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LISTEN TO ThE SKy: INvESTIGATING SOuND 
IN CuLTuRAL IMAGES Of ThE A-bOMb, 
fLyING SAuCER, AND SPuTNIK, 1945-58
John Sharples

“Will you shout or will you cry 
When the fire rains from on high?”

The Louvin Brothers, The Great Atomic Power (1952)

The impact and effects of the atomic bomb, flying saucer, and Sputnik have been 
comprehended within US popular culture predominantly through visual sense-impressions. Yet, the 
emphasis on visual aspects of technologies such as the mushroom cloud, the sleek shape of an alien 
craft, and the silver ball of the satellite has downplayed the importance of the other senses in the 
process of identity construction. This article examines the plural processes of cultural representation 
of these three technologies and highlights alternate identities in terms of a broader range of sense-
impressions relating to sound. Examining sound produced by and around each object within varying 
locational and social contexts can illuminate concealed identities. Sound identities can also reinforce 
narratives which rely on other senses. Considering how sound and sound-events have contributed 
to the articulation of specific cultural anxieties, this article focuses on the arrival of a science fictional 
modernity powered by technology which both resisted and reinforced the insecurities of the postwar, 
post-Nagasaki, post-Hiroshima world. With this perspective, a variety of sources are employed. These 
include reactions to the appearance of the bomb and more reflective considerations of how the 
bomb, saucer, and satellite entered the American mind. These impressions and meditations come 
in various forms. Any effort at understanding the subject, even a selective one, must embrace this 
diversity, particularly regarding the use of newly domesticated audiovisual technologies including 
television and radio broadcasts. Such technologies themselves helped domesticate the bomb, 
saucer, and satellite despite the persistent monstrous status of these cultural icons.

Influences

The atomic bomb, flying saucer, and satellite form a group of objects which, through their 
representation, reveal something about the state of the world. By focusing on a specific aspect 
of their representation – sound – new or formerly secondary impacts can be discerned and 
reconsidered. The effect is of a pair of noise-cancelling headphones, dampening some frequencies 
whilst amplifying others. This ground is not undiscovered. A number of researchers have considered 
similar issues. Cultural representation of bomb, saucer, and satellite traditionally highlights their 
visual identities. This is both unsurprising considering their spectacular nature and reflects the 
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predominance of the visual mode within the contemporary world. Devices of ocular perception 
and interrogation have become primary metaphors for comprehension. Juhani Pallasmaa talks of 
“the bias towards vision, and the suppression of other senses” within architectural disciplines but 
the comment applies equally to the wider world (The Eyes of the Skin 9). Exhibitions including 
CTRL (Space) (2002) have demonstrated the collusion between the visual mode and structures of 
power. To be seen, it seems, is to be understood. The atomic bomb and mushroom cloud, the 
saucer silhouette, and silver ball of Sputnik are signs with significant cultural power. Advertisements 
from the 1950s and 1960s incorporating these signs in friendly ways nevertheless demonstrate that 
domestication could occur relatively quickly even as threats persisted or reached higher points of 
tension. The relative inaccessibility of each outside the printed page, film screen, or radio broadcast 
did not prevent or disguise their intrusion and invasion into the domestic landscape.

Conceptual influences, primarily regarding the appearance and domestication of science 
fictional technology coming to life, stems from numerous places. This article is part of a wider project 
investigating, in a non-systematic way, the science fictional postwar cultural world, emphasising 
the role of various sensory modes in constructing representations of disruptive and domesticated 
technologies. In attempting this, one must acknowledge that the “sonic texture” of the world 
is constantly transforming (Sterne, Sound Studies Reader 1). One must attune oneself to “ways 
of hearing and not-hearing” (1). Always, specific sense-impressions and aspects of those sense-
impressions are prioritised. Seeing is usually deemed sufficient. Watching an atomic bomb explode 
on the horizon, one would not wait to hear the accompanying sound to be sure before closing 
the fallout shelter door. However, sound provides an underappreciated mode of analysis. Previous 
research has framed the cultural identities of the postwar fantastic space of US popular culture as an 
interplay of orientations of looking up and looking down.1 An analogous process of hearing and not-
hearing can be suggested – of being attentive to one’s surroundings, shutting off the outside world, 
of not listening, or being unable to listen. “Watching the skies,” suggests both grounded-ness and 
myopia, an insular focus at the expense of the everyday, seen in stereotypical images of scientists. In 
aural terms, one can cover one’s ears or be too sensitive to one’s environment. Yet, while “the gaze” 
– the act of seeing – is the central trope in visual culture research, there is no consensus or consistent 
theorisation of “the listen” (Sterne 19). Instead, a range of listening strategies are apparent. To this 
end, this article examines two main reciprocal areas, namely the intersection of sound and visuals 
regarding representation of the atomic bomb, flying saucer, and satellite; and the domestication of 
each object involving methodologies and technologies of sound and how the sound each made was 
assimilated into culture.

