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‘WHOLE NEW WORLD’ (INTRO)

One morning, at the height of summer 1948, in an anonymous conference room deep in the sprawling corridors of the Waldorf Astoria – a great grey symbol of post-war, boom-time opulence whose rooms, at that very moment, Frank Sinatra and Grace Kelly called home – an extremely neat, bespectacled scientist from Budapest stood between two stacks of shiny black discs, preparing to change the music business forever.

Peter Goldmark had always been an inventor. He studied physics at the University of Vienna but knew, even as a child, that he preferred making things to studying them. In the 1920s he built a kit television to receive the first signals sent across the continent by a newly minted BBC. In 1937 he took his talents to the United States and joined Columbia Broadcasting System’s own burgeoning TV department. He was a creative, passionate and lonely man – a stubborn workaholic who unlocked the laboratory door at 5 a.m. – but his work paid off for the rest of us. It was Goldmark who helped to invent the first colour television and, in the 1960s, developed the first video recorder too. Startlingly though, neither would prove to be his most enduring creation.

Goldmark loved music. More specifically, as a Hungarian born in 1906, he loved German, classical music. It was something he liked to listen to sitting in the armchair of his study before six hours of sleep. In the early decades of the twentieth century though, listening to music at home was also a pretty considerable pain in the ass. To enjoy a new recording of Johannes Brahms’ Piano Concerto No. 2 (to use his favourite as an example), you had to buy an actual album of ten-inch discs called 78s and flip them, one after the other, five minutes at a time. Every one of the concerto’s four movements, from the tense melodrama of the second to the thrilling, florid climax of the last, were spliced into halves. Add to that the cost of those 78s, and the fact they were made of a shellac resin so brittle it could survive no more than a dink, and you come to realise that you’d have to really like Brahms to bother at all. Goldmark decided to do something about it.

To perform the minor technological marvel which would be required to make listening to symphonies at home even remotely enjoyable, Peter and his team had to make a series of radical adjustments. Firstly, they decided to replace the fragile and expensive shellac with a new polymer called polyvinyl chloride, made from salt and oil rather than the secretions of a female bug. Then they swapped the thick steel styluses of gramophones for ones made of sapphire. These innovations enabled one crucial evolution: the shrinking of the grooves which contained the music itself. They had invented the ‘micro-groove’ and it quadrupled the amount of music each side of a record could hold from five minutes, to a colossal twenty-one.

When Columbia Records asked Peter Goldmark to launch his new product before the waiting press, in the depths of the Waldorf Astoria, it was stacks of these two types of records – the 78s and the new, polyvinyl discs – which stood either side of him. The difference was comical. The pile of 78s stretched eight feet off the ground, stretched towards the ceiling. Goldmark’s polyvinyl records, on the other hand, was hardly a tower at all; only sixteen inches high. Both contained the exact same amount of music. Columbia christened their new product the ‘long-player’, or ‘LP’ for short. It was an invention which completely transformed the art of songwriting, the joy of listening and the shape of popular culture to follow. The age of flipping was over.*

Technological leaps like the micro-groove have had an unfathomable impact not only on the way we can listen to music, but on what we even consider music to be. Thirty years ago, inside a mossy cave on the banks of Slovenia’s Idrijca river, a group of archaeologists found the hollowed out thighbone of a young bear, with two perfect holes cut into either side. It was a flute from 60,000 years ago; the oldest musical instrument modern man has ever found, so old that it wasn’t even made by humans, but a Neanderthal. For almost the entire history of playing notes and chords in sequence, which followed the sound produced by that piece of bone, ‘music’ has meant to each new generation almost exactly what it would have done to that primordial flautist: something which happened once, and never happened the same way again.

The very idea that music could exist beyond the moment it was first produced is, by comparison, still less than two centuries old. It was basically inconceivable until 1857 when, in a workshop in central Paris, Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville created a machine which could scribble lines onto paper in correspondence with the sonic vibrations detected in the air. It was two decades more until those recordings could actually be played, when Thomas Edison designed a tool to follow the instructions of those waveforms and reproduce the vibrations in audible form. When his little brass cylinder played the first sounds ever recorded – Edison himself saying ‘Good morning, how do you do?’ – it was a form of time travel: sounds made in the past, being heard in the present. Only when the gramophone was made available for sale at the end of the nineteenth century could anyone really begin to think of music in anything like the way we recognise it today: something which happened in exactly the same way every time we chose to hear it.

