track width.

• Sprocket film drives maintain consistent speed and wow/flutter specs throughout the 
roll. Tape machines of 1958 tended to move tape at slightly different speeds at both 
ends of the reel, noticeable in pitch shifts if portions from the beginning and end of a 
reel were spliced together. Westrex testing found that wow and flutter was worse at 
beginning of reel, best at end.

• Wider tracks and faster speed produce about 13 dB better signal-to-noise ratio for film, 
according to Westrex tests presented to AES 1959 Convention. Tests compared 
acetate-base film and ¼” tape (with 72-mil track width), so somewhat better 
performance could be expected from 3-track ½” tape.

• RIGHT: Width comparison of 35mm, ½” tape and ¼” tape. 
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Everest Records
• Harry Belock was Hollywood sound man in the 1920’s, knew about film-sound 

techniques and technology. Also worked for CBS, designing disk-recording 
equipment.

• Audiophile Belock met audio dealer/engineer Bert Whyte.  They had mutual 
enthusiasm to start a new record label as the stereo era dawned.

• Everest Records, early 1958 through mid-1960.
• Company built a studio in Bayside, Queens.
• Initially recorded on 3-channel ½” tape, but acquired 3-channel 35mm 

equipment in 1959.
• Westrex engineering manager John G. Frayne profiled Everest’s 35mm 

equipment and techniques for AES Convention/Journal.
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JAES Article Describes Everest Records
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Westrex RA-1532 Magnetic Film Recorder
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Everest Records: 3-Track ½” Tape at First
Everest recording session at 
Walthamstow Hall, U.K., 1958.

LEFT: Engineer Joe Kane at custom 
Westrex 3-channel mixer

BELOW: Members of the LSO listen to 
tape playback
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Everest Records: Switch to 35mm Mag-Film
Everest 35mm recording at 
Walthamstow Hall, U.K., 1959-June.

LEFT: Engineer Joe Kane (blue shirt, 
glasses), assistant engineer Ed Abele

BELOW: Leopold Ludwig/LSO record 
Richard Strauss’s “Ein Heldenleben”



© 2013 by Thomas Fine

Everest Records Marketing Featuring 35mm
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Everest Records Reissues

Above and Below: Vanguard Classics CDs, early 1990’s

Above: Classic Records LPs and DVD-A/CDs, late 
1990’s

Below: Countdown Media/BMG downloads and CDRs, 
late 2013
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Fine Recording Bayside

• Belock Instruments’ board shut down Everest in late 1960.
• By spring, 1961, Fine Recording Inc. acquired the studio in 

Bayside, Queens and all of the recording equipment. Former 
Everest engineer Ted Gossman was hired. Facility renamed Fine 
Recording Bayside.

• Owner C. Robert Fine had many years’ experience in film-sound 
production and working with magnetic film. Fine Recording’s 
studio in Manhattan already had extensive sound-for-picture 
business.

• Fine Recording clients Mercury Records, Command Records and 
Cameo/Parkway expressed interest in 35mm recording.
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Fine Recording Bayside
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Mercury “Civil War” Production Session
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Mercury Living Presence 35mm

• First MLP recording on 35mm took place May, 1961 in Rochester 
– SR90245 / Fred Fennell – The Music of Andrea and Giovanni 
Gabrieli.

• 35mm recordings made in London, Moscow, Detroit, 
Minneapolis, Rochester and at Fine Recording Bayside.

• Mercury recorded Richter/Liszt (Philips PHS 900 000) in London 
6/61 on 35mm.

• 35mm equipment traveled to Moscow 6/62.
• Final 35mm recordings made in London, 7/63.
• Surviving 35mm masters were used to make MLP CD reissues in 

the 1990’s.  Playback on original Westrex equipment.
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Mercury Living Presence 35mm LP Covers
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Mercury Living Presence 35mm Ads
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Mercury Living Presence 35mm Ads 



© 2013 by Thomas Fine

Mercury Living Presence 35mm CDs
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Mercury Living Presence 35mm CDs
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Mercury Living Presence 35mm CDs
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Mercury Pop 35mm – f:35d

• Mercury’s pop and jazz divisions already had the audiophile-
oriented “Perfect Presence” series.  35mm recordings were 
added under the “f:35d” banner.

• Recordings were made at:  Fine Recording Bayside; United 
Recording Studios, Hollywood; Radio Recorders, Hollywood; 
Universal Recording, Chicago.

• Artists included David Carroll, Xavier Cugat, Fred Fennell, Pete 
Rugolo, Herman Clebanoff.

• Packaging featured gatefold covers, gold-colored labels, detailed 
information about recording setups and 35mm technology, etc.
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Mercury Pop 35mm – f:35d Cover Art
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Command Records 35mm

• Enoch Light’s Command Records, owned by ABC Records, was 
established in 1958 to produce “stereo spectacular” audiophile 
recordings.  Succeeded right away with “Persuasive Percussion,” 
“Provocative Percussion,” “Bongos,” etc.