part one: visual identities

The atomic age formally began on 16 July 1945 with the Trinity Test carried out by the U.S. Army in 
New Mexico, as part of the Manhattan Project. In August 1945, atomic bombs were dropped on the 
Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. New threats from above, material and imagined, soon 
emerged. Aviator Kenneth Arnold’s sighting of what became termed ‘flying saucers’ in June 1947 near 
Mt. Rainier in Washington state sparked a national and international phenomenon. Five thousand 
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saucer sightings were reported in the following decade to the United States Air Force (Pearson, “Air 
Force Checking Job” 6; “Flying Saucers Spotted Again” 1; and Edson, “It’s Summer! That Means 
It’s ‘Flying Saucer’ Time” 7). The launch of the first artificial Earth satellite, Sputnik I – Satellite I – in 
October 1957, generated its own form of anxiety. Launched by the Soviet Union, a small silver ball, 
fifty-eight centimetres in diameter, Sputnik was, with optical aid, visible in its low Earth orbit from the 
surface of the planet. Using a shortwave radio, one could tune into its broadcasted streams of coded 
beeps. Preliminary visual aspects largely determined the identities of the atomic bomb’s effects, 
particularly the mushroom cloud, and provided structure to Arnold’s saucer encounter. Concerning 
Sputnik, whilst initial reports highlighted its beeping signature, encoding the event as a significant 
sound-event, attention was also given to its visual appearance and its potentially surveilling power.

A significant linguistic signifier of the effects of the atomic bomb – the term ‘mushroom 
cloud’ – drew attention to its visual effect on physical landscapes at the expense of other sensory 
modes. By July 1946, a US reporter already spoke of the mushroom as “the common symbol of 
the atomic age” (Weart, Nuclear Fear 402). Other descriptions of the atomic blast – “a multi-
colored surging cloud,” “a convoluting brain,” “a raspberry,” and “a cauliflower cloud” – were 
quickly discarded (402). Overwhelming spectacle – represented by the mushroom cloud – stymied 
other forms of sense-impression and other forms of coming to terms with the new weapon. Jessica 
Schwartz, researching the postwar atomic age, accurately concludes that “silence emerged as 
the paradigmatic atomic age sensibility […] instrumental in controlling bodies and information” 
(“Resonances of the Atomic Age”). Similarly, Kenneth Arnold’s initial sighting of objects subsequently 
described as a ‘flying saucer’ demonstrated a tendency to convert all sense-experience to visual 
symbol. Describing the objects he spotted as moving “in a saucer-like fashion,” Arnold’s account of 
his experience was interpreted to refer to a saucer shape – its thingness rather than its movement. 
He later complained that: “Most of the newspapers misunderstood and misquoted [me]. They said 
that I said that they [the objects] were saucer-like; I said that they flew in a saucer-like fashion” 
(“Transcript of Ed Murrow-Kenneth Arnold Telephone Conversation”). Indeed, the initial Associated 
Press story was headlined “Pilot sees ‘Saucerlike Objects’ Flying at 1,200 m.p.h. in Oregon,” whilst 
Arnold’s statement described shapes which “flew like a saucer would if you skipped it across water.” 
Contrarily, Sputnik’s launch produced analysis based on various sense-impressions, principally the 
satellite’s visual appearance and sonic properties. Most prominently, the New York Times headline 
read “Soviet Fires Earth Satellite Into Space; It Is Circling The Globe At 18,000 M.P.H.; Sphere 
Tracked In 4 Crossings Over U.S.,” outlining the initial movement of the craft, its subsequent orbit 
and velocity, its spherical shape, and then efforts at tracking the object. Below the main headline, 
subheadings continued the parallel assessment, highlighting how radio was used to pinpoint the 
satellite’s location and confirming, optimistically, that “4 Report Sighting Device” and that the craft 
was “560 Miles High – Visible With Simple Binoculars.” Such claims calmed concerns about the 
satellite’s elusiveness whilst creating a new anxiety regarding panoptical power. The twin methods of 
control – sight and sound – tentatively placed Sputnik under a reciprocated surveillance.
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part two: atomic Bombs and satellites in public spaces