It was perhaps for this reason that, in 1948, Columbia Records knew that their pitch to affluent Americans – listening to twenty-one minutes of music in your own living room, uninterrupted – would be an irresistible one. The LP turned recorded music into a genuine, viable prospect and artists quickly seized upon all the opportunities it gave them. Jazz musicians no longer needed to truncate their improvisations; they could lay down full, fifteen-minute tracks knowing they could be heard without interruption. Labels began compiling multiple singles onto a single disc, and artists started to think about the way those songs transformed into something greater when listened to together. The age of musician as auteur was born.

The effect of the likes of The Beach Boys’ Little Deuce Coupe and Bob Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited – the first proper, fully fledged records – must have been dazzling, but even they didn’t change everything about the way music was understood overnight. For example, listening remained a communal experience at heart. Portability was confined to the living room and so records were heard most on dance-floors, or on the radio. The first Sony Walkman – 1979’s TPS-L2 – was fitted with two headphone jacks because its designer, Norio Ohga, couldn’t comprehend that people would be interested in listening on their own.

The advent of computers and digital compression software eventually rendered polyvinyl, cassette tapes and CDs, if not obsolete, then utterly inessential. The invention of WAV and MP3 files in the early ’90s did something remarkable by removing the need for physical album formats entirely, turning recorded music – itself impossible less than 150 years ago – into something as abstract and immediate as air. At the precipice of a new millennium, Steve Jobs debuted a new device called the iPod with a size-based gimmick of his own: a thousand songs in his jean pocket.* Within eight years, iPods had become the most popular MP3 player in the world. By 2012 the iTunes Store replaced physical media as the way the majority of people purchased their music, but the giants of Silicon Valley were only just getting started.

In June 2015, Aubrey Graham (a teen actor and one-time hockey prodigy who now goes by Drake) pulled a stunt which was to the iPod what that stack of LPs had been to that tower of 78s. From the giant, lilac-lit stage of a Californian convention centre named after an assassinated mayor, the soon-to-be biggest rapper on the planet stood before the teleprompters and announced the launch of not a store, but a library of songs: a streaming service named Apple Music. The competitor they sought to dethrone, Spotify, had already been active for nine years, but its subscriber base stood at only 77 million; chump change compared to the half a billion it boasts today. TIDAL (who launched six months earlier with an Avengers-style line-up including JAY-Z, Madonna and Nicki Minaj) gambled big on people caring about hi-fidelity music, found out most didn’t, and flopped.

Shortly after the keynote, Drake announced that his fourth studio album, Views from the 6, would be released on Apple Music exclusively. It was the year of ‘Hotline Bling’ and an explosive, one-sided beef with Philly MC Meek Mill. People were waiting on his magnum opus. The endorsement all but guaranteed that streaming was here to stay. It was, in effect, the dawn of the streaming era. Six short years after Apple Music was launched, streaming didn’t just become people’s favourite way to buy music, it became the most popular way to listen to it in general, usurping a form of listening which has survived everything from the micro-groove to the MP3: the radio. But what was most remarkable was the extent to which technology had dwarfed Peter Goldmark’s stack of polyvinyl LPs. Only sixty-seven years earlier, listening to twenty-one uninterrupted minutes of music had been a revelation; that number had now exploded to near-infinity.

Even in the early days of the twenty-first century, there was already a fair bit of anxiety about what the newfound access granted by the Internet was doing to creativity. Past technological advances, from the wah-wah pedal to the Akai MPC60, once fuelled the creation of original styles of music at a blistering pace; from rock to disco to acid house, all being forged, one after another, at an unprecedented speed. Figures like cultural theorist Mark Fisher posited that, on the other hand, the new technological breakthroughs like Napster, Limewire and MP3 stores were not about musical creation, but simply musical perseveration, and he found great swathes of new artists beginning to simply remix or rehash the great leaps of decades past.* If the past was granted equal status to the present, then culture was in stark danger of becoming frozen in history. ‘How long can a culture persist without the new?’ he asked in 2009. ‘What happens if the young are no longer capable of producing surprises?’