• Command jumped into 35mm with both feet.  Pop album 
“Stereo/35mm” topped Billboard’s Stereo LP chart.

• After signing William Steinberg/Pittsburgh Symphony, Command 
Classics launched.  All orchestral titles recorded on 35mm.

• Various Command pop and classical titles were recorded on 
35mm through 1968. 

• Enoch Light left Command in 1967 to start Project 3.
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Command Records “Stereo 35/MM” Ad
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Command Classics 35mm Ad
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Command Records 35mm
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Other 35mm Players

• Cameo/Parkway released a series of 35mm records, made at 
Fine Recording Bayside and on-location by Fine Recording.

• After leaving Command Records in 1967, Enoch Light launched 
Project 3.  Initial recordings on the new label were 35mm.  One of 
the early sessions, at Fine Recording in Manhattan, was detailed
in a Popular Science article.  Project 3 later moved most 
recording to A&R Studios and continued to record on 35mm until 
the late 1960’s.

• Reprise Records, at the time owned by Frank Sinatra, issued 
some “Dual 120CMPS 35MM” albums, made by Bill Putnam at 
United Recording in Hollywood.

• Still others??? Who? Where? When?
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Cameo/Parkway
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Cameo/Parkway
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Project 3
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Reprise “Dual 120CMPS 35MM”
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The End of An Era

• 35mm fad seems to have completely died out by 1970.  First-
hand participants often cited the high cost of magnetic film and
somewhat more costly and complex production techniques as the 
main reasons. 

• Also, Dolby NR and quieter tape formulations came along. And 
professional tape machine designs improved through the 1960’s.

• Plus, recording of pop and rock music moves to many tracks with 
overdubbing, remixing, etc.  Fast-winding, pick-up recording, 
auto-locate, etc, became mandatory.
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35mm Preservation Issues

• Time has not been kind to the master films from the 35mm Fad.
• 35mm mag-film from that era was acetate-base and tends to 

suffer from “vinegar syndrome” and other deterioration/ 
shrinkage.

• Record companies were not vigilant in their vaults.  Many 35mm 
masters are now lost.  Some were ordered destroyed.

• Those masters that survive tend to be in very poor condition.
• Some Mercury 35mm masters survived and were reissued on CD 

in the 1990’s.  Ditto for some Everest masters.  A few Command 
Classics 35mm masters were reissued on CD by MCA Classics.
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35mm Preservation Issues

• Below is an example of early 1960’s magnetic film damaged by 
time.

• Nick Bergh:   “A mix of all sorts of problems.  The dimples are 
caused by uneven shrinkage and breaking of the acetate polymer 
chains.  The white is hardened plasticizer crystals that must be
cleaned off.  Under the old (film) is a new piece of (film) so you 
can see the amount of shrinkage. The width is about 33mm.”
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Further Reading
• AES Convention Preprint #114 (1959-October): “The Use of 35mm Sprocket 

Type Magnetic Film In Recording Phonograph Masters” by John G. Frayne, 
Westrex Corp.

• JAES Vol. 8, Issue 3 (1960-June): “The Use of 35mm Sprocket-Type Magnetic 
Film in Recording Phonograph Masters” by John G. Frayne and J. W. Stafford, 
Westrex Corp.

• Popular Science Magazine, 1967-August: “Today’s Stereo Sound – How They 
Capture It On Records” by Ronald M. Benry.

• High Fidelity Magazine, 1968-July: “Music Makers – Bruckner and a Loewe-
Bennett Fair Lady from Pittsburgh” by Roland Gelatt.

• Classic Record Collector, Spring 2007: “The Ascent and Descent of Everest” 
by Lonn Henrichsen and David Patmore.

• Preservation Sound blog entry: “Fine Recording Inc: Pioneers in High-Fidelity 
Studio Recording.”  http://www.preservationsound.com/?p=3939
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Available Recordings (as of 2013)
• Many Everest 35mm recordings were reissued as Amazon disc-on-demand CDR’s and 

in various download formats by the current Everest owner, Countdown Media, a unit of 
BMG.

• All of the Mercury Living Presence 35mm masters that survived in 1990 were 
remastered for CD. Although most of the single-CD albums are now out of print, all of 
the 35mm remasters were included in the two recent Living Presence box sets, 
available through Amazon and Amazon.uk.

• The Richter/Liszt 35mm recording made for Philips was remastered in the 1990’s. The 
single-CD album is now out of print, but the disc was included in Decca Classics’ 
Philips classical box set, available through Amazon and other retailers.

• No Command or Command Classics recordings are currently in print from the current 
owner, Universal Music Group/Decca Classics. Various gray-market and pirate 
“reissues” are sold in various countries, none remastered directly from the 35mm 
magnetic films. Original LPs are common at vinyl resellers.

• Cameo/Parkway, Project 3 and Reprise 35mm recordings have been out of print for 
decades and were never remastered for CD.  Original LPs are available at many vinyl 
resellers.
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