Yet, monolithic cultural identities can dissipate over time, their initial meanings and signification 
becoming more varied. This is evident in the way these objects infiltrated public spaces. Perhaps 
the most prominent cultural sounds which summarised the new atomic age were old sounds: the 
crackle of the Geiger counter and the air-raid siren. The sound of the Geiger counter “was first heard 
by many Americans on radio broadcasts in the late 1920s” (Smith, Eco-Sonic Media 97). Although 
derived from pre-WW2 technology, an application of the Geiger-Müller tube, its clicking represented 
a new sound for a new historical context (110). Surrounding radiation in the tube’s proximity caused 
ionisation which induced current in an external circuit, amplified to produce clicks from a speaker. 
Invisible effects of the atomic bomb were transmuted into sound (“X-Ray Counter Checks Radiation” 
114). Within The War of the Worlds (1953), The Incredible Shrinking Man (1957), and Dr No (1962) 
the click of the counter marks the presence of danger. In the first, the astro- and nuclear physicist 
Dr Clayton Forrester discovers a meteorite which crashes to earth is radioactive by use of a Geiger 
counter. In the second, Dr Bramson refers Grant Williams’s character, Scott, to the California Medical 
Research Institute where they learn of his exposure to a radioactive mist, causing his shrinking. In the 
latter, Secret Agent James Bond uses a Geiger counter in his investigations and discovers that Crab 
Key Island, under the control of the mysterious Dr No, possesses a nuclear secret.

The Geiger counter, however, found itself used for a number of bizarre tasks. One of these 
tasks was as a system for finding golf balls, according to an October 1949 Popular Mechanics article. 
A ball-tracking system required each golfer to carry around their own Geiger counter, sweeping 
over the ground when a drive entered the rough and strayed off the playing green (Whittaker, 
“Million-dollar baby of the atomic age” 89). Again, an everyday occurrence had been invaded, the 
process infusing the game of golf with novelty whilst familiarising a device which had only recently 
seemed fixed in an association with atomic destruction and death. A number of other news items 
contemporary to the radioactive golf balls tale also reveal a degree of amusement around the 
device. Jacob Smith notes how “In 1949 a new generation of prospectors headed to the deserts […] 
equipped […] with a portable Geiger counter. Retail sales of Geiger counters jumped 75 percent in 
1950” (97). An advertisement in Popular Mechanics, in March 1953, read: “Find a fortune in uranium 
with this new, super-sensitive Geiger Counter. Get one for atom bomb defense. So small it fits in the 
palm of the hand […] Sold with ironclad moneyback guarantee […] $24.95.” (“New – Sensational! 
Geiger Counter” 284). It is noteworthy that commercial possibilities were listed above any thought 
of personal safety.

Another old sound became repurposed to warn against atomic attack – the air-raid siren. 
Unlike the Geiger counter, which made protection personal, air-raid sirens were more indiscriminate. 
Yet, the air-raid siren would not signal a movement to safety, but impending death. This was 
demonstrated in test evacuations in 1954 to 1961 in “Operation Alert” and “Operation Kids.” Traffic 
jams and refusal to participate were common. Further, whilst 679 sirens – up to 125 dB – were 
installed in New York City in 1954 (Hillel Schwartz, Making Noise 811-812), in the more rural states 
civil defence administrators expected the first notice of an attack would be “intense light in the sky” 
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(812). In-home warning devices were also dismissed since, as one noted, “I would question whether 
a housewife running a vacuum cleaner or a washing machine in another room would hear this” (814). 
Advertisements for the Chrysler Air Raid Siren demonstrate the futility of the effort. Their product 
claimed to be “the loudest Mechanical Voice in the World,” able to be heard four miles away and to 
“open a hole through fog” (“Ready to Warn Americans at a Moment’s Notice,” The American City 
31). Powering the siren was a one hundred and eighty horsepower V8 engine also used, in a clever 
bit of cross-product promotion, in Chrysler cars and, in a vague way, to those powering US tanks. As 
with the Geiger counter, commercial interests again impinged. A mixed message of pessimism and 
optimism was present in these adverts.

