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J. W. WHITLOCK AND HIS
A UTOMA TIC HARP

Rick Crandall

To sail under the sea or through the air, to talk through
space, to see through flesh and bone, to make wax speak and
pictures move - these have been the deeds of the poets of our
generation. The things that were dreamed of in the 'Arabian
Nights' have become realities - young men talk the impossible
on street corners and then make it come true.

These men delight to love, delight to plan and dream and
hammer out results. Nothing staggers them, and failure or
success is greeted with a smiling face.

From "Is Poetry to Have a Chance"
Robert Bridges

Colliers, October, 1904

(£_ he harp: an instrument that fires the imagination recalling
romantic moments, wispy tunes or delicate coloring in quiet moments of
an orchestral piece. The harp is an exotic instrument, as is its automatic
counterpart, the subject of this article. How the harp achieved this status
is unknown.

Certainly it is ancient In the early ages of the world's history,
Egyptian priests played upon a polycord instrument shaped like a harp.
Almost unbelievably, the old Egyptian harps had no fore-pillar, leaving
to doubt how the string tension could be maintained for any length of
time. The instrument developed through the ages when, in the early
1700's, Handel became the first of the great masters to introduce the
harp into the orchestra in his oratorio Esther.

The instrument further evolved both as an orchestra component
and as a solo accompaniment to the voice. It was in this latter capacity
that one occasionally found the harp at more-refined eateries and hotel
lobbies as the turn-of-the-twentieth-century approached. To be sure, the
harp as a solo instrument in 1890 had competition. The bawdier houses
and saloons were more apt to employ piano players or banjoists. Ragtime
flourished on these more powerful instruments. But there was also a
place for refined music of softer character, and harpists were able to
make a living easily. Still, it is surprising that the early wave of attempts
to automate musical instruments included the harp in its wake.
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The Encore Automatic Banjo was taking shape in 1893-95. The
Roth & Engelhardt 44-note, coin-op piano was innovative in 1898 as was
the Wurlit/.er Tonophone (pinned cylinder-operated piano) at the turn-
of-the-century. In the absence of adequate phonograph quality, the
perforated roll-operated instruments became the media that made
ragtime the first American national music form.

Photo 1 . Wurlitzer Automatic Harp, Style B, serial number 1 544 in the
author's collection. This harp was originally saved from destruction by
Mel Hershey, a Hershey chocolate family member and very early
musiccollector. Upon hisdeathin 1970, Jim Wells.aveterancollector
in Virginia, acquired it.
During this harp's illustrious history it played for President Nixon in
the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. Once it was acquired by the
autnor, it went tnrougn a total restoration by Dave Ramey of Chicago
Heights, Illinois.
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Right in the middle of the early developments in the automatic
music field was John William Whitlock's Automatic Harp, invented and
produced in Rising Sun, Indiana, and eventually exclusively distributed
by the mighty Wurlitzer Company.

Why a harp? What kind of music did it play? How successful was
it? Who was Whitlock? As with any early development, there are many
questions. Some careful digging mixed with some fortuitous preservation
of original records and literature provided the answers.

The Wurlitzer Automatic Harp is an important addition to a
serious collection of automatic instruments. It is a very early device,
beautiful in appearance, soft in volume and, while a rarity, there are
enough around to make it possible to own one. As with only a few other
instruments, the harp has been flattered by being replicated in a project
to make ten machines as described more fully at the end of this article.

Some collectors have successfully accomplished the task of as-
sembling all three of the American stringed instruments, the Encore
Banjo, the Violano Virtuoso and the Wurlitzer Harp. Together they
make an impressive statement.

During the past several years I have energetically sponsored the
production of recut rolls by compositing some of the best original music
as well as by having produced some newly arranged music (by Art
Reblitz) that makes the harp play in a way that old-time collectors never
imagined.

J. W. WrtITLOCK.

Photo 2a. 1905 newsprint photo of
J.W. Whitlock.

Photo 2b. Whitlock with his Euphonium.
Photo is from a Kathleen Whitlock sheet
music composition.
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J.W. Whitlock - The Early Years
A look into the story behind the Automatic Harp reveals an

inventor who was one of those combinations of Horatio Alger
entrepreneurialism and Edison-like inventiveness that helped build
America in the latter part of the nineteenth century. The man, J.W.
"Row" Whitlock (1871-1935), made a story of his life that should be
recollected, if not for the magnitude of his legacy, then for the way in
which he accomplished his success.

Photo 3a. Looking west on Main Street, Rising Sun, Indiana, in 1 909.

Photo 3b. Main Street in 1 980 looking east at the forested Ohio River shore of
Rabbit Hash, Kentucky.
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