Forecasts like these were premature to say the least. The 2010s did not, in fact, transpire to be a decade of stagnation at all, but instead became a period of startling transformation, one where the entire landscape of music was remade in a way unseen since the 1960s. A new generation of musicians responded to the MP3 era with furious creation; forging new aesthetics at an incredible rate. Styles of music which simply didn’t exist in 2009 – from hyper-pop to Brooklyn drill – now predominate. In 2016, hip hop, a style of songwriting invented by children of Caribbean migrants in New York City, overtook rock and pop music as the most-listened-to genre in the world, shattering a paradigm which had lasted half a century. Streaming services also fuelled an unprecedented appetite for international music in the culturally conservative West, and the modern era has seen the unimaginable happen: acts from Korea, Nigeria, Japan and Spain becoming enormous stars in America. In 2023 the biggest musician on the planet, in terms of sheer numbers, was Bad Bunny, a Puerto Rican rapper and singer who performs almost exclusively in Spanish.

Digital audio workstations (DAWs) became the most ubiquitous instruments of all, and music can now be made just about anywhere, or on several continents at once. Many artists seized upon the utterly boundless capabilities of the Internet age. In 2023, Canadian chief-of-chill Mac DeMarco released One Wayne G, a 199-song collection of demos, each simply named after the date they were recorded. This kind of self-archiving was nearly impossible in the time of physical-only recording, but no longer. It was as if Arthur Russell had simply released every song he ever recorded in one go, back in 1991.

Even more fascinating than the material changes of the music industry are the stylistic alchemy which manifested within the music itself. Poptimism has been popularised, and the once-gaping oceans which existed between the mainstream and the underground have been transformed into tributaries. This is a world where an indie darling like Grimes and the world’s wealthiest man are just the space of a tweet apart, and everything has been urgently squeezed together. DIY music imitates pop stardom, and the actual stars are sounding stranger than ever.

As such, the 2010s were far looser about the dividing lines of taste. In decades past, self-elected connoisseurs – from the classical purists of the ’30s to the Internet bloggers of the mid-2000s – preferred to make their cultural savvy known by separating art into scales of High and Low. With all music blurred into one though, with extremely fringe figures subsumed into the centre of pop, those same tastemakers began advertising their supreme lack of pretension, embracing a love for pop and obscure electronica alike. In many ways, this attitude better reflects the truth of the creation behind the music. Some of the world’s biggest artists, from Billie Eilish to Lil Uzi Vert, make their music in much the same way a niche, cult artist like Daniel Johnston once did: sat in a bedroom, surrounded by kit.

If the 2010s will be remembered for anything though, it will be as the decade genre became redundant once and for all. Genre-blending musicians have always existed. It’s how some of the most thrilling music of the twentieth century was made. Even as the new millennium began, the music industry and the listening public stood by the old dividing lines between rock and soul, between rap and electronica, which had been conjured up by industry executives in the 1950s. No more. Even the most casual music listener now seems to be comfortable with – nay, expects – a certain amount of genre-hopping within even the most commercially successful records.

In 2018 A Brief Inquiry into Online Relationships became a UK number one record for Manchester band The 1975. It opens (as all their albums do) with a song also called ‘The 1975’, here rendered as a haunting piece of a cappella auto-tune, performed through the iZotope VocalSynth plug-in first popularised in Florida rap. The second track – ‘Give Yourself a Try’ – is a taut indie-rocker fitting of the scene they emerged from in the late 2000s, but that song is followed by the buoyant, gentrified tropical house of ‘TOOTIMETOOTIMETOOTIME’; a pop-song whose sound nestles nicely among the Biebers and Clean Bandits. By the time we arrive at ‘How To Draw / Petrichor’, this group of Mancunian twenty-somethings sound like Laurie Anderson being remixed by DJ Luck & MC Neat. The point is not that this is incredibly innovative (or even necessarily good): the point is that it was streamed by millions of fifteen-year-olds. It’s normal.

Across music of the modern day, genres are thrust together not just across albums but within the space of a single song. Take a track like JPEGMAFIA’s ‘Jesus Forgive Me, I Am a Thot’, one of the wildest songs of a pretty wild decade. It opens with shots of glitchy crowd noise and stuttering drums, like something Fugazi would have laid down in 1995, but they’re soon replaced with solemn, down-tempo piano, which plays through his first verse. In the chorus, Peggy shouts from the back of his throat and the beat picks up intensity, but the piano echoes on; Mobb Deep meets Nils Frahm. The song is piano ballad and industrial rap all at once, and the effect is eerie; the sound of a man raging through tears.