Regarding Sputnik, what was its sound? On a technical level

the satellite had dual transmitters on frequencies of 20.07 and 
40.002 megahertz, with sound radiated by four external, spring 
loaded whip antennae. The beeps were alternately transmitted 
on each of the two frequencies. Each beep was 0.3 seconds in 
duration with 0.3 second pause. (Dickson, Sputnik 129)

Beyond this, though, Sputnik presented sound as spectacle. Konstantin Gringauz, designer 
of Sputnik’s transmitter, later confirmed that the frequency of the sound of Sputnik in the lower 
frequencies accessible to amateur, ham-radio operators was no accident, but instead was shaped to 
deliver as large an impact as possible:

Amateur radio operator Roy Welch was quick to record the 
beeping signal from his home station in Dallas. A few days 
later, on October 9, he was playing the recorded beeping for 
long lines of interested visitors to the Texas State Fair. (129)

Gringauz confirmed that the satellite designer Sergei Korolev “was adamant that signals should be 
received by as many people as possible throughout the world, including amateur radio hams” (129). 
To this end, before the launch, the June 1957 issue of Radio magazine, circulation of more than one 
million, had printed instructions on how to detect the satellite, “but no one took it seriously” (129). 
After launch, however, Sputnik forced all those beneath it into an unwilling imagined community, 
linked through the satellite’s trajectory and potential data gathering abilities. President Eisenhower’s 
remark that the satellite launch “did not raise his apprehensions one iota” was badly received 
(“Portrait of the Week” 500). By 24 October 1957, “most” Western scientists “ha[d] thrown doubt 
on Russian claims that coded information was being sent back,” but British scientists suspected that 
“until the evening of 9 October coded information [including temperature and pressure readings] 
was present” (“Coded information found in satellite’s signals” 10). Regardless of the content of the 
beep, the noise was pronounced as “the sound of the future” (Blakeslee, “Three Questions” 7). The 
sound, however, did not persist. Around three weeks after launch, the craft began to lose its voice 
after the satellite’s batteries failed. Scientists of “other nations [were asked] to aid in tracking the 
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now voiceless sphere” (Wesley, “Sputnik Loses Its Beep Voice” 3), including, reported New Scientist, 
members of the Cavendish Laboratory, Cambridge (Shakeshaft, “Tracking ‘Sputnik’” 11-12). 

As Karen Liftin states “that orbiting ball which aroused such trepidation in the West […] 
was not equipped with sensors” (68). Sputnik was “a pure weapon of propaganda, containing only a 
radio transmitter that emitted a shrill beep. It didn’t photograph the earth or measure the radiation 
or temperature of outer space” (Norris, Spies in the Sky 17). Despite this, the sound of the satellite 
could easily become overwhelmed by its visual identities and, to take another twist, Sputnik’s alleged 
surveillance technology. Von Hardesty and Gene Eisman claim that “The first appearance of Sputnik 
over a major city, heralded by its radio signals, became a moment for celebration […] On day two 
[…] Sputnik appeared over Berlin no less than 13 times. Dublin, to the surprise and delight of locals, 
was graced with the same number of visitations. Other cities encountered fewer appearances of 
Sputnik on that memorable day: New York, 7 times; London, 6; Tokyo, 6; and Washington, 5 […] 
Observers were awestruck by Sputnik [… even though] observers were often tracking the more 
reflective carrier rocket” in the sky, not the satellite itself (Hardesty and Eisman, Epic Rivalry 78). 
These ideas were considered in a number of places, including, considered below, in popular song.

part three: expectation

Setting initial representations of the atomic bomb, flying saucer, and Sputnik against the manner in 
which they were assimilated into popular culture – through appropriation of names, turning danger 
into toys, and use of humour – raises the issue of identity formation. Domestication did not, of course, 
dissipate all threat or anxiety, nor did it completely undermine the power of the new technologies. 
Rather such efforts can be understood – at most – as coping strategies in line with common social 
practices relating to novel, fantastical, or unwelcome circumstances. With this in mind, it is worth 
reconsidering the initial manner in which their identities were formed and seek parallel paths – roads 
not taken, in one sense, which may challenge their identities based on visual elements. This can 
be done through an examination of the sonic components of sense-impressions recorded at their 
first appearance, as well as sounds which emerged from these appearances. It is noticeable how 
an absence of sound features in each initial encounter. An emphasis on specific aspects of each 
technology led to specific cultural identities being foregrounded, predominantly visual ones – the 
mushroom cloud, the silver ball, and the saucer shape. Shapes stood in for effects and provided a 
shorthand for a range of feelings.

The earth-shaking saucer noise in films such as The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) – one 
of the most popular flying saucer portrayals – equated sound with power. In the scene of the saucer 
landing, a radio reporter notes that in “the nation’s capital, there [was] anxiety and concern, but no 
outward sign of panic.” The script then describes “a barely audible, distant hum” which “grows 
in volume imperceptibly” (“Script for The Day the Earth Stood Still”). The sound “becomes a roar 
[…] unearthly in its intensity and almost unbearable in its swiftly increasing volume. The people 
stop in their tracks and look up in the sky in terror.” As the craft lands, “the tremendous roar of its 
motors is suddenly cut off.” Sound is a clear part of the craft’s monstrous identity. In another popular 
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saucer depiction, The War of the Worlds (1953), with its Academy Award-winning special effects, 
stereotypical saucer shapes are deliberately avoided, presenting triangular shaped craft, resistant 
to nuclear weapons, with green corners and centres, and antenna-like weaponry. The impact is 
far removed from Klaatu’s graceful craft which gains its intensity of impact from its sleek modern 
surfaces and sonic power. The Martian saucers instead produce a distinct sound, partly like the hum 
of an electrical circuit, partly like a swarm of amplified crickets. The sound of their weapons is a more 
familiar bleep, bloop noise and the combined effect is an overwhelming one. It seems completely 
natural for these saucers to produce a large sound. Yet, works such as Gerald Heard’s Is Another 
World Watching?: the Riddle of the Flying Saucers (1950) – an early investigation of the flying saucer 
phenomenon –  noted that, in 1947, “The oddest thing about them so far was […] not their shape 
nor even their speed [… but] the thing it didn’t have […] The disks were dumb […] In perfect 
silence” (8-9). Certainly, the demands of entertainment and cinematic conventions contributed to 
the discrepancy within these representations. But there is also a possibility that this aspect of the 
flying saucer identity was downplayed due to the expectation that a spectacular visual image should 
be accompanied by a spectacular sonic event.

A need to fill silence, of falling victim to the hierarchy that sound is necessary when faced 
with silence, was also noticeable in coverage of the first atomic bomb test. The problem can be 
broadened and considered as one of aesthetics. It is a common notion that the dazzling light and 
cacophony of modernity overwhelms. Regarding this, a minor digression clarifies the tendency and 
extent of modern technology and sensibilities to obscure. Japanese novelist Junichirō Tanizaki’s In 
Praise of Shadows, written in the 1930s, recorded his experience at a Kyoto restaurant where “until 
recently […] the dining rooms were lit by candlelight” (21). These had been replaced by electric 
lamps, but several complaints had been received about the quality of this light. A candlestand was 
brought to Tanizaki’s table, since “only in dim half-light is the true beauty of Japanese lacquerware 
revealed […] a depth and richness like that of a still, dark pond” unseen in the bright electric light (22). 
“Darkness” he concluded, was “an indispensable element” of this experience (23). This speaks to a 
wider experience of modernity in all its forms. When certain modes of living or of doing things are 
lost, the way one perceives is also lost. All-encompassing electric light is undoubtedly a significant 
invention, improving living standards and working conditions, yet technological change can destroy. 
One can apply Tanizaki’s parable to the production of sound.

Hillel Schwartz notes irresistibly that “It is not possible to begin quietly” (17). Scientific 
and mythological ideas converge on this thought. The Big Bang, for example, and accounts of the 
origins of the universe recorded in ancient myths agree, even on a superficial level, on the need for 
a significant noise to signal new forms of existence (20). This expectation of noise accompanied the 
first atomic bomb demonstration at the Trinity Test in July 1945. Of the nine principal eyewitness, 
stationed up to twenty miles away, seven mentioned sound, and three noted their disappointment 
at this aspect of the test. Only Robert Serber and Maurice M. Shapiro remarked on the power of 
the noise, noting a thunder-like quality to the sound, “a sharp report” and a blast which “startled” 
(“Transcription of Trinity Tests”). The physicality of the experience is foregrounded here, particularly 
the effect on the human body. Other observers were less impressed. Luis W. Alvarez mentioned a 
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small, almost unnoticeable, shock wave from his vantage point whilst Edwin M. McMillan recounted 
that “I did not feel any earth shock.” These reactions are inextricably linked with the expectation that 
sound should accompany visual spectacle. Disappointment, however, could also be relief. Victor 
Weisskopf stated that the sound was “much weaker than anticipated.” Morrison likewise described 
“an anti-climax” and Kenneth Greisen recorded “After the brilliant optical display we had seen, 
the ground shock and noise were disappointing.” Again, the visual spectacle seemed to compel a 
complimentary and equivalent soundtrack.