Audacious genre-blends like these can be supremely entertaining too. Take a song like ‘Concrete’, the opener to one-time YouTube sensation Poppy’s 2020 album I Disagree. It somehow washes seamlessly through nu-metal, dream pop and dubstep, before finally breaking into a chorus of torch-waving arena-rock; the kind of moment which would have made her a star in 1987 if not for lyrics like ‘bury me six feet deep / bury me in concrete / turn me into a street’.

More contentious is the way in which digital technologies have begun to bring the very concept of musical authorship into question. In 2010, a beautiful, thirty-five-minute song called ‘U Smile’ was uploaded to SoundCloud. It’s a shiny, oscillating piece of music which begins with a few tentative flutters and expands, incrementally, into something vast and elegiac. Snatches of choral vocals float in and out of focus and lashings of dense, rumbling noise rise and fall like waves on the shore. It sounds like Godspeed You! Black Emperor at their most hopeful or Sigur Rós in the midst of a moment of great, celestial wonder. ‘U Smile’ is also a Justin Bieber song, from his 2010 album My World 2.0, slowed down 800 times. Florida producer Nick Pittsinger had processed the track through a piece of software called PaulStretch and uploaded it to SoundCloud as a joke. Within weeks it was an Internet phenomenon. It’s also (and I mean this sincerely), a gorgeous piece of music. Does it matter that this beauty was entirely incidental to the creative intentions of the teenager who made the original in 2009? These questions, once ridiculous, are becoming increasingly relevant. Through apps like TikTok, everybody with a smartphone now also owns tools which can write music, create sounds and remix songs at a moment’s notice. From Neil Young to Tinie Tempah; no song is sacred or – as was always the case when Edison spoke into his gramophone – permanent either.

This diminishing of artists is, therefore, the other, more tragic story of our time. Even in the early years of the music industry, where artists were far more dependent on labels to get their stuff heard, it would have been utterly inconceivable that a musician would be required to sell a song 3,000 times to earn a single pound; yet that’s exactly the rate which Spotify – the streaming service with 80 per cent of market control – offers its artists. From 2024 onwards, if an artist’s song was heard fewer than one thousand times, they received no money at all.

The rampant theft initiated by the likes of LimeWire and PirateBay was not solved by the music industry, then; record labels and streaming giants simply took up the mantle themselves. It’s now commonplace for all but the artists with the biggest marketing budgets to rely on live performance to pay the bills. With economies stagnating and government support for the arts vanishing worldwide, many of the music venues which hosted small or independent acts began to shutter too. In 2023 alone, 125 of Britain’s grassroots venues closed, making it the worst year for live music on record. As livelihoods diminish, the powerful stranglehold which centres of capital have always maintained over art and artists have tightened further, and these companies will likely determine the shape of music’s future. Soon after all of recorded music became available to us in an instant, a future is already coming into view where it could vanish from our lives completely.

This quest for ease which drives these predatory practices is everywhere in a hyper-consumerist world, from the food we eat to the way we communicate. The beauty of art though – what distinguishes it from ready meals and iPads – is that the role of humans cannot be completely erased from it. For all the ways in which tech companies and record labels have shaped the artistic shifts of the era of recorded sound, they still can’t do what Lana Del Rey does in the final seconds of Norman Fucking Rockwell!, when the piano falls silent and she whispers ‘I have it, I have it’, like she’s drawing her final breath. They can’t do what Kendrick Lamar does on ‘For Free?’, when his words drop effortlessly between kinetic drums and squealing sax in a way which feels like gymnastics. They can’t sing like D’Angelo, or write like Lauryn Hill. Columbia Records and Apple Inc. may have had an oversized hand in tilting the direction of culture, but they didn’t create it. Musicians did.*

One of the more insidious consequences of listening to songs in the Internet age however is that the work which goes into a single song – the pure miracle that ordinary, breathing people are able to make astounding art – is sometimes hidden by the effortlessness with which it all arrives at our ears. Albums which were anticipated for months now seem to arrive one Friday and vanish the next. New Radiohead album? Next. New Ariana Grande? Thank you, next. The result is that new and monumental music – my generation’s equivalents to Pastel Blues or Illmatic and Songs in the Key of Life – tends not to garner the same folklore as those LPs, or even the same stature in our lives. This is a not a testament to the quality of the music. Sons of Kemet’s Your Queen Is a Reptile. Xenia Rubinos’ Black Terry Cat. Danny Brown’s Atrocity Exhibition. Arooj Aftab’s Vulture Prince. Isaiah Rashad’s Cilvia Demo. Chat Pile’s God’s Country. Fiona Apple’s Fetch the Bolt Cutters. Frank Ocean’s Blonde … It’s obvious to me that these records deserve close examination every bit as much as Led Zeppelin III.