Despite this mixture of responses concerning sound at the Trinity Test – of course based 
on the distance and acoustics of the landscape – General Thomas Farrell, executive officer for the 
Manhattan Project, was said to have “caught the feelings of almost everyone” when he wrote that 
the sound of the bomb, a long hard thunder echoing around the distant mountains, “warned of 
doomsday” and death, yet, this was wishful thinking, contradicting the first-hand accounts and 
the multiplicity of opinion (Weart 101). Similarly, at the Pacific island Bikini Atoll test, in 1946, 
expectations of apocalyptic destruction were left unfulfilled. The bomb exploded “far off target 
[… and] a Latin-American radio announcer said he would broadcast the sound of the explosion, 
then gave a high-pitched squeak” (109). Disappointment was the primary emotion. Rather than 
the bomb itself, “the audible, seminal quotation of the Atomic Age” (Hillel Schwartz 625) was not 
a new sound, or even an old sound, but Robert Oppenheimer’s echoing of the Hindu God Vishnu 
from the Bhagavad Gita, “I am become Death, destroyer of worlds” which itself filled an absence 
of sound from his colleagues reacting to the explosion whereby “A few people laughed, a few 
people cried, most people were silent” (The Decision To Drop the Bomb). Physicist Richard Feynman 
felt compelled to bring out his bongo drums, filling the expected noise with his own cacophony 
and relief. Oppenheimer’s quotation nevertheless suggests an ending rather than a beginning, a 
memorial rather than a moment of emergence.

Perhaps one should not be surprised. Noiselessness is, after all, a state incompatible with 
human existence. When composer John Cage entered the anechoic chamber at Harvard University, 
he heard two noises: “the high sound was the working of Cage’s nervous system, the low sound 
was blood pulsing through his circulation. In other words, he was hearing his own lifeforce” (Toop, 
Haunted Weather 1). The body, then, produces its own soundtrack. We are noisemakers. As Richard 
Feynman’s drumming counterpoint to the atomic bomb test demonstrated, there is a reciprocal 
history to the sounds one interprets, the sounds produced in response to the matter of living and to 
the matters of history. In attempting to grasp something of this reciprocity, and for reasons of space, 
I will consider a small number of significant songs: sounds produced in response to the technological 
shock of the bomb, saucer, and satellite.

part Four: song

The principal concerns of songs produced referencing the technologies under examination circle 
around themes of power and limitations. Regarding the bomb, the most popular tunes were the 
Buchanan Brothers’s songs Atomic Power (1946) and There’s a Power Greater than Atomic (1947). 
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Atomic Power, drafted the morning after the bombing of Hiroshima, situates fear of the new bomb 
within Christian, Old Testament, theology (Bill Geerhart “Hiroshima” quoted on Atomic Platters). 
There’s a Power Greater than Atomic, similarly, raises God above all Man’s efforts to destroy Man, 
contrasting divine power favourably with the recent Bikini Atoll test. Both highlight the massive 
destruction of the bomb. Atomic Power begins by suggesting that “this world is at a tremble with 
its strength and mighty power” hinting at the bomb’s Promethean origins, from heaven, as well as 
its devilish potential, referencing “the brimstone fire” it produced, before determining that atomic 
power is “the power of God’s own holy hand,” a message repeated in the chorus declaring “Atomic 
power, atomic power / Was given by the mighty hand of God.” The following verse, warning of the 
power of the device, demands that Man only “use it for the good of man and never to destroy.” 
The song ends with a warning that when Judgment Day comes, there will be no advance warning, 
alluding to the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki which “paid a big price for their sins,” 
justifying the annihilation.

There’s A Power Greater Than Atomic (1947), the most popular atomic bomb-themed song 
of the time, continued in a similar vein, beginning by mentioning God’s ability to give and take 
life. The refrain, “There’s a power (power) greater than atomic / It’s a power of the One that sits 
on high,” reminded the audience that “there is no power / To equal that of God.” Indeed, the 
lack of destruction at Bikini Atoll is mentioned – “The sea and sky unchanged” – proving “That 
God is still supreme.” There appeared an acknowledgement of the bomb’s powers as well as an 
attempt to confine such power within Christian teachings, if not of humility then of caution. The 
theme is containment, an attempt to prevent the atomic bomb’s power overwhelming all other 
cultural and social boundaries. Processes of simultaneous fragmentation and domestication were 
also visible within musical portrayals of Sputnik, assimilating the other within existing US popular 
cultural forms. Indeed, Sputnik’s launch sparked off numerous popular songs utilising the satellite 
as subject and lyrical matter comprising a mixture of concern and playfulness. The 1958 Sputniks 
and Mutniks by Ray Anderson and the Homefolks, for example, a “masterpiece of hillbilly paranoia” 
(Geerhart “Paranoia” quoted on Atomic Platters) could admit that “[t]hose funny missiles have got 
me scared” and that he is seeking “somewhere Sputnik can’t find.” Again, a kind of paranoia is 
at work dependent on the idea that Sputnik could, if not see, then certainly find an individual. It 
confirmed the view that poet Jane Hicks described, “We grew up trained to duck and cover, wary 
of Sputnik’s eye” (Driving with the Dead: Poems 14), and an attitude whereby “Everyday people […] 
would look up in the sky at night and try to spot it [… and] wonder if they had to speak in hushed 
tones” (Dickson 113). The assumed hidden power the satellite had was sight, not the ability to kill 
with hidden weapons, or to listen in. 

Yet, this type of interpretation proved the exception. The mood around Sputnik was as 
much humourous as fearful, if not more so. Skip Stanley’s Satellite Baby, advertised in Billboard 
(December 1957), was an amusing sci-fi-rockabilly hybrid, tripping through a greatest hits of cultural 
fears – “Nuclear baby, don’t fission out on me” and “Geiger counter Daddy loves your atomic 
energy” – before a nondescript chorus of “We’re gonna rock it daddy, take your satellite!” (Geerhart 
on Skip Stanley’s Satellite Baby). Likewise, Teresa Brewer’s Satellite employed Sputnik as a metaphor 
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for romance. Verse two describes how the singer’s:

love takes the path of a satellite 
In an orbit around your heart
Your attraction is something I never could fight
And it’s starting to pull me apart

comparing one’s lovesick state to “sailing above the clouds so high […] The world looks as small as a 
polka dot / When compared to the love I’ve got.” In a similar, unconcerned tone, Carl Mann’s Satellite 
No. 2 (1958) commands “Let’s dance, dance, dance at the satellite,” suggesting a Bacchanalian, 
nonviolent, passive reaction to the Soviet satellite: hearing “a beepin’ sound, I moved my feet,” 
it begins, before the chorus intones: “Yeah, let’s dance, dance, dance, everybody […] Well, let’s 
dance, that’s satellite no. 2 Yeah!” Jerry Engler’s Satellite Girl (1958), like Satellite No. 2, portrayed 
a carnival atmosphere underneath the satellite, renouncing responsibility, whilst Al Barkle’s Sputnik 
II (1957) viewed the satellite as either carefree and playful or reckless and out of control, beginning 
with a torrent of “beep beeps,” and comparing an unnamed object of affection to “a flying Sputnik 
Floating on ay-air.”

What to make of these seemingly weightless cultural productions? Most importantly, one 
should take them seriously. The use of extraneous or proximate sounds to construct music is not 
new. Jean-Philippe Rameau, in 1726, composed La Poule incorporating the sounds of the rooster. 
Through the industrial revolution, the sounds of machinery and tools were incorporated, as in 
Alexander Mosolov’s Iron Foundry in 1926. Black Sabbath’s heavy metal sound has been linked with 
the factories where several of its member worked (Cope, Black Sabbath and the Rise of Heavy Metal 
Music 28). Steve Reich’s 1969 City Life includes the sound of car alarms, “aestheticizing [the] urban 
landscape” (Berger, “How Noise Makes Music,” Nautilus). Sonic Youth and other no-wave artists 
have claimed to have taken inspiration from the New York cacophony (Reed, Assimilate 209). There 
is a rich musical history which takes account of the surrounding environment. In a number of these 
cases, as with the use of the Sputnik beep, there is a certain rhythmic component to the sound, a 
regularity which can be straightforwardly placed within a pop song template. Jonathan Berger writes 
how this use of the surrounding world:

mirrors how the human brain manages noise—how it transforms 
noise into something palatable and even exciting. Noise 
represents disorder and uncertainty. We try to fight through it 
and find coherence […] We live by making music out of a noisy 
world. (“How Noise Makes Music”)