As such, the book in your hands intends to act as a corrective of sorts. Beginning roughly in 2013 – the year that the aesthetics which shaped the modern era coalesced – it seeks to ensure that the music made during this great, productive Internet age doesn’t vanish into a pixelated ether. It tells the story of all of the great stylistic and cultural shifts of the 2010s and beyond through the stories of five artists – Devonté Hynes, FKA twigs, Oneohtrix Point Never, Earl Sweatshirt and SOPHIE – whose art best encapsulates what was special about this thrilling and transformative era.

It likely goes without saying that these artists are not household names. Ask your gran who they are, and you’re liable to elicit a reaction somewhere between confusion and disgust. Instead, their careers have operated in the vast and fertile ground between the avant-garde and the mainstream; entering culture on the periphery before, over the course of a decade, becoming utterly central to it. Each of them is a member of the first generation of musicians raised in the time of MP3s, the specific, unprecedented moment at the beginning of the twenty-first century when recorded music suddenly became as abundant and pliable as the air we breathe.

Because of this, their work begs an obvious question: if Peter Goldmark’s LPs had such a seismic impact on the nature of music – the way we perceive it, and the things it’s capable of being – then what has been the effect of this digital age, heralding as it did shifts which dwarfed his creation so completely? The artists and the music contained within this book, and throughout this great, thrilling new time for music, are and will always remain the very first answers to that question.

 

 

 



* Peter Goldmark died at seventy-one years old in a car wreck on the Hutchinson River Parkway. His car clipped the bumper of another while he was changing lanes and it spun out with such violence that his body was flung across the highway. It was 1977, only three decades after he invented the micro-groove, and Linda Ronstadt – who made a kind of music inconceivable in 1949 – was at the top of the Billboard Chart, selling three million copies in America alone. The year’s bestselling album, Meat Loaf’s Bat Out of Hell, sold 43 million. All forty-six minutes and twenty-one seconds of Bat Out of Hell fit onto a single black disc with ease. I don’t know whether Goldmark ever heard ‘Two Out of Three Ain’t Bad’, but I hope it was Brahms playing as he went.

* Goldmark and Jobs’ stunts were just two in a long line of product demonstrations which sought to make great leaps in technological advancement explicit to the naked eye. In 1981, Kieran Prendiville – the presenter of BBC One’s Tomorrow’s World – demonstrated the durability of the CD by furiously scratching at its surface with a rock, something which would have rubbed Goldmark’s micro-grooves clean off. Tragically, the album printed onto the CD was the Bee Gees’ sixteenth studio album Living Eyes, making that demonstration one of the first instances outside of a Roman stoning where people were rooting for the rock to win.

* It was these file-sharing platforms, often made by teenage coders in their bedrooms, which actually facilitated the culture of infinite access, rather than the streaming services of today, but their efforts were also just signposts pointing towards an enormous shift to come. Your average Britney-loving Joe was not downloading early Aphex Twin rips online in 2002. When Napster was launched, half of households in the UK didn’t even own a computer. In fact, downloading music using dial-up Internet was almost as effortful as flipping a 78 nine times over. Instead, their most important contribution was forcing the music industry to do something about them.

* The twenty-first century has also seen an increase in the scientific understanding of just how essential music is for living. We now know, for example, that music activates more regions of the brain than almost anything we can expose it to: more than food, more than smell, more even than sex. (Those who listen to Billy Ocean have understood this for years.) Music messes with the brain in ways only drugs otherwise can: it can change our perception of time and strengthen our immune systems; it can make people who cannot otherwise move dance; it can make people who cannot otherwise remember begin to do so. Even more incredibly, researchers now tell us that neuro-ensembles (the unique firing of our brain’s neurons in response to music) means that our brains themselves are instruments contributing to our perception of a song. The obsessiveness of nerds like me is, in short, completely justified.
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