The use of flying saucer and Sputnik sounds, then, can be seen as just another coping mechanism for 
understanding and comprehending the new and the familiar. This need not determine the underlying 
tone of the music. Comedic, paranoiac, or plain fun compositions can have the same intention.
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taking-off

Visual aspects of the flying saucer, atomic bomb, and Sputnik can be considered the main and 
primary motivating aspects of the cultural power each possessed. Other sense-impressions can still, 
however, be of importance in decoding the complex identities of these three objects. The sounds 
created by each, and the sounds they created in others, certainly contributed to the feelings of fear 
and wonder they generated. Monstrous, cataclysmic noises, silent, unearthly swooping, and manic, 
streaming beeps became shorthand for representing cultural anxieties. On occasion, however, 
the official record was not enough. When sound and sight were at odds, the visual aspects often 
led the way. The silent saucer became, in The Day the Earth Stood Still, a thunderous machine. 
Unassuming reverberations of the atomic bomb at the Trinity and Bikini Atoll tests were rewritten 
as the dreadful emergence of new realities. Unintelligible, sporadic beeping from Sputnik was 
suspected of conveying valuable information. Official censorship, particularly concerning the effects 
of the atomic bomb and the existence of flying saucers, left a silent space filled by unsanctioned 
cultural identities, humour and commercial opportunism. The transformation of the Geiger counter 
into a tool for twentieth-century prospectors seeking their fortune in uranium deposits and as a way 
of finding marked golf balls, for example, demonstrates that even as potent a sonic-symbol as the 
Geiger counter’s clicks could be reshaped. Of course, this was not confined to sound-identities only. 
Popular songs on the atomic bomb, saucer, and Sputnik further demonstrate that domestication of 
these three technologies was possible. This domestication accepted the Outsider, invited it into the 
American Home, redrew its meaning, and led each to the status of American icon.

To quote Juhani Pallasmaa again, “The suppression of the other sensory realms has led 
to […] a feeling of detachment and alienation” (Blurb), specifically within the field of architecture 
but universalised here. Excessive focus on any aspect of representation can distort the whole. A full 
sensory history can surface new messages which might otherwise be obscured. Above, I have tried 
to draw out a small number of these messages, emphasising that the construction of the identity of 
the flying saucer, the satellite, or the atomic bomb was in no way natural or inevitable but involved 
shaping the accounts and images available. In the case of the flying saucer, the emergence of 
The Day the Earth Stood Still’s craft was based on a misreading of Kenneth Arnold’s initial 1947 
report. Other films, such as War of the Worlds took a different approach. In both cases, noise was 
added to suit cinematic necessities rather than remaining faithful to eyewitness accounts. Likewise, 
in cinematic portrayals of atomic bomb explosions, as well as in news footage, sound and sight were 
frequently synced together – although not always – to convey an overwhelming experience, despite 
the disconnect between the two at any sensible distance of observation. The threat of the bomb 
compelled the mutation of already existing sounds, in the form of the Geiger counter and air-raid 
siren, but both ran into commercial imperatives and the new noise of society. Sputnik’s radical bleeps 
were part warning sign and part entertainment, and their appearance in popular songs followed a 
tradition of enveloping surrounding sonic material into a more acceptable structure. This all leads to 
a question to end on: what can other sensory modes tell us about the role of these science fictional 
technologies within the American postwar period? Further research is needed.
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Notes

1. See: John Sharples, “Sky and Stardust: The Flying Saucer in American Popular Culture, 1947-
1957.” Cultural and Social History, vol. 13, no. 1, 2016, pp. 81-98; and John Sharples, “A Mysterious 
Light: Flying Saucer Narratives in Post-War USA.” Fantastika Journal, vol. 1, no. 2, Dec. 2017, pp. 
37-50.
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